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"Gene design and splicing, 100,000 dollars."

OK, I thought to myself while continuing to stare straight ahead, at least I wasn't cheap.

"In vitro fertilization, 10,000 dollars."

Aw come on, whatever happened to the gift of life?

"Artificial womb; rent and maintenance for 8 months, 2 weeks, 127,500 dollars."

Well, at least I got out early and saved a few bucks.

"Nursery and infant care, two years, 60,000 dollars."

Gee, I wonder what it was like for humans? Then again, they had parents, didn't they?

"Nursery attendant, thumb graft surgery, 20,000 dollars."

They were going to charge me for that? Damn, he deserved it too. I still bet he hadn't thought I could bite it off yet! Talk about your rude awakenings.

"Pre-school two years 80,000 dollars."

Yow! That much? I'm gonna hate it when they get to the real stuff.

"Basic schooling, six years, 360,000 dollars"

Humans I'd heard got twelve years and a lot more training, I wonder what they paid? Or if they paid?

"Basic combat training, six months, 60,000"

That was fun at least.

"Advanced combat training, one year, 200,000"

That almost got me killed.

"Technical training, two and one half years, 300,000 dollars"

And now the big one.

"Assault ship and shuttle pilot, one year, two million dollars."

Why why why did I have to volunteer for that one? I knew this day was coming. Some dumb idea about 'making more so I can buyout quicker', at least that's what I told everybody last year. Hah, now they're a year into it, and I'm just two mill deeper.

I moved my eyes and risked a quick glance at the man behind the desk while I stood there rigid at attention. He was another one of those pale pasty faced admin types who obviously avoided the bright sunlight and heat of the outdoors. He smelled strongly of antiseptics and soap, probably some kind of health nut. Standing at ease to either side of him were two other humans, the one on his left was the instructor from my last training course, the one on his right was the head of my crèche section and my guidance councilor. He noticed my glance and winked at me smiling. Embarrassed at having been caught in the act I quickly returned my eyes to stare at a point in space directly in front of me. 

The Admin guy stamped some papers in front of him then, mine I assumed, then had the other two sign them as well. 

"Well, by the power invested in me by the Board of directors of the Tri-Star Mining and Manufacturing corporation, I present you, Raj Rakir, a sentient leopard-man of .7 human norm on the Rourstat scale, with your bill for creation and training by the corporation. As covered in the created species act of 2069 you must now work for above said corporation until you have either paid this bill, or completed a term of 50 years indentured servitude."

'Indentured servitude'. 

Slavery was probably more like it. But I wasn't natural born, so my parents couldn't negotiate a deal with one of the smaller corps. Heck, I don't even have parents. At least I was supposed to have a hundred year life span according to the spec sheets that the company geneticists claimed were 'me'. That's if I didn't get killed by something else first of course.

The admin guy started to talk again and I pulled my mind back from wandering and paid attention.

"As you have completed advanced courses in security, combat, electrical and computer technician, combat pilot, and shuttle pilot, you will be given a combined rating of Pilot-technician slash soldier. Your rank will be that of Warrant third class. Your starting pay will be eighty thousand new dollars per year, as in accordance with the equal pay statue of 2075. Due to your high standings in your classes, the company has assigned you a graduation bonus of twenty thousand new dollars to help defray outfitting costs.

That number caught my eye, coincidence? Not likely.

"I would like to end by saying something special to you Raj; do not let concerns for buyout overwhelm you. Do your duty and serve the company well, and the company will always be there for you. Dismissed."

I came back to attention, saluted smartly, turned on my heel and marched out the door. 

The rest of the large room had been empty; I was there alone today because my extra training had caused me to graduate a year behind the rest. It had been a rather lonely time, to suddenly have my family and friends of fourteen years suddenly absent for the first time in my life was rough. I had been so busy though I really hadn't had too much time to feel sorry for myself. 

Once in the hall I could smell the rich scents of the other students, along with the human staff. My nose picked out six different species immediately, with the hint of several others, it was a fairly busy corridor. 

When I finally got back to the safety of my room I sighed and leaned back against the closed door. This was it, finally. I had finished all my courses, survived actually, and graduated. I looked at myself in the mirror, ears drooping a little as I had to admit to myself the prospect of going 'out there' all by myself, and leaving the structured life of he crèche was scary. We were kept on a short leash here on earth, morphers, animen, whatever you called us; we weren't terribly popular here right now. Actually I'm not sure we ever really were, so we never went off company property without a lot of supervision. That part I wouldn't miss at least.

I changed out of my dress uniform and took a moment to brush out my dark pelt and thought about what had just happened to me, I had finally gotten my 'bill' and I now owed three-plus Million new dollars. Three Million. I sighed letting that sink in for a moment, at least they couldn't charge interest on it otherwise I don't think I'd ever be able to pay it all off.

Yet I could actually make that kind of money in thirty or so years, if I didn't screw up and get nailed with too many fines. Tri-Star wasn't that bad a corporation to be working for really, there hadn't been a major strike or labor problem in over twenty years. The history books we had studied had shown a lot of abuses that had taken place over the years, and even Tri-Star had a few of them to be honest. But overall they came up pretty clean when lined up next to some of the other Corporations. Hell, some of the stories I had heard in training about some of the other companies really made me pretty glad to have been born into one of the better ones. So I really couldn't gripe that much, and anyway, who really hates their family? Simply put, the bottom line was that if it wasn't for Tri-Star I wouldn't exist. I did owe them that much.

I flexed a bicep and grinned toothily at my reflection in the mirror, and they did design well. I was the biggest leopard in my class, and the strongest. I'd graduated at the head of my advanced combat classes for a reason: I enjoyed kicking ass. Whatever was coming, I'd find my way through it one way or the other.

I checked my terminal then to see if my orders had been posted yet, they had! I was to report in one hour, not much time to say goodbye, but I really didn't have any real friends around here anymore to say goodbye to. I got out my carryall bag and looked around the small room that had been my life for so many years. I glanced over at the other bed, which had been empty since Nepal had shipped out with the rest of my siblings. It was still strange not seeming him there, not hearing his wise ass comments about my dressing habits. Sure I took extra time with the mirror, being bigger I drew more attention, and more scrutiny. 

Opening up the small closet I pulled out my uniforms and got the few things I owned off my desk and started to sort them on the bed when I heard a noise at the door.

"Come in, it's open!" I called before they had the chance to knock.

"You weren't planning on leaving without saying goodbye I hope Raj, were you?"

I turned and gave a toothy smile to my Guidance Counselor who was standing in the doorway, still dressed in his formal company uniform from my graduation ceremony. Cat smiles tend to be disturbing to some people, especially humans, but I don't think anything ever bothered him. Well at least not anything I did anymore. 

"No Sir, I was going to stop by on my way out." I admitted sheepishly. He was one of the two people outside of my 'family' I had ever developed an attachment to. Probably because he had stuck by me through my rough period, I had been a real source of trouble for him during that phase.

"Please Raj, call me George. You're not one of my kids any more; you are your own person now." He smiled sadly, "I'm going to miss you, you know. You and your family were quite a joy to have around, even if you were a bit of a problem at times."

My family was all of the other Leopards of the Delta-Zeta crèche group. Either by company design or fortunate accident we had decided a long time ago that we were the 'Rakir' family, and I have to admit it was comforting to have eleven brothers and sisters sometimes. 

"I'm going to miss you too George," It felt a little strange calling him that, as kit's we had all called him 'Uncle George' or 'Sir', depending on how much trouble we were in. We had also called him a lot other things behind his back as well, some not so nice.

"Well, you just remember to behave, and be careful. You aren't going to be in a nice safe school or crèche anymore you know; it's tough and dangerous out there."

"It hasn't exactly been safe here either," I said sadly. A lot of students hadn't made it; I could still remember the names of the five other students that had died in advanced combat training alone. I had had a few close calls myself over the years that I had been run through my own training.

"But don't worry about me," I smiled again, "you know I'm good!"

"Yes, I know. First in your combat class, first in your advanced combat classes too." He sighed, "You're going to find out real fast that doesn't mean much out there, Raj." He reached up then and scratched under my chin. It was usually considered patronizing and an insult when a human did that, but not George. I just closed my eyes and rumbled a little. George did it to everyone, and got away with it. Once he even did it to one of my advanced combat instructors in front of everybody. Guess it’s kind of hard to be afraid of us when you’ve raised as many crèche groups as George had. He was a straight company man and rumor was he’d raised three groups before mine. Rumor also was few people lasted more than two.

"I'll behave," I sighed.

"I've heard that before!" He laughed and stopped scratching my chin. "Steve says goodbye too of course."

Steve was George's longtime roommate, and closest friend I guess, I was never sure what their relationship was. They had been living together for as long as I could remember. He worked here too, in the section that raised the Herbivores. He was deathly afraid of most of us predators, including me. 

"Tell him I'm still sorry about growling at him all those times when I was little!" I laughed.

"Oh, he knows that. But I don't think he'll ever forgive you for that trick with his ankle," he laughed himself then. "Took me six months just to talk him into coming back here again!"

"Well, goodbye then," I said.

"Goodbye Raj."

We shook hands and he left.

I quickly finished packing my belongings in my travel bag. There really wasn't much, a few book tapes, family pictures, a couple of uniforms, and some shorts. As I walked out of the compound I looked around one last time. I had spent nearly all of my life here, but this time I wouldn't be coming back. I walked over to the transport center, showed my orders, and found an airbus that was going to the field my new ship was at. I suddenly realized that for the first time in my life I was alone. I wasn't being chaperoned by an instructor or anybody. There weren’t other students or family members with me. It was just me. I smiled to myself, it felt good. I stood a little straighter and adjusted the bag on my shoulder as I climbed on board.

Looking around at the other people on the airbus, I noticed they were mostly company types. About ten of them looked to be like me, new graduates ready for our first assignment. I could smell their nervousness from where I sat, and knew I smelled as bad myself. So I pulled out and reread the hard copy on my orders as the airbus took me to the field, having no idea what my new assignment held for me. I knew I was being assigned shuttle pilot duties on a freighter, and what that implied, but that was about it. I knew nothing about the ship or the people onboard her.

The bus dropped me by the field entrance and I showed my orders to the guard at the gate. He gave them a bored once over and waved me through, so I started across the tarmac to my first assignment.

The ship I was assigned to was the Astra. It was a Transport and Cargo ship, depending on the current needs of the company. My billet was junior shuttle pilot. I looked at the huge bulk of it as I approached; it was in the middle of a swarm of technicians, gantries, and machinery, with a few officers supervising the whole thing.

I wound my way through the confusion and walked up to the guard on duty at the boarding hatch, came to attention and saluted.

"Warrant Third Class Rakir requests permission to come aboard."

"Permission granted. The Captain wants to see you in his dayroom, as soon as you can find it."

I walked aboard the ship, my ship, I couldn't help but be excited, this was finally it. I was on my way out into the real world at last. We’d all talked about this day growing up in the crèche and I’d been jealous when my sibs had all gone out there before me. Now I was finally here, I wondered what Cassandra was up to. She’d been the one who really encouraged me to go to shuttle training. I quickly found the Captain's day room, straightened my uniform and knocked on the door and waited.

"Enter."

"Warrant Third Class Rakir reporting as ordered Sir," I said saluting.

"At ease, sit down Mr. Rakir."

The room had a pleasant smell of wood to it, probably from the desk. A brief glance around showed it to be rather nice, no sign of the metal deck or bulkheads, pictures decorated the walls, and an expensive computer sat on the desk. I looked the Captain over next. He was human, which was what I expected. Most, if not all of the important positions in the corporation were staffed by humans. He looked to be about forty, but with the age treatments that humans can afford he could have easily been ninety. He was in good physical condition, had all of his hair, and probably weighted about 170 lbs. He also had a fairly pleasant scent as humans go. I sized him up more out of habit than any conscious effort, he had the no nonsense look that my advanced instructors had. Not someone to get mad obviously. I sat down in the chair across from his desk and tried to keep my tail from twitching.

"Welcome to the Astra, and the working half of the company. First of all while this is not a military ship, the company expects discipline and I expect all orders to be followed. Uniforms are to be worn when shipboard and when on company duty. I expect everybody to pitch in during loading and unloading operations and in the event of a corporate action sidearms will be issued to all warrant ranks and higher."

“Yes Sir,” I nodded. Corporate action was euphemism for a military action, this may not be a military ship, but it probably carried as much armament as one. The corporations played for keeps.

"I want you to see the quartermaster and get outfitted. He's not bad, and on this ship we try not to stiff you animen with a lot of jacked up expenses. We have a good buyout rate on board and I keep a good crew. Mind your manners and your business and I guarantee your time here will be a profitable one. Any questions?"

"No sir." I shook my head.

"Excited?"

"Uh, Yes Captain, very." My tail twitched and I once again concentrated on making it behave.

He smiled then and leaned back in his chair relaxing a little. "Listen I've been working for the company for almost fifty years, and I've been Captain of this ship for more than ten. So let me give you some advice. Keep your eyes open and be real careful, I have about a forty percent attrition rate in new ani's like yourself. Now I know you cats all think you're hell on wheels, but this is dangerous work, that's why you're here and I hate having to get replacements.” He leaned forward and looked serious again. “Oh, and by the way, your predecessor lasted three months. Got his neck broke in a bar fight, a real waste of talent that.

"Good luck, Dismissed."

I stood up, saluted, and left. I decided that I should probably find out a little more about my predecessor, and soon. They had told us life could be rough, but no one had ever mentioned that kind of thing. 

I made my way back to the quartermaster's office next; the Astra was a pretty big ship. It displaced about fifty seven thousand tons. Its cargo holds could double as assault ship bays and it always carried six such ships just in case. It had a standing crew of about three hundred, and could carry another five hundred troopers if need be. One thousand if you didn't mind sleeping in the hallways.

I found the quartermasters' space and went inside. The quartermaster was a Fox, which surprised me considerably.

"Hi, I'm the new warrant, and the Captain sent me down to get outfitted."

He looked up from his terminal and gave me the slow once over.

"Ah, more fresh meat I see. Well come over here to the counter and we'll see what you need."

As he walked over to the counter I noticed he had a pretty good limp.

"You newbs are all pretty much the same, not a pot to piss in."

"Yeah, that pretty well describes it; I guess you know how it is."

"Nope, not me, I was a free born, not one of you crèche specials."

That surprised me even more, I’d never run into a freeborn before, I didn’t know that the company employed them. Guess they had to work somewhere.

He took some measurements, looked at my I.D. tag, then started to dig through the lockers and pile equipment on the counter.

"Here ya' go. Vac suit, flight gear, survival gear, ammunition. The guns are locked up in the forward weapon's locker. Got a fighting knife?"

"No, why?"

"You're gonna need one here."

"What for?"

"Listen you're new here, and you got a good position, some of the long timers might resent that. Especially the security types, they're always looking to take down an officer or warrant. Now they can't touch a human, that'd be a quick death. But you're different; they can and will pick on you. Figure you might be easy meat. Plus some of the places you’ll be taking leave on aren’t the friendliest in the galaxy."

"I see," I said my eyes narrowing. "What exactly happened to the guy I'm replacing?"

"Take it easy, don't get your ears back. He got his neck broke in a bar fight."

"So I heard."

"Yeah, they don't know who did it, but I'd place money on it being one of our more illustrious crew mates. He was a raccoon and a little too smart for his own good. There are quite a few leopards on board so I think you'll probably get a little more respect."

"Thanks, I'll take the knife."

I checked the balance, spun it around my fingers a couple of times, to show him I knew how to use it, and then sheathed it and clipped it on my thigh.

"Anything else I should know?"

"Well you're billeted in three forward, F deck. The equipment costs will be added to your bill."

"How much?"

"One hundred twenty three thousand."

"Ouch, isn't that a little steep?"

"Not really, the Vac suit's 60 thou, the survival, com, and flight gear, plus the weapons make up the rest. It's good equipment though and while I ain't a conscript like most, I'm not going to shaft my own kind. The humans treat me just the same as they'll treat you."

"Oh? How's the Captain?"

"Not bad, he's a decent sort, treats his people well. Cross him though and he'll have you made into a rug."

"Thanks," I said gathering up my gear. "I appreciate the advice."

I walked out into the corridor with quite a few new thoughts. I wasn't too surprised when I had learned about the laxer discipline. All the military stiffness I was trained with had slacked off a lot in the last year when I was being trained by the company's shuttle people. The bit about the knife really surprised me though. A lot of animen carry knives, humans do too. Guns in spaceships could be dangerous, especially while in jump drive. In training I had rarely had to carry one though, I had always thought that the claws I was born with were more than enough. But then claws are not really that good if you have to kill someone, and in training there was always an instructor somewhere nearby.

I found my quarters next, walked in and looked around. It was a six by eight cubical. Everything in it was designed to fold up or stow away, depending on what you needed, a bed or a desk. Pretty spacious actually. I noticed there was a shelf above my bed folded into the wall. The way it pulled out I suspected it could be made into another bed, I guess if we ever take on extra troops I'll be expected to double.

I set about putting my gear away, it seemed strange now to have all this stuff to take care of. I'd have to get to the forward weapons locker and examine the weapons I had just bought. That was one of the drawbacks of the corporations, you had to buy everything, and it could get expensive. You could also be charged for equipment you broke or lost, but only if the corporation determined that it was your fault.

I took out the picture of Cassandra, the only girlfriend I ever really had, and placed it on the desk. She was off somewhere working as a field intelligence operative, which meant she was probably manning some listening post somewhere, intercepting messages and electronically spying on some other corporation's people or interests. She had left last year and I hadn't heard from her since. I took out the group picture of my entire crèche group next, all the family I had ever really had. Again, I hadn't heard from any of them either, but it's about what we expected. Mail doesn't travel well from planet to planet.

I checked the duty roster then and saw I was due on shortly, so I changed into a clean uniform, grabbed my flight gear and headed to the shuttle bay.

It took me a little while to track down the Executive Officer, who may have been the busiest person on the ship. I finally caught up with him down in the shuttle bay where he was inspecting the ship's shuttle complement, and making sure that the necessary repairs were being performed. I walked up and saluted.

"Warrant Ensign Rakir reporting sir."

"Yeah, what do you want, I'm busy right now."

"Well sir, I'm the new junior pilot onboard, and I thought I should report in to you as soon as possible sir."

"Ah, yes my new pilot, you're trained in assault landings, not just the regular stuff, am I right?"

"That is correct sir."

"Good, we like to keep a full complement of combat qualified fliers, just in case. OK, just a sec. Hey Chief!" He yelled across the hanger.

"Yeah whaddaya want sir?"

"Come over here, I got your new pilot!"

Out of the office across the shuttle deck strode the biggest Tiger I had ever seen, he must have weighed at least 400 pounds and stood well over seven feet tall. Definitely not someone I would want to mess with and I'm no lightweight either.

"Chief Shandour, Warrant Rakir. He's your new pilot; I want you to check him out ASAP."

"No problem commander, take care of it right away." He then turned and looked me over. I looked back and tried to get an idea of just how strong he probably was.

"Well at least you don't look underfed, let's see how well you do on a check out flight. Follow me."

We went to the equipment room, and I was outfitted with a G-suit, and a Flight helmet. The flight helmet could be used on my vacuum suit in place of the standard unit. A flight helmet was considerably more expensive then the standard helmet as it was extremely lightweight, and had a special visor on which the aircraft could display information. It and the rest of the gear also cost another ten thousand credits. I had to admit the rate I was spending money was making me a little worried, it was still only my first day.

Twenty minutes later I was suited up and ready to go. I met the Chief by his office door. In flight gear he looked even bigger, if such a thing could be possible.

"Well Raj, Let's go."

"Okay chief."

"First rule, there is no rank among flight crew once the mission starts, and it starts as soon as you leave the equipment room. Call me Ron."

"Sure thing Ron, which one are we taking?"

"Number 5 just finished a thousand hour overhaul and needs a check flight. This way I kill two birds with one stone."

"Which profile do you want to fly? The full one or the 50,000 feet and below?"

"We'll do the full one; I want to see a full assault re-entry with a practice drop run done over the south end of the field. Use the practice LZ over there."

"Okay Ron you got it."

At that point we came up to shuttle five. It looked pretty clean and was obviously well taken care of. Ron stood back while I did the walk around. My first clue that this wasn't training anymore and that I was finally in the 'real' world was that he didn't follow me around, and there was nothing 'wrong' to be found. I got out the logbook and looked at the entries to make sure the shuttle was signed off and what all the previous problems were. I made a mental note that everything was supposed to be fixed, but that the main Gyro had a tendency to experience phase lockup during small attitude adjustments and that it hadn't been replaced, just reset.

"Okay Ron, I'm satisfied, want to look?"

"Hell no, who do you think signed it off this morning? I know what's in there. Let's light the fire and go."

I took the pilot seat and Ron took the Weapons Officer's position behind me. I ran through the pre-flight checklist, the pre engine start, and finally the engine start. It took me about thirty seconds, practice makes perfect.

 

Engine start when without a hitch, and as I taxied carefully out onto the tarmac I felt a little nervous, while this wasn’t a test like I’d gone through in training, it was still a test of sorts. It was also my first non-training flight ever.

I called the tower for clearance and started us down the runway for take off.

“Ring it out a little why don’t you Raj?” Ron said from the back seat.

“Sure thing Ron!” I replied and moved the throttles to full after burner, enjoying the way the shuttle jumped into the air. It wasn’t long until we had passed fifty thousand feet. Assault shuttles were fuel hogs, but they moved incredibly fast for their size.

I leveled us off at eighty thousand and we ran a few speed runs and a few other tests that Ron wanted run to check the overhaul, then he told me to head for space.

I again got clearance, then started the ascent part of the profile, starting the rockets as the turbo ramjets started to die in the thin atmosphere of near space, shutting them down and sealing them off.

I set up orbit when we reached a hundred miles, and we killed some time as Ron quizzed me on all sorts of emergencies and emergency procedures. Surprisingly all of them had to do with combat damage for some reason.

Then it was time to fire the rockets and head back to the field on an assault approach. These could be pretty tough to fly, and were hard on the pilot. You normally came down hot and fast and to an extremely low altitude for the speeds you were traveling at. He didn’t say much of anything during it until after I’d made my first landing and takeoff, then simply told me to knock it off and head back to the ship.

As we climbed out of the cockpit I was pretty nervous. It had been a lot less grueling than my final exam check flight, but the results were a lot more important to me now.

“Well Chief?” I asked as we walked back towards the equipment room.

"You'll do," he said as we started walking back to the equipment room.

"That's it?"

"Yep that's it, welcome aboard." then he turned to a rather large group that had suddenly formed behind us. "Okay guys, he's one of ours now. Tank 'im."

I tried to put up a good fight as they dragged me down the ramp in the age old tradition of flying units everywhere, but as I hit the water I had to admit to myself that it felt good to finally be part of a team.
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Once I’d gotten myself a dry uniform I was put to work to help stow the shuttles for flight. They all had to be moved into their rack mechanism and secured. That took a full shift, then after that was done I spent the next few days helping to secure other things for flight, perform last minute checks, and help seal the loading hatches that were normally not used in space.

The Astra had been in dry-dock for almost three months now, a number of the ship’s systems having to be upgraded and a few repairs as well I guessed. Once we had everything secured to the satisfaction of the Chief we were ordered to our rooms to strap in. The Astra wasn’t a planet landing capable ship, actually the part I was in was only the basic support module; it contained most of the living areas for the crew, the forward shuttle bay, and the various stations for most of the ship's crew. This was made up mostly of shuttle crews, technicians, some scientist's, security and a handful of assorted odd jobs.

The deep space drives of the Astra had stayed in orbit when it had been brought down by tug for maintenance. That part had undergone some extensive upgrades and maintenance as well according to one of the other crewmembers. It contained most of the engineering spaces, external framework and hydroponics areas, as well as a second larger cargo hold, the bridge, and the ship's boat. 

The support module was not capable of lifting off on its own, so everything and everyone was made secure while four massive tugs linked up to us and hauled us back into orbit. With out the power from the main drives there could be no artificial gravity, so only those who had to be active were allowed to be up and around. 

The process of lifting us out of the atmosphere and docking the support module with the drive section took half a day. The ship had a superstructure that had to be attached as well. Its purpose was for mounting cargo or transport pods, allowing the Astra to haul more than its internal cargo bays could hold. It slowed the ship down when pods were added of course, but was an economical and easy way to add or remove cargo space without having to make changes to the internal cargo holds.

The next day I was finally able to start on what would be my normal duty cycle. I headed down to the shuttle deck where I’d be spending most of my time from now on.

“Raj, over here,” the Chief called.

“Yes Chief.” I headed over to the entrance to the flight briefing room.

“This is your new Weapon’s System Office, Rudy.”

I shook hands with him; he was a possum, which I found interesting as I’d never met a possum before. He looked okay except for the lack of fur on his tail, which just didn’t look right to me.

“I suggest you two start working on your team work, you’re up for your first training simulation in four hours.”

“Yes Chief,” we both said as he left us there.

“He doesn’t waste anytime, does he?” I asked my new WSO looking down at him. He came up to my shoulders.

“Not really, can’t say I’ve flown with any leopards before,” he said as we found ourselves a spot to sit and go over our checklists and our own little preferences for doing things.

“That’s okay,” I smiled, “I haven’t flown with any possums either. How’d you end up a WSO?”

He snorted at me, “I should ask how you ended up a pilot, guys like you are usually the ones down in the trenches. You probably bench press more than I weight.”

“Want to find out?” I asked a little harshly. He started, eyes widening a little.

I sighed; this guy was going to be my teammate in the cockpit, and someone I was going to have to count on. Scaring him or pissing him off wasn’t a good way to get started out.

“Sorry,” I apologized, “I got a lot of that in flight school from the other students. I was the first in my class in my combat school and my advanced combat school. Seeing as I had high scores on my tech levels too and good ratings on my dimensional skills they offered me a spot as a reward for my outstanding performance.”

He nodded, relaxing once more, “Sorry, I should have figured as much. To answer your question, I scored really high on my technical tests; I was first in my class in weapon’s systems. So they offered me this. So rather than building bombs I get to drop them. Personally I kinda like it,” he grinned.

I nodded. “Well I have to admit that being one of those guys in the trenches was always what I had wanted. But I was told I should take the training, and I’m glad I did, flying turned out to be a lot more enjoyable than I thought it would be.”

He chuckled and looked me up and down, “Someone told you. I find it hard to believe.”

I flicked my ears in embarrassment, “She made a very persuasive argument.”

“Girlfriend?”

I nodded, “Though I haven’t seen her since she shipped out last year.”

He nodded to that and changed the subject, “Well let’s get started on this. I’ve got a few more years in than you do, so let me show you what I’ve learned.”

We spent the next four hours working on teamwork skills for flying then. I’d never really had my own WSO before, the guys you got in training were instructors, and they just taught you what your WSO would need or could do for you. Rudy’s experience helped, even if he’d only been on the job for a couple of years. I listened carefully to what he said, not wanting to repeat my mistake earlier and not letting myself get upset no matter what he said. I learned quickly that he was sharp, and while he’d make little jokes at his own expense or mine, there really wasn’t a nasty bone in his body. I think I made him a bit nervous too, but I was used to having that effect on people.

We did well on the sim, and were scheduled for four hours a day the rest of the week so we could continue to work on developing our teamwork. For the most part if we weren’t talking about flying we didn’t really talk too much at all, he tended more towards the quiet side.

I met the rest of the shuttle crews in fairly short order, most of them were fairly senior compared to me, so it was only natural I guess that I started hanging around with the other junior pilot, a Fox named Gabriel, or ‘Gabe’ for short. We actually hit it off pretty well and started to become good friends. Gabe had been in about as long as Rudy. He clued me in on a few things to watch out for as the junior pilot, and helped me learn a few of the minor tasks that now that I was the junior most pilot he got to pass on to me.

A few days later I was sitting in the empty flight crew lounge studying some tech manuals when he walked in. 

"How's it going Raj?" He asked setting down some paperwork and pulling up a chair.

"Not too bad Gabe, just looking over the new changes. What's with you?"

"Same shit, different day. I hear we're supposed to make Hobson's Choice in twelve weeks. Any info on that?"

"About what I've heard."

"Great, I've been there before; you've got to check it out. It's really something."

"Well, I've never been on another planet, so that in itself sounds pretty thrilling to me."

"It's not just that, Hobson's is thirty percent animan."

"So?"

"Man you really are fresh from the crèche, aren't you?"

I glared at him a little, my ears going back a bit. "I never claimed otherwise."

"Hey, don't get your fur in a ruff! If you had got out more you would have noticed that on Earth, we're not well liked. Heck in a lot of places we're not even allowed."

"Well, I will admit that I did lead a pretty sheltered life in that aspect. Maybe the company does look out for us?"

"Oh, there's no doubt about that, Tri-Star actually treats us like we rate. But on Hobson's the vast majority feel that way. They still got some Auntie-anns, but you won't dance with the hangman for defending yourself in a fair fight."

Auntie-ann was slang for the anti-animen people. On Earth they made up a pretty sizeable chunk of the population and we’d been warned continually to avoid them. It was nice to know that my instructors had been honest about their being less of them on the other planets.

"And you think you would on Earth?"

"Damn right, Judge Lynch is out there and waiting!"

"Ah, you're just being paranoid."

"Yeah, well one of my crèche mates got lynched for sleeping with a human two years ago."

I looked up at him, "You serious?"

"Hell yes, did you know the company wouldn't let us off the grounds without a two day long indoctrination course? They didn't want anybody to get it again. But now on Hobson's I know this bar where the human girls just throw themselves at you. Something about the fur I guess," he smiled wickedly.

"You're kidding?" I said shocked, "Human women?" The thought was a bit disturbing, I’d never heard of such a thing before.

He laughed, "Don't knock it till you've tried it. Anyway it pisses off the Auntie-anns more than hemorrhoids."

"Speaking of bars," I said while looking around to make sure we were still alone, I decided to ask him about my predecessor. "What really happened to the Raccoon I'm replacing anyway?"

"He got his neck broke in a bar fight."

"Listen," I said quietly, "don't give me that crap, I want to know how it happened. I don't want the same thing to happen to me."

"Look," he replied just as quietly and taking a look around the room himself, "it's one of those things better left unsaid, the Captain was pissed as all hell about it and nobody's going to go picking on a Leopard. Anyway you're working out ok; nobody's taken a dislike to you. So stop worrying."

"Well I'm worrying." I sighed, “So tell."

He shrugged. "Ok, we came on together sure, but I was a transfer and already had over a year in grade. He was a total newb like you. Great pilot, lousy person. He was a little too clever with his hands, if you know what I mean, and for some crazy reason decided that Tigers were put here for his personal amusement."

"Oh."

"That's right, they really simmer a long time before they blow, not like some species who would have hauled him down to the gym and mopped the place with him."

"You wouldn't mean Leopards would you?" I asked with a forced look of innocence.

"Who else? Everybody knows you guys are wacko."

"Really? I'm hurt,” I grinned.

"Listen who's telling this anyway? So, as I was saying it built up for about six months and all the time the Tigers are getting real pissed about it. Then just before we hit earth the Chief tries to set the idiot straight, he's the Tiger clan head on ship and he knows what's brewing. Tells him to lay low or else."

"Didn't work?"

"Well, it did for a few weeks but when we hit earth everybody was really frustrated about all the restrictions on us. Well a bunch of us went down to the small animen quarter in town and were tying on a good one when he shows up. Now there was a Tiger, who will go unnamed, with us. Of course Bill, the Raccoon, started in with him. This was not a good move as he is one of the crew’s truly mean bad boys. We brought him along in case we got in trouble, because everybody knows he's tough."

"Well, one thing led to another and Bill just kept on riding him, and suddenly Bam, he grabbed Bill by the face and threw him through the window."

"And his neck got broken when he was grabbed?"

"No, his neck got broken when he landed in the garden six stories below."

"Ouch, I take it nobody remembered they were in a tall building?"

"Well, that was the claim, but I'm not so sure. The Tiger Clan came down pretty tough on the one who did it. They got him on some heavy restrictions, and such."

"What about the Raccoon clan? Why didn't they stop this joker before he got out of line?"

"You are slow aren't you? Haven't you noticed that there aren't any Raccoons on board?"

"Hey I’ve barely been onboard a full week yet, so far I’ve only seen this area, the gym, and my bunk. So what do you really think? Was it intentional, or an accident?"

"I think that he intended to really hurt him bad, maybe even kill him, but I honestly don't know that he meant to throw him through the window. He really looked surprised when it broke."

"Does the Captain know who did it?"

"Nope, just the few of us who were there, and on Earth the police don't come to animen accidents unless a human insists. So it's pretty much been covered over. If you're smart you'll shut up about it now too. He did have it coming anyway."

"Well, thanks for letting me know. I was beginning to worry about this type of thing being all too common."

"Oh, it happens more than anyone would like. It seems that when some get out of the highly structured life of the crèche, they kind of go off the deep end. Lots of them buy it in stupid accidents and such. A few end up like Bill there, they just can't deal with all the different species."

"Think I'll do okay?" I asked looking at him.

"I wouldn't be wasting my time with you if I thought you wouldn't make it. Just remember to listen to your Clan. You been invited in yet?"

"Tonight, it's going to be strange being in a clan that isn't full of my brothers and sisters."

"You were the 'Clan head' of your crèche group, weren't you?"

"Yeah, one of them, how'd you guess?"

"I talked to Balizar, your Clan head, to see how you were doing. He told me that you were pretty respectful, and didn't seem like a problem child."

"Well, after Herza threw me across the gym during a sparing session I figured I better behave!"

"She is a tough one, cute though."

"Chasing cats now? I thought you were after human game!"

"Hey, have you noticed how many female Foxes are on this bucket? Not nearly enough! And us foxes have a strong libido. I'll take anything that'll sit still long enough!"

"Remind me not to stand in front of you anymore!" I laughed.

"Ah, you're too ugly. So have you checked out all the other Leopards on the crew yet?"

"Pretty much, it only took about two days."

"Two days!" He laughed, "You sure didn't waste anytime!"

"Well," I admitted guiltily, "I just wanted to get it over with. I know I'm the low man, and I was warned about thrashing anybody. Quite pointedly too. Besides, I think they were as interested in checking me out as I was them, so it wasn’t like I had to go looking."

"Well, you don't strike me as the thrashing type Raj," Gabe laughed again. "Or the type that gets thrashed either!"

"Well, I thought so until I met Herza and Banner. They both made it fairly obvious just where the experience lay, and it sure wasn't with me!"

"I'm just glad I'm not a cat," He grinned, "you guy's play way too rough for me sometimes! Anyway I gotta get going, good luck tonight, I'll see you later."

He walked out the door. I looked at the time and decided I should start getting ready for my date tonight. I didn't want to show up looking shabby. So I went back to my quarters, showered, groomed, and put on a clean uniform.

I was looking forward to meeting the clan. Balizar, the clan head, was thirty years older than I was, and his lifemate was about as old. The idea of belonging to a clan whose heads were old enough to be my parents was actually very attractive, never having had parents myself. The fact that Balizar was the head of the Ship's security detachment was also pretty interesting. It placed him pretty high up in the scheme of things. Security was the biggest group onboard, being about one hundred strong. Actually nearly all of the ship's complement was combat trained and belonged to security to some extent or other, or at least the animen that is. I was a trained combat specialist myself and would probably have ended up as either a troop with a combat group or a security detail if I hadn’t earned the opportunity to become a flyer.

As Balizar was a senior officer, with a lifemate who was also high ranking, he had fairly large size quarters, and that was where the clan meeting would be held. I showed up at the door at eighteen hundred sharp as I had been told.

I knocked and the door opened, and there stood Sharazad, a slender, but still tough looking spotted leopard, she was Balizar's mate.

"Greetings Raj, please come in."

I stepped into the room and looked around, all ten of the leopards on board the ship where here and I noticed that they were mostly wearing just shorts, though quite a few were only in their fur, not much of a big deal when you’re covered in fur already.

“A bit overdressed, aren’t we?” Balizar who was also spotted, and fairly well built chuckled, “Well I think we can remedy that…” and damned if he didn’t trip me onto the pillow’s strewn about the floor that some of the group were lounging on. Other than two fold out couches there wasn’t much else in the way of furniture in the room. 

I was mobbed as I hit the floor, mostly by the younger clan members, though Banner and Herza helped too. It didn’t take them long to relieve me of my uniform coveralls, I didn’t really put up a fight, it was kind of fun I had to admit. I’d missed the close physical and social contact of my siblings and my own kind for a year now.

“There, that’s better, now you look normal.” Mist commented.

“And much more relaxed,” Balizar commented. “So, how do you like your first assignment so far?”

“So far it seems pretty good,” I smiled sitting up and finding myself a few cushions to get comfortable on. “Do you do that to everyone new?”

“Just the ones fresh out of the crèche,” He chuckled. “You all tend to look so stiff and formal the first time you show up.”

I looked around at the rest of the group, I’d met most of them already, first was Banner, he was about as big as Balizar and spotted as well. He was thirty something and a platoon leader in the security forces, which made him a lieutenant. Herza, was a very well muscled and attractive black in her late twenties, a squad leader and a sergeant in rank. The remaining three from security were Lyle, a spotted male, and Sheen and Mist, both black females. They were all about nineteen or twenty and fairly well built as well, the girls both being rather attractive I had to admit. 

The rest were: Franz and Kate, who were also lifemates like Balizar and Sharazad, they were in their late thirties. He was a scout, spotted and a little slender. She was a biologist, black and about the same size as him. Then there was Katrine, a member of the intel team and a very pretty and petite black of about twenty two.

I found myself checking out the single females quite a bit, and noticed that Mist and Katrine were both checking me out as well. Herza just smiled at me once and then went back to chatting with Banner. Eventually we all settled down and Balizar passed out glasses to everyone. 

“A toast to our latest addition! Welcome Raj, and may your debts ever be dwindling!”

“Hear! Hear!” the rest answered and we all drank. I was surprised to find it was real champagne.

“Being the head of security makes it easy to get the good stuff,” Balizar said and winked at me.

I found myself sitting with Mist and Katrine, which I had to admit I enjoyed quite a bit. For the most part the clan meeting consisted of just idle talk. Everyone talked a little about what they were doing, and if they had something to vent about they did. If they were having a serious problem with someone, they’d talk it over with Balizar who’d bring the issue up with the other person’s clan head. Clan heads dealt with most social and personal disputes, as well as some legal matters, freeing the ship’s Captain from having to do so.

The other function of the clan was sort of a mutual support group. None of us had any real family to speak of, so we had no where to go for advice, or anyone to confide in. The stress of being alone could be hard for some, especially among the many different species you had to work with and around. It was always easier to relax among those most like yourself.

“So how long have you been here?” I asked Mist.

"I've been here for five years now. This is my first posting."

"How do you like it?"

"It’s been pretty good actually,” she smiled at me. “The Captain seems to be okay. The XO isn’t even half bad and having the top two security heads in the clan sure doesn’t hurt either.”

I nodded.

“And now with some new talent around things might even get more interesting,” She teased and winked at me.

"I'm flattered." I laughed.

"You should be, you know you are the largest leopard I've ever seen. Was everybody in your crèche group so big?"

"No, I was the biggest. But come on, I'm not that big."

"Check with Kate, six feet is supposed to be the genetic max on us. You sure there isn't any Jaguar in there? I'd be happy to look," she grinned.

“Fairly sure, but if you’re bound and determined to look some time…” I teased back.

Banner came over and sat down then, “Give the poor kid a break Mist, he’s only been here a week.” He smirked at her.

“So tell us about yourself Raj”

I shrugged, “What do you want to know?”

“Well, how about the rest of your crèche family?” He said.

So I told them a little about each of my brothers and then sisters, finishing with Cassandra.

“In love already?” Kate asked leaning over interested, I think all of them had actually been following what I had been saying, which surprised me as I didn’t think it was that interesting.

I fidgeted a bit, ears splaying a little in embarrassment, “Well, maybe. We’d been together and close as long as I can remember, more so than anyone else. I think the psychologists were bothered by it, they made a point of splitting us up on our initial assignments.” I sighed at the memory of that. “Of course if they’d given us the opportunity to stay together I would have had to skip flight training. So the company also gives as it takes away I guess.”

Kate nodded, “Well, I’m sure things will work out for you eventually.”

I nodded, “I hope so. I miss her a lot, we’re hoping that on our next assignments we’ll be able to work something out and be together.”

“Planning on lifemating already?” Banner asked looking a bit surprised.

I shrugged a little nervously and smiled, “I don’t know, Probably.”

Franz piped in and changed the subject making me relax a little.

“So tell us Raj, any idea why you’re so big? Can’t say I’ve ever seen a leopard as big as you.”

“I’m an exercise nut,” I chuckled, “I work out a lot, started when I was two.”

They looked a bit surprised at that.

“Hey Herza, I think we found your match!” Banner snickered.

“Oh really?” She said turning from her conversation with Balizar. “I’ll have to challenge him to a bench press competition then,” she smiled.

“I’ll be sure to set it up,” Banner grinned back at Herza and I shook my head smiling.

“Think you can beat me Raj?” she asked still smiling.

“Definitely,” I smiled back. I’d already seen what she normally pressed in the gym just before she’d beat me up in that sparring match. It would be nice to get back a little of my own.

After that the conversation drifted off to other things, I had a lot of questions myself for the rest of them, and managed to ask quite a few of them before we called it a night and headed off to our rooms. Balizar did take the time to tell me that he was assigning my personal training to Banner as he didn’t really feel anyone lower in the ranks would be able to teach me anything considering my scores in my training classes.

Life abroad the Astra quickly settled into a comfortable, and busy, routine. My schedule on regular days was twelve on, twelve off. That's 'off regular duty', not 'off duty'. Six of those hours were for extra duties, such as the one hour a day Balizar required me to practice my combat training with the regular security troops and sometimes he had me penned in for the whole six! Or work on maintenance details, or supplement the technical department, or whatever. Then there was my usual workout time in the gym, plus an hour three times a week working with Banner on my hand to hand combat skills. Needless to say everybody was kept pretty busy, though on Sundays, duty was normally pretty slack. Probably why the monthly Clan meetings were always held late on Saturdays.

I didn't get to see as much of the Ship as I would have liked to during that first month, I was just too busy fitting in. I did get intimately familiar with the shuttle deck of course and the gyms as well. The Gyms were an interesting affair, they were actually multi-purpose rooms and only one of them was of any size really. The rest were smaller affairs located wherever the designers had felt there was wasted space. So they had some odd floor patterns and were scattered around the ship, so finding workout space wasn’t very difficult.

I did get to take Herza up on the challenge that Banner had made for me. She benched three twenty on sheer grit and will. I was impressed; I didn’t think she’d be able to do more than two eighty. I sat down then and benched four hundred, twice.

“Show off,” she grumbled but I noticed she looked at me a bit differently than she had before.

I smiled back, “Don’t feel bad, I used to work out with a tiger who regularly benched seven hundred, used to make me feel like a weakling.”

“Yeah but people expect that of them, they’re all bulk and no stamina.”

I nodded, “Yeah that was the only thing I could usually beat him in, stamina tests.”

“You know I could use a workout partner,” she said, “interested?”

I nodded, “Sure, I haven’t found one yet.” Then I added with a grin, “especially a cute one who can powerlift.”

“And who can kick your ass across the room,” She smiled back.

“Well, I’ll have to work on that I guess.”

“Let’s go hit the showers and get lunch.”

I nodded, “Sounds good.”

We got cleaned up and headed down to the mess. The mess was pretty much like messes everywhere, a large room with a moving wall, tables and a food service line. The only really difference here was that the tables were attached to the floor, and the food service area could be quickly secured as well. While loss of gravity was rare in space, you still had to take precautions. The mess was also one of the few places on the ship where they had tried to disguise the fact that we were onboard a ship, a few fake windows looking out onto some landscapes, a few plants, and a faint background of nature sounds. It wasn't the greatest attempt, but at least they had tried.

 

Herza and I started to make a regular practice of working out a few times a week together. We ended up sparring a lot of course, nothing conditions as well as actually fighting. She didn’t try to teach me anything really, not wanting to interfere with the stuff Banner was working on with me, but sparring with her was always educational and I always learned something from it. Eventually I hoped to stop her from beating me all the time as well.

I did get to spend quite a bit of time with Mist and Katrine as well, though that was more of a social affair. Dating onboard a ship isn’t the easiest thing, and the only free time I really had was my rack time. So I missed a lot of sleep, but the opportunity to hold someone in your arms is more than ample compensation and it did help ease some of the ache of Cassandra’s not being there. 
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By the time of the next clan meeting I was starting to feel like part of the crew. I had a few friends onboard the ship now and was making more, I also felt at home with the clan members. It had been nearly two months since I had graduated, and we had been in space about five weeks. I felt I had transitioned pretty well.

So I was kind of surprised when about halfway through the meeting Balizar spoke up.

"Well, I was hoping it would work itself out, but it seems we have a problem."

I froze, the only thing I could think of was that I must have made some kind of mistake, but I couldn't think of anything and my mind was racing.

Herza gave me a little kick, "Not you Raj. Balizar what are you trying to do, scare the kid to death?"

"Huh? Oh sorry Raj! I don't mean you. It seems that Terease isn't coming again."

I started to breathe again and listened to what was going on.

"Well," began Kate "I talked with her again this morning, and asked her to come but she seemed pretty withdrawn."

"So, what should we do folks?" asked Banner.

"Well, the only choice we have now is to drag her out of her shell," said Sharazad. "And I would recommend somebody her own age."

There was a lot of agreement with that and that's when I noticed that everybody was looking at me. You ever try to be small and insignificant? I found out that it doesn't work once you've passed two hundred pounds.

"Uh, excuse me," I began, "Who is Terease, and why are you all staring at me."

"Yes, I think you'll do," said Balizar. "Is it agreed?"

"Is what agreed?" I asked again as everybody else went 'aye'.

"Well, you get to go down to Terease's room and bodily drag her out of it," smiled Herza.

"And who is Terease?" I was getting confused again and worried too.

"Don't tease Raj, Herza." Said Balizar. "Okay Raj, here's the story. Terease came aboard the same time you did. She's a Leopard and legally falls under the jurisdiction of the Clan, just as you do."

"I've never even seen her, where does she work?"

"She works in engineering, and other than that she never leaves her cabin."

"What not in two months?" I was shocked, how could anybody stay holed up and alone that long?

"It seems that she has never been a member of any clan. Her parents were killed in an accident on a science station when she was about four. She was raised by a group of humans there until she was ten and then was sent to an engineering school. She was the only Leopard there, and I get the impression from the records I was sent, that she has always been a loner."

"Anyway, if we don't bring her into the fold she's probably going to go off the deep end," said Kate.

"So," I asked, "what am I supposed to do?" I really was confused now. The thought that somebody didn't want to be with their own kind, or anybody even, really made me worry.

"Actually, I think Herza had the right idea. Just go down to her room and drag her out. Spend time with her every day. You're about her age, so I think you have the best chance of forming a one to one relationship with her."

"But what if she doesn't want to?"

"Don't give her a choice. Use force if you have to. From what Shooma down in engineering tells me, she won't be able to give you too much trouble."

I was still worried about this, "But what if she goes to the Captain?"

"She can't, legally as long as you don't rape, rob, or kill her, the Clan is the legal authority," said Banner, "so either she puts up with you, or she has to come and put up with us."

"Yes that's basically about it," continued Balizar. "We don't care if she likes or hates you Raj ..."

"Gee thanks," I mumbled

"... the goal is that we get her to start living a normal life before she either flips out, or gets caught in a psych eval. I will not stand around and let that happen to one of our own."

"Well, any advice?" I asked as I looked around at their faces.

"Yeah," this was from Katrine who was grinning, "be careful, I'd really miss you if you got your 'you-know-what' cut off!"

"Me too!" piped up Mist laughing.

"Gee thanks a lot." I mumbled, "Well I guess I might as well go see what kind of trouble I'm in." I got up and started for the door.

"You can wait till tomorrow Raj," said Sharazad, "a few more hours won't make much of a difference."

I stopped and thought about it a second, but I couldn't see myself being able to relax now. 

"No, if I sit around and think about this you'll have two whacked out leopards. I'll let you all know what happens."

I walked out the door to a chorus of 'Good Lucks' and her room number from Kate. The walk down gave me time to think about what I was doing. The other drawback to being the junior member of a clan is getting all the dirty jobs of course. So how do you just barge in on someone who's decided to be a recluse? Granted it was unhealthy, they used to tell us horror stories about animen who went off the deep end, especially Leopards. Of all the animen only Weasels have a worse reputation than us, but then they're proud of it, we're not. The only thing that kept racing through my mind was that at least if she went off the deep end now, I'd be her first target. 

I wondered then if she had any combat training?

On that thought I came to her cabin door, and knocked.

"Who is it?" came quietly from inside.

"Warrant Raj Rakir, May I come in?"

"What for?" Was it my imagination, or did she sound nervous?

"Personal," I responded.

"No, go away I'm busy." Yes, she did sound nervous.

"Thank you, but no," I opened the door and walked in to her quarters. 

The first think to hit me was the smell. It was a clinging unhealthy rot, faint but nauseous. The second thing to hit me was the book she was reading, right in the face. I looked at it as it hit the floor, some kind of engineering text, must have weighed about twenty pounds. The smell was worse.

"Who the hell do you think you are!" She yelled. "Get out of my cabin."

I looked her over, she was about 5' 8", average height for a Leopard, but she looked way too thin, kind of drawn too. She still had her uniform overalls on and they were clean. But her fur didn't look good, kind of patchy.

"Didn't you hear me?" she yelled again.

"Yes, actually I did and there's no need to scream."

"Well then," she continued in a more normal voice, "get out."

By this time she was standing right in front of me. I looked down and smiled what I hoped was a good impression of a nasty smile and grabbed her wrist.

"With pleasure," and I dragged her out into the hall.

"WHY YOU LOUSY ..." She jumped me as I pulled her down the hall, "I'm gonna ..."

I wouldn't have even called it a scuffle; I just scooped her up into a fireman's carry over my shoulder and kept going down the hall. Damn, was she light, skin and bones mostly by my guess.

"Temper, temper now," I chided. "Screaming and kicking aren't going to get you anywhere."

"What do you expect? Barging into my room and dragging me out like that?" she growled.

"Well I'm sorry about that, but your room stinks and that book had definite dislike for my face."

"Okay, I'm sorry about the book, now put me down."

I decided that the mess was a good place to start and turned down the hall in that direction.

"I'll think about it, now when was the last time you had a decent meal?"

"I had some food just a little while ago, why?"

"I'm not talking about that packaged crap I noticed sitting on your desk, I'm talking real food."

"Damn it, put we down."

I stopped and set her down; we were at the mess entrance anyway. I glanced inside, it was fairly empty but they were still serving, good.

I felt something hit me in the back; I turned around and looked at her. She was holding her foot and scowling, I sighed.

"Come on, let's eat."

I pulled her inside and we walked over to the serving line. I ordered for the both of us, got the food and found a corner table away from the few people still there.

"What is this?" she looked at it kind of disgusted.

"It's meat, vat grown in the culture tanks."

"I don't eat meat, and it's not even cooked!"

I looked at the food, most of us animen can eat raw meat, and some do. This wasn't really raw, but it was pretty rare and sitting in its own juices I guess it might look raw. 

"Listen," I explained patiently, "you are a Leopard, a carnivore, not a Horse, or a Rabbit or a Gazelle, or any of those. You were designed to eat meat and if you don't eat enough you'll die. Those food supplements don't supply enough of the amino acids you need."

"I've lived so far haven't I?"

"Looked in a mirror lately?" THAT got a real good scowl! "Further more, if you don't eat it, I will sit on your chest and force feed it to you in front of everybody."

"You wouldn't!"

I stood up. She looked at me startled and started eating, so I sat back down. After she had eaten about half I asked her, "Where did you ever get such a dumb idea?"

"The people who raised me were vegetarians."

"It's a miracle you didn't die."

"I always took vitamin supplements, which since I came on board I haven't been able to find. You know this tastes pretty good actually."

She was eating pretty well at this point.

"That's because there aren't any vegetarian Cats on board," she was almost done with hers, so I gave her mine, which so far was untouched.

"Thanks," she started on mine with a will. But then she looked like she hadn't had a decent meal in months. Two months actually. "So, why are you doing this anyway? I don't even know you."

"I'm a member of your Clan, and as you don't seem to be interested in taking care of yourself,” I sighed, “I was elected."

"Wait a sec," she said between mouthfuls, "I don't belong to any Clan."

"You know that invitation you got to the Clan meeting tonight? The one you ignored?"

"Yeah so?"

"That's your Clan."

"No it's not!"

"Listen, you live on the ship, you're a Leopard, so you're in the Leopard Clan, period. And no matter where you go for the rest of your life, you're going to find the same thing. Clans are a way of life for all animen, including you. We function better that way."

"I've done just fine on my own thank you, and prefer it that way."

"Looked in a mirror lately?" I asked again.

She stopped eating and looked at me "Listen I can do just fine on my own, this was just my own ignorance. Now I know better."

"Oh? What about that little attack from behind in the hallway? You can't even defend yourself. Somebody has got to look after you. This isn't a nice safe human enclave you're in now. My predecessor had his neck broken in a bar fight for wising off to the wrong guy, and he knew how to fight. Anyway, I'm bigger than you and right now what I say goes. Finish your food."

"I'll go to the Captain!"

"Don't waste your time, he'll just tell you to take it up with your Clan."

She started eating again, "But it's not my Clan, I've never been in a clan, I don't know anything about clans!"

"That's why I'm here, you done?"

She looked at the two empty bowls of food, "I guess. Oh I ate all yours too!"

"That's okay, I ate earlier. Come on next stop."

"Where are we going now?"

"Showers, your fur looks like crap, and there's a scent on you that I don't like."

She stopped so I grabbed her hand and started dragging her along again.

"You're not going to try anything funny are you?"

I looked at her, and she seemed real worried all of the sudden.

"Rape is still punishable by death on this ship, and I'm sure Balizar would make it a slow one for anybody who messed with a member of his clan. Even people who thought they didn't belong." I smiled, "And there are two very lovely ladies who seem willing share my pillow. And ..."

"I know, I know," she said glumly, "have I looked in a mirror lately."

I took her up to the showers by my quarters, stopping in them briefly to grab a robe. It was just past half shift so the showers were empty. I directed her over to one of the shower stalls in the back and started to undress. 

"I guess I don't really have much of a choice, do I?" she asked watching me undress.

"Come on, it's just a shower. What in the hell did those idiots teach you anyway?"

"It's not that," She said a little nervously while undressing, "I'm just not used to being with someone else."

"You'll get over it," I replied, and then added mumbling "if it kills me."

"What?"

"Nothing, just get in here."

I looked her over as she got in the stall. She really looked thin, and her coat was pretty dull and ragged. I got some medicated soap from the dispenser and started to scrub her down. When I got to her back a lot of fur started to come off in my hands.

"Damn!" I cursed violently.

"What's a matter?" she asked, "and stop scrubbing so hard."

"Damn, Damn, Damn! Didn't anybody teach you anything about hygiene?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Your coat! You haven't been taking care of your coat. But then looking at your overall condition I guess I shouldn't be surprised by anything at this point. Damn!"

"Would you please tell me what you're talking about? You're scaring me!"

"Your back's been itching quite a bit hasn't it?"

"Yes, so? A few spots on my legs and arms have been too. Why?"

"Ringworm," I said with a dejected sigh, "you've got ringworm."

"Is that bad?"

"Listen, ninety-five percent of the crew has fur or feathers. Ringworm not only itches, but it causes both fur and feathers to fall out, and it's easily spread. If anybody finds out you have this, you'll be a social pariah faster than a leper at a salad bar. At least it's easy to cure."

"Oh," she smiled "Great, now I know how to get you to stop bothering me. As soon as I let the crew know, you'll have to leave me alone or they'll ostracize you too."

THAT really did it! I'll admit I have a bit of a temper, all Leopards do; mine was just a bit overdeveloped. I blew.

"Listen stupid, I happen to like having friends. I like socializing. I especially like flirting with pretty women. We were seen eating dinner together, and rumors on a ship travel faster than light. If anybody finds out, they're all going to assume I have it too! And I will personally twist that pretty little head of yours right off your neck and take my chances with the firing squad!"

"Gagck!, Gurgle."

I realized I was holding her by the neck about two feet off the floor. I set her down and looked around. The shower area was still empty.

"Look I'm sorry about that." I said quietly.

"You're sorry!" she gasped, backing as far away from me as she could in the shower. "You could have killed me."

"No, I wouldn't have. But you have no idea what you just threatened," I said dejectedly. "This is my first assignment. What little family I have, is spread out all over the place, and I may never see them again. Belonging is very important to me, if I were to lose that here I'd go crazy."

She looked at me kind of strangely and said "I've never had anybody, I can barely remember my parents. I may have been raised among humans, but I was never one of them. I was like a pet or a mascot. Even at Engineering school I was more of an amusement than anything else, 'look at the Leopard, what is she doing here?' and 'is that thing housebroken?' I heard all those remarks they whispered, with these ears how couldn't I?"

She was suddenly in tears at this point, so I helped her rinse and dry. Then I wrapped her in my robe and took her back to my room.

"Terease, I'm sorry about your growing up alone. There's nothing I can do to change the past. But you're not going to be alone anymore."

"But I don't know how to act around people," she looked up at me, "I'm scared."

"I'll help you, and the clan will help you. That's why it's there. Now just lie down and relax, I have to see about getting that ringworm taken care of."

I stuffed her uniform in my laundry bag with my own, so it would come back here in the morning, and went out to the collection area. I was in luck; they hadn't come yet, so I tossed it in. I then went over to Balizar's quarters and rang for entry. I hoped that the meeting had broken up, as I didn't want anybody to know.

No answer, I rang again, twice.

"This had better be good!" I heard a few seconds later, as the door opened, "Raj, I would think you would know better than to bother somebody after a clan meeting!"

"Sorry, but I got a real problem, and I need your help."

"You could have called on the intercom," he grumbled.

"Not for this."

"What did you do, kill her?" he looked at me a little askance.

"No. She's got ringworm, a real bad case."

His eyes opened a little wider, and he took a step back from the door. "Get in here," I walked in and he closed the door behind me. "Damn if this gets out, nobody will want to get near her or you for that matter. Okay, I'll get some medicine sent over in the morning. I'll have one of the girls bring it."

"Hell no! If they find out, I'll be sleeping alone for good!"

"I see your point," he said considering, "and if I tell Banner or Lyle, they'll never get near Terease with a ten foot pole." He thought for a second, "I know, I'll get Kate to take care of it, she's a biologist it'll be right up her alley."

"Good, also somebody's going to have to go down to her room and clean it. I'm not gonna' let her go back till that's been done."

"I guess I can handle that, now if you'll excuse me?" I noticed Sharazad's eyes glowing from over by the bed in the dark. He opened the door and I started out.

"Oh, bring a mask." I said, and left. I got back to my room, and was relieved to find Terease still there.

"I was afraid you might not be here when I got back."

"Might I point out that you took my uniform, and the robe? I believe that Captain has a standing order about people wandering through the ship sans clothing." She replied somewhat sarcastically.

"Well to be honest, I kind of forgot about that."

"Well, I would like to borrow it so I can go back to my room please?"

"Actually, I think it would be better if you stayed here."

"Do I have a choice?" she said, eyes narrowing.

"Noooo, but until I get your quarters cleaned, I think you should stay. Also I have somebody coming by in the morning with some medicine."

"So where do I sleep?"

"On the bed, where else?"

"And just where are you going to sleep?" I could hear a faint growl in that statement.

"Don't get your fur in a ruff. It pulls out, look." I pulled the extension out on the bed. "Now come on, let's get some sleep."

She laid down on far side of the bed, "Just keep your distance," she growled.

"Good night," I said, and turned out the lights. 

As I dosed off I figured that I hadn't done too bad. At least she was spending time with somebody, and she hadn't even tried to kill me, yet. 

Suddenly I wasn't so tired anymore.
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When I awoke next morning I was quite surprised to find something warm and comfortable curled up against me. I opened my eyes and looked down to see Terease snuggled against me, with my arm around her. That she was over on my side of the bed did not lessen my anticipation of the impending fireworks, which started with a sharp pain in my wrist even as I realized that she was now awake.

"You're on my side of the bed!" I said. No luck, she just bit harder.

"Umm, I'm sorry?" I tried. 

She started to growl. I realized this was going to be one of those things that you just wished were over, so I rolled off the bed onto the floor. She landed on top of me when I hit the floor, claws out, but she had to let go of my wrist so she could turn to face me. I batted her hands away from my face, and let her straddle my stomach, then I tucked my head hard into her stomach while kicking down with my legs for momentum. 

I heard the 'whoosh' of expelled air as I knocked her breath away, and continued my forward motion going by pushing against the floor with my hands. Shortly thereafter I was on top on her, with her hands pinned to the floor, and her legs in a scissors lock.

She struggled for a few seconds, then the glazed look left her eyes.

"Finished?" I asked.

"One of these days I'm going to get you." she replied with a snarl.

"Probably, but why don't you wait till you're stronger and know how?"

"Let me up, please?"

"Truce?"

"Only if you keep your hands to yourself." she was still kind of snarling the words.

"Hey, I kept to my side!"

"How do I know you didn't pull me over?"

"Easy, what contagious skin condition is all over your back?"

Her eyes widened as I finished, "and now my chest?" I got up and helped her to her feet. "And another thing, when you've got a good grip like that, you shouldn't let go." I looked at my wrist, it was bleeding but not too bad.

"I'm sorry, I just thought that you were going to try something," came a very soft reply.

"Let's make a deal, I won't try to screw you, and you don't try to kill me. Okay?" I said while licking the blood off my wrist and looking for something to wrap it with.

"Okay, but I'm still going to get you just on general principles alone," she said with a faint smile.

"Fine, just as long as it isn't crippling, I won't complain. Wait here and I'll go see if your uniform came back from the laundry."

I grabbed my robe and went out to the laundry area, and got my bag. It was clean and on the way back to the room I ran into Kate.

"Good morning Raj."

"Ah Kate, you're a life saver, come on in."

"You didn't waste anytime did you Raj?" she said giving me a sly look outside the door.

"Listen," I said showing her my wrist, "I got this just for getting too close last night."

"Let me see that a sec," she took my wrist and looked at it, "umm, nice bite. Bleeding's stopped. Hurt much?"

"Like you wouldn't believe. But I'm hoping we may have reached a temporary truce. Come on in." I opened the door and showed her in.

"Terease, I believe you know Kate?"

"Hi Kate," came a very quiet reply.

"Hello Terease. Well let’s see the damage," she set down her bag and took out a portable lamp. "You want to get the lights Raj?"

"Sure what's that?" I asked as I turned down the room lights.

"Fluorescent light, here watch."

She turned it on and played it over Terease's body. You could see large yellow splotches all over. 

"The fungus is fluorescent," she pulled a spray canister out of her bag. "Close your eyes Terease." She then went around spraying all of the glowing areas on her body.

"Okay Raj, your turn." She pointed the light at me and I looked down. My chest and arms were glowing.

"Ah hell, how bad is it?"

"Close your eyes," I did and she started spraying. "Well you only just got it, so you won't lose too much fur. It'll just get a little thin. Week or so and nobody will notice."

"Is that all that has to be done?" asked Terease

"No, here take these," she handed each of us a small plastic bottle. "Anti-fungal, take one a day in the morning for a week. The spray should kill most of the fungus in a couple of minutes. The pills will get the rest of it. Here look."

She played the light over Terease's body again, and the patches were rapidly breaking up and shrinking.

"Thanks Kate, I owe you one," I said.

"No problem Raj, give that spray a few more minutes to work before you get dressed, and you young lady had better start taking a little better care of yourself. I'll see you two later." With that she dropped her stuff back in her bag and got up to go.

"Thank you Kate.”

"You're welcome Terease. Bye."

I showed her out of the room, and turned the lights back up.

"Well, let’s go get some breakfast. Okay?"

"Sure," she said with a shy smile, "Okay."

We gave the spray a few more minutes, then put on our uniform coveralls and went down to the mess.

It was busy down at the mess, and we both had to wait in line. I again presumed to pick for both of us, but she didn't seem to mind. I made sure I took a lot of food this time, I was pretty hungry too.

We carried our trays over to a table in the corner, and fell to with a relish. At least she was eating well now. A couple of weeks and about twenty pounds, and she'll look fine. Of course somebody was going to have to start teaching her to fight and in the beginning I might as well be the one. Eventually I'd have to see about getting Banner or Herza to teach her, but there wasn't any rush yet. 

I noticed that as people started to sit at our table she slid just a little closer towards me. I guess I was getting to be the lesser of two evils. I heard a "Hey Raj, what's up?" and turned around to see Gabe heading over.

"Oh, hi Gabe pull up a seat."

He sat down across the table from us. "So, who's your friend? I don't recall seeing you anywhere."

"Gabe, this is Terease, Terease this is my friend Gabriel. He's another one of the ship's shuttle pilots."

"Hi Gabriel." she replied shyly.

"Hello Terease," he gave a little bow, "any friend of Raj's is a friend of mine!" He turned to me, "Raj, I heard we're gonna be doing EP sims today."

I groaned, "Ugh, I hate 'Ten Thousand Ways to Die', with a passion."

"Well, at least we're in jump drive, so if you get grounded it's no biggie."

"Excuse me, but what's an EP sim?"

I was so surprised to hear Terease I nearly choked on my food, Gabe didn't hesitate to explain.

 "Oh, that's where they set up every disaster that the warped minds of the Company's Flight instructors can come up with in the flight simulators. If you get killed you're grounded for the day, and if you loose a ship that they feel was savable, you have to make a presentation on what you did wrong."

By now I had my food back under control, "Yeah, mess up enough times and they can even ground you for good."

"Sounds horrid. Glad I'm an engineer."

"An engineer huh? I didn't know that Leopards went in for that brainy stuff." said Gabe.

"Well," Terease said quietly with a shy smile, "It's not that hard."

"Oh? I haven't the foggiest notion of how, or even why the jump drive works, do you Raj?"

"I just fly 'em I don't fix 'em." I said smiling between bites.

"Oh, it's not that difficult," she began and launched into a technical discussion that lost me after about 10 seconds. I looked over at Gabe and could see he was starting to get a little glazed around the eyes too. He looked at me and I gave him a wink. I looked down the table at the few other people sitting around, they looked pretty impressed too. Lost, but impressed.

When she finally came up for air about two minutes later Gabe said, "Well, I can see where all the brains are at this table, you lost me way, way back."

She looked over at me and I shrugged "Hey, I'd think you'd be the first to agree that I'm no genius."

"Yes, but you do have your fine points," she smiled, and then continued on very quietly, "and if I ever find one I'll let you know."

Gabe started to laugh, and I grabbed my chest "Ah, I've been mortally wounded," and laughed too. 

Even Terease joined in a little, and I felt that maybe I'd live through this after all. We continued making small talk, and then got up to go our own ways. I walked with Terease a little ways down the corridor.

"Um, what time does your shift end?" I asked.

"Should be the same as yours, about 1800 why?"

"Well, I thought you may like to start learning how to fight so you can fulfill that threat of yours someday."

"Do I have a choice?" she asked with a smile

"No, but this time I'm not the one doing the enforcing, Balizar, as security head, insists that all crew members know how to defend themselves. I've been volunteered for the duty."

"Okay, where should I meet you?"

"My cabin, I'll have to see about a private gym. I don't want anybody to see your back yet. Or how inexperienced you are, some of the people on board might get bad ideas."

"Well, I have to stop by my cabin to get a few things, and then I'll meet you at yours."

"Oh, before I forget I uh, sent somebody down to clean your cabin."

"You What!?" She stopped and glared at me.

I checked the hallway to make sure nobody was in earshot, it was clear both ways.

"Well, I didn't want you to pick up any of that stuff again. Also let's face it, the place stinks. I wouldn't be surprised to find out that you can't get back in it for a couple of days either. We don't want people to find out the real reason it's been cleaned, do we?" The last I said more as I plea than a request.

"Oh, okay." she grumbled "But don't try to be nice, it makes it hard for me to keep planning my revenge."

"After this morning’s bite I was kind of hoping you'd call it even."

"That evened out the shower," I winced as she reminded me of that. "Everything else is still under consideration."

With that we parted ways and I headed down to the shuttle deck to pick up my gear, and see what they had planned for us. Sure enough Gabe had been right, and on a Sunday too! Well at least it was an easy duty day. I found an open terminal, and sent a mail message to Balizar, telling him I thought I should take care of Terease's training, as she had none. Hopefully he'd have it on her schedule by the time she checked and I'd get away with that little bit of a fib. Then I grabbed my stuff and headed for the Simulator deck.

I found Ron grabbing the first unlucky victims and setting them up for their runs. As there were only two Simulators and eight crews it was going to take awhile. I looked around for Rudy, and found him talking with Gabe and his WSO, Dave. Dave was a gray wolf and about ten year's older then us, he stood about five eleven, average for a Wolf actually. He was a pretty good guy and even though he was one of the older hands he didn’t mind hanging out with us. He also had been around quite a lot apparently and was always a good source of information.

"Hey guy's what's up?"

"We are," said Rudy, "We got the next one in about thirty minutes."

"Good, I hate waiting for these things."

"So, Gabe tells us you got a new conquest?"

"The conquest part is still under debate, she's a tougher nut to crack than you'd think."

"Oh?" said Gabe, "she seemed to be sitting pretty close to you there at the table."

"I think that was due to your overpowering presence Gabe, you just scared her into my arms!" I chuckled.

"Well, she looks pretty nice, a little underfed though, there isn't anything wrong with her is there?"

Un-oh, I knew Gabe was pretty sharp, I was afraid he might notice that. "Nah," I lied "it's her first assignment and she was working so hard trying to make a good impression, that she let herself get run down and caught some flu. Then she felt like an idiot, so she wouldn't go see the med about it. You know how the brainy types can be."

"Yeah, and combine that with one of you stubborn Leopard types, and I can see where that'd happen. I guess that explains why I haven't seen her before either."

"She came aboard the Engineering module while we were all dirtside. If it hadn't been for the clan meeting, we would never have met. She's still a little shy."

"Well if she sticks around you that'll change," said Rudy. "One thing you aren't, and that's shy."

"Obnoxious is a little more like it." Said Dave with a smile.

"To know me is to loath me, huh? Then how come I get all the girls?"

"When we figure that one out we'll all be rich," quipped Rudy "come on, lets review some of this stuff just in case. It's our first EP sim together so you know they're gonna lay on the team work stuff pretty heavy."

I agreed with him on that so we sat down and started to run down everything that was in the manual and even practiced a few of the more common things just to tune up our team work.

Much later as I headed back to my room, I thought about the sim session we had just completed. I hadn't done too poorly, and neither had Rudy. Dave though had to do a speech on the two-man ejection sequencer, after he bailed out and left an ‘unconscious’ Gabe behind. 

I found Terease sitting on my bed as I entered my quarters; she was looking at my family pictures, the group photo and the photo of Cassandra and myself.

"Is this your family?" she asked, gesturing to the first picture.

"Yeah, that's us. That picture was taken just before I left for shuttle training and the others left for their new assignments."

"Who's the girl?"

"That's Cassandra my sister, and one true love." I said with a sigh.

"Your sister? Isn't that incest or something?" She had a real sour expression on her face.

"You don't know about crèches do you?" I sounded a little disgusted now myself.

"No, why?"

"Nobody in a crèche family is actually related. No parents."

"What do you mean, 'No parents'?"

"Just that, none, nada, zip."

"Then how were you born?"

"Listen," I said sitting down on my desk, "My mother was a test tube, and my father was a DNA extruding machine. I was conceived by a committee, and planned by a technician. Where did you think I came from?" I asked embarrassed. Talking about such things wasn’t exactly socially acceptable.

"I honestly never gave it any thought," she replied abashed, "I mean, I know about genetic engineering and all. I've just never met anybody before who was."

I laughed out loud at that! "Haven't met anybody? Terease, nearly every animan on the ship is a crèche baby!"

"What? But nobody ever says anything about it."

"It's not considered polite conversation, you'll notice nobody ever asks you about your parents either."

"I guess that would also be the reason the clan's are so important to everybody."

"Pretty much, the Clans watch out for their members, help all the different species get along with each other, keep us from running afoul of human laws, and actually handle most legal matters allowing the human courts to mostly ignore us."

"Sound's a lot like a family to me."

"You're learning. How was your room?"

"Closed for maintenance, but my clothes were at the laundry pick-up so I'm not too bad off. So tell me about Cassandra."

"What's to tell? We're in love and if fate ever should smile on us, we'll get a joint assignment and probably even settle down as lifemates."

"I don't see you saving yourself for marriage."

"Hey, virtue is a human hang-up and sex is not love. Anyway I am not master of my own life yet, not by a long shot. I could be dead next year. We could conceivably never meet again. Who knows? It's a big universe, and I'm a small cat."

"Not that small!" she said looking me up and down.

"That's only because you're smaller." I smiled, "come on, I found us a small practice room. It's time you started to learn to fend off all those admirer's you're going to have in a few weeks." I led her off down the hall to the rec area I had reserved then.

"Oh, you know something I don't know?" She asked.

"I figure Gabe will start making passes in a week or so, and shortly after that it'll be open season."

"But he's a Fox!" She said aghast.

"So? Mixed pairings aren't that uncommon."

"Oh? Have you been party to many?"

"Listen," I said quietly, "Don't tell anybody, but my number of lovers can be counted on one hand. Without using all your fingers even."

"So, I take it that's a No."

"Hey, I'm still learning how to flirt. On two of those conquests I was the conquest!"

"Really? And here I though you were a big man of the world."

"That's the problem with size," I admitted, "just because you're big, people think you're mature too. Hell, I just try to do as I'm told, let the 'older and wiser' heads figure out what to do."

By that time we had reached the practice room. I chased out the previous group and closed the door. We stripped down, and I spent the next hour running her through stretching exercises and some basic techniques. 

This was followed by a trip to the showers, then a mutual grooming session as I gave her a lecture on the proper way to care for your fur and claws. There was obviously nothing wrong with her teeth. After that it was dinner, where she again surprised me by eating more than I did and off to bed.

When she laid down on her side and I on mine, I thought about it a second then decided the hell with it and said, "Look if I'm going to get bit in the morning then I might as well deserve it." and I snuggled up close to her back. I was quite surprised when she snuggled back and said "Okay." I fell asleep felling much happier about the day. 

 

 

Of course when she bit me the next morning I though we were going to do a repeat of the previous day. But as soon as I woke up she let go and laughed.

"You asked for it as I recall!"

"I guess I did, at least you didn't break the skin." I said as I examined my wrist.

She was definitely changing her attitude, and it continued to improve over the next several weeks. The fur on my chest was pretty well recovered after the first week and hers started to look normal after about two. By the end of the third she didn't have to worry about anybody seeing it anymore. 

We continued our daily practice sessions, which in addition to my normal combat training sessions really left me pretty tired. She was also able to move back into her room after the second week. Balizar confirmed my suspicion that he had 'stretched the time just a bit', I figured 'a bit' was about thirteen days. But she still came and spent a couple of nights with me even then. We never did anything other than sleep though; I know I wasn't going to do anything to risk our fragile friendship.

So when the night of the next clan meeting came along, I made sure we showed up together. I wasn't going to let her get cold feet. I had seen her talking with Banner once or twice and with Kate quite a few times, so I wasn't too worried. I was dying to see the girls though, as neither of them had shown up at all for the entire month. Including this last week; even though Terease was no longer staying in my room with me all the time.

I knocked on the door and Balizar opened it. I could pick out Katrine's and Mist's scents easily, and couldn't help but grin.

"Ah, Terease what a pleasure to finally see you here! Oh, you're welcome too Raj." He said with a wink.

I entered the room behind Terease, found a spot on the floor by the couch and watched to see what would happen.

"Terease, allow me to introduce everyone. From left to right on the couch is Sharazad my mate, then Kate and Banner. Sitting on the floor in front of Kate is Franz, Kate's mate, you know Raj of course. Then over there to the side is Sheen, Herza, Lyle, Mist and Katrine."

I was kind of disappointed that he didn't trip her, but after all she had been through, and some of it with me, I guess he didn't want to scare her. But everybody got up and went over to her and said 'hello', giving her a warm hug and I could see she was actually enjoying it. I know I did, and I was just sitting there and watching. 

When everybody sorted themselves back out and sat down, I noticed Terease sat down on the couch between Kate and Banner, but more importantly Lyle and Sharazad sat next to me. I had been kind of hoping for Katrine or Mist, but when I looked at them they were sitting with Herza and Sheen and just sort of smiling at me. 

"What's with them?" I asked Sharazad, motioning at the girls.

"Nobody was really sure where you stood with Terease and we didn't want to do anything to get her upset."

"Did anybody think about upsetting me?" I asked acting hurt, "It's been kind of lonely lately you known."

"Of course we did dear, and judging by those looks from over there, I don't think you have anything to worry about."

"So," I continued, looking over at where Terease was sitting, she seemed to be very interested in what Banner was telling her. "Did I do all right?"

"Yes dear, you did just fine. I'm kind of surprised she's chasing after Banner though."

"I'm not," said Lyle, keeping his voice low, "Banner's been chasing her for almost two weeks now."

"Banner!?" I said startled.

"Well, he is a real smooth one," said Sharazad.

"Yeah, he's a real charmer all right. Sorry Raj."

"No, don't be sorry for me. My biggest fear was that nobody would chase after her."

"Aw, come on Raj don't tell me you aren't just the least bit disappointed." said Lyle.

"Actually, she's promised to get even with me for the way I handled this whole thing, and I think she's planning something nasty too."

"Really Raj, she's such a sweet girl. How can you even suggest such a thing?" Sharazad gave me a piercing look.

"Easy, she reminds me of it every chance she gets."

"I take it then you weren't very tactful about the whole thing?"

"Hey, I'm only fifteen, what do I know about tact? I just walked into her room, after she told me to get lost mind you, and dragged her out."

"You didn't!" Said Lyle, who was sniggering and trying really hard not to laugh out loud.

"Well, both Kate and Herza suggested it, and I couldn't think of anything else."

"She couldn't be too mad about just that," Sharazad said pointedly, "What else did you do?"

"Well, basically I just threatened her every time she didn't want to do something."

"Oh?"

"And I told her she looked like crap, was an idiot, and lots of other nice things."

"You're right" said Lyle, "she ain't ever going to sleep with you!"

"Oh I almost forgot, I guess you could say I forced her to sleep in my room too."

"Don't fret dear," said Sharazad patting my leg, "it's results that count and we all know you didn't volunteer. I'll see if I can talk her out of it later."

"Not a chance!" called Terease from the couch, as I suddenly realized she had been following the conversation. "He enjoyed it way too much I think."

"See? I'm doomed." I sighed.

"Don't worry Raj, I remember our agreement!" Terease said smiling, and then went back to talking with Banner.

"What agreement was that?" asked Lyle.

"Well, I kind of said she could, as long as it wasn't crippling."

"That was dumb."

"Hey, do I look like a brain surgeon? I was just trying to make her feel better, after all the ordering around I'd been doing."

"I think it was sweet Raj," Said Sharazad "and I wouldn't lose too much sleep over it. She's probably just teasing."

"Just don't help her. Okay? And don't let her con Banner into helping either."

"I think that's fair. I'll let everybody know."

We changed the subject then, and made small talk about different things for the rest of the night. When Banner left with Terease on his arm later on, I had to admit I felt pretty good. 

"Raj," Said Balizar, "You did fine son. Thanks."

I smiled a little embarrassed, “Thanks. I guess it’s time to call it a night myself and head for bed.” I got up then and headed to the door.

“Want some company?” Katrine asked quietly, getting up and joining me at the door.

I smiled and took her arm, “Always” and we left.

 

 

We went down for breakfast together the next morning, and I was feeling quite happy despite my lack of sleep, or perhaps because of it. We sat down together and started in on breakfast with a relish.

"Happy how things worked out last night Raj?" she smiled

"Yes, very." I smiled at her, “And feeling well rewarded too.”

"Very well rewarded," She chuckled and slid a little closer and ran her hand along my thigh.

"I still have a few hours before I have to report today." I said suggestively as I wrapped my tail around her, "Hey look, there's Terease and Banner."

"I think we can work something out there," she replied as she motioned to Terease and Banner to join us, her own tail doing the same as mine.

"Good morning," said Terease sitting down gingerly across the table from us with a smile. "Have a pleasant evening?"

"Very," said Katrine smiling as she moved her hand further up my thigh, "and you two?"

"It was absolutely wonderful," said Terease snuggling up to Banner.

"Yes, it was a very enjoyable night," added Banner, giving me a wink. "Anything happen at the meeting after we left Raj?"

"I wouldn't know, we left right after you." I couldn't help smiling.

We talked a few minutes more, about nothing in particular, and then Katrine and I excused ourselves and left.

"Banner looked pretty happy, didn't he?" I said.

"Well, now that she's discovered sex, I bet she keeps him real busy. Speaking of which ..." and she dragged me into her room.

I was late for duty that day, but it was worth the fine.

The next day I didn't get much sleep either as Mist wanted to make up for lost time as well. So it was that on the day before breakout, I was headed back to my room determined to lock the door and get some sleep. I walked into my room and to my surprise, found Terease of all people waiting for me.

"What are you doing here?" I asked quite surprised.

"Well actually, I kind of enjoy spending time with you, and was planning to spend the night."

"Oh? What about Banner, I thought you two were pretty well an item now." I asked suspiciously.

"I gave him the night off. Actually he's pretty busy tonight with breakout coming up, and he's pulling a late shift."

"It just seems kind of strange, your being here without my having to twist your arm. You're not thinking of doing anything other than sleep are you?"

"Don't get your hopes up…"

"That's about all I could, I'm dead tired." I interjected.

"You did look pretty beat at practice today," she continued. "But the reason I came is that you're kind of like a brother now. You're safe; I don't have to worry about anything from you."

"I think that was a compliment," I said collapsing on the bed. "At least I hope it was. So how about giving your brother a neck rub?"

She got down on the bed next to me and started to work on my neck and shoulders, and I began to drowse off almost immediately.

"Oh, by the way, I'm on alert tomorrow, so no dirty tricks tonight hmm?" I told her sleepily.

"That wasn't why I came, so don't worry. I hope you don't mind but I chased off a couple of your girlfriends tonight."

"Thanks," I mumbled.

"I just think you may have bitten off a little more than you can chew, if you know what I mean. And it's nice to look after you for a change."

"It's a dirty job, but somebody's got to do it." I replied softly. The kneading of my neck and shoulders was beginning to put me out, and little involuntary sighs were starting to rumble deep inside.

"What? Looking after you, or your multiple girlfriends?" she asked laughing.

"Both." Single words were about all I could manage at this point.

"So were you surprised about me and Banner?"

"Yes," I was definitely falling asleep now.

"Are you jealous or upset?"

"Happy," I managed, and couldn't make out her response to that as I fell into a deep sleep.
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I awoke the next morning with Terease curled up in my arms feeling refreshed. I looked at the wall clock and saw that it was three hours to breakout. That meant I had to report in one.

"Wake up sleepy head." I said to Terease while gently shaking her.

"Hmm? Look who's talking, you didn't even wake up when I undressed you."

"Don't tell anybody, they might get the wrong idea."

"What that I undressed you?"

"No, that I slept through it." I smiled, "With someone as pretty as you, it would really ruin my reputation."

"Well that's a change of tune."

"Hey, I never said you were ugly, just in bad shape. Now that you've put on a few pounds and your coat is better, you're very attractive."

"So," she said, giving me a sidelong glance, "are you trying for three now?"

"Nope, just giving credit where credit is due. If you hadn't so obviously taken up with Banner, you'd be getting offers from all over."

She laughed. "That hasn't stopped Gabe at all."

"I told you he would." I laughed with her.

"Well, I told him he was wasting his time, but he seems to feel he has a lot to waste."

"He claims there aren't enough female foxes on this ship. Anyway let's get some breakfast I'm starved."

"Me too."

We got dressed and walked down to the mess, arm in arm. I was really beginning to enjoy Terease's company. I had become accustomed to her presence from the previous weeks and had thought that it had ended when she took up with Banner. I was quite happy to find out that wasn't so. Like I said before, I like all the friends I can get.

Breakfast was a quiet affair; most of the people in the mess were being rather subdued.

“What’s got everyone so worried?” Terease asked as we sat down and started to eat.

“Breakout,” I said starting in on my own plate which was piled much higher than normal, and only with high protein foods.

“I must be missing something,” she said. “Why is breakout so worrisome?”

“You know the breakout flash?”

She nodded, “Of course, all that potential energy has to go somewhere, and so it’s realized as a full spectrum discharge across the entire electromagnetic spectrum to satisfy the requirements of Planck’s constant and the Hertz-Hotlzman…"

I held up my hand stopping her. “That flash tells everyone that we’re here.”

She nodded, “And?”

“Pirates.”

She blinked, “Oh. I didn’t know that. Who are they?”

I shrugged, “Could be anybody, another corporation that sees easy pickings and decides to try and pick up some extra profits this quarter, a competitor with a good spy network and a vendetta to satisfy.”

“I’d still think the odds of someone hitting us at breakout are pretty small,” she said digging back into her food. “After all, space is pretty vast.”

I nodded, “Unless they have really good intelligence on what our vector and state were when we went into jump and get there with it before we do. But there’s always the random element.”

She nodded.

“Also, it will take several days for us to reach the area patrolled by Hobson’s own forces. Until then someone could try and jump us.”

“But then we’d see them coming."

“True, and that would give us more of an advantage, but it still wouldn’t stop them.”

“Well couldn’t the Captain just return to Jump Space if we come out too close to a pirate?”

I nodded pausing to swallow another piece of sausage. “If the conditions are right, sure. That’s part of our job in the shuttles, to either destroy the attacker, drive them off, or give the Captain enough time to make another jump.”

We continued eating for another minute, I could see the gears turning and waited for the inevitable question.

“If the Captain takes the ship back into jump space, what happens to the shuttles?” She asked after a minute.

“We’ll get left behind of course.”

“Oh…”

“It’s not that bad. Those assault shuttles are fairly roomy and we pack emergency rations. So either we land or wait for rescue.”

“But a shuttle doesn’t have the power to burn off the kinds of speeds it would have inherited from the Astra!”

“Rudy’s pretty good with math and orbital mechanics aren’t that tough that I can’t do them either.” I chuckled “I think we’d have a pretty good chance at a sling shot braking maneuver.”

She shuddered at that. “I’m glad I’m in Engineering. You wouldn’t ever catch me doing that kind of thing.”

I smiled, “I don’t know, I kind of feel the same way about engineering."

She smirked, “You would.”

“Well on this trip I don’t think it’s going to be much of an issue. Hobson’s Choice has a pretty well established government and an actual space navy that patrols the more strategic breakout areas. Plus I’ve heard that they won’t deal with any corporations they find pirating in their system.”

“Well just be careful, okay?"

“Of course.” I gave her a hug, “wouldn’t want to let you miss out on your revenge now, would I?”

She smiled, “You’d better not!”

The rest of breakfast passed quietly and saying my goodbyes I headed down to the shuttle bay. From that point on I was on alert for the rest of the flight.

Being that I was the new guy I was in the bottom of the rotation and assigned the most dangerous position, shuttle number one. I found Rudy my WSO and we suited up and went down to the launch rack to check the shuttle over. 

After convincing ourselves everything was in order we got in and powered up all of the electrical systems using external power. I wasn't going to start engines until the shuttle bay had been depressurized and we were near breakout. As I went through my checklist I saw the other crews boarding their shuttles as well. I double-checked the safeties on the ten Laser/Radar Guided Missiles we were carrying; the lead shuttle was expected to open a path for the next two in the flight, they carried the ship killers. Rudy opened the hatch behind his seat and confirmed that the cargo area, which was usually rigged for troops, was presently loaded with a thirty days supply of emergency rations. 

I then opened a channel to shuttle control and reported our ready status. After that I linked our computer up to the ship’s guidance system so that we could be provided with all the critical state information on the breakout. Information which we would need to maneuver and eventually survive if we should have to launch. Next I opened a channel to the bridge, again reported our ready status and then started to watch the sensor feed that the bridge was supplying. It would become live the second that we broke out, which was only ten minutes away according to the ship's clock.

"Shuttle control to all shuttles, Depressurizing shuttle deck."

I sat and checked the pressure gauges, when they got down to near zero I called control.

"Shuttle one to shuttle control, request engine start."

"Shuttle one cleared engine start."

I checked the safeties on the launch rack, and made sure they were engaged. If we got launched before breakout we'd turn up way too far away, if we survived the transition of course. I went through the engine start sequence as I heard shuttles two and three request start clearances, and then four, five, and six requested permission to hold at just prior to ignition. 

I checked the engines; they were both ticking over normally, the core temperatures quickly evening out. I checked the bay hatch in front of me. It was open, I found the view of jump space to be unnerving so I looked down and checked the clock, twenty seconds.

The bridge feed started a verbal countdown at ten. At three seconds I ran the throttles up to full military power and flipped my visor down. At zero I released the safeties on the launch rack, as I saw the flash through my closed eyes. I flipped up the visor then and started to watch the display. 

The next thirty seconds would tell. If there were any hostile contacts in that range, I would be launched. If the ship couldn't run, we would fight it out. If the ship could run, it would, without us. 

Like I had told Terease at breakfast, I was confident that I could use the planet's gravity well to burn off enough speed to do a landing, in say two or three weeks. If the Astra's vector was favorable when I got launched that is. 

Otherwise we had food for thirty days, and hopefully we'd get rescued by then. In this system, that was a pretty good bet. After thirty days well, I think Rudy figured I'd eat him. 

At ten seconds I heard a call over the bridge circuit.

"Contact, bearing 231 degrees, azimuth 43 degrees."

I checked the repeater, and looked at the information as the ship's computer sorted it out.

"Range is increasing; object is identified as an asteroid."

I breathed a sigh of relief and went back to watching. Twenty seconds later I heard the announcement over the bridge circuit.

"Secure from general quarters. Secure all Shuttles'."

I reset the safeties, shut down the engines, and started my checklist for securing the shuttle.

"Damn, I'm glad that's over," said Rudy

"Me too, of course it'll be a couple of days till we're almost in orbit and totally in the clear."

"Yeah, but at least then we'll see them coming in advance." he replied, then added as an afterthought, "And the more speed we burn off the less likely I am to become cat food!"

"Come on, do you really think I want to be given the rest of your debt?"

"What are you talking about?" he asked suspiciously.

"Oh don't you know?" I replied with a sinister look as I opened my helmet, and looked at him in the mirror. "If I eat you I have to pay for you too!"

"Ah you're pulling my leg."

"Of course," I continued with a smile, "for someone as sour as you I could probably get a discount."

"Okay, okay I get the point; I won't mention the cat food thing again."

I checked the gauges to make sure the shuttle bay had pressure again, then opened the canopy.

"You know, if you're really worried about it, smuggle on some extra food."

I thought I heard him mumble 'I did' but really wasn't sure. 

We went through the checklist again to make sure the shuttle would be ready for an immediate launch. After all it would still be three days until we would be safely in range of Hobson's Navy, but unless somebody should breakout right near us, we'd have a lot of advance notice.

Having completed the checklist, we climbed out and went back to the flight room. From this point on, half the crews would be on duty, and confined to the immediate vicinity. This left four crews on duty at any given time. The nice part was that my off time was my own for a change, as combat crews could be called to duty at any moment. 

The bad part was that it could be really boring. I mean there's only so much drilling and emergency procedures that you can go over before the stuff starts to get old. At least we didn't have to wear G-suits, then it'd be boring and uncomfortable too. So as it has probably gone on in flight rooms and ready rooms through history, we started playing cards, poker actually. 

I had to admit I was new to the game, and as we were playing for money, everybody was very happy to hear that. I then realized that maybe I shouldn't have mentioned that to anyone and kept my mouth shut. I didn't do too bad the first day, I only lost a few dollars. 

On the second day, I actually manage to win some, and really started to enjoy the game. It was on the third day however that I really got creamed. I not only lost the winnings of the second day, but half of my cash on hand. It's a good thing that most of my pay went straight to the bank, otherwise I could have gotten into real trouble. 

On the fourth day, we entered the safe zone and all breathed a sigh of relief. We were still on duty, we would be until we entered orbit, and of course the poker games continued. I played a lot more carefully after my loss of the previous day, but just couldn't seem to gain any ground. I'd win a little or lose a little, but that was about it. 

It seemed that every time I got a good hand, everybody would fold pretty quickly. I had to admit I got a little obsessed about it. I spent hours working on my 'poker face' in the mirror. By the sixth day, I still wasn't doing any better. Well, at least I wasn't losing big, but I did learn more about how the game worked and how to judge other players. Gabe wasn't too bad, but he had a tendency to bluff too much and ended up losing quite a bit too. Just not as quickly as I had. Dave wasn't bad, he ended up ahead, and Rudy turned out to be pretty good and ended up ahead quite a bit.

But it was mostly the old timers who cleaned up. The chief came in and out a bit, even played some himself, but the big winner was Jerry, an eagle. He had been around quite a while and was an excellent pilot; he had a good sense of humor, told great jokes and stories and must have ended up with most of what I lost. 

I wanted to kill him. 

So on the seventh day, as the saying goes, I rested. I figured that if I lost too much more to him I'd go berserk; I was already having to go down to the gym and work off my anger and frustration fairly regularly by then. The last thing I needed to have happen was for me to lose my temper in the flight room, and worse yet I found the game was really kind of addictive. I was surprised when Jerry came over to talk to me later on.

"Hey Raj, don't let it get to you. It's only a game." I always wondered how an eagle got an Irish accent.

"That's easy for you to say, you're winning."

"Somebody's got too, and don't blame me if it's my lucky day."

"I really don't believe luck has anything to do with it." I replied with a slight growl.

"Really now, you wouldn't be accusing us all of cheating ya', would you?" He asked quietly. 

I looked to see if anybody was listening to our conversation. Nobody was watching us, but everybody's ears were perked up. So I was pretty sure I had an audience and the last thing I wanted to be branded was a sore loser.

"Listen," I said "I don't think anybody's cheating; I just think I'm missing something important and I don't know what it is. I haven't won a big hand from any of you older guys since the second day, and yesterday I couldn't win one from anybody."

"So?" he asked looking me in the eye.

"So until I figure out what I'm doing wrong, I'm going to stop losing my money before I go broke. I've never been to another planet before and I don't want to show up without any money to spend!" And I looked him right back in the eye and smiled as politely as I could. I could notice the others at the table all relaxing out of the corner of my eye.

"Oh, well in that case I guess we can all wait ‘til the outbound trip to get whatever money yea've got left."

"Not if I can help it," I said. "After last Wednesday, I'm going to avoid high stakes games, you guys can find other sheep to shear."

"Hey, maybe it is that you're not so dumb after all!" He laughed.

"Oh? Then how come it took me six days and two-thirds of my spending money to figure it out?"

I heard quite a few snickers come from the table at that comment. 

"Some people," he replied with a wink, "never do! Good luck!" and he went back over to the table and sat down. 

I noticed afterwards that the other crewmembers were a bit more at ease around me. I guess not blowing up and taking my losses like an adult helped, and that maybe I was finally gaining acceptance among the other crews. If that was so, then maybe the lost money was worth it. 

We made orbit that night, so the poker game ended while I was off shift. I can't say I was sorry, but I knew it'd be back. I was just going to have to figure out what I was doing wrong. I really hated losing, and I was too competitive to just be a spectator. But then, we all were.
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We started unloading the next day. One of the two cargo modules was being totally unloaded here, and some of the second was also destined for the company's local operation. Unloading was going to take about two days. Fortunately the company had a large holding here, so we weren't using just our own two cargo shuttles, but had several more to help.

It also helped that the space dock was company owned, so there was a lot less confusion going on. 

Unloading went on around the clock and when I wasn't helping to move crates around, I was doing a spell on one of the cargo shuttles. I really hated flying them; it was like driving a truck. They're big and boxy and don't handle well. You could fit two assault shuttles in the back of one, if you squeezed, and they take two pilots plus a navigator/engineer (one of the WSO's usually), and a loadmaster. The loadmaster is just that, he makes sure the load is put on right, and goes off right. 

So at the end of unloading, it was a relief to hear that we'd be in port for a week before loading would take place. I don't know why it takes that long to get a load together, I'm just glad that it did because I was dying to go look around. On the shuttle flights I had gotten an overhead view of the city and I had gotten to check out a tiny bit of the company's local plant while they unloaded the shuttle between runs.

Most of the Astra's crew moved to the company's temporary quarters on the surface where we were given a map of the local city and a quick briefing.

"Okay, listen up folks," said the local company rep, who was a small dark brown Raccoon. I noticed there were no humans in the crowd anywhere. 

"This planet is pretty tolerant of us animen and the company has a good reputation here, so let's not ruin it. The local populace is about thirty percent animen, and about forty percent of those are paid off or freeborn. 

"Now don't go around stirring up any trouble, but if you do get into a mix-up with any Auntie-anns, here on Hobson's you have the right to defend yourself against attacks by anybody, even humans."

A small cheer went up after that statement; maybe some of the stories I had heard about beatings and lynching really were true.

"But," he continued, "we had better not find you baiting them either. They're not too popular a group on this planet, especially since during the Corporate Wars of the 60's, a lot of animen died here protecting the city. But we don't want to give them any martyrs either. Plus if you go beyond what is strictly required to defend yourself, you’ll have to answer for your actions.

"So go on out, enjoy yourselves and remember to be nice to the locals. We've marked the maps with the areas of town you’re to avoid, and why. Oh, and one last thing: No fighting with the members of other companies. That's enforced by all of the companies that have an installation here."

"What's the story on weapons here?" Asked a wolf in the back of the room.

"Knifes are okay, anything bigger animen need a permit. Humans don’t need a permit to carry sidearms, but I wouldn’t expect to find many carrying in the city."

"What about the police?" Asked a large black Bear, I knew him from the ship, his name was Tanson and he worked in engineering with Terease.

"About half the police are animen, so don't worry too much about them. Unless of course you're looking for trouble, in which case they’ll give it to you. Any other questions?" He looked around, "No? Okay enjoy your liberty, and keep out of trouble."

He turned around and left the room. I looked around and saw Gabe and a few of the other shuttle crews gathering in one area. So I walked over there to see what they had planned.

"Hi guys, what's up?" I asked.

"Oh, just tryin' to figure out where to go," said Dave. "Gabe wants to head to that bar of his down in the animen part of town, but most of the rest just want to go someplace quieter tonight."

"What about you?" I asked.

"I can go either way really, but somebody's got to keep an eye on Gabe." he smiled.

"Hey, I can take care of myself you know," butted in Gabe, "and I'm sure I won't be the only guy from the ship there either. You want to go Raj?"

"What's the place like?" I asked.

"Well," said Dave before Gabe could say anything, "It's a pickup place mostly. A lot of humans do go there to pick up on animen. But a lot of animen go there to pick up on each other as well."

"Yeah," said Gabe "It's a pretty big place and drinks are cheap too."

"I guess I'll go," I said. "Cheap drinks sound good to me right now. And I'd like to check this place out anyway."

"Fine by me I guess. Anybody else coming?" Asked Dave.

Nobody was, so we headed out on our own, walking across town. 

It was early evening outside, the sun was due to set soon and it was starting to get dark. It was pretty nice out, the city was located near the equator and the weather was fairly warm and mild. I spent a lot of time looking around at everything as we walked along. 

"What's the name of this city anyway?" I asked.

"New Cape," responded Gabe, "It was founded by a group from South Africa, who were fed up with the history there. That's why they're so tolerant here."

"Oh."

"And stop gawking like somebody straight out of the crèche, will you?"

"But I am 'straight out of the crèche'!" I laughed and Dave joined me.

"Well at least stop acting like it. Haven't you ever been to a city before?"

"Once or twice, but that was always with a supervised group. We weren't allowed out on our own."

"I keep forgetting you're from Earth," Gabe sighed. "Just stay with us and you'll be okay. Just remember where the plant is and how to get back."

"And don't trust strangers," Dave added, "Everybody's out to make a buck, and some are just downright dishonest."

"I'm not totally naive!" I said.

"They're not that bad," said Gabe, "Dave's just a total pessimist. Most of the people here are pretty good. Last time I was here there was even talk about making Auntie-ann attacks illegal."

"Never happen, too many corporations want us to remain second class." responded Dave.

"It's not like anybody's asking for the right to vote, or run for office," said Gabe, "just the right to live in peace. Or at least retire in peace." He added with a smile. 

"Listen guys" I said, "Let's not talk politics. We've got the right to defend ourselves, and that's good enough for me!"

"Typical Leopard, happy as long as he can fight." responded Gabe sarcastically.

"So? What's wrong with that? It's what I do best and it's what they pay me for. But right now I want to go out, have some drinks and have a little fun."

"Can't argue with that." said Dave.

"But you'll probably try!" laughed Gabe.

We continued on walking through the city. It took us about an hour, but after being in the ship for so long it felt good to be outside walking. When we got there, it was a pretty simple looking place from the outside. It was called 'The Lining', and while the surrounding area wasn't fancy, at least it wasn't in a slum.

We went in and it really was pretty big inside, the first thing to hit me was the strong collage of scents of all the different species. I liked it. Looking around I saw that the place was split up into several areas. The front one was the fanciest, with a plush bar and well lit booths. The middle was darker and had a stage, with a band performing as well another bar and a dance floor. The back was even darker with a lot of booths. Some of which were already occupied with some couples and small groups. 

We sat down at the bar in the front and got a couple of beers from the buffalo tending bar. Gabe disappeared for a few minutes as soon as we got in, saying he wanted to call somebody he knew and over the next hour the place started to fill up quite a bit. 

I did see a few members of the crew turn up as well, most of them I only knew from sight but I did see Sheen with Clint, the Jag she was going with. We waved and said hello, but she seemed more interested in finding an empty booth in the back. I started looking around myself curious to see what possibilities the crowd might offer. 

I had only gone out with Leopards myself, and not really that many honestly. Looking around I didn't see any unattached female ones and shrugged. There were some cute females of other species around, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to date or even just flirt with someone who wasn’t at least another cat. There were some social barriers there that I didn’t want to try crossing or more likely tripping over, just yet. Cross species dating wasn’t uncommon, but I really didn’t feel that confident about it either.

I continued to look over the crowd. There really were quite a few humans in the place, and I was surprised to see that most of them were paired off with animen. I guess Gabe had been right about this place after all. I didn't see any single Cats of any breed as I continued to look around while sipping my beer, but I did notice quite a few women, human and otherwise, were looking my way.

"Don't worry Raj," said Gabe leaning over to me, "I've got it covered."

"Got what covered?" I asked.

"I called up the girl I met last time we were here, and she's bringing a couple of friends with her."

"I don't know about this," I said, "I've never really had much to do with humans before."

"It's their universe," said Dave, "time you started."

"You don't mind?" I asked Dave.

"There's nothing that says you have to sleep with them."

"Anyway," added Gabe quietly, "they're here." He motioned to a trio of women who were over by the door. The one in front saw Gabe and headed over to us smiling. They appeared to be around twenty or so by my guess and I guess they were attractive by human standards, I know I liked what I saw. They walked up to us and the one in the lead gave Gabe a kiss, and then made introductions.

"Hi Gabriel, it's been awhile. I'm glad you called." she was blond, about Gabe’s height, and had a slender figure, "I brought Terry along, who I believe you remember Dave." she indicated the other girl who had walked up to Dave. She was a little taller than the blond, and had a more ample figure. From the way Dave was putting his arm around her, I guess he did remember her. She then turned to me, "You must be Raj, I'm Karen and this is my friend Kathy."

"Hi, glad to meet you." I said standing up.

"Hello yourself." she said, looking me over as I looked at her myself. She was shorter than me of course, coming up just to my chin, and was wearing a black jumpsuit, which showed a well conditioned body beneath it, as well as an ample chest. She also had very long black hair, which I found very captivating. Leopards don't have any hair, just fur.

"I like your taste in color." I said with a smile, hoping I didn't sound like a complete idiot.

"Thank you, I had hoped you might. Shall we follow the others?" The rest were heading towards the booths in the rear of the bar.

"Yes, lets." I put my arm around hers and we headed after the others. She wasn't wearing any perfume and smelled very nice, kind of like apricots. Most people don't realize it but some perfumes are really quite obnoxious to cats. Of course some just made you want to drool too, but those were the rare exception, not the rule.

I found myself already liking her as we walked to the back. She moved well, and I noticed she drew quite a few looks from the rest of the crowd. As we got towards the back, where conversation was again possible, I asked her a question.

"Ever been in here before?" Okay it was a stupid question.

"Nope, how 'bout you?"

Well, at least she didn't seem to think so.

"Actually, this is my first day on the planet," I admitted.

At this point we caught up with the others who were just sitting down. Kathy sat down and slid in, I sat next to her, looked at Gabe and smiled.

"So Raj, Gabriel tells me this is your first assignment," Karen said, "how do you like it?"

"Pretty much actually. I think I really got lucky."

"What do you do?" asked Kathy.

"I'm a shuttle pilot, like Gabe." I said taking a drink of my beer.

"Oh!" She replied giving my bicep a little squeeze, surprising me, most humans usually didn’t like to get too close. "You look a little big to just be a shuttle pilot."

"Well I do have some combat training too." I really didn't want to look like a, well, like what I was. Somebody trained to kill, and good at it too.

"Don't let him fool you," said Gabe, "with the training he's had he could tear this place apart." I started to glare at Gabe, after all I didn't want to scare anybody off, when I suddenly noticed that Kathy was sitting quite a bit closer. I stopped glaring at Gabe, and realized I had a lot to learn about women in general. So instead of kicking him under the table I wrapped my tail around her waist instead.

"Oh, what's.." She jumped a little then smiled, "Oh, it's your tail. I can't say anybody has ever done that before."

"Then I guess you don't know too many cats, do you?" I smiled.

"Well, not very close. But," she smiled at me, and I really started to find myself very attracted to her, "maybe that will change."

"The secret to a cat's soul is in his tail," Dave spoke up from the back of the table.

"Well, it is pretty nice," Kathy said stroking it with her free hand, "pretty thick too."

"Yes but watch how it moves," he continued, "especially the tip. It can tell you all sorts of things about the owner."

I looked over at Dave and he smiled back at me, suddenly I realized why I lost at poker.

"It does seem to have a mind of its own sometimes," I confessed. "What do you ladies do?"

"We're college students actually," answered Karen, "I'm in my third year studying law."

"I'm a third year law student too," added Terry. 

I looked at Kathy, "And you?"

"I'm only in my first year, but I'm studying law as well," She said shyly. 

"You look in pretty good condition for somebody studying law." I said, lightly squeezing one of her biceps with a grin.

"I'm on the college track team. That's how I can afford to go, I'm on a scholarship."

"I thought you didn't have to pay for school."

"That's just the state run schools," answered Karen, "the private ones cost."

"So why go there?" I was puzzled by that.

"Because the better the school," said Kathy, "the better the job when you graduate."

"Now that's something we can all relate to!" Laughed Gabe.

At this point the waitress came by, and we all ordered another round. I was quite surprised when she asked the girls to show proof of their age.

"What was that about?" I asked Kathy

"Oh, you have to be eighteen to drink alcohol legally, and I guess I look a little young. I'm only nineteen."

I thought about that a couple of seconds, I was after all only fifteen.

"Does this law apply to animen too?" I asked.

"Actually as far as I know it doesn't, why?"

"Oh, just curious." I noticed she had nice green eyes.

"Oh, really?" she said slyly, "And just how old are you Raj?"

"Did anyone ever tell you what a lovely green your eyes are?"

"No, but you're changing the subject. I get the impression you're under eighteen."

"Does it matter?" I was getting a little concerned. I mean I really liked Kathy, and was getting definite ideas about getting to know her better. I didn't want to blow it now.

"Well, if you were human it might, but Karen say's that you guys tend to mature a lot faster. So I guess it really doesn't. I don't think they'd trust a child with a shuttle, would they?" She gave me a hug.

"Definitely not."

"So how old are you?"

"I'll tell you later." I smiled at her, "There is a chance of a later isn't there?"

"Oh I think so," and smiled back at me.

The six of us spent the next hour talking mostly. Karen told what law school was like, it sounded kind of boring to me. I answered a few questions about some of the training I had gone through, and despite Gabe's remarks I left out the more gruesome details. 

By the time we were into the third hour, quite a few beers had been consumed, and the conversation had died down quite a bit. Everybody was getting pretty personally involved, and Gabe finally suggested we go some place more private.

"My place would be good," Said Karen.

"I don't think I can take Raj back to my dorm." Kathy said shyly. 

"That's okay," said Karen smiling at Gabe. "I don't think Terry or I will be using the living room. You can come too."

So we all got up and headed for the door. Karen said it was only a few blocks, so we decided to walk. It was a beautiful night outside, warm with clear skies. We had gone most of the way there when we suddenly came across a group of young human males. Five actually.

"Uh oh, trouble," said Karen.

"Hey animals, what are you doing with our women?" Said the leader. He looked to be about 6' 5", maybe as heavy as I was.

"We're not your women," said Terry hotly. "So why don't you just take a hike!"

"Well now," he continued putting his hands on his hips "can't these animals talk for themselves or are they too dumb?"

I noticed he was squaring his weight off and so were his friends. I looked them over while I disengaged myself from Kathy and moved her behind me; none of them appeared to be holding themselves like they had any serious training. I could feel the thrill of the adrenaline starting to run through me.

"We talk rather well," said Gabe, "But I think you children should go home, back to your mothers' skirts where it's safe."

"At least I have a mother, you scazzing animal."

"You know," said Gabe slowly with a real big smile, "I think I had her too!"

"Why you lousy…" Big and tough reached into his jacket. I didn't know why Gabe's remark had pissed him off so, but I decided to remember it. I had leapt at him as soon as his hand had started to move for his jacket of course and as it got there, so did I.

As I pulled it out I bent a little to the side and kicked one of his friends in the groin. When he bent over I brought the heel of the same foot down hard on the back of his head. He dropped.

I then looked at what Mr. Big and Tough had in his hand; it was a gun so I grabbed his arm with both hands and broke it. He screamed and dropped the gun. I clipped him on the back of the head and dropped him. 

This had all happened in only a second, and the other three were just now starting to realize what was going on. Two of them were going for belt knives, but none of them were really experienced. It lasted another couple of seconds and they were out as well. The whole thing had taken five; maybe six seconds at the most. I had to admit I still enjoyed it though. That was probably why I had been first in my class.

I looked at the others; the girls were a little shocked.

"Remind me never to piss you off," Gabe said quietly.

Dave just smiled. I walked over to Kathy and gently put my arm back around her. 

"They aren't dead are they?" she asked me quietly.

"No, but that guy with the arm may wish he is when he wakes up in a couple of minutes. Shall we continue?"

We walked off leaving our assailants behind.

"I never saw anybody move so fast in my life. Gabe wasn't kidding about you, was he?" she looked up into my eyes.

"Ummm, actually he probably thought he was." I looked down at her, "I didn't upset you did I?"

"A little shocked maybe, but not upset."

We had come to the front of the apartment building by this time.

"Actually," she continued quietly, looking shyly at me, "I'm pretty impressed."

We stepped into the foyer and while Karen unlocked the door, we shared a long kiss, and then followed the others up to the apartment. Once in their apartment, Karen made everybody a drink, grabbed Gabe and disappeared into her bedroom. 

"There's some blankets and pillows in the closet." she said as she left. Dave and Terry disappeared shortly afterwards as well.

We snuggled on the couch for a while, kissing and making out. I didn’t want to push it myself and I could tell that Kathy was a bit hesitant as well.

It was an interesting study in contrasts for both of us I think, she was very interested in my fur, her hands explored quite a bit of it, and I think she found my muzzle interesting as well as we kissed for a very long time.

I found her smooth skin to be interesting as I’d never really encountered anything as smooth or soft before, and her long hair was also something that I spent a lot of time exploring, as I was entranced by it. We didn’t talk much, just spent the time nuzzling and kissing, teasing each other a little here and there and just getting used to each other’s company.

I went and got the blankets then, Kathy the pillows and we spread them out on the carpet. I then took her in my arms and any reservations I might have had, were no longer there and I could tell that she was as interested as I was at this point. We started by kissing slowly, and as I worked my way down, I undressed her. When I got to her breasts, I lingered for a while. Leopard women do not usually have large breasts and Kathy's were a very nice size indeed.

"Umm, you like?" she asked as my lingering elicited little moans of pleasure.

"Oh, yes,” I purred, “very much indeed."

I continued on moving down. Her pubes were the same as a Leopard's however, and my attentions there had a very positive effect. After a while she turned her attentions on me, removing my clothes.

"Umm, I like this fur." She whispered as she ran her hands over my chest and arms. "Nice buns too!" She smiled up at me, continuing her trek.

"Ohhh, I think I found something not covered with fur." It was my turn to moan then. 

When she came up for air, we kissed again as I moved over her. She spread her legs and helped guide me as I slowly entered her.

"Ohhh, yes. That feels so good."

We rode a slow rhythm, enjoying each other as we built to our final release. When it came I had to remember to be careful with my claws, and she shook and gasped with me. 

 

"I really enjoyed that." she sighed later, when we had got our breath back.

"Me too. I've never made love to anyone who wasn't a Leopard before." I felt a little shy admitting that. "And I didn't think it could be that good."

"Well, I've always wanted to, and I'm glad I did."

"Why? What's so special about me? Or is it us?"

"It's you dear," and she kissed me then, "You're beautiful, very sexy looking with all that lovely fur. And dangerous." she started rubbing her body against mine when she had mentioned fur, "The way you took care of those guys earlier, that was something."

"Well, I'm glad you finally got your chance." I smiled, "How about doing it again?"

"Ahhh, that would be fine by me."

We didn't fall asleep that night until the morning sun started to come through the curtains, and from what I could hear through closed doors we weren't the only ones up late either.
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I woke up in the morning feeling quite refreshed. I woke Kathy up and we both took a nice long shower together in the 'fresher. We then dried off and I stretched out on one of the couches while she insisted on combing my fur. I was in seventh heaven and just lay there basking in the attention.

When Karen came out with Gabe to take a shower, she lent Kathy a robe and then asked her if she needed to borrow any clothes. Kathy just pointed to the overnight bag in the corner and said smiling, "I left that here last night, just in case."

 I had cycled my clothes through the cleaning unit in the hall, as I really didn't mind wearing the same pair of shorts again. Hell, I didn't mind wearing nothing at all for that manner, but humans have strange customs.

Eventually we were joined by Karen and Gabe as Terry and Dave took their place in the 'fresher. I was lying on my stomach with Kathy sitting astride my buttocks as she worked on my neck with the comb, I had lazily wrapped my tail around her under the robe and the tip was twitching just below her chin.

"Well I see you've got him well under control Kathy." Gabe laughed, and I made a rude gesture in his direction.

"Actually I'm beginning to wonder if it isn't the other way around," she said with a grin, "every time I stop this tail starts to tickle my face."

"When Dave and Terry get out of the shower, how about we go get some food?" asked Karen, "I'm starved."

"Sounds good to me and I can feel Raj's stomach growling, so I know he's hungry."

"What do you want to do after breakfast, or is it lunch time now?" said Gabe looking around for a clock.

"I would like to do a little sightseeing myself." I said, my voice muffled by the cushions.

"We could rent a copter and fly out to the mountains." Gabe suggested. I gave him a thumbs up.

"Sounds good to me," said Kathy, "but what about some food?"

"There's a cafe around the corner, we can eat there." said Karen, when suddenly the door chimed. "Who could that be? I'm not expecting anybody."

I heard her go over to the door and open it. 

"Oh, Good morning officer. What can I do for you?"

"Seems we had a little problem with a few youths found unconscious in the street last night. They claimed that they were attacked by a couple of animen. A black leopard, a wolf, and a fox."

I looked up from the couch, the officer was a bear so I felt a little better. However he was looking straight at me.

"You wouldn't be able to enlighten me on what happened now, could you?" he continued.

"I'm not sure I know what you're talking about officer," answered Gabe from the other couch.

"If a Wolf walks out of that bathroom before I get an answer, I'm afraid I'll have to drag you all down to the station. You see, we found a gun there, and those boys were all too young to be possessing one."

"Self defense," I said sitting up on the couch. Kathy had slid off me while the officer had been talking.

"Oh, do you mind explaining please?"

"Well, they attacked us and I beat them up."

"Just you?" he asked looking skeptical

I stood up turned around and picked up the couch, Kathy and all.

"Do I look like I need any help?" I asked setting the couch, and a surprised Kathy, back down.

"I guess not, but what about the gun?"

"If I had needed it would I have left it behind? Anyway if he hadn't pulled it, I wouldn't have broken his arm."

"Well as we only found his prints on it and no traces of Leopard, Wolf, or Fox. I'm inclined to believe you." He smiled, "Plus he was wearing a holster, that was a big hole in his story. But there is this matter of the broken arm."

"Officer," put in Karen, "It was self defense, and he did draw a weapon. The law does give Raj here the right to defend himself. Furthermore as there were three humans in the party, a rather convincing argument could be made that he was protecting us from the gunman."

He gave her a sidelong glance, "What are you a lawyer?"

"Third year law student," she said smiling.

"Hmmph, it figures. But we still don't like to have these kinds of things happening around here. I'm still going to have to get your names, and ID's. I suggest you keep out of trouble."

"What's the big deal?" I asked as I handed him my company ID tag, "So I broke his arm, that can be fixed in a day or two. I didn't kill him."

"He just might get a lawyer and sue you," said the officer. 

“He could try and make the argument that breaking his arm was an excessive use of force against him.”

"But I thought we were allowed to defend ourselves here?" I was definitely confused.

"Oh, you are. But he can still try to sue you for assault, excessive use of force or whatever. And there ain't a thing you can do about it. If say he was dead and you can prove self-defense, then you're pretty much safe."

"I don’t think I want to kill some kid for just being stupid, even if there was a gun involved.” To me that just sounded really excessive. “So what do you suggest I do next time?"

"Try not to break any arms, at least not if they can identify you," he said with a wink. "But I wouldn't worry about it too much. After all, you'll be off planet in a week or two and we sure aren't going to supply him with your names. He's also got a bad reputation and the judge will probably throw out anything he tries to file."

"But if he's dead can't his family sue?" I was still a bit bewildered.

"Nope, nobody can sue for another here. Also while a human can sue an animan, you can't sue him back," put in Kathy.

"Not exactly fair I guess," I sighed.

"No," said the officer, "But we're working on it." He had finished taking Gabe's and my information. We told him Dave's and he said goodbye and left.

"What was that all about?" Asked Dave sticking his head out of the bathroom once the officer was gone.

"Oh, just about our little run in last night," answered Gabe.

"Do we have to go until the heat dies down? Or do we get to enjoy our leave?"

"We stay. See Dave I keep telling you this place is alright."

"Wait a second," I was still confused. "That was alright? What's bad then?"

"Bad is where we have to beat feet for the ship in orbit, and usually out of the local police's jurisdiction." Said Dave.

"Real bad is where they stick you in jail or worse," added Gabe making like he had a noose around his head.

"You guys have been in trouble like this before?" asked Karen.

"Not me I'm new to the game," I said.

"I've seen it some before," said Gabe. "Dave here's the one with the most experience. Right Dave?"

"Well," he said toweling off in the doorway, "I've been around a few more places than these two and in a lot of places we'd have had to have left town last night. Or we wouldn't be leaving at all."

"I can't believe that," said Karen.

"I can." Kathy said quietly.

We all turned and looked at her. She looked around the room at us.

"My father hates animen, won't even allow them on the farm he owns." She looked at me and smiled softly, "if he knew that I spent last night with one he'd disown me at the very least. And he'd kill you."

"You didn’t sleep with me just to get back at your dad I hope!" I said.

"That was why I went to the bar, you won on own your own merits last night though," she admitted. "But he was against my going to college at all. Wouldn't even help me pay for it, said it was a waste to send a woman to college. I think I know now why my Mom left him. Too bad the court awarded him custody."

"Sorry to hear that," I said putting my arms around her and pulling her closer.

"How do your folks feel about animen?" I asked Karen.

Both her and Gabe started to laugh at that. I even heard Terry and Dave giggling in the bathroom.

"Yes? What gives?" I asked when the noise died down.

"Well, you see ..." Karen started and hesitated.

"Her dad's a Wolf," Dave called out from the bathroom.

"Actually he's just my Stepdad," she continued. "You see, he was the manager of my parent’s farm and his family lived on the property. His wife was a soil specialist and one day her and my Dad were flying out to one of the fields to check on some new crop he had decided to try. Unfortunately the copter crashed killing them both.

"Anyway, our families had always been close and over the next couple of years we got closer and closer. One morning my Mom comes into the kitchen and tells us that they're getting married. So at the age of twelve I gained two brothers and a sister, the later of whom I shared a room with for quite a few years."

"I remember when my father heard about that, he was fit to be tied!" Grinned Kathy. "Especially as your Mom has a lot more land and money than he does. The thought of an animan being richer than him was just too much."

"Well that's both ends of the spectrum, what about Terry?" I asked. 

"Oh, my parents would be scandalized to find out I was sleeping with a man 'Out of Wedlock'. I don't think the who of it would make that much of a difference," she answered from the bathroom. "You have to remember that a lot of the people who colonized this part of the planet were escaping a society that believed in persecution, and most of us haven't forgotten that."

I found all of this very interesting and food for thought. I really didn't know that much about the greater society I was now a member of, even if I wasn't a full member. They had taught us back at the crèche that we would face some resentment, but that it would mostly be from fringe groups. They also said that people would distrust us because we were engineered and that it was just the old 'Master Race' syndrome. 

But here I am on what is a fairly accepting planet and yet when accosted in the street, I almost get into trouble for defending myself. Of course on the other hand I had just spent the night sleeping with a human, while my friends had done the same. I looked at Kathy and smiled while I thought of last night. Obviously they hadn't told us the whole story at school, I wondered if that was intentional, or just due to the many varying laws and customs of the different planets? It was going to take time to figure this all out.

"What are you thinking about?" asked Kathy smiling back at me.

"Last night," and gave her a kiss.

Dave and Terry walked into the room then.

"Let's go folks, we're ready," announced Dave.

We headed down to the corner cafe and got breakfast. It was a nice place and quite a few of the customers were animen, so we didn't stand out. The sight of the six of us didn't even seem to turn any heads.

"This is the border between the college and the ani quarter of town," Kathy said quietly in my ear when she noticed my looking around. "So mixed couples like us are pretty common. There are parts of town where we would draw looks."

"Let's avoid those; I don't think I need anymore trouble."

"You know what's really funny?" She asked with an amused expression on her face.

"What?"

"If our sexes were reversed, most of those same people who would object to us wouldn't even think twice about it."

"You're kidding, aren't you?"

"Nope, my Dad thought nothing of the fox my older brother was screwing when he went to school. He couldn't bring her around the house of course, but it didn't bother him at all. But let him see a human girl with an animan, he'd blow up for sure."

"I thought women were supposed to be equal in human society?"

"Not everybody thinks so it seems. But at least the law says so, and he can't change that!"

This was a really strange thought, I didn't know that humans could be so divided amongst themselves, at the schools and the corporation they’d always seemed to put on a united front. I could understand about countries, and different corporations. There people were competing for resources and the rewards that control of those things could bring. But why say somebody couldn't do something because of their sex? I was beginning to wonder just what had been left out of my education.

"If I told Herza that she couldn't do something just because she was a female, she'd mop the ship with me." I told Kathy as we sat down.

"Who's Herza?" She asked me.

"One of the Leopards in my clan on ship," I replied.

"And one of his girlfriends!" Gabe chipped in.

"Oh?" replied Kathy her eyes sparkling, "Just one?"

"No, four actually!" Gabe said with a laugh, "Raj is very popular with the ladies'."

Did you ever try to blush with a furry face? I did.

"Really Raj? Four girlfriends!" Kathy asked.

I looked up from my feet and at her face, realizing she wasn't mad, just teasing.

"Uh, it's something like that," I admitted. True I’d never slept with Herza or Terease, but I wasn’t going to tell Gabe that.

"You know, you never did answer that question last night, how old are you anyway?"

"Weeell," I looked around the table, Gabe and Dave knew but I could she the girls were all interested. "Fifteen actually," I sort of mumbled.

"Kathy, you cradle robber you!" Laughed Karen.

"Don't talk," I said pointing at Gabe, "He's only sixteen."

"What?" that stopped her, and Kathy started laughing then.

"Hey, thanks Raj!" Gabe glared at me.

"Payback's a bitch Gabe," I smiled.

"You earned that one Gabe," Karen said smiling. "Anyway I like 'em young."

"And how old are you?" Terry asked Dave.

"Oh, I'm an old man of twenty five; they just send me out to keep an eye on all these kids."

"Fifteen Raj?" asked Kathy, "What about all that schooling you had to go through?"

"If I hadn't opted for the shuttle training I would have been sent out at fourteen, like the rest of my group. As for school they started me at two and we don't get that much. I thought you knew that."

"I guess I did, I just never really gave it any thought. You sure don't act like fifteen."

"It's like you said last night, we mature faster. Designed that way I guess so the corporations can get us in to work sooner. I'm almost at my full growth now," I explained.

"You mean you're going to get bigger?" Said Karen. "You're already the largest leopard I've ever seen, and I've seen a few," she smiled at that last part.

"I've just got a few more pounds to fill out here and there; I don't think I'll get much taller."

At this point the waitress came by and we made our orders, I surprised everybody by ordering two breakfasts, which I blamed on Kathy and last night. Kathy promptly blushed. After the waitress had left Gabe picked up where we had left off.

"Really though Raj, was everybody in your group so big?"

"Actually no, I was the only one." I really wasn't too happy about the direction the conversation was taking.

"So why are you so big anyway? Do you know why?" He continued.

"Umm, I would really rather not talk about that right now," I said quietly, "maybe later."

It got quiet for a second then he changed the subject.

"So where can we rent a copter for our trip?" he asked Karen.

"There's a heliport just down the road from here. We can grab a taxi after we eat."

The talk changed then to where to go and what to see. I kept pretty quiet, as Gabe's question had brought back some unpleasant memories. Kathy snuggled up closer and put her hand on my leg, and we ate breakfast like that.

I felt better by the time I had started on the second plate and everybody was amazed I could shovel away so much. I just smiled and ate, it was the first non-ship meal I'd had in months. It tasted delicious.

We finished then paid the bill and left, stopping back at the apartment to grab a few things. It didn't take too long to get a taxi and a short while latter we were at the heliport.

Gabe and I went inside to show our licenses and take care of the paperwork. We got a small dual control six passenger job, and gave it a good once over before letting everybody board. When Karen asked about that Gabe answered, "This wasn't maintained by anybody we know, so I'm not getting into it without a good look first."

We both passed on it and everybody climbed in. The copter is a pretty simple device in theory; it's a little trickier in practice. It's not a true helicopter, as the rotors are mounted on wings which rotate ninety degrees for forward flight like a plane. It can land damn near anywhere though, and is pretty fast at cruise. It not only combined the best parts of the helicopter with a plane, but some of the worst as well. They only got to be a headache if you lost an engine.

Gabe let me have the pilot's seat for the outbound trip, and after Karen said where we should go, Kathy grabbed a map and played navigator. We cruised around the city twice with the girls pointing out some of the local landmarks, before traffic control asked us politely not to go for a third circuit. Then we headed out to the mountains they had talked about. 

On the way out we first passed over the factories that ringed the city, this quickly gave way to a green belt of parks, and then farms. When we had gotten up to ten thousand feet, Karen got our attention and pointed out to the northwest.

"See those fields out on the horizon there?" everybody looked where she was pointing, "That's the beginning of my family's farm, it goes on for another two hundred and fifty miles. It's one of the biggest farms in the area."

I was pretty impressed by that. What I also found interesting was that there weren't any highways like I always saw on earth when I had been flying. But then the next nearest city was a thousand miles away. Hobson's planet still had a lot of growing to do.

We traveled on for another hour heading towards the mountain range that cut across the continent. I followed Kathy's directions to a place that Karen had marked on the map. We ended up over a lake that was pretty secluded, but not too high up. I asked Karen where I should land, and she pointed to a clearing by the lake's edge and I landed there. 

By the time I had everything shut down and secured, everybody had already piled out, so I followed them. It was a nice warm day outside with a pleasant breeze. 

"I've been coming to this spot on and off for years. There's a lean to, with a fire pit and some other things just over that rise and in the trees. Come on I'll show you," Karen said as she led the way down along the shore of the lake.

Sure enough, just inside the trees so it couldn't be seen from the air, was a lean to, a fire pit, and even a wood pile.

"There's an outhouse down that trail," She pointed off to the left at a small footpath, "so nobody has to rough it too much. Now let’s go swimming!" She said with a mischievous smile and started stripping off her clothes. 

The others did the same and I followed suit. Everybody ran down and dove in and we all swam around, just goofing off and having a good time. By the time we had gotten out and dried off, the sun was starting to go down behind the mountains.

"Anybody got anything against spending the night here?" asked Karen. "No? I thought so. Who wants to go get the packs out of the copter?"

Gabe volunteered so Dave and I got started on putting together a fire in the fire pit while Karen went and gave Gabe a hand.

By the time Gabe got back to the campsite, we had pretty well cleaned up the area. Karen and Terry took the food we’d brought along from their apartment and put together a fairly enjoyable meal cooking over the fire. While we ate Karen told us about some of the parties her and her brother’s used to have up here with their friends. Afterwards we sat around the campfire for a while and talked about the differences between our life styles. I could tell that Karen and Terry had both been through this before, but Kathy and I were both pretty curious about some things. Mostly because neither of us had had the chance to mingle with the other’s specie before, at least not socially. Kathy had a definite edge though, as animen were common here. For the most part my exposure to humans had been carefully regulated as I had grown up.

We had put down a few beers, when Gabe asked quietly.

"So fell like talking about it now Raj?"

"Uh, talking about what?" I asked, but had a pretty good idea.

"Your size, everybody's dying to know. If you don't mind talking about it that is." He looked at me, curiosity burning in his eyes.

"Gabe, you must be the most prying person I ever met. Anyway, I don't think anybody is really that interested." I said, grinning to disarm my words.

"Well, actually," said Kathy, "I wouldn't mind hearing it. That is if you don't mind telling us."

I looked around the fire, and everyone else agreed. I was surprised that anybody would be that interested in me. I thought back to the whole incident, staring into the fire while I did so. I was unsure as to just how much of it to tell them, did I really want people to know the whole story? I looked at my two crewmates. They were the only ones who could really spread it around, but several people had already commented on my size, so something would have to be said. I made a decision.

"Basically the story's in two parts." I looked at Dave and Gabe, "The first part I don't want being spread around okay?"

Everybody agreed to that, and I looked pointedly at Gabe.

"I mean it, if one of you two spreads this around the ship, I'll cut out your tongue."

"Hey, quit looking at me! I may talk a lot, but you know I'm no fink." Gabe said.

"I can keep a secret don't worry," said Dave.

"Okay, and I just wanted to make sure that you knew I was serious Gabe." I laid on my back and put my head in Kathy's lap, now that I had everybody's attention, looking up at the stars and her face.

"When I was about two, there was this nursery attendant who worked the night shift. I had never liked him, he smelled bad. But hey, I was just a kit what did I know? Anyway he was always messing with my sisters, fusing over them and such while they were in their beds. At first it really wasn't anything bad, but eventually he zeroed in on my sister Cassandra. 

"This had all gone on over a period of weeks, and we were pretty small and uneducated. After a while he would fuss with her at night for quite sometime, and the last time he had caused her to start crying and hissing. My bed was next to hers, and somehow I had gotten the idea I was her protector," I smiled. "Probably from one of those stories that they read you in the crèche. They were always filling us with tales of heroic deeds and such."

"Psychological programming I bet," Terry put in.

"Maybe,” I shrugged “I don't know. But I had always liked those stories anyway, and liked to picture myself as the hero. Anyhow, I told the head nursery attendant the next day, 'Grandma Lilton' her name was. A real good person."

"I knew her," Dave said, "she worked in my crèche when I was just a pup."

"I didn't know you were from the company's earth crèche Dave.” I said looking over to see him nod. “Anyway no more interruptions okay? Where was I? Oh, I remember. She said it was probably nothing and not to worry about it. But to tell her if it happened again. Anyway that night he did it again, but this time when she started to cry, he wouldn't leave her alone. And when she started to yell, he covered her mouth with his hand and told her to be quiet.

"I knew that whatever he was doing it was hurting her and it was bad. So I crawled down to the floor, over to him and bit his ankle. Hard."

I stopped for a second, finished what was left of my beer, and closed my eyes.

"I can remember that part like it was only yesterday. He stopped what he was doing to her and started beating me with his fists. That was when I made my first mistake and let go. He punted me across the floor into a wall. That was only the beginning though, he started hitting me with his hands next. I guess he was planning on making it look like I fell down or something, but he was working me over pretty good. 

"Anyhow I managed to get hold of his thumb somehow and this time I didn't let go. He started beating me against the wall, the table anything, and one time when he hit me down on the table I was actually able to bite it off. You should have heard him scream, that drew a crowd, and by then of course all my brothers and sisters were raising a real ruckus.

"I was unconscious by the time anybody got there and didn't wake up for who knows how long. When I did I was in a hospital bed, totally unable to move, with tubes running all over. I found out years later just how many bones he had broken, and that the doctors were surprised I was even alive. I guess I owe the team who designed me for that.

"So I find out, from Grandma, that he claims I bit him and he panicked. I had a hard time telling her what really happened, as my jaw was broken and I could barely speak. Looking back, I don't think they believed me, you know the reputation that Leopards have. So I'm lying there in bed, when suddenly in comes the bad guy, his hand in a cast from surgery. There's nobody around, and he comes right up to my bed and tells me that I'm going to be 'put down' in the morning.

"He then goes on to explain what 'put down' means. That I'm going to be killed. Not just because I'm so busted up that they can't fix me. But because I attacked him and an animal that doesn't know its place must be destroyed.

"He was still gloating when Grandma came into the room. He shut up right away and she told him to get out. I then asked her if what he said was true, that I was going to be killed in the morning. From the shocked expression on her face, I guessed he wasn't lying."

"What a cruel bastard," Kathy said quietly and started to stroke my head.

"Well she told me not to worry, it wasn't over yet and I should watch the observation window. A little while later she shows up out there with the bad guy and all of the sudden hits him in the crotch with her cane. When he bent over, she laid into his head with a will. It took two big orderlies to pull her off."

"She was a tough one wasn't she?" Dave put in quietly from his side of the fire.

"I'll say, later that night she shows up with the doctor and a couple of others, and has me tell them what he had said to me. She then turns to them and said something about how if he's innocent, why is he in here terrorizing this child? A little while later she came back with just the doctor, and told me they believed me, and that he wouldn't be around to hurt anybody else.

"I felt better about that, but I asked the doctor if it was true that I was too hurt to be fixed, and if I was 'put down' who'd protect my sisters and brothers? I guess that was too much for her 'cause she left the room real quick, and Grandma Lilton smiled at me and said that I'd be fine and not to worry.

"That's the first part of the story, the part my records list as a 'bad accident', the part I don’t want shared." I moved my head a little bit. "Right down there Kathy," she started scratching lower on my neck. "Ahh, that's it. The next morning the doctor shows up with a needle, and tells me real quiet, that she's going to use something special on me, and I'm not to tell anybody. She also shows me some basic exercises to do and tells me to do them as much as possible.

"This went on twice a day for a month, and then after the casts came off, once a day for another month."

"What was in the needle?" asked Karen.

"Growth hormones. They're not supposed to be used on animen children cause it's considered a waste of resources. Normal company policy is to euthanize any kit or cub that badly injured, and save the money."

"How cold!" Said Kathy angrily, “That just isn't right!"

"Oh I don't know, what kind of life could a crippled animan have really? It's a tough world we live in, and a tough life we have to live. Grandma Lilton told me much later that if I hadn't healed so well, I would have still been euthanized. She also told me that the doctor felt so bad about what had been done to me, that when I seemed more worried about the others than myself, she couldn't take it. So she stole the hormones from the main hospital.

"So that's part of the reason I'm larger than normal. She used a standard human dose on me, and it was more than I needed for the bones to heal."

"What's the other reason?" asked Gabe.

"Oh that's simple," I laughed out loud, "I was so terrified of dying, that when she told me that exercise would help, I never stopped. Do you know that this is the first day since then that I haven't spent at least an hour working out? The only reason I can think of for the bold front I put up for the doctor was all the pain killers I was on."

"So what ever happened to that guy?" asked Kathy.

"Beats me, I still had to pay for his thumb, it's on my bill."

"You're kidding! They charged you for that?" She sounded very indignant about it.

"I don't think child abuse or murder laws applied to animen then. So I think the company just shuffled him off somewhere.

"But the one thing I'll always remember, is that Grandma Lilton and that Doctor both risked getting fired, or worse, for me. And just before she retired, Grandma Lilton told me that the company had always been good to her and it was her responsibility to get rid of those people who were bad for the company. She also said that I should never blame the company for the bad deeds of the same such individuals, that the company is what we make it."

"I don't know, it sounds like more propaganda to me." Said Terry.

"I disagree," said Dave, "she never said anything like that to me. But I agree with the sentiment, Tri-Star is the only family I've got, and I want to take care of it."

"I feel the same way." added Gabe, "Sure, they slap us with a bill for everything. That's the same deal for all of us in any company. But they don't stick it to us like some places do. I've talked with some folks at some of the other corps and I tell you, I think we've got it pretty good."

"So does that explain why you're such a good fighter Raj?" Kathy asked me.

"Probably. I know I learned that I didn't like being nearly beat to death. So I studied real hard at the combat and fighting courses. Did so well that I got to go to pilot training."

"I don't know," said Terry, "it still sounds like company propaganda and brainwashing to me."

"I don't know that we're all that much different." I said, "I mean you have to work for a living just like I do. I just don't have any choice as to my employer. But then again, I don't have to worry about being fired or laid off either."

"Just being killed." responded Terry.

"Hey, when you're built like me, it's not much of a worry," I replied flexing my arm and showing my claws.

"Anyway," said Gabe grinning, "if it wasn't for Tri-Star, we wouldn't be here, and you'd be very lonely tonight indeed. Right?"

Everybody laughed at that, and as the fire burned down we climbed into the sleeping bags that the girls had brought. Kathy and I spent the night out under the stars, and had another pleasant evening indeed.






  







 

8

 

 

The next morning I awoke again feeling very rested. I had always enjoyed sleeping outside, but only got the opportunity while in combat training. The others awoke shortly after I did and after a quick morning swim, we finished off the remaining food from the night before. 

It was about seven o'clock local time then, and as it was a Monday the girls had classes that day at school. So we got back in the copter and Gabe flew us back into the city. We all parted back at Karen and Terry's apartment, but not before Kathy gave me her phone number asking me to call before I shipped out. 

The three of us then started the long walk back across town. Paying for the copter had pretty much cleaned Gabe and myself out as far as money was concerned. We wanted to save what little cash we had left for the bars. After all, it could be a year or more before we got to another place as nice as this.

On the way back across town we stopped at the central post office. Both to check on any mail, and to send some. Sending mail to other planets is not too difficult, but as it must be taken by ship, as a computer file, it does cost a little. It also tends to be slow and if you're trying to send it to someone who moves around a lot, like a ship’s crewmember, they may not get it for years. So what is common amongst crews is to leave letters at the main post office of planets you regularly visit, or send them to planets most likely to be visited by the recipient. 

I wanted to check on anything sent to me particularly, or my family. As it turned out there was a letter addressed to any of the Rakir's. It had been sent by my brother Sunil when he had passed through here and it had been added to by my brother Nepal when he had passed through. 

It didn't say too much, just that everything was fine and what ship they were on. I added my assignment, which being last nobody knew. I also put down the usual stuff and even added Kathy's name and number, as a friend. After all she was studying law and you never knew when you might need help.

I then wrote a letter to Cassandra, mentioning again my assignment but mostly saying that I missed her a lot. I did mention that I had made some good friends on the Astra and told her all about the clan and my other experiences since I had last seen her. I then mailed them to the crew members at large service and waited with Gabe for Dave to finish his.

Fifteen minutes later we were back on our way to the local plant. Dave told us that he actually had received quite a few pieces of mail, as Hobson's was on a regular run that several of his friends and family did. Gabe told us that his mail had been unchanged since the last time and I told them that there had been nothing much for me either.

Back at the company I went to the room they had given me in the temporary quarter’s area and checked my messages. There was one from Terease, wanting to know if I'd go with her into town this afternoon. I looked at the clock and saw I had only a few minutes if I wanted to make that date. Another from Herza who wanted to go out that night, I sent her a positive response and told her what I would be doing this afternoon. And one from Balizar, saying they were planning a group outing for tomorrow and would I come? I sent a yes to that as well. I then made a quick change of clothes and hurried off to meet Terease.

I caught up with her in her room, and she was pretty happy to see me.

"Oh Raj, I'm so glad you showed!" She said excitedly, "I want to go see the city, but I'm still kind of afraid to go do it alone."

"Where's Banner?" I asked looking around.

"Well I didn't want to ask him, as I'm looking for a gift to surprise him with. So naturally you were my first choice." She said, grabbing my arm and leading me out the door. "Are you coming with us all tomorrow?"

"Of course, wouldn't miss it. So what are you going to get him anyway?" I was a little surprised, the two of them must really be hitting it off better that I though.

"Well that was another reason I wanted you to come, I need a little help deciding. You train with him, so I thought you'd be able to shed some light on what he appreciates most."

"Hmmm, that's a tough one, I'll have to give it some thought," I said scratching my head. By now she had led me over to the Taxi stand. "I better tell you, I'm short on cash and would rather not spring for a cab." I told her guiltily.

"I heard about the poker game from Balizar, so don't worry it's my treat." She walked up to the nearest one and we got in.

"Where to folks?" asked the cab driver, he was an elderly Raccoon with quite a few gray hairs.

"I'm looking to do a little shopping," Terease told him, "and I'd like to know where a good area is?"

"Well the major shopping district is right between the ani quarter and the human quarter. They'll treat you pretty well down there too. That's what I'd recommend," he pulled away from the curb and into the traffic while he talked. "How's that sound?"

"Sounds good to me," I replied.

"Me too." she told him, and then turning to me asked, "Where'd you go Saturday night anyway? It must have been pretty good if you're only getting back this morning."

"Gabe and Dave have a couple of friends here and we ended up in the mountains last night. It was kind of fun actually. How'd Balizar find out about my losses anyway?" I asked sitting back next to her and enjoying the ride.

"Balizar knows everything that goes on aboard that ship. He is the head of security remember?" She laughed, and then added. "He said to tell you to wear a long robe next time."

"Damn, does everybody know about my tail?" I asked annoyed, "Why didn't he tell me before I lost the money!"

"Because he wanted to make sure you learned what apparently every other poker player knows already," she laughed again, "But don't change the subject, what type of friends were these anyway?"

"Well you know Gabe," I said grinning back, determined to let her ponder awhile, "You figure it out."

"From the look on your face they had to have been female, with at least one there for you too. Anymore I don't want to know," She gave me a sidelong glance, "because now you're smirking."

"Well they were interesting and Gabe's friend is really pretty well off."

"Then what does she see in Gabe?" She was really in a good mood I had to admit.

"Probably a nice red coat!" I laughed with her, "So what have you been up to that you're in such a good mood?"

"Oh I always get a little giddy when I'm on a planet surrounded by all this open space. I was brought up on an asteroid you know."

"No I didn't. What was it like?"

"Confining mostly. But you don't know it until you're away from it. The first time I was on a planet I had to be physically dragged out of the ship, it was pretty scary. But after a couple of weeks I just couldn't get enough of it."

"Here we are folks," The cabby said pulling up in front of a large building, "there are about forty or so shops in this place, and it's dead center of the district. If you can't find what you want around here, it ain't on the planet."

We thanked him and Terease paid the bill, then we got out and looked around the area. There certainly were a lot of shops around, and a lot of animen as well as humans. We walked inside the building that the cab driver had mentioned and looked around. There were quite a lot of shops inside. The building was six stories high centered on an atrium. I noticed that not only were the customers a mixed lot, but those working there were as well.

We searched through quite a few stores looking at different items that were on sale. Clothes were out, as we wore uniforms most of the time. Shoes or boots were out, because we just didn't wear them normally. Anything large or heavy was out because it wouldn't be allowed on ship. Everybody was limited to about forty pounds of personnel effects, you could get away with more, but only if it could be classified as work gear (Armor, weapons and other gear was exempt from this rule of course).

That gave me a bit of an idea. I asked one of the salespeople in the store we were in if there were any places nearby that sold camping or military gear. He told me of a couple, and I turned to Terease.

"Well, want to take a look? Perhaps you can find something he'd appreciate there."

"Sure why not?" she replied.

So we headed down to the first store mentioned, and went inside.

"May I help you?" Inquired the salesman, who to my surprise was human.

"Yes," said Terease. "I'm looking for something for a friend, and I'm not sure what to get."

"I see, I take it this is supposed to be for work then?"

"Yes actually, he's a corporate security officer."

"Ahh yes, follow me then," and he led us off to the military end. I got the impression from the items on the shelves that a lot of corporate employees shopped here. "Now I don't think you'd be interested in any weapons, the companies all seem to cover that end fairly well. But we do have a very good selection of body armor for starters."

"No," I said. "He's got a very good set already."

"Are you sure?" asked Terease.

"Yeah, he showed it to me once. Earth made, very high quality."

"Oh, so you’re buying for someone who has been around for a while," continued the salesman nonplussed, "I have a few items here that are not available to the general public, if you know what I mean, that you just might find interesting."

He steered us down to a counter at the end of the aisle, and went around behind it. He then started to set several devices on the counter top.

"I have here several items popular among those of you who find themselves involved in 'company actions'." He said the last word with the same lilt that animen usually used when talking about such things, he obviously knew his clientele. "This is a portable medikit, with an auto-suceher, pressure bandage, stimulants, painkillers, a healing agent, and some bone glue." He pointed at the first one.

I shook my head; the company supplied those, for a fee of course, so I knew he had one.

"This is a laser and infra-red detector," he said pointing to the next device. "You can clip it into your headset, and it sends an alert if somebody's pointing a targeting device at you."

This time Terease shook her head, "He's got one, I saw it."

That surprised me, I didn't have one! I looked at the price, too expensive considering I really didn't expect to end up in the field very often.

"Ah, a person of distinction." He smiled; I don't think anything threw this guy off. He picked up the next item. "This is called a masker, they're illegal on earth for anybody but the government. It masks all the electronic noise generated by your equipment. Combined with a lightwave camo suit, it makes the wearer virtually undetectable!"

"Let me see that," said Terease taking it from the salesman. "Can we test it?"

"Sure no problem." he pulled out some other gear, which Terease started using without even looking twice. The salesman was pretty impressed by that, and as she fussed with the equipment I leaned over.

"She got all the brains in the family." I whispered and he laughed.

"I heard that," she said grinning. "It works alright, how much?"

He quoted a price that I thought was way too high, and Terease dickered over it with him, and finally settled on a price that I couldn't have afforded even if I hadn't lost at gambling.

"I'll take it," she said surprising me, and after paying we left to go back to the plant.

Once in the Taxi I asked her, "You sure you can afford that?"

"Sure, I make about two hundred thou a year, and even with the cost of the day to day stuff, it's no problem."

"But aren't you saving anything for your Buyout?" I must have sounded as shocked as I felt.

"Raj, I thought you knew," she put her hand on my leg. "I don't owe anything. I'm free and clear."

"Why am I always the last to learn anything?" I asked after a couple of shocked seconds. "So why are you working for Tri-Star?"

"I had to work for somebody, and as I specialized in jump drives, it kind of narrowed the field. So I just went and looked for the Corporations with the best records I could find and then flipped a coin. Tri-Star won, that's all."

"I still suggest you save as much as possible. If you should end up lifemating with someone, you could help pay off their bill and guarantee mutual assignments from then on."

"I hadn't thought of that." She looked very thoughtful for a couple of seconds then. "Thanks."

I started to wonder exactly how far things were going between her and Banner. It was quickly becoming obvious to even me that she was getting pretty serious. I wonder if Banner knew? I wondered if he cared? I decided I should make it my business to have a talk with him. Terease was quickly becoming like another one of my family to me, and I always looked out for family.

We got back to our rooms, said goodbye and went our separate ways. I checked the time and saw that I still had about ninety or so minutes before my date with Herza. So I went to the gym and worked out for an hour. By the time I had finished my shower, I found her sitting on my bed waiting for me.

"Hi there my big Tom, you almost ready?" She smiled at me with a sparkle in her eyes.

"Just let me get dressed, and we'll go." I started to put on a fresh pair of shorts. "Where are we going anyway?"

"Oh don't worry about that!" she said mischievously, "Just don't put on your best pair there, that's all."

I stopped, took off the shorts I had been about to put on, and got out a slightly more used pair. 

"Anything else?" I asked suspiciously.

"Nope! Come on," and grabbing my arm, she dragged me off.

We walked to the ani quarter of town, which fortunately wasn't too far from the plant. We threaded down several streets and even cut through one alley, when she suddenly headed for a place with a sign out front that labeled it as a bar named 'Martial'. Something about the way the name sounded worried me.

"What the hell is this place?" I demanded, stopping as I looked around after we were inside. 

It was pretty trashed and most of the furniture was either bolted to the floor or part of the walls. I thought I could smell dried blood, and I could sure see some kind of stains on the floor. Most of the people in there were obviously fighters like us and I didn't see a single non-predator species. Or any humans either for that matter.

Herza laughed and dragged me over to a table by the bar. "Welcome to your first fight bar Raj, you're finally going to do some real fighting tonight!"

"What!" I said surprised, "What-in-the-hell are you talking about?" I could see a few people looking at us, and I just glared at them and turned back to Herza. "I thought this was leave, not a combat tour!"

"Listen Raj," She said softly, "I never met a cat yet that didn't like to tangle now and then. I've fought with you and I know you enjoy it. You're good, but you need experience! It's places like this where you'll get it. Just remember, no eye gouging, and no killing. Unless the other guy does it first, Okay?"

"Yeah sure," I said, I noticed a wolf that I had glared at was starting over this way. "But I got in trouble with the law already, and was told to keep my nose clean."

"Raj! You little devil you! Didn't waste any time I see." She positively beamed at that, "Don't worry, the police never come here. Anyway, you got company."

I could see she was clearly enjoying this. I also knew that in a fight she could take me. Herza loved to fight. I turned to look at the wolf that was towering over the table.

"I don't like the way you looked at me there son." The way he said it made it sound real insulting.

"Damn, they don't waste anytime around here do they?" I murmured under my breath.

"What'd you say to me Boy?" He demanded.

I stood up and looked at him.

"I said they let in any type of waste around here don't they?" and dodged to the side as he swung at me. I did a side kick to the back of his knee before he could dodge, and as he went down on it I danced in and gave him another shot to the kidneys. 

He twisted out of the way of the blow and took most of it to the side. But I heard the air whoosh out of his lungs as he rolled with the blow. I let him roll away, and as he started to get up I turned to Herza.

"At least get me a beer or something will 'ya?" and then skipped in with a kick to the knee. He moved to the side and hit me with a punch to the lower chest. It hurt and I got pissed off. So I squatted down, ducking below his follow through round house. Then pushing off the floor with the palms of my hands I jumped up and gave him a hard snap kick in the center of the chest. He flew back into the wall and looked dazed for a second. I started to advance and he held up his hands, palms open.

"Enough, I give."

And I heard Herza say from behind me. "Okay Raj, come back and have your beer." I turned and still keeping an eye on him went back to the table. "Well Rolf, what do you think of my friend here?"

I sat down at the table amazed, looking at both Herza and the wolf that was starting to walk back over to the table.

"You know him?" I hissed at her.

"Somebody had to check you out kid," he said sitting down on the other side. "Damn, I think you broke a couple of ribs there, where'd you learn that trick?"

"It's Raj, not kid, or I'll break another one." I was still a little worked up and Herza put her hand on my arm with a grip like a vice.

"Calm down now Raj, fight’s over. This is Rolf and he owns the place. Now behave." She turned to Rolf, "He's kind of young yet, so you'll have to forgive him."

"That's okay," he said sticking out his hand, "No hard feelings Raj?"

"No, I guess not," I took his hand and shook it, "it's all Herza's fault anyway," I said smiling. "And I learned that squat, kick combo in basic, most everybody forgets it and hardly anybody uses it cause it's a pain to practice."

"See Rolf, I told you he's good. I want to run him through a couple of fights tonight with the local talent. He needs the experience."

"Shouldn't be too much of a problem, even though it's a Monday. There weren't too many big brawls this weekend. I'll go call a few people." He looked at me, "That okay with you Raj?"

"If I say no Herza will beat the crap out of me and if I say yes she'll try to kill me later tonight anyway. I don't care." I had to grin as I said the last part. I could see Herza smile and squirm a little as I said it. I got the feeling that she might have plans for later that I might enjoy.

"Fine I'll go call 'em," and he got up and left.

"So now what happens?" I asked Herza.

"You give me all your money, so I can bet it on you with mine," she smiled at me again. "This kind of adds extra incentive to win."

"Then what?" I asked while handing over what cash I had left.

"You take on all comers until I feel you've had enough."

"I don't like the sound of that part. How good are these guys?"

"Probably not as good as me, or you even. The danger is in the number of fights you may end up doing. I'll try to give you time to rest between them."

"Anything else?"

"Yeah, if we win big, after I get the cash, we'll probably have to leave in a hurry."

"You might as well hold on to my knife then," I handed it over, "but once outside if anybody tries anything I'll want it back."

She smiled evilly at me, "If anybody tries to rob me, I'll cut their throat even if we're still in here."

We sat around then and I nursed my beer. I tried to be calm, but I wasn't very good at it. I had never been in an all out bar fight before. Not counting the incident a few minutes ago, or the one the night before of course. I had fought in practice quite a lot, and even in competitions while training, it was required after all. But never where there really weren't any rules, or a referee. There were the fights I’d gotten in as a kit growing up, but I hadn’t been trained back then and neither had my opponents.

I wasn't too worried though. I knew I was good, I had been first in my class in both combat and advanced combat training. I was young, fast and very strong. I also knew that Herza would save my ass if it came to it.

"Does Balizar know about this?" I asked, as a sudden thought came to mind.

"Hell no, and don't you tell him either." She snarled.

"You better be real nice to me later than, hadn't you?" I smiled, and then added quietly, "I'm probably going to need it."

About thirty minutes later a Rotweiler showed up. He was my first fight. By then the place was pretty full, so they cleared a space on the floor and after a few taunts, which I didn't respond to, we went at it. He wasn't really very good, he just though he was. The only reason he lasted longer than Rolf, was that he didn't have the brains to quit, so I knocked him out.

I went back over to Herza, and sat down to catch my breath.

"You shouldn't have made it look so easy," she whispered, "It lowers the odds."

"Sorry, but it was easy. That guy probably couldn't even beat Rolf."

"That means that he was probably a set up to lower our odds on the next fight. The next guy is probably going to be a real toughie." she looked a little grim.

"You mean that Rolf would set us up?" I was a little shocked at that. "I though he was a friend of yours."

"Not really a friend and yes he would. After all, I'm not the one who's going to get thrashed. Watch out."

That set me to worrying a little, but mostly it made me mad. I don't like being made a fool of. Especially as it seemed to have been happening quite frequently lately. I nursed the anger and let it grow. They might be bringing in the big gun next, but I was going to make him suffer for sure. By the time the next guy showed up I was ready to kill.

The next guy turned out to be a bear, a pretty big one too. We squared off again and I waited for him to move in. He didn't do much, just kind of lumbered around at first. I finally decided to move in and do a few quick combinations and nearly got pounded flat. He was fast, real fast and I spent the next couple of seconds back peddling and trying to keep from being nailed. He had laid a few good ones on me, and I was dizzy for a second. We continued to trade punches and kicks for a while and I found myself still giving ground. I suddenly realized that I had hit the wall and couldn't retreat any further, I freaked. He charged in at me then trying for a grapple. I pushed off of the wall at him and ducked under his arms, the force of his charge adding to that of my head butt to his groin.

He slid up over me, and I could hear him roar in pain. I dropped to the floor, and used my legs to sweep his out from under him. As he fell, I leaped from the floor on top of him, and started punching, kicking and anything else I could think of. He rolled around, trying to throw me off his back, but without success. He got in a couple of good shots though and the pain brought me back to my senses. 

I got an arm around his neck and went for a sleeper hold. I started to squeeze and he figured out immediately what I was up to. He got to his feet, and managed to slam me against the wall a few times. I just squeezed harder and whispered, "Leopards don't let go," in his ear.

I don't know if he heard it, but about that time I must have been doing it hard enough, because he started to stagger, and then dropped. I waited a second to be sure, and then let him go. 

I paused to catch my breath and then tried to strut back to the table; I think it turned out to be more of a stagger instead.

"How we doing?" I asked Herza as I collapsed into a seat.

"We're fine, but how are you?" she looked me over carefully.

"Get me a stimulant from the bar, and I'll be okay." I watched them carry the bear out, I'd never make the mistake of thinking bears were slow again. "He only hit me in the head, no place important." I smiled wearily.

"Just relax, I'll be right back." she went over to the bar, and was back in a minute. "Here drink this." she handed me a glass.

"You sure it's safe? After that set up they might try spiking it."

"It's okay," she leaned over close and whispered in my ear, "its just beer. But I palmed two stim tabs into it. You'll be fine in a minute."

I drank it down, and sat back with my eyes closed. She was right, in about a minute my head had cleared and I couldn't feel any pain. I looked myself over; I didn't have any serious cuts or broken bones fortunately and was still breathing easily."When's the next fight?" I asked.

"About an hour, I want to make sure you're fully recovered. You're going to be fighting that Jag at the end of the Bar."

"Know him?"

"No, but I've been watching him move. He looks pretty good, but he's another homegrown fighter like all the rest. Don't do anything stupid like you just did and you can take him."

"Okay, so I let that bear sucker me in, isn't that why you brought me here?" I grumbled quietly. I hate having to admit a mistake.

"That, and the money. Anything else?"

"Yeah, how about a neck rub? And let's make this the last one, please?" I tried to look contrite.

"Sure, right after you win, come over here and relax a minute. When they try to set up the next one, we'll split."

"Do you think there'll be any trouble?" I asked looking around the bar.

"We got pretty good odds on this fight, so I'm not too sure. But don't worry about it."

So I did my best to recover, and took stock before the fight started. A few of my ribs were sore, and my head hurt a little too. But I still had my wind, and my eyes were open. So I got up and tried to look hurt as I walked over to the clearing on the floor. 

I could hear the betting going on, and figured that maybe I should play the game too. I watched my opponent walk up across from me and I waited for him to start it. He was good I'll admit, and fast. But I was better, and faster. I decided to try to draw this one out a while and sparred with him a lot. We exchanged quite a few kicks or punches, with most of them being blocked. 

I tried to act like I was a little dizzy and he started to concentrate on my head. This was in line with what I planned, as I tried to work his ribs and cut down his breathing. I even tried to make it look like he hurt me a few times when he missed. I don't think he fell for it, but I hoped the people betting did, I needed the money.

After a couple of minutes of that I figured it was time to try to end it. I had a little trick that usually worked once, and as nobody here had seen it yet I thought I might give it a try. I came in a couple of times, landed a flurry, then stepped back. On the third time I did it, I stepped to the side and threw wide. 

He assumed I had just slipped like I wanted him to, and rather than back off, he moved in. I took the momentum of the missed punch and turned it into a spinning hook kick. By the time he realized he had been set up he couldn't retreat. I hit him in the ear with my heel and he went down hard. I circled around behind him as he tried to get up, shaking his head to clear it and trying to get his balance back.

"Give up?" I asked loudly, and then got ready to knock him out before he could get up.

"I give." He said, and held up his hands. I walked over to Herza and sat back down.

"Where'd you learn that trick?" She asked impressed. 

"An old Kenpo instructor. Got the cash?" I looked around.

"Got it, sure you want to go though; you still look pretty good to me."

I looked her in the eye, "I'm tired, I hurt, and I've had enough. Let's go some place quiet and have a few beers to relax."

"Or?" she gave me that evil smile again.

"I'll take a dive on the next one, and you'll lose all that money, without a fight." I gave her an evil smile of my own.

"Okay, okay," she laughed, "Just testing, here's your winnings." she handed me back the original forty, plus another nine hundred and sixty. I was shocked.

"This much? What were the odds?"

"Two to one, one to one, Three to one, and that little act you put on gave me an extra side bet." She stood up, "Time to move, let's go."

I stuck my winnings in my pocket, and looked around as I got up. There were a couple of people heading our way, the first of whom was Rolf.

"Hey, you're not leaving now are you? I got you another fight."

"Sorry Rolf, Raj's had a long day, so we're calling it quits. Anyway, I only promised you three." Then she added crossly, "You shouldn't have wasted that first one."

"Hey, you know how it goes, you gotta make a buck when you can. Only this time it didn't work out as well as I expected. I haven't seen too many people take that many of Torc's punches to the head and not go down.

"Sorry fella's" he said turning to the two with him, a Bull Mastiff, obviously my next match and a Badger who looked pretty tough himself. "You heard them, they're packing it in."

"What's a matter," said the Badger looking at me, "Scared?"

"Nope," I put my arm around Herza, "Horny!"

The bar broke up laughing at that, and we started to walk around them.

"Hey, just hold on a second now," he grabbed Herza's arm, "I got my boy all ready to fight. You ain't going yet."

I had my eye on the 'Boy' so I didn't see it, but I heard a snap and his yelp of pain.

"Next time you grab me," purred Herza, "I'll cut your balls off!"

I turned to see him holding his wrist, which didn't look too good.

"Oh, did I forget to mention that she's horny too?" I said trying to sound innocent.

He turned red and the bar was in hysterics. I had my knife in my hand by then, just in case. He looked us up and down, and holding his arm got out of our way. As we left the bar I couldn't resist saying loudly to Herza

"You've just got to learn to be more careful dear, those little people break too easily." Okay, so it wasn't the best insult in the world, but I could hear him screaming insults back from the bar as everybody continued to laugh at his discomfort.

We walked a few blocks over to a nicer section of town, found a quiet little place and went inside. We sat down and ordered a couple of drinks; I needed something a little stronger than beer to cover up the aches.

"You did pretty well in there," Herza purred while sliding her chair next to mine. "And you handled that guy pretty well too. That's usually when the big fight starts, but nobody wants to mess with somebody when they're off to get laid!" She laughed.

"If I'd known we could make so much cash I wouldn't have complained." I said abashed, "That's more than I lost playing poker."

"Well don't expect to do it again anytime soon. You'll have a reputation around here by morning. The only reason we got such good odds is that while you're big, you're young."

"So, what does age have to do with it?"

"Most young people who are big never learn to fight well. They just rely on their size and strength."

"Oh, I never knew that. But why did you set me up for this anyway?" I looked quizzically at her.

"Like I said, to get you some real fight experience."

"But why are you worried about it? Banner's my fight instructor."

"Not anymore," she purred through that and started to run her hand in between my legs. "I am now."

"Oh?" I tried to keep my composure, this was supposed to be a respectable place, even if her hands were getting a little adventurous. "Why the change? Not that I mind," I added quickly.

"Balizar decided it. You do know that I am higher ranked than anybody in the ship except for some of the tigers?"

"No" I said surprised, "I hadn't realized you were that good. But I kind of guessed you were better than Banner, after watching you two practice."

"Well, Balizar thinks you've got talent, and I agreed. So now you're mine. Banner is going to take over Terease's training and I'm going to get you for two hours a day!" Herza was starting to rub her body up against mine now and people were definitely beginning to look. I signaled the waitress for the bill and asked her to call a cab.

"Is it the thought of beating up on me everyday that's doing this?" I asked as we headed out the door.

"No, fights always get me going. What about you?"

"I'm not limping because I'm hurt." I admitted.

We made it into the cab then.

"Oww, let me see!" laughed Herza.

How the cab driver got us back without an accident was beyond me, he kept trying to watch us and drive. I was hard put to keep her from doing it right there in the cab. As it was we ran to my room with our clothes in our hands, and while there's nothing wrong with a Leopard not wearing anything, in my state of obvious excitement I'm still glad we weren't seen.

Sex with Herza turned out to be as much of a workout as sparring with her in the gym. She gave as good as she demanded, and she demanded quite a lot! She wasn’t at all afraid to teach me what she liked and considering my level of experience wasn’t that great I was an eager and interested student. If I had thought I’d learned a lot from Katrine and Mist, Herza quickly put that notion to rest. And I took what I learned and used it on her to a rather great, and obviously enjoyable, effect.

I only hoped that if I survived the night my ego wouldn’t become insufferable.
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I didn't get up until eight the next morning. That's one of the nice parts about leave, sleeping late. Herza joined me on my trip to the gym, I already knew that she was as big a fanatic about exercise as I was. I did my usual workout, but I was still pretty sore from the fights, so I got Herza to give me a massage before we hit the showers. 

We made it to the meeting place early and sat around waiting for the others to show.

"Where are we going anyway?" I asked Herza.

"Beats me, I didn't ask. How're you feeling anyway? Still sore?"

"A bit. The left side of my face is pretty tender too. Can you see any swelling?" I asked while feeling my cheek.

"Only if you look closely," She giggled, "want me to kiss it and make it better?"

"No, please." I winced as I hit a tender spot. "Got any pain killers instead?"

"You know the company frowns on that kind of thing!" She motioned with her hands that the walls might have ears.

"Ah, we're on leave now. I'd go see the local Doc, but I don't want to miss the trip." She quietly tossed me a pill and I caught it with a smile. "I guess I'll survive though” I said and popped it into my mouth and swallowed it.

Over the next ten or so minutes, the rest of the clan showed up. Sheen had brought her boyfriend Clint, and Balizar introduced a lifemated pair of Jaguars from the ship that he had invited along. We then headed out to the airstrip where Balizar had requisitioned a large copter. 

"Well, at least we know it isn't local," I said to Herza.

"Balizar was stationed here about twenty years ago," she replied, "so he knows some nice spots."

We all climbed inside then and I looked in the back, but didn't see any equipment there. The deck was not only clean however, but padded too. So I decided to lie down and relax. Balizar and Sharazad took the pilot and copilot spots. Katrine, Mist and Lyle decided to stretch out in the back with me. 

"What happened to you?" asked Katrine quietly after Balizar had started up the motors.

"Ouch!" I winced as she touched the side of my face, "Easy, it's still pretty tender."

"Herza took you down to one of her bars, didn't she?" Asked Lyle grinning.

"What bars are those?" Katrine asked, giving Herza's back a dirty look.

"A 'fight' bar is what she called it," I said to Katrine, and turned to Lyle and Mist who were both grinning, "and yes she did. Has she dragged either of you to one?"

"Not me!" smiled Mist.

"Once," smiled Lyle. "It was an experience I'll admit, but I got beat up a lot worse than you. Balizar had a fit."

"You should have seen him," added Mist, "he bounced Herza off a bulkhead. Till then I didn't think anybody could touch her."

"Why'd he get so mad?" I asked.

"Her and Banner used to do it all the time a while back. One time when they went, they took a new guy along and he came back on a slab."

"How'd that happen?" I was pretty alarmed at that.

"I'm not sure, it was before my time. But I got the impression that somebody cheated during the fight, pulled a knife or something. So that was when Banner stopped going. She told me that she's just a lot more careful about which places she goes to now."

"It seemed okay to me, but there were some tough characters there."

"That's probably why she took you on a weekday, less of a crowd and easier to deal with. So how'd you do?"

"I won all three fights," I smiled feeling good about that. "And made back the money I lost at poker too!"

"Not bad, you going to do it again?" asked Mist.

"Maybe, but not here."

"Raj, how could you even think about it?" hissed Katrine.

"Easy, the money's good and I realized after getting this," I pointed to the side of my face, "that I do need the experience. So don't tell on her okay?"

"I suspect that Balizar's already guessed," replied Lyle, "he's got a good eye and nothing gets by him."

“I’m surprised Herza’s afraid of him though,” I said quietly, “Isn’t she higher rated then him in fighting?”

He shook his head, “Balizar doesn’t spar with anyone other than Sharazad, and they only practice in private. So they’re not ranked.”

“That sounds strange,” I commented.

“As security head he probably likes to keep people guessing,” Lyle said.

“Yeah and after he bounced Herza she stopped trying to push his limits,” Mist chuckled. “He even made it look easy."

I nodded, Herza was definitely the type to push limits if she didn’t respect you. Or fear you. 

"So does anybody know where we're going?" I looked around changing the subject.

"Of course," answered Katrine, "that's my job."

"So? Are you going to share?" I asked looking at her.

"Well you've been kind of a stranger lately so I don't know." she started to act coy and looked at the ceiling.

"I keep getting this impression that everybody only wants me for my body," I said with an exasperated sigh.

"But it's such a nice body!" Katrine purred.

"Yes Mamm," I said reaching for her waistband, "do you want I should start now?"

She knocked my hand away laughing, "No, but maybe you should hold that subservient attitude."

"Hmmmn, maybe I should go sit up front with Herza. She just gets me beat up." I started to rise a little bit.

"Don't you dare!" Katrine laughed and jumped on me. We rolled around a little bit wrestling. Eventually Lyle and Mist joined in, and we all pinned Katrine to the deck.

"Okay, Talk!" I said grinning.

"Never!" she laughed, and we all started tickling her. Everybody up front looked backed when Katrine started to howl, but they just laughed and ignored us, a couple of minutes later she broke.

"Okay, Okay, I'll talk!" We stopped tickling her, "Just let me catch my breath!" We waited expectantly while she took a minute to calm back down.

"Okay, we're going to a resort, of sorts, in the mountains."

"What do you mean 'of sorts'?" asked Lyle.

"No humans, Cats only. It's about a two hour flight away."

"Cat's only?" Said an amazed Mist, "I never heard of such a place.”

"It's kind of low key," Admitted Katrine, "but it's actually common here. Each of the different groups has one, though it's not run by any of the clans."

"What do the humans have to say about it?" I asked.

"They consider them to be retreats, and actually think it's a good idea. Balizar said its pretty spread out, and usually there aren't too many people there."

"Sounds like fun actually," said Lyle, "not having to worry about accidentally pissing off some human." He smiled and lay back putting his head in Mist's lap. "Just think of it, being able to relax and be a cat all the time."

"If you start going 'Meow'," said Mist, "I'll beat you black and blue, or at least 'til your face is worst than Raj's."

"Actually, I was thinking more along the lines of trees." He responded, and Mist got kind of a strange look in her eyes.

"What's this about trees?" I asked Katrine. Both Lyle and Mist started looking real embarrassed at that.

"Oh," she said with a wink, "these two seem to have regressed back to our tree loving Ancestors."

"But trees? I don't think they did it there," I could see the both of them start to fidget. "I mean, you really have to be weird to ..." I suddenly found myself being held down and tickled by the three of them. It continued for quite a while then, with the object of the attack changing every few minutes. It looked like it was going to be a fun trip.

We arrived at the resort smiling and panting. As we disembarked from the copter Herza laughingly said something about childish behavior and suddenly found herself at the bottom of the pile being tickled herself. When we had finished we started to look around for another victim, and as Banner had his back to us we got him next. 

We were working on Terease when Balizar walked up to us.

"Come on, people are beginning to stare, and we still have to check in." He looked at all of us reproachfully. 

Of course everybody jumped him next, even his mate Sharazad. It was a good ten minutes later when we finally made it inside the main building. 

"I guess shipboard life does tend to make you act kind of goofy when you're on leave. But then leave always goes by so quick." Said Balizar as we walked inside. "Well, so much for our dignity."

Sharazad made a rude noise at that. "Lighten up dear, I seem to recall you were young once."

"And crazy, yes dear,” he smiled as he led us to a large room.

There was a Leopard inside, and he walked up to Balizar.

"Bal!, Shar! Glad you could make it!" he gave them both a hug, then turning to the rest of us he continued, "Come on in folks. This is just a quick presentation to show you what's here, what the local wildlife is, and what's edible if you're so inclined." I noticed a few in the group smiled at that remark. "And a few other things. Sit down or lay about and relax."

I noticed that the room had no chairs at all, there were cushions on a padded floor and some elevated platforms, this place really was set up for cats. We all got cozy and watched the presentation. They showed us a map of the area, where our cabin was, the local lake, river, and some pools along it. There was a quick show of the local animals, and which predators to keep an eye on. All in all it lasted maybe fifteen minutes, and then we were shown to our cabin. 

It was actually a pretty good size. It had a main dining area, a lounge, a very large whirlpool, and about a dozen rooms, each with a spa. I was impressed, this didn't look cheap.

"When's dinner?" Somebody asked.

"There's a phone over there," said our host pointing, "if you want to order room service, a kitchen back through here if you want to cook something, and the door's over there if you want to go catch it yourself!" He laughed as he said the last.

I know some people find the idea of us actually hunting kind of perverse. These same people think nothing of going out with a gun or a shopping cart and doing the same. Hey, it doesn't matter who catches it, or how he kills it. Everybody still eats it and as I see it we're all equally guilty. But that's life on the food chain and I'm rather happy to be at the top.

Franz took a poll then grabbed the phone and put in an order for all of us. As he ordered I turned to Balizar.

"How long we staying?" I asked, "And what's this costing us?"

"I was planning on staying until Thursday evening or Friday morning, depending on what everybody else felt like. As for cost, it's fifty a piece, plus meals."

"Not bad," said Herza, "this place could make a lot more than that off the human market I'd bet."

"Not really," said Balizar. "This place is so far out, and so spread out, that the common tourist wouldn't enjoy it, too ‘rough’. Also the owners would rather not put up with them."

“Plus” Sharazad added "Those predators they showed us may not be too much trouble for us, especially as they're good eating. But they scare most humans half to death.”

We all nodded to that and settled down to wait for lunch and started making plans for the afternoon.

 

 

I had a rather enjoyable couple of days there and it appeared that everyone else did as well. I got a little hunting in, and there was quite a lot of horsing around. Everybody knew that we'd be back in space in just a couple of days, so we all got a little manic at times. 

At one point I did manage to talk privately with Banner about Terease. We had both gone to the kitchen to get another drink, and I dragged him outside for a minute.

"What's up Raj?" he looked out across the hillside.

"I wanted to ask a couple of questions about you and Terease." I kept my voice low; I didn't want to sound nervous.

"I'm not sure that that's any of your business," he gave me a dangerous look.

"Look," I said, gathering my thoughts and trying to take a non-threatening stance. "Terease is kind of like a member of my own family to me. I know she's really falling hard for you, and I want to know your feelings towards her."

"Why?" He looked at me icily and started to slide into a fighting stance.

"Because if you hurt her really bad," I could feel my palms sweating, and took a better stance myself. "I'll beat you to within an inch of your life. You know how innocent she still is; I won't sit around and let her get hurt!" I hissed out the last, my heart was racing. I was pretty good in an all out fight, but I knew I wasn't as good as him. At least not yet.

"Think you can?" was all he said.

"Think I care?" I growled back.

"Probably not," He said suddenly relaxing, "and it's nice to know she's got a real friend in you Raj."

"Well then? What's the story?" I tried to make myself relax; it didn't look like I was going to get my head beaten in tonight after all.

"I love her too, that's the story." He smiled at me. "I'm just a little worried as to if it's too soon for her. I wish she had more experience, I'd hate for her to have any regrets. We're the only two lovers she's ever had."

"Don't look at me!" I said grinning, "I never did that with her, not once!"

He looked at me surprised, "You serious?"

"She was a virgin when you slept with her, wasn't she?"

"Well yeah, but I just assumed you had later. She spends a lot of time with you after all."

"I know I care a lot for her, and I hope she does for me, but I just don't see us ever doing that. Our relationship just never went in that direction I guess."

"Well then," he asked looking me in the eyes, "do you think she's ready for it?"

"All I know," I replied stopping to look up at the stars, "is that if I had Cassandra here, I'd give up the others in a flash. Haven't you already done that?"

"Yes, I have." he replied somewhat uncomfortably, "It's been driving the girls nuts too."

"Well then, what makes you think she feels any different?"

"Why haven't you and your girl become lifemates yet anyway?" he looked at me closely, "If you don't mind my asking."

"No I don't mind," I replied quietly, "we knew it'd be years before we saw each other again and many more before we could work out a mutual assignment." I looked at the stars again, "And either one of us could die long before that. Truth is we were just too young."

"You miss her a lot don't you?"

"I miss them all, but her the most. We were especially close. I know the company psychologists felt it would be better for us to be apart for awhile, being from the same crèche and all, idiots." I spat out the last word vehemently.

"Well it is a Leopard thing," he said with a shrug, "Lifemating wasn't that uncommon in our ancestors, and when you combine it with the human part, well you don't ever see any of us getting divorces do you?"

"No, and I bet that's just another thing about us they can't stand." I said laughing, "Right up there with our good looks!"

"Let's go back inside," he said grabbing my arm, "I want to have a talk with Terease, and I don't want to see you standing out here getting morose.

"You know," he continued smiling as we walked, "I was waiting for this talk."

"Oh, then why the fuss?"

"Because Balizar is the one who said you'd be around."

"Balizar?" I asked with disbelief.

"Yup, right after we had the same talk this morning." He laughed then.

We went back inside and he stopped for a second to whisper something to Katrine, then got Terease and they both disappeared for the rest of the evening. 

Katrine was especially nice to me that night.

So it came as no surprise when Banner and Terease made the announcement that they had both chosen to lifemate. No surprise to me that is. Several of the others were, though I think that Herza, and Katrine had already figured out what was up.

So once they told us it was pretty much a done deal. We all drank a few toasts, and even had a little party that night, having decided to leave Friday morning. It was nice to know that they wouldn't have to worry about being split up either.

That was another one of the nice things about Tri-star. Once you had five years in, if you found a lifemate they would do everything possible to give you a joint assignment, even though few places and fewer corporations legally recognized lifematings. If they couldn't it was usually short-term, and while Terease didn't have five years in yet she wasn't indebted, so if they didn't give her what she wanted she could just threaten to quit and go there anyway.

So everybody was in an up mood when we left the next morning, even Lyle who had sprained his arm falling out of a tree. We all teased him about that one, believe me.

I called Kathy when we got back, she wasn't in, but it was early yet, so I left a message. I had to report for duty at noon the next day, actually everybody from the Astra did. We were supposed to load around the clock until Sunday evening. That was when the Astra was due to leave. I was going to miss Hobson's planet, it had been one of the most exciting and interesting weeks of my short life.

Kathy called me back about one, I told her I was leaving tomorrow, and would she like to go out again tonight? She agreed, and I was to meet her at four, at the cafe. I tried to look up Gabe or Dave, but they were both out. I did run into Rudy, and we had a couple of beers while I was killing time. 

I told him about the place Gabe had taken me to and he seemed pretty interested in going there. When I told him of my little run in later on that night, he decide to get a friend or two as well. So I wished him luck and left to keep my date.

 

I walked into the cafe, and immediately spied Kathy sitting in a booth by herself.

"Hi Kathy," I said sitting down across from her, "been waiting long?"

"Just a few minutes," she smiled at me across the table. "I just wish I had the nerve to have you meet me at the dorm."

"Why? What's wrong with this?"

"Oh, I'd just like to show you off a bit, even if some people wouldn't understand."

"Afraid that they'd tell your father?"

"A bit," she laughed. "I don't want him disowning me just yet, until I'm twenty he can still make some trouble for me," she admitted.

"Come on, let’s go for a walk." I took her hand and we got up and went outside. "Mind walking? It's early yet."

"No actually that's fine, where are we going anyway?" she asked looking up at me.

"A nice place I stopped by a couple of nights ago, if I can find my way back there again that is," I laughed.

"Fine with me." she said snuggling up against me. I put my arm around her and we walked off towards the center of the ani quarter.

"Aren't you worried about anybody from school seeing you like this?" I teased.

"Not really, the ones that would squeal to my dad wouldn't be caught dead around here."

"Not good enough for them?"

"No, too scared!" she laughed, "Most of the people who don't approve of this sort of thing are either cowards or bullies at heart." she smiled again, "But what about your reputation, won't anybody say anything?"

"Most animen don't care, and any that do ..." I flexed my arm around her, "had better be smart enough to keep their mouth shut."

"You wouldn't really, would you?"

"Of course, why not?"

"But it's not civilized!" she stated indignantly.

"Oh? What's civilized? Letting people go round saying bad things about me and spreading nasty stories? That kind of thing can do more harm than a knife."

"Yes, but you could take them to court."

"I don't know anything about law." I stated flatly.

"So that's why you get a lawyer, like me."

"Listen," I said softly, "not to demean your profession or anything, but why should I have to spend money to defend my reputation? It's a lot simpler, and more fun, to just go pound a few heads. Anyway, as I recall animen can't sue around here, not even each other."

"I know that, but still it sounds so crude. You'd be having fights everywhere; people could be getting killed too."

"When was the last time you saw two animen having an argument that turned into a fight?" I asked bluntly.

"I really can't recall to be honest." she said after a couple of moments.

"That's why we're polite to each other, well at least most of the time. Because you never know when you'll be called to task for what you say." I smiled at her while we continued walking through the streets.

"But don't you end up with a lot of people being killed?" she frowned.

"Not really, why should we kill each other? Our jobs will probably do that for us." I laughed.

"I guess you have a point there, is it really that bad?" She asked concerned.

"I honestly don't know for sure, I mean, they tell us it's fairly safe. But then you hear stories from some of the older hands and other things, like the Takeover Wars, that are in the history books."

"So don't you worry at all?"

"Sure, I worry all the time, but not about that! I like what I do. I worry about if the girls like me," I gave her a little squeeze, "I worry that I might get fined, I worry that I might say something stupid and have everyone mad at me."

I looked around, we had come fairly far into the ani quarter by now and most of the people on the streets were animen. I even saw several mixed couples like us, and felt better about that. It was really a very nice part of town. The streets and shops were clean and everybody seemed happy and friendly. 

I spied a shop that sold jewelry and we both stopped to look through the window. Kathy pointed out a ring made of some dark metal that was in the likeness of a leopard's head. 

"Let's go in and take a look." I said.

"Oh I don't know, it looks expensive." she hesitated.

"So? It's my money, relax." and dragged her inside.

I signaled the owner, who came over and asked if he could be of assistance.

"Yes, could we see that leopard's head ring please?"

"Ahh yes, I should have guessed." He smiled, "There's an artist in the valley who makes these," he got it out and handed it to Kathy, "she makes quite a few different types actually."

"What metal is this?" asked Kathy, looking closely at the ring, and trying it on. 

"A perfect fit!" He smiled even broader. I guess he could see a sale coming from a mile away. "It's black chrome, that's why it shines so well. The eyes are made from small emeralds."

"How much?" I asked him. Kathy was still looking at it on her finger, and toying with it.

"Oh I could not let it go for less than five hundred sir." he responded.

Kathy started to say something, but I put my hand on her arm to quiet her. I made a very low counter offer, and after a little haggling I got it for three fifty.

"Done!" he said smiling while I got out the cash.

"Raj! Are you sure you can afford this?" Kathy whispered as we headed for the door.

"I just want you to have something to remember me by," I smiled, "who knows when we'll see each other again?"

"Or if, right?" She gave me a hug, "Thank you very much."

We had come to the place I was looking for by then, the same restaurant that Herza had taken me to after the fights Monday night.

"I could see you liked it, and so could he. So I wasn't about to let you leave without it." I led her inside the restaurant and we were seated at a nice table in the back. 

Dinner was a nice affair, the food was pretty good and the company excellent. We had started a little early, so we got to watch the place fill up as we ate. I was quite surprised to see a lot of humans among the clientele. When I mentioned it to our waitress, a very pretty and petite fox, she smiled and said that 'To most people, it's the quality of the food that counts'. I guess so.

We finished around eight, and I asked Kathy if she wanted to go to the club we had first met at, or maybe someplace else.

"Actually," she gave me a sexy smile, "I've got a different idea."

"And what would that be?" I wasn't sure what she had in mind.

"Karen lent me the key to her place while she's away. Let's go there," She took my hand and led me outside. So I'm a little slow on the uptake sometimes, okay?

"That's fine with me, but it is kind of early yet."

"You are leaving tomorrow right?" she asked as I flagged down a cab, I didn't feel like any run-ins tonight.

"Yes, I have to be back before noon." One pulled up fairly quickly and I opened the door and helped her in.

"Well," she said as I got in next to her, "What I have planned is going to take all night!" and she started kissing me and doing little things with her hands. 

I responded whole heartedly.

 

We didn't fall asleep that night until the morning sun started to come through the curtains. When I finally drifted off I had Kathy curled up in my arms and tucked under my chin with my tail curled possessively around her. 
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We were awakened by Karen knocking on the door about ten.

"Is it safe to come in?" she asked through the door.

"Wait, a sec." I replied laughing, "I'll see if we can't think of something lewd."

"In that case!" she opened the door and walked in. We were lying naked on the bed, of course in my case it really didn't matter.

"Oh, good morning." said a groggy Kathy as she woke up, "Any coffee out there yet?"

"Yes, Gabe's brewing it."

"Good." and she got up and walked naked out into the kitchen. 

I guess nudity wasn't really such a taboo among some humans either.

"You two have a good night?" asked Karen smiling.

"Yes actually, and thanks for the use of the apartment," I got up and started to head for the kitchen, I could smell the coffee now. "Where'd you go anyway?"

I walked into the kitchen, and saw Gabe, Dave and Terry. Dave was giving Kathy an appreciative look. I walked up and put my arms around her from behind.

"We went out to my folks place for a couple of days," she said following me into the kitchen. "I wanted to get away from this place for a while, and the rest came along."

"Too bad you weren't around Raj," said Gabe, "her folks are really nice, and they've got a really large spread."

"Sounds interesting," I said. "The whole clan went out to some 'Cats only' place in the mountains. It was pretty nice too."

Kathy handed me a cup of coffee and rubbed up against me while we drank. I looked at the clock, by cab we could get to the plant with time to spare if we left by ten thirty. I finished the coffee and looked down at Kathy, she smiled and rubbed back into me again.

"What time are you guy's leaving anyway?" I asked doing a little rubbing myself.

"In a half hour I guess," said Dave laughing. "So you two better hurry."

We bolted for the bedroom, leaving the rest laughing in the kitchen. It was the nicest goodbye anybody ever said to me, even if it was a little rushed. 

The ride back was uneventful; Gabe and Dave told me about their trip, and Karen's parents. It sounded like they did have a pretty good time, and I wondered a little about Gabe and Karen, but figured that was due to Banner and Terease getting hitched. We reported in with a little time to spare and I even got to take a quick shower. 

 

 

The whole process of ferrying everybody back up to the Astra was done in a few trips. We spent the next twenty hours shipping cargo and the occasional late arrival. Gabe told me later that he was surprised that nobody had jumped ship, but Rudy said that with all the animen and the big company influence you probably wouldn't get away with it.

The two biggest surprises we had were that first, when we got to the Astra, we saw that the second Cargo module was gone and replaced with a troop module. Word was officially passed to us that it was empty, and that on our next stop we were to pick up a company of Tri-Star's troops. 

The second was the human who had dropped Rudy off at the plant. Not only was she a really attractive human girl, but she looked pretty rich too. On top of that Rudy was exhausted. I still think furless tails are ugly, but I guess there's no accounting for taste, huh?

When the loading had been completed, we got the shuttles squared away while the ship was prepared for departure. Six hours later we broke orbit and were on our way. 

About half a day later I came on duty in the shuttle bay. We were back on alert, but going out was a lot safer than coming in because even if someone should break out near us, their vector would be opposite of ours. So they'd be moving away too quickly to attack. 

When I got into the flight room I was surprised to see that the poker game was already back in full swing.

"Hey Raj," said one of the other pilots, "pull up a chair we could use your money!" The others laughed a bit at that.

"Sure." I walked over to the table, and pulling a robe out of my helmet bag, I wrapped my tail around my waist put it on and sat down.

"Now," I said smiling wickedly, "shut up and deal!"

The whole group broke up at that, and it took a few minutes for the laughing to die down.

"Who talked?" asked the same pilot who had invited me to play, he was a wolf named Klein.

"Between a couple of hints and a few things a girl I met said, I managed to figure it out on my own." I had to laugh then too. "I even managed to win some money, so let's play!"

The trip out turned out to be uneventful. As for the gambling, I held my own fairly well, and while I did manage a couple of good wins, in the end I was still down about thirty dollars. Now if I could only learn when to fold, I might start to end up ahead.

Life returned to normal pretty quickly after we left Hobson's. The girls were taking turns spending their nights with me, which I really enjoyed, it's always nice to share your bed with a pretty woman, even if sometimes you're only sleeping.

On the night we were to go into jump, I was quite surprised to find Terease, of all people, in my room.

"What are you doing here? Anything wrong?" I asked concerned.

"No, Banner has to work through the night shift tonight, and he knows I hate to sleep alone now. As he also knows that you won't lay a hand on me, he suggested I come here." she smiled happily at me, "I'm so glad he's mine, he's always so concerned about me!"

"You did do pretty well, I have to admit. Any idea what he's up too?"

"He said it was secret, but as Balizar is working with him, I figure it has to do with the troops in the module we're carrying." She whispered in my ear.

"What?" I was shocked, and a little confused. "Wait a second, that's empty, they told us so before we left."

"Raj, I work in engineering remember? That thing is drawing full life support, I noticed the power loss when I was doing some drive tests." She gave me a conspiratorial look.

"Then why didn't they tell us?" I think my confusion was showing now.

"Because silly, they want to surprise someone. There's probably a spy at that dock, or something like that. I bet they announce it, as well as our actual destination as soon as we're in jump," she suddenly looked very worried.

"What's wrong?" I asked concerned.

"This means that Banner's going to have to fight I guess. I hope nothing happens to him," she laid down on the bed. 

"Don't worry," I said turning out the light, and curling up next to her. "He's an old Pro. If anybody's going to get it, it'll most likely be one of the new guys." As soon as I said it, I realized whom I was talking about. But the excitement of possibly seeing action out weighted the fear.

"Oh! I hadn't thought about that!" she turned to me in the dark. "You better be careful too then. After all, I still need to get my revenge."

I fell asleep wondering, just where we were really going, just what we were going to do, and just who were we going to do it to.

We were awakened later that night by Banner, who mumbled something about getting done early. It was a little tight for three, but as we were just sleeping it was actually kind of comfortable. 

The next morning the three of us went down for breakfast together. I could tell from the rhythm of the ship that we were in jump now.

"So," I asked Banner, as we walked into the mess, "when do we meet the troops?"

"Right now," he replied, and I looked up to notice there were a lot of new faces in the room. "We unsealed the access hatches last night, right after we went into jump. They're all pretty happy to be out of that module and have access to the ship and a real mess.

"When did you figure it out anyway?"

"Don't look at me, ask your mate here." I indicated Terease who was trying to look innocent.

"How'd you figure it out? I only learned yesterday myself!"

She told him while we waited on line in the mess. It was a much longer line than usual, the addition of another five hundred or so troops made a big difference. The mess was packed, but from the looks of it, a lot of the new troops were almost done. The mess itself could handle about one fifty or so, as the crew normally didn't all eat together. With addition of all these extra people I could see that we were all going to have to eat in shifts.

I looked around at the hundred or so troops that were there. There were a lot of tigers, lions, and leopards among them and quite a few rhinos too. They looked like a pretty tough crowd, real Billy Bad Asses. We finally got our breakfasts and found a spot on one of the tables that was mostly full of our new guests. I noticed that Terease sat between Banner and me, but I didn't blame her.

The Tiger I was sitting next to was friendly enough; he spotted the wings on my uniform right off and wanted to know how good the shuttle crews were on board. I answered his questions and asked a few of my own. I found out that there were only two extra shuttles in the Module's small bay, and they had brought crews for both of them.

He also told me just how cramped it was stuck in there for the week that acceleration had taken us. He didn't know where we were going yet either, and as he was a Captain I figured it must be important.

After telling him about the makeup of the hundred or so troops we had on board, he told me about his group. They turned out to be tough sounding group all right. About two hundred big Cats, almost a hundred Rhino's, about another hundred Wolves, and the remaining hundred made up of specialists; Eagles, Weasels, Badgers, and Beavers mostly. The last two groups being sappers. 

"How did somebody as big and tough looking as yourself end up a shuttle pilot?" He asked giving me a good look over.

"Well to be honest, when I graduated from advanced, I was surprised at the offer myself. But my instructor's told me it was a good idea, so I took it."

"You went through advanced?" He looked a little surprised, "I wonder why they stuck you on a ship then? I would have expected them to put you with a combat group like us."

"Really?" I had to admit that sounded pretty exciting, "I got the impression that I was a last minute fill in." I lowered my voice, "The guy I replaced kept busting on the ship's Tigers and had an accident."

He smiled knowingly at that, nodding his head.

"Anyway," I continued, "like I said before, all the pilots on board are combat flyers, and the ship's troops are all pretty tough themselves. From the stories I've heard, this ship has seen quite a lot of action."

We talked a little more before going our separate ways. I asked Banner if he knew anything that he could tell us, but he shook his head.

"I don't know too much yet myself, but I expect we'll all find out soon enough."

I headed down to the flight deck next, where even the off duty crews were hanging around trying to find out what was going on. The Chief showed up then, with an Eagle, a Leopard, and two Wolves.

"Everybody, I'd like you to meet the crews of the two shuttles on the Troop module." He made introductions then.

The Eagle, and one of the Wolves were the pilots. That they were all female went over fairly well with our group, which was eighty percent male, only three WSO's and one of our pilots were female.

Dave zeroed right in on one of the Wolves, and I had to admit I went after the Leopard myself. Her name was Fran, and her pilot, the eagle, was Storm. 

"A real pleasure to meet you," I said, "another leopard is always welcome."

"Especially if it's a female one too, right?" She smiled.

"It never hurts!" I smiled back.

"Don't mind Raj," said Rudy, "once he stops drooling, he's actually quit nice. A little slow maybe, but nice."

"Most males are," replied Storm, "but they do have their uses."

"Don't encourage him," Rudy said quietly, "he's only been here four months and already working on a reputation!"

"Me?" I replied incredulously, "It's the bad company I keep! If anybody deserves watching it's the rest of these clowns. And that one," I pointed to Rudy, "is perhaps one of the slyest around!"

"Don't worry Rudy," Said Fran with a smile, "I'll keep a close eye on your pilot here. I know the type."

I let my shoulders sag, "Ah well, caught again."

"That's what you get for accusing such an obviously respectable person as Rudy here," replied Storm. "You really don't deserve him I bet."

"Care to swap?" I asked hopefully.

"I can see we're going to have watch you alright." said Storm smiling.

They then went off to meet the others. I looked at Rudy.

"Eagles Huh? I'm beginning to wonder who the real stud on this crew is."

"Hey, a good line is half the contest," Rudy smiled, "and feathers look like a good change. Why are you complaining? You're up to your ears in it."

We walked over to Gabe and Dave. Dave looked happy, I guess he was more successful than me.

"He's in love," said Gabe, "again."

"You're just upset that she didn't ask you." retorted Dave.

"Ask you what?" said Rudy.

"Oh, she asked Dave for a tour of the ship, tonight."

"I guess us pilot types just don't spend enough time learning the right skills," I told Gabe. "I think Storm is developing an interest in Rudy too."

"Look who's talking," said Gabe, "the guy who never sleeps at night."

"I'm not that bad."

"Oh? Then how come you're dragging your tail half the time?"

"Face it Raj," said Rudy, "until the numbers of single female foxes pick up, he'll be unhappy. Anyway, sometimes you are that bad!"

We went to our seats then, as the Chief said he had a briefing for us. I noticed that Storm and Fran did sit with Rudy and me.

"Okay folks here's the story," began the chief after the door had been closed. "One of our mining interests on a planet has been taken over. Basically the claim is that it has been nationalized by the newly established local government. But the reality is that some small company has put up a false front and moved in on us. They've got backing from another corporation of course, somebody big we think, but we can't tell who yet. 

"Normally what goes on in one of these things is that they hope we can't get there quickly. That gives them time to try to get themselves declared legit by the Earth's authorities and to reinforce or dig in. But we got lucky on this one. A fast packet ship got away right at the time of the takeover. It got to Hobson's a week later and we arrived at just the right time, so we were diverted to this mission.

"We expect to breakout in almost three weeks, it'll take about another five days to make orbit. Needless to say the Captain has decided to breakout as close as possible. They'll have had about two months to dig in, so it's going to be a tough fight."

"What about our people on the planet?" asked one of the WSO's.

"They'll probably be in some sort of a prison camp, or out hiding in the forest. They may even be causing trouble for our enemy. I really don't know for sure, these things can be pretty nasty sometimes.

"So, from this point on we're going to start drilling for the landings. I want our part to come off clean. Once the troops are down, we're going to use the assault shuttles for air cover."

"What kind of equipment do they have down there?" asked our own eagle, Jerry. "If they've got some good fighter aircraft, we could lose a couple of shuttles."

"We don't think they have anything real high-tech, but just in case we loaded two F-60's back at Hobson's."

Everybody looked blankly at each other; I know I hadn't seen them.

"They were in those large crates marked 'Hydroponics equipment'," he explained, "and were partially disassembled so as to fit. The Techs will be spending the next three weeks getting them ready for use."

He then went on to show us what type of profiles we'd be using, and the general assault plan. As each assault shuttle could only take twelve troops with all their gear, and we had at least six hundred troops combined now, it would take about seven trips.

That was if you could use all the shuttles all the time, but after the second trip, two shuttles would be used for air support. They would be rotated out after the next trip of course, but it still cut down what could be used. Also more shuttles could end up in that roll.

This also meant that the ship's regular shuttles would be used, as soon as a secured landing zone was achieved. That would help to get more troops down quickly; it was also the only way to get a lot of the heavy equipment and artillery down as well. Unfortunately, those shuttles weren't very big on performance, and I'd hate to be in one if anything went wrong.

For the most part, life went on as normal on the Astra. There were some minor differences due to the large number of people on board. The Transport module supplied sleeping and waste facilities, but for fresh food and exercise space they depended on the ship. 

It was on the third night that my clan's meeting took place. Balizar invited the leopards from the module, which was now home to B Company of the first heavy assault division. When I finally showed up most of the people where already there. 

I had never seen the like.

There were at least eighty leopards. Balizar had moved the meeting to where the Tigers normally had theirs, one of the large workout rooms. I literally dove right in; I saw that Katrine, Mist and Herza were all the subject of a lot of attention. I wasn't too surprised about that, but I wasn't too happy either. I guess I'd be sleeping alone a lot more often.

I mingled with the others, and made some introductions, when I was quite suddenly surprised to hear a familiar voice from behind.

"Hi Raj!"

I turned around to see my sister Lisa behind me.

"Lisa!" I shouted grabbing her and tossing her in the air, "What are you doing here? I thought you were assigned to the Bennington." I caught her and set her down, ignoring the startled looks around me.

"I got reassigned after seeing a little action on a place called Drixon. I volunteered and the Colonel accepted it."

I looked her up and down; she was in good shape, better than I remembered. "You really filled out didn't you!" she had always been the biggest and toughest of my sisters.

"What about yourself? You must have gained at least thirty pounds," she thwacked me on the stomach, "and all muscle at that."

"Forty actually,” I grinned, “But I think I've finally maxed out. Why’s everybody giving me those sidelong glances anyway?" I asked a little nervous.

"Oh, the last time a strange person grabbed me I nearly punched his lights out," She sniggered, "I make them earn my favors, it's more fun that way."

"You always did like to be treated special." I admitted, "So how's your love life?"

"You kidding?" she grinned, "The males outnumber the females in this group. I haven't had a lonely night since I left the Bennington."

"I was afraid of that," I groaned, "I think that I may be about to start."

"Are you crazy? Look around Raj, you're the biggest Leopard in here. You've already got a few admirers, as a matter of fact here comes one now!"

I looked around, "Where? All I see is Fran. Ouch!" Lisa had kicked me in the shin.

"That's who I'm talking about stupid," she whispered as Fran drew close, "she's told all the girls that she gets first shot!"

I found that very interesting, I never claimed to be a genius, but maybe I really was attractive. I'd have to start looking in the mirror again.

"Hi Fran," said Lisa with a predatory look, which I knew was faked. Except for Cassandra, I had never been interested in any of my sisters. "I believe you've met Raj?"

"Yes, actually I have." She moved up on my other side, "I met him on the flight deck a couple of days ago." Her tail started to flick with agitation.

"Hmm, well I don't know if I should let you have him," she said teasing and grabbed my arm. "If you've ignored him for two whole days now."

I could see that Fran was really beginning to get irritated, Lisa always did like to tease people.

"Ahem," I cleared my throat and stared at Lisa, while putting my other arm around Fran, who brightened visibly.

"Okay Raj, you never were much fun when it came to teasing, were you?"

Fran looked a little confused.

"Fran, allow me to introduce my sister." I said smiling.

"You're a Rakir?" she looked at Lisa's smile and tried to squirm free. "Please not another one!"

"I'm not like her, believe me." I said dragging her back against me. "I'm actually as dumb as I claim."

"Maybe dumber," laughed Lisa, "but he'll never tease you, and he doesn't squeal or tell lies. Just don't piss him off!"

"Why?" Asked Fran, who had stopped struggling and was making herself comfortable again.

"Cause he'll beat the snot out of you," Lisa laughed.

"I used to spend half my time keeping her in line," I admitted.

"You actually beat her up?" asked Fran.

"Several times," I admitted. "But she asked for it."

"That he did, and looking back I guess I may have deserved a little of it," admitted Lisa. "I always knew how to make him really mad."

"I take it you're still up to your old tricks?" I asked.

"That's a fact," said Fran. "She's got several of the guy's running in circles. I don't know how she does it."

"Practice, lots of it!"Laughed Lisa, "I had to learn the limits real quick with Raj here. When he blows, it happens so fast you don't even get the chance to react, he doesn't give any warnings."

"That true?" asked Fran, looking from Lisa to me.

"More or less, but I've mellowed a lot since then," I admitted sheepishly.

"Can I have your attention please!" Balizar was standing up front, with another Leopard I'd never seen before.

"Who's the guy on the left?" I asked quietly.

"That's the head of our Clan, Major Frankle," answered Lisa.

What followed was a brief introduction by Balizar, and a few cautions about what the Astra's Captain did and did not like. Then they opened the bar, and that was it.

We sat and talked for a couple of minutes then, I told Lisa of the letter from Sunil and Nepal at Hobson. She hadn't been to the surface as they had shipped back out as soon as they had gotten in. She told me that she hadn't run into anybody else yet, but wasn't too surprised as she had spent quite a bit of time on Drixon.

"May I join you folks?" Asked a well built spotted male, he was about six foot and easily two hundred pounds.

"Sure Jemaal, pull up some floor," said Lisa.

"Hi, I'm Raj," I said shaking hands, as he sat down with us. "Lisa's brother."

"That would explain why you're still in one piece then." He grinned, "She usually dislikes people to take such liberties with her."

"Telling Raj not to do something is like talking to a brick wall," smiled Lisa, "he ignores you and does what he wants anyway."

"I was the one who used to make her behave," I explained.

"If you'd like your old job back, I think several people would be willing to help swing the re-assignment!" He said merrily.

"No thanks, she's your problem now!" I grinned at Lisa, who made a very rude gesture at me.

"So what do you think of our clan? Excluding your sister of course?" asked Fran.

"I don't think I've ever seen so many Leopards at once. If I'd know that there were this many in the Security troops, I might not have gone to Flight school."

"Well not all of the companies have this many Leopards, but our size, strength and attitude are good in combat."

"Yeah, crazy buggers everyone of us," laughed Lisa.

"Speak for yourself girl," said Jemaal, "the crazy ones tend to get weeded out early. But we do tend to be more ah, determined, I guess."

"Then keep an eye on my sister, she's definitely crazy in my book." Fran started to scratch behind my ears, and I started to relax.

"Raj, what would Cassandra say if she saw you now?" Lisa said.

I cracked an eye, and could see her grinning evilly.

"She'd tell you to behave, or she'd tell everyone what you really hate!" I glanced at Jemaal, "Is she at least any good in bed? I'd hate to think she puts you through hell for nothing."

I could see Lisa squirm a little then.

"Oh, I haven't been to bed with your sister yet." he smiled, "I refuse to put up with her little games."

"Yep that'll really make her mad," I smiled then made my own little dig, "especially when it's obvious she really wants you."

"Raj!" Lisa said, and started to get up, "I refuse to take this abuse!"

I swept her legs out from under her, with one of my own. Fran was laughing quietly.

"Behave Lisa, you started it," I said and then I turned to Jemaal. "I know my sister, believe me, and she likes people who are wise to her little games."

"Really? I have to admit she's very nice, except for her attempts at manipulation and the snide remarks," said Jemaal. “But she is a good soldier.”

Lisa was looking daggers at me by now. She wouldn't try to leave again because she knew I wasn't going to let her, and she didn't want anybody else to see that.

"She does need a strong influence; we were all agreed on that back at the crèche."

"Humph! So they got you to beat on me!" she glared.

"What did you expect from a bunch of children Lisa? You know I always used brute force over brains." I admitted painfully.

"Still do too!" she retorted.

"I stick with what works!" I grinned, "But if you and Jemaal go and have a drink, I'll let you go."

"Do I have a choice?" she asked

I just smiled back at her.

"What about me?" Bristled Jemaal, "I don't wish to have your sister forced to be with me."

"I'm just forcing her to talk to you for a while; the rest is up to you. I like you and I keep hoping somebody will teach her to be nice; especially since recently I’ve started to find out what eventually happens to people who aren't." I stared at Lisa as I said the last.

"Still looking out for us aren't you?" she said softly, then turned to Jemaal, "He's right, I really do like you. Let’s go get a drink and talk."

They both got up and I closed my eyes and enjoyed Fran's scratching my ears and back.

"You really put her in her place, but she deserves it," said Fran.

"Do you think I was too rough on her?"

"Heck no. She's been skating on thin ice with a few of the girls. She's popular enough with the ones in your age group and younger. But some of the older hands wouldn't have anything to do with her, except she really is an excellent soldier."

"She does have a tendency to bring out the worst in me, that's for sure. But I do worry about her."

"Self appointed family head huh?" she started rubbing my neck.

"Ohh that feels good. Yep, I was the head from the time I was two. I watched out for everyone and never let anybody harm my family."

"Sounds very noble," she smiled.

"Stupid actually, do you know how many times I got beat up? Including when I had to defend that one?"

"That one doesn't need defending," laughed Fran quietly. "Your sister is very good at defending herself, believe me."

"I just wish I knew more about finesse. I guess I really need experience. I always used to rely on my sister Cassandra for advice."

"You're young yet. Heck, I'm young yet. Experience takes time."

It was getting late, and people had been leaving for a few minutes now, I noticed that Lisa and Jemaal were talking in earnest. Lisa's anger was always a mercurial thing, gone as fast as it came. 

"Could I interest you in the comforts of my quarters tonight?"

"I thought you'd never ask." she smiled warmly.

"Then what would you have done?" I teased.

"Asked you myself, what else?" she replied.

I always liked practical people. We went back to my cabin, where all thoughts of my sister were forgotten. In the morning we spent a little while just relaxing and talking.

"What are my WSO's chances at getting your pilot into bed?"

"Storm? Pretty good actually, she was supposed to meet him this evening I believe."

"I wish I knew how he did it."

"Why? I gather you're busy enough." she grinned wickedly at me, lying on top of my stomach.

"My sister did mention that several people had their sights set on me." I grinned back.

"Oh?" she looked a little abashed.

"And that you were threatening mayhem if anybody got in your way!" I laughed.

"That little ..." she fumed.

"Why get mad? After chasing you on the flight deck, did you think I was going to stop last night?"

"I certainly didn't think so," she admitted, "but nobody likes to have the game given away."

"Well for all her faults, she is my sister."

"Okay, I'll forgive her," she smiled again.

"But I am curious, what does Storm see in Rudy? Maybe I'm narrow minded, but I really don't see anything attractive about Possums."

"He's got a way with words, he's a real charmer. Women like to be told nice things just as much as you men do. Anyway he's not that bad looking, though I do prefer a furry tail myself." She started playing with mine then.

"That's the way I feel too." I started playing with hers also. "Well, I hope he's successful."

Over the next few weeks, I had quite a few more liaisons with Fran. My fears of abandonment by the other girls were never realized, even though they weren't around as often. By the time Breakout was near, things had settled down and the mission roster had been finalized. On the first two runs I'd be piloting an assault shuttle, but as pilots got rotated, I would end up having a turn at piloting one of the regular shuttles on my third run.

The plan was fairly simple. The assault shuttles would make two low altitude drops. During the first the regular shuttles would deploy the fighter aircraft in the upper atmosphere. On the third run, the Assault ships would start landing at the secured LZ's, and heavier armored troops would be deployed. 

I would be coming in again with the fourth wave, flying one of the regular shuttles. It would be loaded with a lot of the heavy artillery and some troops. The equipment was mostly field pieces, and two armored ground effects vehicles. 

Then it was back to the Assault shuttles to fly in the sixth and seventh waves. After that it would be ground support sorties, which would eventually be resupplied from the ground base, once it was secure. It was hoped that we could quickly overrun any defenses and make it a quick fight. But they had nearly two months to dig in and we probably wouldn't have surprise on our side, or so I thought.

I was talking about this with Terease and Banner at Dinner.

"We actually have a fairly decent chance at surprise Raj," said Banner.

"But what about our breakout flash? They have to see that, and this ship isn't exactly invisible either."

"The Captain has plotted for us to breakout with one of the system's other planets between us and them. We were fortunate in that the positions of the planets are so favorable. Furthermore, we will be able to use that planet for gravity braking and should be there in five days."

"I thought breakout close to a planetary body was impossible." I said surprised.

"We aren't going to be that close to the planet," said Terease. "That was the reason we picked up so much velocity before the jump, so we could close fast on the first planet. But we're still going to be too close to be totally safe."

"Safe how?" I asked.

"Well, The drive will probably be damaged and need repair before we can jump again. We brought spares for just that reason." she said soothingly.

"But if the Helmsman or the Captain have screwed up on the breakout point, we could have a serious problem," supplied Banner. Not helping my appetite either, I might add.

"How long will the repairs take?" I asked Terease.

"Several weeks at least, maybe longer. It depends on how close we are to the planet."

"This mining operation must be pretty important, this sounds like a really expensive operation," I said to both of them. "And what's to keep them from seeing us as we approach the planet?"

"Tri-Star feels it's bad for business to let such things happen. Also it is a pretty profitable mine, that's why someone wants it," said Banner. "As for seeing us, we're hoping that they won't be expecting us yet, and that they don't have good enough equipment. But remember, other companies have installations on the planet as well, so we hope to keep them from knowing who we really are."

There was a little more to it than that, such as after using the ship rockets to brake us, the Captain had the ship turned so that the hot end was facing away from our objective as we came out from behind the planet. Then we would travel without navigation lights, active radar, or anything else that might give us away. We would use the gravity well of the planet, as well as the rockets, to brake into a final orbit once we arrived. 

Throughout the five days this took, everybody was nervous and anxious. There were quite a few small fights; however they broke up as quickly as they started. But when the firearm's lockers were opened and the sidearms passed out, everybody knew it was time for the real thing and settled down completely.

I checked over all of my equipment carefully. My rifle, pistol, and armor were all in excellent condition. Probably because they had never been used. The rifle I wouldn't be needing, and the armor I couldn't wear in the assault ships, as it wouldn't fit under my vac suit, or over it for that matter. But I could wear it in the regular shuttle, and considering its lack of armor, I would.

The side arm was completely functional, but it felt strange to be carrying it around. I checked my personal survival kit, (it served as a seat pack in the assault ships, and usually held my armor too). Then spent the last night nervous as hell, until Herza showed up and spent it with me. I was surprised to find out she was nervous too, even if only a little. I didn't mind her keeping me awake though, as I couldn't have slept anyway.
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That morning I skipped breakfast and went straight to the hanger. I gave the shuttle a quick walk around and then went to get my gear. After suiting up I sat in the flight room and waited for the others to show. It didn't take long, everybody was early that day. Whether they were nervous like me, or eager, I couldn't tell and really didn't care.

I listened carefully to the briefing. The first item was the weather. It was clear, sunny and in the eighties, no rain expected and no clouds either. 

I'd been hoping for clouds, they helped screen from long range imaging sensors. The lack of rain was good, no mud. The rest really wasn't much of a player.

The next thing was photo intelligence gathered from the first pass over the drop points. It was going on at this very moment and we watched a live video feed from the Bridge. I was surprised to hear Katrine's voice giving the real time analysis. As I watched, two drop zones were moved and hopefully all of the anti-aircraft sights were located. Maps were printed out, and then we spent five minutes going over our part.

That was it, we walked out to the shuttles, checked to make sure the troops were loaded, did the start engines checklist, the pre-launch checklist, the launch checklist, and suddenly, I found myself doing the post-launch checks. We were off. 

I found my leader and formed up in loose trail. When he flashed his lights, I did my countdown, fired the motors and started the re-entry. I watched the temperature gauges, my leader, and kept one eye on the Master Threat light. I glanced back at Rudy at one point and smiled when I saw the feather sticking off the side of his helmet.

We kept radio silence all the way in of course. We finally leveled off at one thousand feet over the ocean, doing about mach 3. I moved up closer on my lead and went to fingertip formation. We then engaged the Terrain Following Radar and performed a letdown to one hundred feet and prepared for groundfall. 

As we crossed the beach I could see some of the passive systems were beginning to pick up data, but nothing was on to us yet. We had slowed to mach 1.2 at that point and would slow down to about five hundred knots when we dropped the troops. I knew from experience how that hurt, but there really wasn't much help for it. At least the parachutes were designed for it.

My INS system started to beep as we approached the drop point; I clicked the intercom and notified the Lieutenant in the back.

"Sixty seconds to drop, prepare to drop in sixty seconds."

"Roger that. Drop in sixty." He sounded like he was ordering pretzels at the bar. At least I had remembered to sound calm myself.

I could hear him ordering everybody to hook up and prepare to jump over the bleed from the intercom. The way it works is that they all hook up to each other, in a long string. You're separated by about fifty feet of rope. At the command to jump the first man tosses a drogue chute out the hatch, then one at a time everybody is literally yanked out the back. The last man is hooked to the shuttle's bulkhead, as he goes out the rope yanks free of the shuttle, setting off a light on my display, and triggering the pyrotechnic charge used to deploy each trooper's chute.

It worked very well at high speeds and low altitudes, the lower you went the less troops were hooked into a line. You could even drop troops at supersonic speeds this way, but they had to have a lot of padding in their harnesses or else lots of bones could get broke. I moved a little further out to the side away from my leader, so our troopers wouldn't collide. Then I unlocked the rear hatch, and at twenty seconds Rudy opened it and began to countdown over the intercom.

At three seconds I began I shallow climb, and as he hit zero I was at five hundred feet. I could feel the ship vibrate as they were pulled out into the slipstream and when the green light lit on my HUD I knew they were away. Rudy closed the hatch, as I brought it back down to one hundred feet. After forming up on my flight leader again, we turned and headed away towards the water. We still hadn't been detected.

The first group had been dropped out just beyond what we thought was the safe detection range. We would now go back for the second group while they made their way to the edge of the enemy's defenses. As they engaged the enemy, we would drop the second wave behind the enemies' lines. This would hopefully allow them to cause enough problems that we could bring in the next couple of waves before they got organized. By that time, we hoped to have everyone on the ground.

The flight back to the Astra was equally uneventful, and so was our next launch. As we descended over the ocean this time though we received an alert signal from the ground forces, the fighting had begun. 

Five minutes later as we crossed over the beach Rudy reported that there was search radar on active sweeps, but we were still undetected. After another two minutes we had been painted several times, but nobody had a lock on us yet. As we maneuvered in towards our objective things really began to come alive. I could see the explosions on the border of the installation, it looked like light mortar fire and I could see larger explosions in the forest, return fire. 

My own Master Threat suddenly lit up and as I silenced it I checked the Warning scope.

"Heat Seeker, at six, Range one mile." Rudy reported.

I broke hard left away from lead, and thumbed the flare button. After a few more maneuvers, just in case, I returned to my original course. I could see lead doing the same a half mile away. There were two more missiles fired at us, but neither of those was effective either. 

"Sixty seconds to drop. Prepare for drop." I said over the intercom.

"Roger, ready for jump."

At twenty seconds, Rudy again opened the door, and started the count. This time as the troops started out, the Master Threat lit up again. I punched it off and glanced at the scope. It was dead ahead and emitting, that could only mean it was radar guided. I started punching the chaff button immediately and wondering when the hell the green light was going to show. I pushed the throttles forward, and suddenly it lit. 

As Rudy hit the button to close the hatch, I pulled a six G roll to the right and pushed the nose down closer to the forest below.

"Ground station, too strong to jam." Rudy said, so I pushed it down further and engaged the TFR while dumping more chaff. It was closing fast and maybe two seconds had gone by. Fortunately the terrain wasn't flat and suddenly Rudy said, "That did it, we're blocked from the ground station!"

I could see the indicators for our own jamming gear were all active and I pumped out a little more chaff, just in case, while continuing evasive action.

"Broke lock!" Rudy said suddenly, and I turned to see the missile impact the ground off to our port side.

"Let's get outta' here!" I muttered and turned towards the sea. "Where was that Radar station at?"

"I'm not sure, but the way it was broadcasting I bet the Astra picked it up." Rudy was carefully scanning his board.

"I don't have it mapped into the shuttle's computer," I replied. "It must have been pretty well hidden."

"Well they blew it then. They should have waited till we were closer."

"Probably hoped to get us with the troops still onboard."

I looked around me again, I could see on the holographic display in my helmet that an anti-aircraft sight was ahead. Well, they all knew we were here now.

"Let's hit that site over there."

"Okay," replied Rudy, "low toss?"

"Sounds good to me."

We went through the bomb release checklist, armed it, and swept around to come in from the east side. I followed the flight path displayed on the visor, pulling up the nose about ten degrees. When the bomb release light flashed, I rolled over and got away from there fast. That was our one and only bomb, and now that we had used it I was happy to leave.

We got away unharrassed, but we didn't catch up with lead until we had made it back to the ship. On the way back, Rudy played back the strike camera through the helmet's display. We were both pleased to see we had hit the target. 

I docked in the shuttle bay and the two of us left the shuttle while the techs refueled it and started hanging armament's pods off the wings. The next mission, the one I wasn't going on, was going to be ground support. From this point on, at least two of the eight assault shuttles would be performing that mission. 

We walked into the flight room and started to shuck our gear.

"Hey, how's it look so far?" I asked the Sergeant who was updating the mission roster.

"Pretty good actually. Nobody's been hit yet, and we're still pretty close to the game plan."

"I think they're gonna' start getting their act together real quick," put in Rudy. "The next couple of waves are probably going to be tough. They know we're here now!"

I made a quick trip to the bathroom, and when I got back the crew of the other shuttle was there. I started to put on my armor.

"Anybody know how the ground war's going?" I asked.

"Pretty good so far. The third wave left a couple of minutes ago, and the group of specialists from the first wave reported your LZ is ready," answered the Sergeant.

"Well that's good, how are the bridge guys working out?" The bridge guys were the three junior Helmsmen. Usually the helm was manned by one senior and one junior helmsman. Most helmsmen were shuttle pilots at the very least, two of ours were even assault qualified, and they were using members of the ships weapon's unit who had previous shuttle experience as their WSO’s.

"They're doing pretty good. They did the fighter deployment without a hitch and now we're holding them in reserve. The Captain doesn't like to risk them unless he has to."

"Then why am I going?" Put in the pilot of the other shuttle with a smile. He was the one who wasn't assault qualified.

"Because," and the sergeant smiled, "He'd rather lose someone who's not assault qualified, if we should take casualties!"

He groaned about that, and Rudy and I went over each other’s armor. The armor is basically a set of graphite kevlar plates layered with titanium and a rubber shock absorbing polymer. The plates are held in place by the one piece jump suit which is semi-permeable, so you don't bake in them. It makes gas attacks a problem, but at least we're inoculated against the more common biologicals. My flight helmet wouldn't work with the cargo shuttle's more primitive systems, so I was going to take my regular combat helmet instead. 

"Is the gear loaded yet?" I asked the Sergeant as I finished strapping on my sidearm.

"Gear's in, and the troops are in too." he looked at his watch, "Third wave's hitting right about now, so you've got about twenty minutes till launch."

"Okay," I turned to Rudy, "Meet you down there; don't forget your 'chute!" I walked in to the equipment room and checked out a parachute myself; unfortunately cargo shuttles don't have ejection seats.

I then went down to the Cargo shuttle bay. It was in a separate section, and farther back in the ship. The hold was still pressurized, so I did a quick walk around and got in. I was running through the checklist when Rudy got there. He took the Engineer/Navigator position and nodded towards the empty copilot's seat.

"They could have at least strapped a coffee pot in there for us."

I smiled back at him and pointed to the thermos, which was strapped behind my seat.

"Ahh good, somebody remembered." He opened it up and poured two cups out, passing me one.

"Thanks," I took a sip and turned on the intercom, "Unn, Captain," I took a quick look at the crew list, "Hanes. Your people settled back there?"

"Yes sir, everybody's ready."

"Sergeant Rysan," I called the loadmaster.

"Yes Sir?"

"Everything done to your satisfaction?"

"I wouldn't quite say to my satisfaction, but good enough for this boat." I remembered that Rysan was even less thrilled to be on this flight than I was.

"Okay everyone," I checked my watch, "Launch in five. Sergeant, seal the hatch."

"Roger sir, hatch sealed." I watched the indicator lights confirm this.

I called shuttle control, and four minutes later the bay was evacuated, the door open, and the engines ready. I maneuvered out, and took the shuttle a thousand meters away from the ship. I ran through the reentry checklist and checked my timetable with the ship. The cargo shuttle could only fly a slow re-entry, so we had to leave before the fourth wave if we wanted to get there at the same time. 

"We've got the bare minimum in threat detection and jamming gear," Rudy sighed forlornly, "and now we have to fly into a combat zone with it."

"At least we've got flare and chaff dispensers." I replied, but I didn't like it either.

I fired the retros then and we started down. The third wave was arriving back at the ship now. Everything went as normal, which helped both our nerves I'm sure. We were decelerating over the ocean and Rudy was giving me headings from the map. This was supposed to be the latest and greatest, with all of the dangerous spots marked. The LZ was about fifty miles inland, a short hop. I started looking for the elements of the fourth wave we were supposed to join up with.

One of the bigger shortcomings of the cargo shuttle was the radar system. It had no passive mode and was primarily for checking the weather, so it was easily fooled. I discovered the last part when suddenly a warning alarm sounded and the Master Warning lit up.

"Shit!" yelled Rudy, "MOVE!"

"Which way?" I started pressing the flare and chaff buttons for all I was worth, and put us into a steep right bank.

"I can't tell dammit! Wait, its closing fast. Left, left bank, LEFT!" he was screaming by now.

I threw us over, hard. I could hear the shuttle's structure groaning in response, and saw the thermos shatter against a bulkhead. I suddenly saw the missile and its contrail. I could even trace it back to the patrol boat that had launched it. It was close, too close.

"Damn, it's got us in lock!" Rudy said.

 I was still punching out dispensables as fast as my thumb would allow as I watched the missile draw closer. I figured it had a pretty good sized warhead coming off a boat, and it would probably go on proximity if it missed. I tried another maneuver, no luck. So I waited as long as I could stand, and then threw it over on its other side as hard as I could.

It went off with a loud boom and the ship shook like a rattle. We lost all cabin pressure, and there was debris swirling all through the cabin as it leaked out. While I grabbed my oxygen mask and fought for control I noticed I could see daylight through the floor. The Master Caution light came on then, one of the rockets was on fire and so was the jet on the same side. I hit the fire bottles, pulled the jettison on the rockets and blew them clear. There was no way we'd make it back into space anyway.

Rudy was on the radio, yelling for somebody to get that damn patrol boat before he wrote an end to us. I checked the fuel gauges, all the wing tanks were leaking fuel like a sieve, and after a quick calculation I figured we had maybe ten minutes worth of fuel. My port side jet was out, the starboard was still with me though. 

I got on the intercom, "Rysan, report!"

"We got holed pretty bad back here sir! One dead, three wounded and half the rear door got blown off. Better shut down any power back here too. There's fuel dripping around and I can see a lot of bare wires."

"Captain, better tell your guys to get their chutes on." I started pulling circuit breakers to shut down the circuits to the back; Rudy was pulling everything on his board too.

"Way ahead of you there, we’re ready to jump if we have to." At least he sounded calm.

"You're going to have to. I'm pretty sure the landing gear got ruined in the explosion, and even if it didn't this thing isn't going to hold together well when we hit." I replied, trying to talk slow and sound calm myself.

I saw a flash out the window, and turned to look. Somebody had finally taken care of the patrol boat, a little too late for us though. I checked our airspeed; it was at four twenty and still decreasing. I pushed the engine up to mil, and our speed steadied at three fifty, about one hundred knots below what one engine in mil power should hold. I revised my estimate to maybe five minutes, the damage must be worse than I thought. At least we were over land now, but our altitude was down to twenty thousand. 

"Okay everybody, at five thousand feet everyone jumps. If I should lose control anytime before that, bailout immediately." I looked at Rudy, "How's that hatch look?" there were two hatches out of the cockpit, one led to the back, the other outside. I gestured to the latter.

He went over to it and gave it a quick check.

"Buckled, and I don't think it'd be safe to blow it. Too much damage already."

"Damn, okay as we pass ten thousand you go join the rest and jump with them."

"What about you?" He asked concerned.

"I don't know," it was taking both hands and a lot of strength to control the shuttle. "The autopilot's dead, the trim control seems to be gone too. I don't see too many options at this point. So if you got any ideas better give now!"

"Not a one," he admitted quietly.

He checked the map; we were about twenty five miles from our objective as we passed ten thousand, which was when the fuel ran out. I triggered all the fire bottles then, so the fumes in the tanks wouldn't explode later.

"See ya' Rudy" I said.

"You sure you don't want any help?" he didn't look at all happy.

"Go, there's nothing you can do," I wasn't happy either.

He went down into the back, with the rest of the crew. I passed five grand a minute later.

"Bailout, bailout, bailout!" I called over the intercom. Then I got on the radio, I could see one of the fighters circling overhead.

"Cargo shuttle two to fighter, over."

"Fighter to shuttle I read, and your crew is clear. When are you jumping? Over."

"Unable to jump, see any large clearings?" I had been scanning for the last two minutes and hadn't seen a one.

"Negative on that, but there is a small one straight ahead on your present heading. That you Raj?"

I suddenly recognized the voice; it was Jerry, the Eagle who had nearly cleaned me out.

"Yeah Jerry, it's me." I was down to about two thousand feet now.

"Try to pancake it; with all the heavy equipment behind you, if you let it slide in you'll be crushed. Good luck."

"Thanks, out." I meant it too, I hadn't thought about that.

I leveled it out at five hundred feet and let the airspeed bleed off. I could see the clearing now, and I really didn't know if I'd make it.

The shuttle started to shudder really bad, as it approached stall. I let it down slowly, and topped the trees on the edge of the clearing. I was down to about one hundred and eighty knots, and maybe fifty feet. So I pulled back on the yoke as hard as I could, even though I was only fighting the trim weights. The shuddering was so bad I started wondering if the ship was going to break up before I hit. At least the control system had held out. 

The shuttle stalled completely then, and dropped into the clearing. I watched the ground come up fast as the shuttle fell that last fifty, and suddenly felt a lot of pain and blacked out.

 

 

I came to hanging upside down. Something warm was running up, or should I say down? My face and into my eyes. I realized it was blood and that one of my fangs had gone through my lip. I looked around then and checked out my situation. I was sore as hell, my back hurt something fierce, but nothing seemed broken.

The cockpit had broken free of the rest of the shuttle and had rolled into the trees. I released my harness and carefully climbed out of the padded seat. I stumbled down onto the ground, and looked around. The wings had come off when I hit, and the cargo section was in two separate pieces. I walked over to check them out.

I was surprised to see that most of the cargo was still intact. But then it was supposed to take a lot of punishment anyway. One of the ground effect vehicles was totaled, but the other looked salvageable. I looked around a little more and found the dead soldier.

I took his rifle, grenades and ammo belt. I didn't think he'd mind. I checked my com gear then and tried to raise somebody. It was pretty low powered, but I should be able to reach Jerry in the fighter. After I failed to reach him I looked up, even though it hurt my neck like hell, I couldn't see him.

I checked my watch and noticed it was two hours later than when I had hit. Good thing there hadn't been a fire, or I'd have been toast. It was about noon local time, so I went back to the cockpit, dug out the survival gear and had lunch. 

While I was eating I pulled out the survival radio and decided to see who I could raise.

"Cargo two calling, anybody read? Over," I said, no response.

I tried again, and on the third try I got a response.

"Cargo two, this is LZ one, please authenticate."

What they wanted was a code number, then they'd come back with something to which I would again have to respond. Just so they'd know it was really me.

"Three, eight, eight, two." I responded.

"Standby Cargo two." came the reply, I tried to figure out whose voice it was.

"Sausage, Cargo two." I thought I had the voice now.

"Pizza, LZ one. Katrine what the hell are you doing here?"

"Trying not to cry for your dead ass! Raj, we thought for sure you had bought it, you okay?" I thought I detected a sigh of relief, but the sound quality on the survival radio wasn't too good.

"Sore as hell. I just came too a few minutes ago."

"You're lucky to be alive!"

"Listen, a lot of this stuff is okay." I was getting antsy talking on the radio, they're scrambled and such, but I still didn't want anybody unfriendly zeroing in on me.

"Okay that's great. We have your location from Jerry, and the folks you dropped should be there in the next hour. Hold tight."

"Roger that, out." I turned off the radio, and looked for a spot to wait.

I looked for a good vantage point, but really couldn't spot any. I did find a nice clump of bushes just inside the forest and thinking of my aching back, I crawled inside and lay down. I had a good view of the clearing and could see the wreckage. Not perfect, but good enough. 

I checked the rifle to make sure it was loaded, it was a high quality three millimeter gas rifle and it was loaded with armor piercing rounds. It had a thermal imaging scope and an infrared laser sight, a nice piece of hardware actually. I checked the bandoleer, and it had another ten clips in it, six armor piercing, and four explosive. That made eleven hundred rounds total and combined with the six fragmentation grenades I guess I felt fairly secure.

It was only about a half hour later when I got a call on my helmet com. Ten minutes later, they came into the clearing and we all exchanged a hearty handshake. I threatened to kill anybody who pounded me on the back.

Out of the twenty of them there, seven were responsible for the equipment I had been carrying. They started crawling over the wreckage, obviously happy that a lot of their gear was still intact.

"Let me have a look at you Warrant." Said a Leopard with a medic patch on his shoulder.

I sat down on the ground and he got out his gear. 

"Does this hurt?" he asked as he poked and prodded me in a few places. 

"Oww!" I nearly bit him when he touched my back.

"About what I expected," he said quickly snatching his hand back. "Stress fractures, some slightly compressed disks I'd bet too. When did you have your spleen removed?"

"When I was two, how'd you know?" I said surprised. "And how bad is my back?" I added quickly.

"Your back will be fine; I'll give you a shot of something to help speed up the healing. Sorry about the pain, but I don't think you want to be dopey right now." He took out an injector and prepared a shot while he was talking. "As for the spleen, if you had one, it would have ruptured, and you'd be dead or dying by now."

He gave me the shot and then packed up his gear; Captain Haines came over at that point and sat down next to me.

"You gonna be okay?" He asked.

"Yeah, I'll live. When are we moving out?"

"I'm gonna leave the specialists here with their equipment, and another two to do guard duty." Rudy walked up at that moment and joined us. "The rest of us are going to the LZ to join up with what equipment's there and get into the fight."

Rudy pulled out the map he had been using to navigate before we crashed.

"We're about ten miles away from the LZ. It'll probably be at least an hour before they can send out anything to pick us up. Losing the shuttle set the timetable back about an hour and a half. I think they might have lost an assault ship too."

"Then I guess we're walking with you sir," I said standing up. I pulled Rudy aside, "Any idea on how things are going?"

"From what little I could pick up," he said quietly. "It looks pretty good but," He shrugged. "Who can tell?"

The Captain got his people sorted out, had them pick up the lighter of the equipment and we left. My back hurt like hell and I was still sore in a lot of spots. I was glad I didn't have a pack to carry as we moved through the woods. 

We were approaching the Landing Zone from the east. It was on the edge of the attack zone, in the area that had been first secured. The mining camp was spread out over a hundred square mile area. The plan was to take the operations and processing center first, as well as the mine heads. Then freeing prisoners, and doing cleanup. Of course major pockets of resistance would be handled as the situation dictated, but it was expected those would be at the primary objectives.

We hit a road after about an hour and got on that. It led straight to our goal, which had been picked as it was at a crossroads. Another ten minutes later we all jumped into the brush, when the point man reported a truck coming. It turned out to be one of our people, sent to bring us in. This area was all considered secure, so it was a pretty quick ride.

When we got there, Katrine walked up and gave the Captain a copy of his new orders and pointed out the equipment he had available. She then gave me and Rudy a big hug.

"Ouch!" I yelled, "My back, please!"

"Don't be such a wimp," she winked, "come on, they just secured the Spaceport and we're moving our operations there." She started walking back to a tent on the side of the clearing. We all followed.

"How is the operation going?" Asked Rudy.

"Pretty good actually," we walked inside the tent. "Here grab these," she handed us some cases. "And take this comm unit too." she passed me a long range radio, I hung it around my neck and grimaced. I still hurt.

"Is this all?"

"Most of it, everybody else left already. I was left here to wait for you guys and the Captain. Go put that in the truck and come back for another load."

I did as she asked, there really wasn't much left, and by the time we had it all loaded the Captain was moving out his people, so we just joined the end of the column.

"I talked with the specialists at the crash site just before you guys arrived," she told us, "They got one of the ground effects vehicles working and are taking that with a few of the lighter artillery pieces. We're going to have to divert an Assault shuttle if we want to get anymore out of there."

"That was pretty quick," I replied lying down in the back of the truck, "I thought they'd be there for a long time yet. Ahhh"

"That stuff can take a lot of punishment," put in Rysan, who had just been following along until now, "And you only gave it one good shock, didn't roll it or burn it."

"It's nice to know I did something right." I smiled, feeling a lot better now that I was flat on my back.

"How's the back?" Asked Rudy.

"Better now that I can rest."

"How bad is it?" asked Katrine concerned.

"Hurts like hell, but the medic said it should be better in a few days. If I can see a real doctor maybe they can fix it sooner, I don't know."

The ride to the spaceport went pretty quick. It was only about twenty miles down the road, and there were no obstacles along the way. We pulled in and headed for the main terminal building. It wasn't much really, just a two story building with an observation tower next to it. There were a few hangers there too, one of which was pretty well blasted.

We all followed Katrine inside, the sergeant grabbing a couch in the lobby and crashing.

"I'll wait here if you don't mind sirs," he said.

"Suit yourself," I said.

We followed Katrine further inside and found ourselves in the ground command center.

"Ah Raj, glad to see you're still alive," said Balizar, coming over to shake my hand. "I was afraid we might have lost you there!"

"Thanks sir," was about all I could think of to say. I was surprised to see him down here; I guess it was going well.

Rudy and I sat in a corner and watched. Katrine had a couple of soldiers carry in the equipment and sat down at the radio and started working on the map that was spread on the table. Rudy and I looked at each other and shrugged, then just watched the map.

We could see the battle lines quite clearly. The mine heads were secured already and it appeared that a prison camp had been liberated too. The big battle was going on at the central complex, or at least it would be.

"Why don't they just give up and negotiate terms?" I asked Balizar. That was pretty much the way these things went, once somebody had a definite advantage and was going to win anyway, they surrendered. After all, we were all just doing our jobs and they had clearly lost. Why lose anymore than you had too?

"Probably because they don't want to have anything to do with animals!" He spit the last word out distastefully, but continued nastily, "Or maybe it's that we're not taking prisoners."

"What do you mean by that?" I asked alarmed.

"It seems that the occupying force is made up totally of humans," answered Katrine, "and they seem to be very anti morph too."

"That's not the half of it. They executed about half of the males, both animan and human. They were using the survivors to work the mines, women, children, whatever. And torturing anybody who gave them trouble," Balizar continued. "So the troops are so mad they're not excepting any surrenders. The Captain is royally pissed about that, and is coming down soon himself."

I was flabbergasted; I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Especially that the Captain would enter the combat zone, he was the ultimate company authority here, to risk himself was unbelievable. I just sat down and watched. They continued to move markers, and designate zones of fire. 

I could see from the tally sheets there were about fifty out of action on our side, and probably about three hundred on the enemies. It also appeared that there were about another six hundred of them holed up in the command area. From what I could see of the markings on the map, they had been pushed back into that position from the spaceport and their barracks.

I also noticed that they only had markers for six Assault shuttles; I wondered what had happened to the other two. Balizar, Katrine, and the three other personnel working the center started to get busy then and from what I could overhear Balizar saying to the Colonel, I assumed a major push was starting. I decided to clear out and see if I could find a doctor.

"Don't stray too far," said Balizar without looking up as I started to leave. "You're going to be part of the Captain's bodyguard, and I want you out there when the shuttle lands!"

"Yes Sir!" I responded. 

I wandered out into the hall, and walked up to the guard watching the window.

"Is there any kind of field hospital set up around here?" I asked him.

"Yeah, in the basement," he looked me over. "You look okay to me though."

"I want to see if I can get my back fixed before I go back on." I said walking to the stairway. 

I went down the stairs, and entered the hospital. It was a pretty big affair, covering the whole area. I'd say there were only about eighteen people there though. Either most of the wounded hadn't been moved in yet, or things were going exceptionally well. I walked up to one of the doctors.

"Got a minute Doc?"

"What's the matter?" he asked, "You look okay."

"I crashed a shuttle earlier today and my back hurts like hell. The rest of me is pretty sore too."

"Strip, and come over here." He said walking over to some equipment. 

I got out of my gear as quick as I could, I didn't know how much time I had till the Captain got here. I stood where he pointed; it looked like a portable diagnostic machine. He switched it on and started looking me over with it.

"I can't stay long Doc, what's the verdict?"

"A lot of sprains, stretched tendons and ligaments, some muscle bruising, a few slightly compressed disks, and about half your vertebrae have small cracks in them. Lay down on the table here, we'll do this quick and dirty. Nurse!"

A nurse came over, and he talked with her a minute. The diagnostic machine had printed out a picture of my body with different color marks on it. The nurse came back with four hypo sprayers, and she and the doctor started shooting me all over. It hurt too.

"What's all this?" I asked trying not to growl.

"Some bone glue for your back, a localized pain killer for some of the worse spots, a healing agent for some of the others, and an anti-coagulant for the worst bruises. You'll hurt like crazy in five minutes, but in ten you'll feel a lot better. Just try not to lift anything heavy for a day or two." he responded.

It took them a couple of minutes, and then I was putting on my armor again and grabbing my stuff. I had just got to the top of the stairs when I heard a shuttle taxiing outside; I finished slinging my rifle and headed outside at a jog. 

I got to the shuttle just as it stopped and my pain peaked. Two of the guards from inside had joined me and when the Captain got out another two came with him. We all saluted and I noticed I was the ranking person at that point.

"Sir, Warrant Third Rakir reporting with the rest of your Bodyguard, Sir." I said, successfully keeping the pain out of my voice.

"At ease everybody." he said returning our salutes, "Glad to see you're still with us Mister Rakir. Could you show me to Commander Balizar please?"

"Yes Sir Captain, Right this way Sir."

I lead him into the building, the others forming up around him. We had our guns ready and were keeping our eyes moving, this was all the practice we were going to get. 

I showed him into the room and Balizar gave him a quick briefing on any changes that had taken place since he had left the ship. He then called the Colonel and gave him his orders. 

"Well time to go to the front and try talking to these bastards." He looked around for a second, "Pass the word that I think the troops have done an outstanding job so far, and that the leaders of this group are going to have to answer for their behavior."

He then turned and strode out of the room; I hurried to get in position, and used my helmet comm to find out where our transportation was. I then led the Captain to an armored personnel carrier that must have come down on the other shuttle. I reached over and removed the Captain's rank tabs.

"What are you doing Mister?" He asked angrily as I put them in my pocket.

"Sniper's sir, everybody on our side knows who you are. But if the enemy should see your rank, they'll go right for you."

"Oh," he said mellowing, "I had forgotten about that, too long on a ship I guess. How's my armor look?"

I gave him the once over, everything was perfect. He may not have seen ground duty in a long time, maybe never. But his armor was excellent.

"Look's fine sir. Have you seen much ground combat sir?"

"Actually no, I usually don't get to see the battle ground till after the fighting is over. The only reason I'm here now is to try to get these vermin to stop before I lose anymore people." He looked at the others and me. We were all Leopards; he was the only human around. "I'll be the first to admit that I don't believe in you folks having all the same rights as humans, but you're still people, and still should be treated as such. And I'm not going to spend your lives if I can help it."

"Do you mind if I ask a question Sir?" My back was feeling better now, and my curiosity drove me to ask a certain question.

"Sure Warrant, go ahead." He looked directly at me, making eye contact.

"What about the reports of murder and torture?" I couldn't look away, I really wanted to know his thoughts and where we stood in them.

"They're true, and I don't like it one bit. Prisoners are prisoners, and shouldn't be murdered or tortured, no matter what they are. That answer your question Warrant?"

"Yes Sir, I have no problems with that at all Sir." Which was true, I could see the others relaxing too. Maybe it was our upbringing, I don't really know, but I kind of agreed with his feelings. I really didn't want any part of human politics, and I was so used to his point of view I could live with it. I think I even agreed with it. That he was honest about it was also a point in his favor. Someone who hated animen could never have made it in his position anyway.

The vehicle came to a halt. I checked with the driver, and found out we were at the Colonel's position. So I opened the door and we got out, Captain last, and took up our positions as we escorted the Captain over. The four others took up positions around the trench. I went in with the Captain.

"Sir, I see you arrived safely," said the Colonel saluting. Shipboard ranks worked a little differently, the Captain was equal to a full Colonel in rank, while the Colonel was actually a Lieutenant Colonel, plus being an animan which usually (but not always) made you a lower rank than an equal ranked human.

"I'd rather be in my command chair drinking coffee in all honesty Dane, but if you believe they might surrender to a human I'm willing to try it. Did you send over any preliminaries yet?"

"Yes, I sent over a message capsule a few minutes ago, and set up a video link on a repeater. They shouldn't be able to backtrack it to here with their equipment."

"Well let’s give it a try and see what goes."

The Captain opened his visor then, and went over to a small portable video unit. The technician operating it gave a nod, and the Captain started.

"This is the Captain of the Astra, and Tri-Star Mining and Manufacturing's official representative on this planet, we have you surrounded. In the interest of preventing further loss of life, I would like to negotiate your surrender. I await your reply."

It didn't take long.

"We won't talk with any animal lover!" Came a shrill reply, and the image of a Lieutenant.

"Colonel shell them for five minutes, and see if it changes their minds," the Captain answered coolly making sure the video picked it up.

The colonel passed the order and the shelling started. After about three minutes, a higher ranking officer appeared on the screen.

"Please Captain, hold your fire. That was just an overeager subordinate." He explained hastily.

The Captain nodded to the Colonel, and the shelling stopped shortly thereafter.

"First sir, let me tell you that I am perfectly willing to have each and everyone of you killed. So don't do that again." said the Captain, "And understand that there will be a trial for your senior officers, and anyone else implicated in the Murder's that took place."

"We will not be responsible for the death of animals'!" He stated flatly.

"I seem to recall that quite a few humans were killed as well!" The Captain snapped, "And would you please identify yourself sir."

"I am Major Hausen, Sir. Colonel Hassenbock's executive officer."

"Very good Major. Now when would your Superior care to discuss terms of Surrender? I am not a very patient man Major." He said coldly.

"The Colonel would prefer to discuss terms in person, rather than on this device." I stiffened as he said that, it sounded like a trap. "There is an unoccupied building in no man's land that should suffice?" he asked.

"I'll agree to a meeting, but I'll pick the place." he said forcibly. "I'll contact you in ten minutes with it. Your Colonel had better be there in another ten, and yourself as well Major." He cut the connection.

"Dane," he said turning to the Colonel, "I'm going to need a good place for a meeting. One they don't control, and can't easily drop a barrage on." He looked at me then, and smiled. I suddenly felt very uncomfortable. "Oh, and give your rank tab's to the Warrant here!"

"Sure thing Captain." he replied with a smile, pulling off his oak leaves and tossing them to me. "Don't lose 'em, they're my lucky set."

"I'll try not too." I said, replacing my warrant third's rank. I looked at the Captain. "Uh sir, if you could fill me in please?"

"Easy, I asked for their leader and second in command. They'll expect to see mine there as well. But I'm not so stupid as to actually bring mine, and they don't know what he looks like anyway, so you're it. But we know what they look like from our intelligence," He pulled two photo's from his pocket and showed me. "If this blows up, just make sure you shoot them first!"

I looked over the photos. One was obviously the Major; the other must have been the enemy Colonel. The pictures looked like they had been official photos. Probably came from an office wall at the Spaceport.

The colonel came back with a map in a few minutes and pointed out an outside courtyard, that had concrete tables set in it. 

"This is the best we can find Captain," he said. "It's not in either side's artillery range. But we do have a couple squads of soldiers there."

"Looks okay to me, let's call the Major back. It's early, but I don't want to give them time to come up with a new plan."

So saying he got the Major back on the link. They agreed to the place, and that only side arms would be allowed. Their Colonel then came on himself.

"I feel that both of our staffs should be at this meeting, so that we may reach an accord quickly." He said.

"That sounds fine to me, how many on your staff?" replied the Captain.

"There are six counting me, and we'll all be there."

"Fine, that's what my intelligence told me." The Captain continued shrewdly, "We got their pictures from the files in the Spaceport." He paused for a breath, "There will only be four of us; Myself, the commander of the Ground troops, his second in command, and my intelligence Chief. I have no other Staff."

I had to admit the Captain could lie with out so much as batting an eyebrow.

"That is acceptable," he grimaced. "I shall meet you there in ten minutes."

They broke the connection and the Captain turned to two of his bodyguards.

"You just became Balizar," he said pointing to one, "and you're Major Frankle." He said pointing to the other. "Go and see if you can't get the proper tabs and some side arms, and make it fast."

They hurried off and I gave my newly acquired rifle to the Colonel's aide. I was going to have find out if it had to go to the previous owner's relatives or not. If not I was definitely planning on keeping it myself. I also gave him the grenades, except for one, which I stuck in my pocket. Just in case mind you.

We were mounted up and ready to go in a couple of minutes and showed up at the far end of the meeting place just before they did. We were about one hundred yards from the table, and so were they. One of the bodyguards who were staying behind confirmed that the people there matched the pictures by using his binoculars. So I waved a hastily rigged truce flag, and after they did the same, we both approached the table. 

The troopers who had escorted us were about another hundred yards behind. The same was true of the other side's escort. The courtyard itself was partially surrounded by some low buildings. It was a maze of small gardens, fences and other odds and ends. Not a place where reinforcements could just drive in, as all that stuff would make natural tank traps. But it did offer plenty of cover for a hasty retreat.

There was a clear space of perhaps twenty feet around the table however. So we would be pretty well out in the open, but as the whole place was on a rise I didn't feel that snipers would be a threat. They had had no time to get them in place, and both sides were watching this area now, very closely.

"Greetings Captain," said the Colonel saluting, "I'm glad to see that the animals still have a keeper."

I looked over the Colonel's staff. They were all human and really didn't look to be that impressive. I guess that explained the easy victory so far. Both the Colonel's and the Major's equipment were of good quality, but the rest had armor that wasn't even as good as mine. 

"Sit down gentlemen," said the Captain returning his salute. "We are here to discuss terms, not trade insults."

I pulled out a chair for the Captain and stood on his right, so I could still make a quick draw if I had too. Everybody else sat then, I wanted to remain standing, but the Captain motioned for me to sit too.

"Now as to the terms of your surrender. You shall forfeit all your gear, except that which can be construed as personal." Started the Captain.

"Isn't that a little outrageous?" asked the Colonel.

"Not really, I don't expect you have a corporate sponsor to ransom you? Or even pay your freight home?" The Colonel shook his head no, "I thought so, any more problems then?"

"No, I guess we can accept that." sighed the Colonel.

"Next, the matter of the surrender. Your forces shall lay down all arms, and cease all resistance within one half hour of this meeting's conclusion."

"How do I know you won't just butcher us? Those animals of yours haven't been taking prisoners!" he replied hotly.

"That's your own damn fault!" Said the Captain angrily, "You tortured and killed their friends! What in the hell did you expect? These things are done by rules, and your treatment of the prisoners broke those rules!"

"They're only animals dammit!" he banged his hand on the table, "They're not worth squat!"

I heard growling then, and suddenly realized it was me. I noticed when I stopped that both of the other guards on my side were pretty agitated as well. I carefully moved my hand down to the butt of my pistol.

"I don't have anything to do with you anti animen types,” the Captain continued, “Personally I have always considered you a waste of time. But this does bring me to the third point. You murdered quite a few humans; I'm not willing to forgo that item. You and your staff shall stand trial for war crimes, as well as any other personnel directly involved." He gave them a hard look.

"No way!"

The Colonel was getting excited now and I could see the rest of his staff were getting edgy, I got ready to jump myself. I could feel my temper rising and started thinking just how nice it would be to shoot him and be done with it.

He continued, "They were just a bunch of damn animal lovers, I ain't standing trial for them. They were just as bad as the animals we killed."

"What about those 'animals' that were forced to grace your bed?" The Captain had raised his voice quite a bit himself now, and was angrier than I had ever seen. "That would seem to make you an 'animal lover' too, wouldn't it?" He didn't wait for a reply but just plowed straight on. "I don't like having to write those things off myself, but I don't want to lose anymore of my own people, and I figure that all your troops can't be scum like you. Now that's my final offer, take it or leave it!" He spit out the last.

I was furious myself; I wanted to kill this bastard and all the others with him. I had my gun in my hand now under the table; my temper was at the breaking point.

"Then I leave it!" Shouted the Colonel, and he jumped up as he reached for his pistol.

I was faster, because I had already drawn mine, so I just brought my gun over the table as he jumped up. I shot him between the eyes and then pulling the Captain's chair over backwards, jumped up myself. They started opening fire themselves then, mostly aiming at where the Captain had been, I stepped in front of him and managed to put six rounds into the Major before he fell down. He had left his visor down, like myself, so I didn't get the satisfaction of a head shot. 

The other two guards managed to finish off the remaining four before the Major had even hit the ground. I heard distant fire then, and felt an impact slam back my shoulder. I looked up and saw enemy troops were running towards us, firing as they came. I grabbed the table edge with my left hand and heaved it over. 

I took cover behind the table and turned to check the Captain, he was behind the table with me. The other two had taken cover behind us on the edge of the clearing.

"Thanks, but I think I could have dodged it myself." He had his gun out, and was looking me over. "You okay?"

I looked down at myself. I had about three holes in the abdomen, one that was definitely bleeding through my armor that must have made it all the way in, quite a few more in both legs, and another one in the right shoulder that looked bad. I had lost my gun, and my right arm was useless. I got out the grenade with my left.

"Could you pull the pin on this for me sir?" I asked, and risked a quick peek over the wall. The attackers were about fifty yards away and closing fast. A couple of shots dinged off the side of my helmet as I ducked back down. 

I checked the grenade, the pin was gone.

"Thanks Sir," and I tossed it over at the troops. "I think you better run for it sir."

"What about you?" he started to say something more but the explosion drowned it out.

"GO DAMMIT!" I yelled and pushed him with my good hand.

He sprinted for the cover at the edge of the clearing, as the other two provided covering fire. I could see our guys coming in from the other end of the clearing. I risked a peek over the top again, and could see the enemy getting organized to charge once more. The grenade had cut down the front ten or so. I guess they hadn't thought of that.

I watched the Captain retreat with the other two as I felt my shoulder start to hurt. I noticed that my legs were starting to hurt as well and I could see blood there now, I guess one or two of the bullets there had made it through my armor as well so I didn't think I'd be walking out of here. I also noticed that there were quite a few dents and chips in my armor. They must have had their guns on full auto to do that many hits, of course four of them were pointing at the same spot. I guess they just hoped to take our staff with them. Stupid fanatics, at least they were dead.

I was starting to feel pretty weak, so I dragged out my medkit and started sticking patches on the worst spots. I was having a hard time of it with just one hand. I could see my side's troops were still advancing carefully, and the other side hadn't made it to me yet. It was getting harder to keep concentrating on what I was doing. I dropped the kit again and it was getting difficult to see. I especially couldn't understand why the people from my side hadn't left with the Captain? 

I was just a lowly Warrant Third Class, my mind fogged a second, wait that's right I've got a colonel's rank tabs, they probably think I'm somebody important. I started to pull them off, then felt something punch me in the back and then I couldn't get my left arm to move now either. I watched a squad moving closer as blackness descended, and then I didn't care or know anything.
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I was in a world of darkness and pain. The pain wasn't a big one, yet. But it was there, waiting patiently for the drugs that held it at bay to go away. That led to the realization that I must still be alive. I wondered were I was, I could feel some kind of movement, and there was noise, a lot of noise. But I couldn't make anything out.

Time went by, how much I wasn't sure, but the drugs went away and the pain came on. It had waited patiently, and its time had finally arrived. It was worse than I had remembered, and I tried to run from it.

"Damn it, shoot him again! It's wearing off." I heard someone say.

I couldn't figure out whom, but I know I didn't want to get shot again. I had been shot enough. Suddenly though all the pain went away again, then after a while the moving and the noise all stopped. I heard some more talking, and somebody complaining about a mess somewhere. Then nothing.

 

When I finally came to, I was lying on something comfortable. I could smell that antiseptic scent of hospitals that I had learned at the age of two. I opened my eyes; they took a minute to focus. Sure enough I was in a hospital bed; it looked like the hospital at the spaceport. 

I looked myself over, my shoulder was bandaged, my left leg was in a cast, and there were a lot of tubes going into my gut, as well as my arms. I tried to lift my head, but found I was totally restrained in the bed, even my good arm. I waited until I saw somebody moving around the room and softly called them over, no reason to disturb anybody else.

"Ah, awake at last I see." It was the doctor who had patched me up the last time.

"How long have I been out?" I asked curious.

"Three days. You lost a lot of blood of course, and both your kidneys shut down. Actually one was destroyed, and we had to replace it."

"How bad am I?" I wondered just how many new parts I might have gotten.

"Not too bad really. You also lost about a foot of your small intestines. Not enough to justify any transplants from the clone tanks, so I wouldn't worry about that. These tubes," and he gestured to the plumbing in my gut, "are mostly sensors, they should be coming out tomorrow. 

"You'll be discharged then too, but you're going to be pretty weak for a while. You were unconscious in that field for a good half an hour. The only thing that saved you was those field dressings you used. They slowed the bleeding down quite a bit, but your body's own poisons did a lot of damage."

"How's the war going?" I was surprised that I was getting tired already. 

"Oh it ended about two hours after you were brought in. The Captain made an announcement that anybody who didn't surrender by then wouldn't be allowed too. That did it for most of them."

"Could you release the restrains please?" I asked sleepily, as I started falling asleep.

"Just the arm, you were thrashing around quite a bit there." I fell back to sleep then.

The next time that I awoke, there were no tubes running into me at all and the leg cast was now a brace. I saw Herza smiling at the foot of the bed.

"Rise and shine hero!" she pushed a wheelchair around to the side of the bed.

"Ugh, do I have to use that?" I asked as I sat up. I started to stand but suddenly felt lightheaded.

"Not so fast love!" She grabbed me as I started to fall. "You've been through a lot, and if you don't go slow you'll keel over on us."

She helped me to stand up, and put on a robe. I then sat down in the chair; I was still a little dizzy.

"How long am I going to be weak like this?" I asked.

"You'll be walking by tomorrow I'd bet. But you'll be weak as a kitten for a few more days. The Doc says no exercise for a week, wants that new kidney to set right."

"What time is it anyway?" My watch had disappeared with everything else.

"Eleven o'clock. Let's get your belongings and head to town. Your sister threatened to gut me if I didn't bring you by her post today."

"We talking about the same girl? Gutting was never her style!" I smiled weakly at Herza.

"You worried quite a few of your friends there Raj. Twice in one day is a record for most people. You got a death wish maybe?"

"At least I had the pleasure of shooting that piece of garbage right between the eyes." I laughed, and found out I shouldn't have, it hurt! "And I got his second of command too!" I added smugly.

"And saved the Captain's life at that." she added. "You had a record day alright, I'll give you that."

One of the assistant's handed Herza a blood stained duffle bag.

"What's that?" I asked.

"Your gear lover boy," she looked inside, "Or at least what's left of it."

Just then the Doctor came up.

"Ah, checking out I see." He took a quick look at a computer slab the nurse handed him. "Nothing strenuous for a week, and spend the one after that taking it easy too. You can take off the bandages tonight, and be careful with that shoulder, I just finished rebuilding the bones yesterday. Keep it in a sling for a few days and let somebody else do the hard work okay? Oh, and I'll be giving you a flight physical in a week or two, so if you want to get in the air again, behave."

He handed the nurse back the slab, and walked off to check on another patient. Herza wheeled me over to the elevator, and we went upstairs. 

"You didn't bring me a uniform did you?" I asked Herza.

"Terease sent some of your stuff down from the ship, and I got that new rifle of yours from the Major."

"That came from the guy who died on the shuttle, I don't know if I can keep it." I replied quietly.

"The Major said he had no will or survivors, so it's yours now. Anyway the stuff is back at my room in the Barracks, where you're staying for now," she smiled at me.

"Hey, the Doc said nothing strenuous, didn't you hear?" I protested smiling.

"Would you rather sleep alone? And I promise to be gentle, okay?" She gave me a feigned look of innocence.

"Fine, fine. I really don't want to be alone anyway." We left the building and she pushed me up to a truck that was loading supplies from the ship. 

We were able to hitch a ride without a problem, Herza and I sitting in the front with the driver. From his uniform I could see he was one of the local's.

"Hey, thanks for getting us out alive," he said shaking my hand.

"No problem," I said returning the handshake left handed, I turned back to Herza as I eased back into the seat. "So what happened anyway? After I was shot I mean, and why'd they come back for me? I mean shouldn't they have been protecting the Captain?"

"They came back for you because they knew the enemy would have killed you as soon as they found out you weren't human. Seems they thought you were important for some reason, and were hoping to take you hostage."

"I guess they couldn't see my tail from across the field, I had my visor down and locked and was sitting most of the time. But wasn't it a big risk for a lowly Warrant third class?"

"The Captain was safe, as soon as he got past our front lines, so they weren't risking anything. Remember, nobody in this organization abandons anyone if they can help it."

"Well I appreciate it, believe me. What happened next?"

"While they were fighting to get you, the Captain made up an announcement saying that if everybody didn't surrender by six, They'd never get another chance. 

"Then they spent the next two hours making sure everybody heard it, and the order went out to take prisoners. By six most of them had surrendered, and the majority of the remainder suicided. A few holdouts were left, and those were cleaned out by midnight."

"It's hard to believe that mob could even take this place over!"

"They didn't," supplied the driver, "they were the occupation forces." I looked at him with disbelief.

"That's right Raj," said Herza, "Their main forces left about two weeks before we got here it turns out. They were the real bastards; most of the people here didn't take part in the murders."

"I know the Colonel did," I replied hotly, "He said as much just before I killed him." I noticed the driver turned for a second and gave me another look.

"Balizar mentioned to me that the Captain was surprised at how quickly you drew and shot him. That the Colonel's gun was only just coming out of the holster when you nailed him." Herza looked at me suspiciously.

"Ummm, well if you both promise to keep it to yourselves, I'll tell you something." I looked at the driver, then Herza.

"Hey, I hated them all. I won't tell," He said.

"And you know better then to doubt me Raj," added Herza.

"Well the truth is I kind of lost it. I had my gun in my hand already, and as soon as he started to rise I decided to kill him." I admitted.

"Whose gun came out first?" asked Herza.

"Well, mine was hidden by the table and he was grabbing his as it came out from underneath. So I guess technically he began drawing first."

"If the Captain asks, tell him you drew when the other guy jumped."

"I don't know, I mean, I shot him as he was still rising. If he hadn't gone his gun, I think I probably would have shot him anyway." I said quietly.

"Listen Raj, in this business it's results that count. Balizar said the Captain was sure he was going to be shot the second that Hassenbock got up. So just keep to that story and act humble, the Captain was impressed. Balizar even told me that the Captain put you in for a bonus, so just go along with it. Tell him that you saw his shoulder dipping and figured he was drawing."

"You know, he was going to try them only for the human murders," I told Herza quietly. "He was willing to forget the others."

"There was no way they'd surrender otherwise Raj," she said quietly, "and everybody knew it. Balizar said the Captain figured he'd still get the worst offenders that way and he didn’t want to lose anymore of his people. But they really blew that deal, now they're being tried for everything."

"Yeah," said the driver with a big grin, "By an animan Judge, with animen juries!"

"You're kidding?" I started laughing then, but had to stop again as it hurt a lot.

"That's right, Balizar is the prosecutor, and Lieutenant Colonel Dane is the judge." she smiled too, "They hung seventeen people this morning. They were the only ones taken alive who were guilty of murder. The rest are probably going to be let live, but I expect to see quite a lot of public floggings over the next few weeks."

We had arrived at the Central complex by now and as we pulled up to the guard station, I could see quite a few troops patrolling the grounds. They weren't taking any chances; I could see other groups already working on new defenses.

"This is where we get out. Thanks for the ride!" Herza said to the driver.

He wished us good luck, and I climbed down carefully into my wheelchair. She then started to push me over to the guard post. I saw Lisa coming running over.

"Raj!" she came up and gave me a hug. 

"Oww! Hey not so hard, please!" I yelped.

"Ooops! Sorry, I'm just happy to see you out of that hospital bed. You weren't a very pretty sight, believe me!"

"I didn't enjoy it either. Thanks for coming though, even if I didn't know it."

"Well Jemaal told me you were there, so I came by once I was off duty. He was one of the guy's that saved your butt you know!" she beamed at that.

"Actually I didn't. Tell him thanks," I gave her a grin, "I hope you're being nice to him."

"Oh, I thanked him quite thoroughly believe me!" she grinned, "As a matter of fact I believe he's getting thanked again tonight too!"

We talked a little bit then about what happened to each of us. Herza told about her part in assaulting one of the mines, and how they had found people being treated as slaves and forced to work. 

Lisa told about the assault on the spaceport and the later work against the center. It seemed she had been pretty busy and even Herza was impressed. I think my sister really was turning out to be an excellent soldier.

I then recounted my own story, which was considerably shorter. By then quite a few off duty troops had gathered around, it seemed that everybody thought I was some kind of a hero. I guess my sister had exaggerated the events, and I did my best to play them down. After all I had seen maybe thirty seconds of actual fighting and had spent the rest of my time behind a concrete table.

"It's not the quantity, it's the quality!" Herza whispered into my ear.

I said my goodbyes then; I was really getting hungry and tired. I had been there almost two hours. Lisa flagged down a vehicle entering the area, and we got a lift over to the Barracks.

Once there we went to the cafeteria and I ate as much as I could squeeze down, which wasn't as much as usual. I guess my stomach had shrunk a little while I was in the hospital.

"Am I really a hero?" I asked Herza when she got me back to her room.

"For today at least my lovely big Tom." she smiled at me again. "The Captain let it be known that you nailed the top dog, and saved his butt. It's good for moral, everybody likes a hero, and we got quite a few after this operation." She dumped my bag out on the floor then.

"Ugh what a mess," she started sorting through it. "Well the outer shell on the Helmet's a loss, let's see." she held up my armor, the jumpsuit that holds it together had been cut to shreds by the medical team, and it was covered heavily with my dried blood. "This is almost a total write off. At least the some of the plates in the back weren't ruined.

"You boots and gloves are still okay, I don't see your med kit. Oh, and here's your watch." she tossed it to me; it was as covered with blood as everything else. I started to clean it off, and watched as she separated the good from the bad, and tossed the junk into a garbage chute.

"Save those rank tabs!" I warned her before she tossed them too. "I've got to return those to Colonel Dane. He said they were lucky, and now I believe him!" I climbed onto the bed and yawned, lying down and closing my eyes. "I'm going to take a nap, wake me for supper okay?"

"Don't worry love," she smiled slyly, "I'll wake you."

I fell asleep immediately, and it seemed only a little while later that I was awakened by somebody fondling and licking a certain part of my anatomy. I open my eyes and looked down, Herza smiled back at me.

"Time to wake up love." she whispered, and went back to what she was doing.

I looked at my watch, and saw it was almost seven; I had been asleep nearly four hours. I reached down with my left hand, and stroked Herza's head. It was a rather nice way to be awakened, and she was very good at it.

A little while later, she helped me into the shower down the hall. She helped me clean, and when the bandages fell away, I had a lot of bald patches all over my body. The Doctor had really gone to town with the shears; my shoulder and stomach were totally bare. "So much for my nice coat." I sighed.

"Don't worry, it grows back. At least the important parts are still there and working."

Back at her room, she got out one of the uniforms Terease had sent down. Thankfully she had sent coveralls, and not shorts. I really didn't want everybody to see me shaved in all those spots. 

"At least the fur will cover the scars" I remarked to Herza as she pushed me to the cafeteria.

"Tell me about it, you should see the ones I've got on my back. I got caught in a bad explosion, and you'd never guess that Banner's left hand is a clone replacement."

"Really? I didn't know that."

"He got it shot off three years ago. The Doc had a new one on in three months. It didn't even cost him a fortune."

She stopped talking then as we had arrived. I looked around and was surprised to see most of the clan, and half the shuttle crews there. Everybody cheered and waved, I really couldn't believe the fuss, but it felt really good and I ate it up.

"Welcome back to the land of the living Raj," Said Balizar standing up. "You had us all worried there for awhile."

"Umm, thanks everybody, I really appreciate the welcome. But could I get some food please? I'm famished!"

Everybody laughed and Katrine brought over a tray of food and gave it to me. I fell to with a relish and listened to everybody's stories of the last few days. I could feel a little of my strength coming back, now that I had eaten a couple of meals, I felt I'd probably be able to walk around some tomorrow.

"How many people did we lose?" I asked Balizar once I had slowed down my eating.

"About thirty dead, and another forty severely injured like yourself. The walking wounded are about sixty or so, mostly minor stuff like shrapnel cuts and the like. We lost two of the shuttles, yours was one of course and the other was piloted by Wendy and Sun. Wendy was killed when they were hit, Sun got out okay."

Wendy and Sun were the two wolves who had come up with B Company. I looked at Dave and saw he was kind of withdrawn. He had been seeing Wendy since they had been introduced on the shuttle deck.

"Hal was injured when a missile detonated by his shuttle, but he managed to land it without crashing and it's expected to be back in service soon. Mist isn't here because she's in the hospital at the complex here. She got herself shot up while cleaning out a pocket of those who wouldn't surrender."

"How bad is she?" I asked worried.

"Not as bad as you were, but she had both her femur's shattered, so she's going to be in traction for another day or two. The doctors are pretty busy still, and reconstructing major bones takes a few days."

Gabe came over and sat down, and nodded towards Dave.

"I heard Balizar filling you in about Wendy," he said quietly.

"How's Dave doing anyway?" I asked, stuffing the last of my food in my mouth.

"Not too bad anymore, but he's still kind of down about it. You should have seen him two day's ago, I had to get a bunch of his clan members help me drag him out of bed. Nobody realized they had gotten so close so fast."

"How'd it happen anyway?"

"Two waves after you got shot down, they were flying ground support. The whole schedule had to be shuffled after you and Rudy got nailed. 

"Anyway, they were making a pass on the Spaceport, softening up an artillery position that had a squad pinned down. Well, there was missile unit in that hanger that's now so much smoke, and it tagged them as they went by. The only reason Sun survived was that the warhead on the missile hadn't armed yet, they were that close. But it took off a wing, and Sun just barely got out. Either the sequencer didn't work, or there just wasn't time, Wendy never got out."

"Poor Dave, I'd hate to be him right now," was about all I could think of to say. I thought Gabe gave me a strange look there for a second, but I guess I was imagining it.

"Well it's a tough life we live sometimes," was Gabe's response.

"Don't I know it!" I laughed looking at myself. "So is there any good news?"

"Weeell, there are about thirty single female foxes here for starters," Gabe grinned at me changing the subject. "And we're going to be here at least a month."

"A month?" I was surprised, "Why so long?"

"It'll take that long to fix the jump drive and get this place into a more fortified state. They actually lost about twenty percent of the population here."

I whistled, "Wow how many did they execute anyway?"

"About two hundred animen, mostly males, and another thirty human men too."

"We figure there may be another two hundred people in the forest," added Katrine, who had been sitting by quietly talking with Herza, "a lot of non-combatants made it into the forest during the initial raid. We're trying to find them and bring them back, but they spread out pretty far trying to get away from the people who were here."

"So the population is down to about eight hundred right now," said Gabe, "and this place normally has over twelve hundred. They do a lot of mining here."

"What do they mine that's so valuable anyway?" I asked

"A lot of what used to be called 'rare earths' like titanium and such," supplied Balizar, "also platinum and even some diamonds and other gemstones. This place is a mineral bonanza, lots of raw materials that are used in high tech applications. I think the company is going to have to increase the amount of troops in these types of operations. These new guys aren't paying any attention to the unwritten laws, but then they're a movement, not a company."

"More like a bunch of fanatics, and if there's anything that I believe it's that every fanatic should be given the immediate opportunity to meet his god!" I growled hotly thinking about their colonel again.

"Hear, hear!" said everybody in earshot and giving me a strange look.

I was shocked by the vehemence in everybody's reply, even the anger in myself. Balizar was right; they had broken the unwritten rules. The first was you didn't kill needlessly and when you had lost, you folded. Hell, people were money; we were bought and paid for. Also it was bad for morale, companies may be out to do each other in, but those of us in the trenches were just doing our jobs. The second was you treated prisoners like guests, because you never knew when the shoe would be on the other foot. Sure corporate warfare was dangerous and often deadly, but never more than it absolutely had to be. I had a sudden premonition, that we hadn't heard the last of this group.

Once we had finished, everybody had duties to attend to, including Herza. I told her I could wheel myself around and she could go. Truth was I wanted to stop being an invalid; it's no fun to be pushed around and treated like you're helpless. I bet it was less fun if you really were. Well I wasn't, and I was going to start pulling my own weight. 

I got directions to the gym and wheeled myself down there. Once there I did some light leg work, and even some light work with the other weights. I did take the doctor's advice and took it very carefully, but I wanted to be back on my feet now. There was also an attendant at the gym who wouldn't let me overwork myself. I got the distinct impression that the hospital kept them informed about people like me.

Needless to say I was exhausted by the time I got back to Herza's room. But I had worked the stiffness out of my limbs, and though my leg was still tender, I was able to walk some of the way, using the chair like a walker. I'll never be able to figure out why your body is so weak after major surgery, even though most of it's untouched. It just didn't seem right.

I got into the room, got my clothes off and collapsed on the bed. I was asleep in a minute, and slept somewhat peacefully except for a nagging feeling that there something bad on the horizon. In my dreams, everybody seemed to treat me like I was made of glass, like they were afraid I'd shatter.

I awoke the next morning to Herza's administrations; though this time she finished by getting on top and bringing us both to a satisfying conclusion. I walked to the showers with her and was even able to make it most of the way to the cafeteria without leaning on her.

"Another day and you'll almost be your old self again." said Herza as I ate breakfast. This time I was able to eat more than I normally did.

"I do feel a lot stronger today. You can return that wheelchair too; I'm not getting into it again." I said adamantly.

"I don't blame you; it's no fun at all." I noticed that look again; the one Gabe gave me last night. "I'll get rid of it tomorrow, when I'm off." she finished.

I suddenly realized my dream, my friends were treating me differently and I didn't know why, almost like they were afraid to hurt me. As soon as I realized it, I knew I had to know why. I looked around at the people in the cafeteria; they weren't paying me any extra attention. I looked at Herza, and I could see she was starting to look concerned, I wrapped my tail around her, tight. She was on my left side, next to my good arm and I used it to grab her hand.

"What's wrong?" I asked looking straight at her.

"What do you mean?" She gave me a straight poker face, but I remembered my own mistakes and looked at her tail, it was twitching like crazy. She followed my gaze.

"Herza, something's wrong, I can feel it. I may still be weak but I'm going to freak if you don't tell me." I looked at her very closely, "What's wrong?"

She looked away from me then, and I could feel her stiffen up.

"I wasn't supposed to tell you, at least not yet. The Doctor felt any major shocks would be bad for you." she said quietly.

"To hell with the Doctor!" I yelled, I could see heads turning, and I was getting upset.

"One of your sisters is here, she's messed up pretty bad and the doctor's aren't letting any one see her."

I had a very disturbing vision for a second.

"Which one?" I hissed.

"Kali," she said and I relaxed a little, if it had been Cassandra I know I would have gone berserk. "But that's not all," she stopped and took a deep breath, "Your brother Nepal was here. They executed him."

That struck me to the core. I could feel myself tensing up, I wanted to just destroy the place, find those responsible and kill them. Slowly. To die in battle is one thing, or even an accident, but to execute somebody just because of what they are? I was going to kill somebody, there wasn't any doubt about that, but they weren't here. I growled deep in my chest just thinking about that…

But my sister was here, she was hurt and I had to see her. Revenge would have to wait. I took a deep breath and started to get control of myself, and then let my breath go. I realized I was still holding on to Herza, and rather tightly at that. I let go of her wrist.

"Damn Raj, I though I was going to have to fight you there for a second." She brought her wrist to her mouth and started licking it; I could see little beads of blood from were my claws had sunk in.

"I'm sorry Herza, I know it's not your fault," I said a little strained. I noticed several of the troopers sitting back down; I guess they thought I was going to go berserk too. "But you know my family means a lot to me."

"That's why nobody wanted to tell you just yet." she mumbled around her wrist, still licking it.

"Just be glad it wasn't Cassandra, or I'd be pulling the place apart." I gave her a hug, "Now, where's my sister?"

"The Doctor's aren't letting anybody see her," she said sliding away a bit.

"I'll be the judge of that," I said dangerously, "Now where is she? I am her closest kin legally and I have a right to know."

She hesitated a moment and looked me over, my arm was still in a sling, and I know I was a little on the thin side still.

"Herza, if you don't help me, I'm going to get really pissed." I said quietly a little warning growl creeping into my voice.

"She's in a special ward in the hospital wing. But you better promise me something right now Raj, or I'll trash your sorry ass right here and now!" she hissed back at me suddenly.

"What?" I asked taken aback by the change in her behavior.

"That you'll keep yourself under control dammit. If you go berserk in the Hospital, they'll psych your ass on the spot for sure."

"I'll behave." I promised.

"You damn well better, I've never seen anyone go off the deep end and I sure as hell don't want it to be you. Come on."

She led me off to the hospital wing, and I followed as fast as I could. I had to make her stop a couple of times, so I could catch my breath. My little episode had tired me out some. 

"So, is this why you wanted to keep the wheelchair around?" I asked.

"Pretty much, your sister kept saying that either we'd better be able to run real fast, or have a couple of stun rods ready." Herza looked back at me as we started walking again. "She also wanted to tell you while you were still restrained and drugged in the hospital bed. Said it was safest for the rest of us."

"It's nice to know I'm getting mellower in my old age." I said.

"This is mellow?" Declared Herza surprised.

"Remind me to tell you about the time I got into a fight with four tigers at the crèche." I said as we continued.

"What did they do, pull your tail?"

"No, they were teasing one of my sister's and made her cry."

"I'm afraid to find out what happened. Here we are." She held the door opened and I walked in. 

I looked around for a nurse; it was pretty busy so I just ended up grabbing one. I was very conscious of Herza standing behind me, probably ready to sucker punch me if I got out of hand.

"Excuse me please, but could you tell me were Kali Rakir is, and who her Doctor is?" I said as politely as I could

"Why? Who are you?" She asked suspiciously.

"I'm her brother, I was just released from the field hospital and I want to see her." I tried to be as sweet as possible.

"I'm afraid that's not possible." she replied firmly.

"Then could you tell me who her physician is, and where I might find him please?" I was having a harder time being polite, but I think I still managed.

"Oh that I can do. She's Doctor Crenshaw, a black bear. Her office is down that hall and to the right." She pointed out a corridor.

I thanked her kindly and started walking down the hall, I found the office without too much trouble, but the Doctor wasn't in. I looked up and down the hallway, there wasn't anybody there, so using my advanced training that I had paid so much for, I picked the lock and let myself in.

"Raj, what the hell are you doing?" Hissed Herza quietly.

"Just keep watch, or I'll tell Balizar about that bar you took me too." I replied quietly.

I looked at her files, they were alphabetical, so it only took a moment to find 'Rakir', it said room B-3 intensive care. I put it back, and looked at the fire exit map on the wall by the door. I picked out the proper stairway and then left the room, closing the door behind me.

"Come on let's go," I said.

"Where?" asked Herza warily.

"To see my sister of course," I smiled. "Didn't Lisa tell you that'd be my next step?"

"In graphic and gory detail dear. She thinks you're a monster or a tank, I can't figure out which yet."

"Well we never did get along very well. Except when she was in trouble of course."

I found the stairway and we went down. I just walked around like I owned the place and nobody even looked twice at me. I probably looked like a patient with the sling and all. I found the room I was looking for, there weren't any warning signs on it, so I grabbed the computer slab and walked in.

I could see why they hadn't wanted me here, She was a mess. Both her legs were gone, and her body was a mass of tubes, wires and bandages. I looked over her chart to see what I could understand. 

Her legs had gangrene, and had to be amputated. New ones were going to take two months to grow. Her back had been broken in three places, but fortunately there was no nerve damage. Most of her intestines had to be removed due to severe damage, and a lot of her body had been carved up pretty well. I couldn't believe she was still alive. Obviously somebody had done a lot of hard work keeping her alive, more than who ever had tried to kill her.

I handed Herza the chart and walked around to her head. I pulled up a chair and sat down next to her. Kali had always been everybody's favorite; she was the most beautiful of all my sisters. We all treated her like a queen and she never took advantage of our devotion. I started to stroke her head carefully, I could see the heart monitor jump then, so I leaned over and started to whisper in her ear.

"It's okay now Kali, it's Raj, I won't let anybody hurt you anymore dear, you're safe now." I continued on with more of that, trying to calm her down. I know from my own times in unconsciousness that sometimes you can hear and understand people around you, and I wanted to do my best to reassure her. I watched her heart monitor slow back down, and I took her hand in mine, and gave it a little squeeze.

"What the hell are you doing in here! This is restricted!"

I had never heard anybody convey so much authority in a whisper before, I was impressed. It was a black bear so I guessed it was the Doctor.

"That's his sister." Herza answered defensively, hands held up, from her post by the door.

"I don't care who he is out!" She looked at Herza, and Herza beat a quick retreat out the door.

"You too, Mr. Rakir!" she said from the doorway.

"In a few minutes, I'm not done with today's visit, and I don't want my sister to think she's here alone and forgotten." I replied.

"You'll leave now or else!" she threatened.

I looked at the monitor, the heart rate was up a little. I looked back at the doctor, who had followed my motion.

"I'll be back tomorrow dear," I whispered in her ear, "somebody just needs a little persuading."

 I got up and kissed her forehead, then headed for the door. After it was closed the Doctor started to lecture me about bothering seriously ill patients, and obeying Doctor's orders, and all that crap. I grabbed a roller bandage off a nearby cart and stuck it in her mouth.

"Shut up, I've had this lecture before, and now that I'm an adult I'm not listening to it again."

"How dare you ..." she began, pulling it out.

"I dare because I am her brother and have the right too," I started, staring her down. Which was not an easy feat as I was dead tired. "It would appear that the only things keeping my sister alive are a lot of work and a lot of will. I thank you for the work, but she's the one providing the will, and that needs support. Have you ever spent a month in the hospital, all alone with no one to talk too? All alone, sure you were going to die?"

"And you have I suppose?" she asked, still a little hostile, but her wind was running down. I had her.

"Yes, I have. And she knows it too. They had told everybody that I wasn't coming back, and wouldn't allow anybody to visit me either." I turned to look at Herza for a second. She was flabbergasted, "That's why I have a tendency to go ballistic some times, at least that's what the psych guy told me," she just nodded.

"So I'm going to continue to visit her, and I want to be called when she regains consciousness. Please?" I wheedled a little bit on the last. After all I didn't want her mad at me. At least not any madder than she already was.

"Ah hell," she sighed. "You do have the right to, and your other sister warned me you wouldn't take no for an answer. But if you go and get her upset, or start messing with her treatment, I'll put you in the next bed! You understand?" Her voice raised on the last threat.

"I can live with that I think." As a child I learned that Doctor's have to be put in their place, they often tend to think of themselves as minor Deities. But you had to humor them too, just in case.

"Good, come up to my office." We both followed her there and sat down once inside. I was grateful for the rest.

"What happened to her, and who did it?" I asked. That was the next question I wanted answered.

"She had her legs crushed, very slowly, and was then systematically cut up. The only reason she's alive was that at first they wanted everybody to see what happens to anyone who disobeyed them. She wouldn't sleep with the Colonel, and fought him when he tried to take her anyway, so he did this."

"I definitely killed him too quickly," was all I could think of to say.

"You said at first," put in Herza, picking up on what I had missed, "what does that mean?"

"Well, they were just going to let her die then. But a few of the nurses and Doctors that were still allowed to work stuck her in a back closet, and did their damnedest to try and keep her alive. We actually managed to save a few that way thanks to the help of a few of the human nurses, who got real upset when they saw the things their bosses were capable of."

"You mean that some of the people here actually defied their leader?" asked Herza.

"Only a few, most either went merrily along, or just ignored anything they didn't like," she shook here head. "It's just truly amazing the things that some humans can ignore, forget, or just plain pretend never happened."

"And they call us animals!" Was all Herza could say.

"What's her prognosis now?" I asked, getting back to my sister.

"Pretty good I think, she's survived so far and now that we can give her proper care, I expect her to make a total recovery. But she'll need some time in physical therapy to recover her strength. As for the mental damage, I don't know. She went through quite a bit."

"When do you expect her to regain consciousness?"

"Probably in a day or two. All the physical trauma to her head has been repaired now, so it shouldn't be long."

"I'll be back again later," I said, "around dinner. Please let the staff know I'll be around a lot from now on."

"And if I don't?" She asked cocking her head.

"You'll have to explain to Dr. Feurst why all his handiwork on me got messed up." I smiled and got up to leave. "Thank you for saving my sister Doctor, I appreciate it."

I shook her hand, and left with Herza. Once we got outside of the Hospital, I leaned on Herza.

"Tired?" she asked looking at me.

"A little, I want to go examine my brother's personal effects. Who knows where they would be?" I asked looking around.

"Security is the best guess. I'm supposed to be on duty now, so is it all right if I leave you there?"

"Yeah, that's fine. I don't want to get you in any more trouble."

She led me around the building, and over to a smaller one that had its front door blown off.

"They still haven't fixed the door yet, but this is the place. I'll see you at dinner okay?" Herza asked.

"I'll be fine, see you at dinner."

I waved goodbye, and walked inside. I found the front desk, and leaned against it, until somebody finally noticed me.

"You okay? Need any help?"

"I'm okay, still recovering. But I do need some help, I want to claim whatever personal belongings of my brother's that may still exist," I told him.

He looked at my name tag, "Same last name? Rakir?"

"That's correct, first name Nepal. I also want to check on my sister's belongings. She's in the hospital, first name Kali."

"I'll get one of the local security people to help you. I don't know what they're doing about that. Have a seat; you look like you could use it."

"Thanks," I said sitting down.

He headed into the back, and came out with a middle aged female badger in uniform. Her insignia showed her to be a member of the complex's forces.

"Hi there Mr. Rakir, my name is Lyotta. I'm in charge of taking care of the dead and their belongings."

I rose and shook her hand then sat back down.

"Do you have anything on either of them?" I asked, "I doubt they had much to start with, but I felt I should check."

"Well, your brother's gear was confiscated by the enemy, so who knows what happened to it. The same for his personal effects mostly. After the invasion, they moved into our quarters and pretty much trashed our personal belongings. 

"I knew Nepal though, and I honestly don't think he really had that much. Just some photos and correspondence as I recall."

"How did he die anyway? Was it an execution?" I asked quietly.

"Yes it was. They killed most of the male security forces as soon as everybody had surrendered. I guess they were worried about any possible escapes, or riots. The only reason I think they didn't kill the women and the technicians was so we could work in the mines. How's your sister doing anyway?"

"She looks bad, but the doctor says she'll make it," I looked at her. "Anything of hers survive either?"

"I doubt it," she said shaking her head. "But there's still a lot of cleaning up to do. Anything could turn up from either of them, so come back in a couple of weeks and see."

"Thanks. You people seem to be bouncing back pretty quickly." I told her.

"Better to work than to think about who we lost. Everybody here lost somebody, be glad your sister's okay."

"I am, believe me, I am." I got up to leave then. "Thanks again!" and walked outside.

I wandered around for a while, learning the layout of the place. I really had no idea when I was supposed to go back on duty or what I was to do. I decided to tackle that later, but for now I just walked around looking at the damage from the battles that had taken place here.

I finally sat down in the same courtyard that had been the scene of the failed negotiations. I guess from my point of view they had succeeded pretty damn well. Somebody had righted the table and chairs. The table itself was pitted and scarred from the rounds it had stopped, and some holes from those it hadn't. I guess that hand grenade hadn't been nice to it either. 

I drew my knife, and for the lack of anything to do, I carved my name in big letters across the table. I was about half way through, when somebody in a police uniform showed up. 

"What may I ask, do you think you're doing?" she asked me.

I looked up at her. "Signing my work?" and I went back to working on the 'J'. The concrete was pretty hard and it was really dulling the blade.

"Oh, really? Do you always sign your work?" She asked sarcastically.

"Why not?" I laughed gesturing at the blood stains still on the chairs and ground, "I put a lot of blood and sweat into it already." I tilted the table over a bit, "That's my own personal stock." I sighed pointing to the stains on the bottom.

"Kind of morbid, aren't you?" she sat down in one of the other chairs.

"I don't know," I said finishing my work. "I've gone through a lot these last days. First I was shot down, then shot up, patched together physically, pulled apart mentally." I looked it over with a critical eye, "And just this morning, I find out I lost a brother to these butchers and almost a sister too. I really don't know how I feel."

"Survivor’s Guilt. There's a lot of that going around right now." she admitted sadly, "I lost a couple of good friends myself. At least it's over now."

"I don't think it's over yet, not by a long shot. I want to find these shits and kill every last one." I looked around the courtyard. "What did they do with the bodies anyway?"

"Which ones?" she looked surprised at the sudden change.

"The Colonel and his staff," I laughed, "I mean I left them right here and now they're gone!"

"You really are sick, you know that? I gather they went into a mass grave. They were pretty messy actually.

I stopped and thought a second; I was acting a little strange. "Excuse me; I think I really have been acting like a fool."

"That's okay," She gave me a sidelong look; "after the bodies were buried I wanted to dance on their graves. Some actually did."

"I thought us animen were supposed to be above that kind of thing." I smiled thinking about the sight of that.

"We're really not all that different from them you know, and that's what bother's most of them."

"But we are different!" I asserted.

"We look different," she corrected, "I mean what is really different about you? You've got retractable claws, a fur coat, a tail, and a leopard's head. That's all just cosmetic's really."

"But I'm faster, stronger and tougher than they are!" I argued.

"Maybe a little bit, but those are more likely due to training than the Gene splicer’s work. No we're much more alike than some people can stand, make that some 'humans' can stand. But look at history some time; you'll see that persecution and prejudice are old human tricks."

"Then why in the world did they create us?" I asked hotly.

"Somebody has to do the dirty work, and the ignorant masses became enlightened. Nobody who's really smart wants this work, too many don't come back, but we're trained to like it from birth."

"So why do you keep doing it if you're so enlightened?" I asked suspiciously.

"I wasn't asked, and I suspect you weren't either. I'm actually a geologist by training and I'm filling in here until things get back to normal. But to be totally honest, I do like the work. Maybe that's another thing that bothers these people, we may be the ones taking the chances, but we're the ones getting the experience."

I stopped and considered what she had said. Yes the corporations created us because many people wouldn’t give up their sedate and safe lives back on earth, where they could live long healthy lives. Even those who would come into space and colonize the many far flung planets didn’t want to take any more chances than they necessarily had to. So they had to create a work force, and they created us. They were getting to the point where the human race couldn’t continue to expand without us and in some places couldn’t even just live in the status quo. So there were those that resented us, hated us, and wanted us gone. But they never thought about what would happen if we weren’t there, they never thought about that.

"Well, it's something to think about anyway." I got up, and so did she, "I better get going, I'll see you around."

She nodded and we headed our separate ways.
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I went and had something to eat then, and after a short nap I eventually ended up at the gym, where I exercised carefully until it was time to go see Kali again. I was happy with my progress, I remembered the doctor's advice and didn't push it, still I was rapidly recovering my stamina.

The walk back to the Hospital was uneventful and I didn't even have to stop and catch my breath on the way. I entered unharassed and made my way down to my sister's room. I sat down by her head, found a comb and started to groom her head. Most of the rest of her body was covered by bandages so it was about the only thing I could comb. I talked quietly as I worked and found myself beginning to unwind; I hadn't realized just how upset I was until then. 

After spending an hour, I told her I would be back in the morning and gave her a little kiss goodbye. I could have sworn I felt her hand move when I squeezed it as I got up to leave, but I wasn't sure. I was quite surprised to run into the Doctor as I was going down the corridor on my way out.

"Ah Mr. Rakir, have a good visit?"

"As good as can be expected I guess. Do you really think she'll come out soon?" I asked.

"Her brain scans seem to indicate it, and my experience is the same."

"Would you know what room a Leopard named Mist is in? She has both legs in traction."

"Let me check," she looked at her computer slate. "Ah, here she is room 312."

"I'm not going to get into trouble this time am I?" I asked smiling.

"No she's in an open ward, but you should hurry, visiting hours are almost over." She smiled back.

It didn't take me long to find her room, I walked in and found her lying in bed with both legs in traction. She looked up as I walked in.

"Hey Raj, nice to see you. Pull up a chair."

"So what happened to you anyway?" I asked sitting down.

"Took some autofire in the legs, that's all. I heard about you while I was on the way to the hospital and to be honest," she looked me over then, "You have looked better."

"I just got out yesterday and I'm still recovering. When are you due to get out?"

"They finished rebuilding the bones yesterday, but with the slightly higher gravity here, the Doc wants to keep me in an extra day. He's afraid of stress cracks I guess, so I'll be in 'til tomorrow afternoon."

I looked at her legs; they were up in the air in a truly classic position. If it weren’t for the hardware from the healing machines, it would be worth a lewd remark or two.

"So has everybody else been in to visit?" I asked.

"Everybody who's on planet, you just missed Balizar. He looks busier than I've ever seen him. I'm really surprised he's still on planet." She looked really puzzled.

"Why's that?" I asked her.

"Well, usually these things are handled by the locals afterwards."

"Well, we are going to be here a while, and I know the Captain wishes to make a point by having an animan handle the trials."

"Oh I know that, but why him? Aren't there any locals of rank around?"

"I'm beginning to suspect not." I said worriedly, "I'm also wondering if more of these folks are going to show up here."

"Let's change the subject, I really don't feel like worrying right now!" she replied emphatically. "So how are you feeling?"

"Better actually, but you should see what the Doc did to my coat, I've got bald patches everywhere." I motioned with my right arm, which was still in a sling, "This was the only rifle shot that hit me clean, but it was pretty far away, so my armor took a lot off of it."

"How did you get the other wounds then? I heard you had about ten other bullet holes in you." she gave me a quizzical look.

"They were all shooting at the Captain and basically I was in the way, so all those pistol rounds pretty much tore up my armor and some did get through. The kidney shot must have been one of the ones that hit me when I passed out though. Probably went through the table, I saw it earlier today and I was surprised it was still in one piece."

"Well just because they let you out of the hospital, don't go thinking you're healed." She lowered her voice, "If you were human, they'd keep you in a week and then send you to physical therapy for another probably. Now with all the wounded they undoubtedly have to make space too, so they probably pushed you out twice as fast. But I know from experience that if you push it too much you'll get real sick. 

"These machines are real wonders," she gestured at the healing machines in the room, both hers and the ones attached to other patients. "But a body takes time to recover also, and they can't speed that up."

"I have been feeling kind of funny inside," I admitted, "But I thought that was due to all the problems I've been having."

"I heard about your family, and I'm sorry. But you've had some major surgery, so take it easy. When I get out I'll keep you company so you won't get bored."

We made some more small talk then and I was chased out by the nursing staff as dinnertime had arrived and visiting hours were over. I walked back to the cafeteria and ran into Katrine there. We ate dinner together and talked about things other than the recent combat and cleanup.

By the time we had finished dinner I was really exhausted, she helped me back to her room, put me to bed, and then left to finish up her second shift.

"I thought I was supposed to be sharing with Herza?" I grinned at her sleepily as she helped me undress.

"You need a little more sleep than that one will give you." Katrine retorted.

"Oh she's not that bad!" I mumbled.

"I also wouldn't mind a warm body to sleep with myself," she admitted quietly, "and seeing how yours almost became a cold one, I'd like it to be you. Now go to sleep and I'll be back later."

"They really got you working, huh?" I yawned and closed my eyes.

"Everybody's got a lot to do right now. I'll be back at eleven, bye." she turned out the lights and closed the door.

I fell asleep pretty quickly and slept pretty soundly. I did become vaguely aware of her climbing in bed sometime later on that night. But it wasn't until morning that I woke up.

"Good morning!" Katrine smiled at me, her face looking up into mine as she lay against my chest.

"Good morning yourself! How late did you work last night anyway?" I asked curious.

"Oh, about eleven like I said. You were so far out of it, I didn't want to wake you. But now that you are ..."

We made love then, rather gently in consideration of my condition, but still in earnest. Later after we had satisfied each other I looked at her while she scratched my ears.

"Satisfied that I'm still a warm body now?" I said smiling.

"Very warm indeed, yes." she looked at the wall clock, "Feel like breakfast? I have to go to work soon."

"I could definitely do with some food, " I replied as my stomach growled.

"Sounds like it to me!" she laughed. "Let's hit the showers and go."

We untangled ourselves, and made for the shower.

"Why is everybody working so hard right now anyway?" I asked her as we started to wash, "Aren't there any reinforcements coming?"

"Not leaving anything up to chance, is the official reason." she replied, "But unofficially, I suspect it's to help everybody get their minds off of what happened." she added a little more quietly. "War crimes are never pretty, and the Captain doesn't want an anti-human backlash to start up I guess."

"I don't see that happening, weren't a lot of the humans that work here killed too?"

"Yes, and not just ones working for the company either. There were a few company retired types living in the forest around here, people who liked the area. Some of those got killed too."

"You mean the company allows people to settle on its land here?" I asked incredulously.

"Sure why not? The company has already staked any land with worthwhile mineral rights, so if people want to settle down they don't mind. This is actually a pretty nice planet, from what I've seen so far, and these people had small farms going already."

"So they got messed with too huh?"

"The only thing that surprises anybody is that they didn't try to take over any of the operations run by the other companies here. Balizar says that the other operations formed a defensive alliance as soon as they heard what was going on here."

By now we had finished in the shower and were heading for breakfast.

"So that's probably why their troops left," I replied, "they didn't have the strength to grab anymore, so move on to the next target."

"Probably, but the fact that they took everything they could grab with them makes Balizar also wonder if they weren't afraid that the other corporations might have been thinking of attacking."

"Then why'd they leave anybody here at all?"

"That's what I say. They did leave enough to pretty much hold off that possibility. Fortunately we showed up with a lot more."

"Obviously they weren't expecting that!" I laughed.

"Not so quickly at least," she agreed, "We were lucky. But if they were thinking of reinforcing, we had better be ready for their arrival."

"I guess you're right about that."

We sat down and ate breakfast then and I thought about what she had told me. If they were going to send more occupation troops, then a lot of work was going to have to be done fast, or else. Anybody showing up now would be able to figure out immediately who was in charge. If we wanted to stay in charge, the defenses would have to be repaired quickly.

Of course if the other local operations were worried about what went on here, they'd probably all be willing to form some kind of common defense, even if they were owned by different corporations. I thought this last was pretty possible considering that the vast majority of company workers were all animen and they wouldn't want to face possible surrender to a group of genocidal maniacs. 

After all, it's one thing to surrender to another company, they'll take care of you. Hell, they may even end up hiring you and buying out your contract in the corporate maneuvering. But people who are going to kill you regardless? Fights to the death without surrender? I could see morale being a real problem here.

I left Katrine then to go visit my sister at the hospital, I was quite surprised to find her sitting up and conscious.

"Kali!" I gasped, moving to her side, "You're awake!"

"Hi Raj," she said quietly, a slight smile on her lips. "I came out of it this morning. I really look a mess don't I?"

"Don't worry about that, you'll look fine in a few months. Just relax and get better, everything's going to be fine now."

"I hear Lisa's here too."

"Yeah she is, I'm sure she'll stop by too. How are you feeling anyway?" I asked cautiously.

"Lousy, even with the pain inhibitors I can still feel a lot of pain in my legs. The doctor said that would disappear in a few days, but as I don't have any legs at the moment there really wasn't a lot they could do about it." She glanced wistfully at where the sheet went flat on the bed.

"Don't worry about it," I said reading her thoughts, "You’ll have them back in a few months."

"But what will they look like? How will they feel?" she said nervously.

"They'll be fine, don't worry. No one will even know unless you tell them."

"You sound just like the doctor!" She gently chided me.

"Well you just lay back and relax and let me do all the worrying for now!" I smiled at her, and she settled back down.

We talked for a while then; or rather I talked mostly as she was pretty weak. I told her most of what happened, leaving out my part; I didn't want her to get to upset. I found out that she knew about Nepal. That had happened before she was injured. After about a half an hour, she started to go to sleep, so I said goodbye and left.

I went and found out what time Mist was going to be released, and then just spent the day doing light exercises until then. I met Mist at the hospital when she was discharged later and we both went and saw Kali again. That pretty much set the pace for the rest of the week, with me and Mist mostly spending our days together recuperating, though I did get to see Fran once during this time.

It was pretty dull though, there wasn't much to do and we were restricted to the main complex vicinity by a lack of transportation. Everybody was pretty busy, except for those who were recovering like us. Mist and I did keep ourselves occupied however, hiking into the nearby forest, having picnics, and making good use of some of the secluded areas we found.

After my follow up examination, I was cleared for normal duty but not for any assault flying. The doctor didn't want me to be subjected to any large G forces for at least another week. I was immediately assigned to help rebuild the local defenses, and spent the next two weeks installing weapons and sensor grids.

The feared enemy reinforcements never showed up, or if they did they left before they were close enough to be detected. Our reinforcements showed up just as I was put to work on the defenses. They dumped some troops and several tons of equipment; we had already stripped the Astra of a lot of her equipment to replace what was either destroyed or missing. Twelve days later another ship showed up with some heavy armament for our ground emplacements.

By the end of the third week I was cleared for full duty, and felt pretty good, even the bald spots where I had been shaved in the hospital were almost gone. Kali was doing well, and had undergone two operations to repair some of the damage done to her. I was still seeing her twice a day and Lisa was doing the same. 

I finally got to make a trip up to the ship at the end of the third week, I had been summoned to see the Captain. I was pretty nervous but I didn't think I was in any trouble, so I walked to his Day room and knocked on the door.

"Enter Warrant Rakir." He called from inside, so I walked in and closed the door behind me.

"Warrant Third Class Rakir reporting as ordered, Sir!" I saluted briskly and stood at attention.

"At ease Mister Rakir, have a seat." He gestured to the chair across from his desk. I sat down, but didn't relax too much, after all he was the Captain and I'm just a Warrant Third.

"I want to thank you for doing an outstanding job in protecting me," he continued, "Especially in light of what you went through earlier that day."

"Thank you sir, I am sorry about the loss of the shuttle sir, but as for the rest, I was just doing my duty and the company did do an outstanding job of designing me. Sir." I was really worried about the shuttle, if it was judged my fault I'd have to pay for it and the lost cargo too.

"Don't worry about the shuttle son," the Captain said reading my mind. "Those defenses were supposed to be pacified by that time, so it wasn't your fault. As it was, you managed to save most of the cargo and I'm going to recommend you for a bonus."

"Thank you sir!" That was more than I could have hoped for, and I know my surprise showed.

"Don't act so surprised, you went above and beyond normal duty on that, and the company likes to see such action rewarded. Especially when the equipment saved is valuable."

"Yes sir." I didn't think he needed to know that I really didn't have any choice about bailing out.

"Anyway as I was saying, the Colonel's attempt to assassinate me was totally unexpected. I honestly thought he was going to surrender and save his own skin, or at least that of his troops. Looking back at what has been uncovered now, I can see that we were dealing with fanatics. If I had known that I would have realized that surrender was out of the question for them.

"I want to thank you Mister Rakir, both personally and as the company representative, for your actions. You most probably saved my life."

"Sir," I said a little nervously, "I was just doing what I was trained to sir."

"I saw how quick you responded there Mister, and I saw you getting shot by those bullets meant for me. You didn't have to do that, your quick reactions and quick thinking got me out of there before the enemy's forces could grab me."

"I think the other two who were there deserve a lot of the credit for getting you out sir." I said honestly, "I really wasn't capable of much more at that point sir."

"Don't worry; they've been rewarded for their part, which I admit was also outstanding. But your actions were the most important and they were both very quick to point that out. I would like to know one thing however." He looked at me closely.

"What sir?" I was very nervous now; I think I knew what was coming.

"How did you manage to draw your pistol so quickly? The Colonel's was barely out when you shot him."

"Well sir," I answered carefully and nervously too, if the truth came out I'd be in definite trouble. "I could see he was getting more and more edgy as you were talking, so I put my hand on the hilt of my gun. Then, when he jumped, I just pulled and fired before I stood up. It was his taking time to jump up that gave me the chance, sir."

"How did you know he was going to pull his gun?" he asked suspiciously.

"I saw his shoulder moving down on that side sir as he started to jump up," I lied, "I figured it could only mean one thing." I waited a second while he thought about that.

"Yes, I guess that would have been the obvious thing. Next time I'll watch out for that. Though I hope there never is a next time."

I nodded and breathed an inner sigh of relief as he bought it, and continued on.

"Now as to your reward," he reached over and picked up a small box on his desk and handed it to me. "You are hereby promoted to Warrant Second Class, with the appropriate raise in pay. I am also going to recommend you for the company's outstanding performance award, one for each of your actions of the day." He stood up and I quickly did the same.

"Congratulations Warrant Second Class!" He finished and saluted. 

I returned the salute and then shook his offered hand.

"Thank you very much sir!" I was a bit dazed by the whole thing.

"You earned it Mister Rakir," he sat back down behind his desk. "Dismissed!"

I saluted again, and left the room. I opened the box and looked inside. There was a new set of rank insignia, and I changed mine right there in the hallway.

I went and found Terease next. She was still on board working on the ship's drive repairs. I ran into Shooma as soon as I crossed into engineering territory.

"Hi Raj," he noticed my rank tabs, "hey, congratulations on the promotion."

"Thanks, you seen Terease around?"

"Sure, have a seat I'll go get her." He indicated a seat over in the engineering office.

I went over and sat down, I could see a lot of blueprints and drawings were scattered all over the tables in the office. They were obviously still pretty busy, but I really couldn't make heads or tails of the whole affair.

"Raj!" I heard a minute later and turned to see Terease entering the room. "I heard you were going to be around today!"

I gave her a hug and she looked me over. 

"You look okay, I heard about your getting hurt."

"That was a few weeks ago, I've pretty much recovered since then. How's everything going up here?" I asked.

"Pretty busy as far as work goes. The drive is finished, but we're still testing our repairs." she gave me another hug. "It's also real lonely up here too. I've only seen Banner once in the last month, and the only company I've had are Sharazad and Kate."

"Yeah, I guess it is pretty lonely with most everybody on the planet."

"They won't let me go down until the drive is finished either!" she pouted. "Both Kate and Sharazad get to go down once a week."

"I'll chase after Banner when I get back down I promise." I couldn't wait anymore, "Notice anything different on my uniform?"

"Umm let me see," she looked me all over, "I don't think so." she teased.

 "My rank!" I said exasperated, "I've been promoted!"

"Oh, That!" she grinned, "Yes I noticed, congratulations Raj!" and she gave me a kiss. "How long are you up for anyway?"

"Until tomorrow, I have to do a couple of practice sims so I can be cleared to fly again." I looked at my watch. "I'm supposed to do that after lunch. Want to join me?"

"Sure, I need a break. Just a sec." She went over to the intercom, picked it up and called somebody. After talking about some engineering thing for a minute she told them she was taking lunch, and we left.

We sat and talked about what had been going on, while eating our lunch. Terease told me just how much had been removed and taken down to the surface. She also told me that we'd be ready to leave in a couple of days.

"Any idea when we're actually going?" I asked.

"Not really, but I'd guess it'll be soon. There's a Tri-star ship just a few days away, they broke out yesterday. They're supposed to have the remaining support personnel on board. I think we'll be leaving a few days after they make orbit."

We finished our lunches then and went our separate ways. As I headed down to the Shuttle area, I couldn't help but notice how empty the ship seemed. About eighty percent of the crew was still planet side working on getting the complex back in order. The defenses had been completed about a week ago, now everybody was trying to get the rest of the place fixed up before we left. They had restarted the mines only a couple of days ago, but with the extra security people that were going to be stationed around there was talk about increasing production to help cover the extra costs.

The sims went off with out a hitch. Mostly it was just a rehash of the crash I had been through during the attack, but they did go over some of the basics just to make sure I hadn't gotten rusty during my recovery. When I got back to my cabin, I checked my messages and found that I was expected at Sharazad's cabin that evening. Kate and Terease would be there as well. 

It was a fun evening, even if there were only the four of us. We talked about nothing in particular, but I could tell they were all pretty lonely. But it looked like it'd all be over soon anyway. It felt kind of good to be sleeping in my own cabin again that night, Terease joined me and we both slept very soundly. 

The next morning I had an early breakfast, and then headed back down to the surface. This time I was the pilot, and it felt good to be flying again. I hadn't been able to do any flying since I had crashed with all the work that had to be done. There hadn't been much flying going on in the last two weeks anyway, just a flight up to the Astra every other day.

The Astra was declared ready for jump four days later, and Terease was able to come down and see both Banner and the planet. Mostly she just saw Banner. We were all notified that we were shipping out three days later. 

I was pretty busy helping to shuttle up all the ship’s crew and our prisoners for the next couple of days. We were leaving five of the surviving assault shuttles behind, as well as the remaining cargo shuttle. They had only one cargo shuttle of their own left after the battle. 

I had several goodbyes to say myself, first of all to my sister Kali who was still recovering, then my sister Lisa, as B Company was going to be providing security for a while. And finally to Fran, the shuttle pilot from B Company, whom I was still seeing occasionally.

I walked into the hospital and headed down to the intensive care unit, were Kali had been since I had first found her.

"Hi Raj," she said from the bed, "I guess this is goodbye again huh?"

I looked at her, she was doing much better now than when I had first seen her. The Doctor had even told me that they would be able to move her into a regular ward in a couple of days. 

"Yes Kali, I guess its goodbye again." I smiled wistfully, I really wanted to be able to stay until my sister was whole again. "The next time we meet you'll have your legs back and be as beautiful as ever."

"I'm really going to miss you Raj, especially now that I'm going to be moved into a regular ward and allowed outside once in a while." she said sadly.

"That's alright, Lisa'll be here and at least I got to be here during the worst of it."

"You always seem to show up for the 'worst of it'," she smiled.

"Hey, that's my job. Now I just want you to behave and get better. When I do get to come by here again I want to see you healthy, okay?"

"Okay!"

I gave her a hug then and we said goodbye one last time and I left. I ran into her Doctor on the way out.

"Doctor Crenshaw," I said, "may I have a word with you before I leave please?"

"Sure Mr. Rakir, there isn't anything wrong now is there?" she looked at me suspiciously, I know she was still mad about my behavior during the first time we had met.

"No, no problems at all. I just wanted to let you know I was leaving and wanted to ask a small favor." I said politely.

"Ask a favor?" she cocked her head to the side a little, "Not make a demand?"

"Yes, a favor. One I hope you'll have no problems with either."

"Well it depends, just what do you want me to do?" she asked suspiciously.

"Just make sure my sister Lisa keeps visiting, and if she should stop, tell her you'll tell me about it."

"Do you really think she will stop visiting?" asked Doctor Crenshaw sarcastically.

"No, not anymore, but I bet you she'll ask if I talked to you about it!" I laughed, "She doesn't think I trust her."

"Do you?" she gave me a penetrating glance.

"I think so; she's changed a lot since leaving the crèche. Anyway thanks again for saving my sister, goodbye Doc."

"Goodbye Mr. Rakir, and you're welcome."

I was kind of surprised I didn't hear an added 'and good riddance', but we only really butted heads that one time.

My next stop was to say goodbye to Lisa. We had gotten along fairly well and had only fought once. Unfortunately it was yesterday, and I had thrashed her pretty good too. I guess we all have a tendency to fall back into old habits at times. I walked into her barracks, and was surprised when a male leopard about my age stopped me.

"Excuse me but you're not welcome here." He said eyeing me up and down.

"Oh?" I smiled down at him, I must have had four inches and maybe fifty pounds on him. "And why might that be? Is my sister putting you up to this, or are you just trying to win points on your own?"

He bristled a little at that.

"She's still in bed, recovering from what you did to her yesterday." He stepped in front of me as I tried to walk past him. "I think it would be better if you left."

"I think it would be healthier if you minded your own damn business." I snarled as my temper kicked in, I didn’t like people who messed in family affairs and I was quickly getting mad at this guy now. "She's probably still in bed because she's off today, not that any of this is your business."

I moved to push past him, and he grabbed my arm. That was it! I spun around and gave him a back kick to the stomach without even thinking about it. He 'woofed' out his breath then, and tried to jump back for fighting space, but I had reversed his grip and was now holding his arm myself.

Yanking him off balance, I punched him in the face a few times, then spun him around while he was still dizzy and banged his head against the wall a few more times for good measure. He was still struggling, trying to get a grip on me, but he wasn't nearly as strong as I was.

I grabbed the belt on the back of his shorts with one hand and the scruff of his neck with the other. With a big heave, I picked him bodily off the ground and held him over my head. I'm glad that the ceilings were high in here. I then marched off to my sister's room, where I used his head to knock on the door.

"Yes?" I heard a familiar male voice from inside.

"Jemaal, could you please tell my sister that I would like to say goodbye?" I said keeping the still struggling interloper balanced above my head.

"Sure just a sec." A moment later the door opened, "Come on ... what the hell?!" Jemaal looked at the guy I was holding in the air, and I could see Lisa sitting on the bed start to laugh.

"Put him down Raj," she said laughing hysterically. "Gently, don't just drop him either!" she added as I started to toss him.

"Just tell him to behave and leave me alone!" I said as I put him down.

"Claude what happened here?" she asked him, Jemaal was just standing there sniggering.

"I told him I didn't think he should be here, that's all." he glared at me, "The next thing I know, he's beating my head against the wall." He started gingerly touching his head to emphasize his point.

Lisa and Jemaal both looked at me questioningly.

"Hey, I gave him fair warning." I said holding up my hands. "He shouldn't have grabbed my arm that's all. Now why don't you run along while you still can?" I said the last to him.

"I'm ready for you now," he said growling, "You won't beat me so quickly this time."

"Claude out!" said Lisa standing up, "He could probably beat us all if he wanted to, and you were an idiot to grab him and not expect a fight."

Claude left grumbling, giving me a dirty look on the way out. I just smiled back.

"Should I leave too?" asked Jemaal.

"No, you can stay." I said, then turning to Lisa, "I wasn't going to leave without saying goodbye, especially after our umm, disagreement yesterday."

"I knew you wouldn't," she replied smiling, "and I'm sorry I baited you yesterday. And I didn't have anything to do with that idiot in the hall just now."

"I'm sorry too," I said humbly, "and I didn't think you had anything to do with that either. There would have been more of them then."

We all laughed a little at that.

"You have recovered alright, brother mine. I'm still sore from yesterday. Have you said goodbye to Kali yet?" she asked changing the subject.

"Yes, I just left there." I looked up at her again, "She's still got a lot of hard time ahead of her you know, and I'm not going to be here to help. So it's all going to be up to you."

"Don't worry Raj," she looked right back at me, "I'll take care of her."

"Lisa, I always worry," I admitted. "I just wanted to make sure you were aware of your responsibility, and I want you to know that if it was you in that bed, I'd be bugging Kali about this too."

"I know that, I'm still a Rakir you know. So don't worry about it anymore, she's my sister too!"

"Thanks, it really is a load off my mind knowing you're going to be here." I admitted.

"Really? Why's that?" she looked surprised.

"You won't let the Doctor talk you into anything stupid," I grinned, "You're just as stubborn as I am!"

She smiled at that and stood up so I could give her a hug.

"Goodbye Sis, take care and good luck. Till we meet again I guess."

"Goodbye Raj," she hugged me back, "Good luck yourself."

"Take care of yourself too Jemaal," I said shaking his hand on my way out the door. "You two can go back to what you were doing now!" I gave him a wink as I left.

That taken care of I went in search of Fran. She wasn't in her room, which was a relief I guess. I didn't want to find her involved with someone else. I finally found her in the mess area.

"Raj, I didn't expect to see you for a couple of hours yet." she said looking up from her seat.

"I've nothing to do until my shuttle lifts at six." I said sitting down next to her.

"That's a good eight hours away yet," she replied looking at her watch, "what time do you have to report?"

"Five thirty, which gives me about seven hours to kill." I looked down at her with a smile, "Any ideas?"

"Oh, I can think of a few." she said smiling back.

We got up and headed back to her room, where we spent the rest of my time saying a very long and enjoyable goodbye. I ended up reporting ten minutes late. I wasn't the only one who was late either, but we still got off on time.
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The trip out was pretty uneventful, we had stored the prisoners in the aft shuttle hold which was empty now anyway. It also made them behave, because we could blow the hatch in an instant if they should start acting up. They didn't though, and arrived alive with the rest of us.

For me the trip back was a lot of practicing, exercise, and all of the normal duties that I hadn't really been doing since landing. It felt nice to be back in the old routine of things, and back living onboard the ship, it was my home now. We spent seven weeks in drive on this trip, mostly because the drive was not functioning at full capacity. By the last week we were almost down to short rations when we broke out having been unable to restock any foodstuffs at Arboral. 

We were at a system called Tau Delta thirty-eight, or something like that. It had no inhabitable planets to speak of, just a couple of gas giants and some uninhabitable rocks. But it did have a very large asteroid belt, which was very rich in minerals. The company had one of its most profitable operations here, and the location was a closely guarded secret.

It took us only a couple of days to dock inside one of the larger asteroids. They had a pretty extensive repair yard, and our ship was in need of some more drive repairs and needed to have a lot of missing equipment replaced. 

I kind of felt sorry for our prisoners though. They were all staying here until they worked off their debt to the company and some of the mines here were pretty dangerous. Balizar confided in me that the worst offenders probably wouldn't survive.

As for the ones who had tried to minimize their bosses' excesses, and there weren't many, they would be given a chance to earn their way back home in safer jobs. One of them had been responsible for saving my sister's life and I had a long talk with the Badger he would be working for, who agreed to watch out for her.

The entire ship's crew was then transferred to one of the main asteroids to await the ship's repair. I had never been on, or I should say in, an asteroid before. This one was known as Tiber base and was the control center for this section of the Belt.

It was a good fifty miles across and had a lot of natural caverns inside. Unlike most company installations however, the human population was roughly equal to that of the animen. The reason for the large human presence turned out to be the large number of company research labs here. Somebody said that the company had about thirty thousand employees in the belt, and after seeing Tiber base, I had to believe it.

We were shown to our quarters, which were the largest I had ever stayed in. I had a complete apartment to myself.

"Why are these places all so big?" I asked the human female who was showing us our billets.

"Two reasons actually, the first is that nobody can go outside so the company Psychs though the extra space would be healthy for everybody."

"What's the second?" I asked.

"The second one is that this was originally a mine anyway," she smiled, "and the more they cleared out during building, the more material they had to process."

"I'm surprised they didn't just take it all." Gabe said looking at the veins of minerals in the wall.

"It's kind of like a bank," she replied. "We know it's here and can get it out whenever times are hard. Until then the company would rather find and mine all of the other deposits out there. Eventually this place won't be a secret anymore, but by then the company hopes to have some kind of installation on all of the major finds like this."

"And have mined out all of the smaller ones," finished Dave. "Smart thinking alright, I wonder how long Tri-Star will be able to keep it a secret though?"

"Who knows?" she replied, "But by the time it's out it probably won't be profitable for anybody else to try and move in."

"Well that is the name of the game, isn't it?" I said.

We moved into our rooms without mishap. We'd be staying here for the two weeks it was estimated that the repairs would take. During that time we would be expected to help in those repairs, so we would be putting in eight hour shifts on the Astra, followed by four hour training sessions.

But the fact still remained that we'd have twelve hours to ourselves each day and only a half shift on Saturday, none on Sunday. Everybody was pretty happy about the whole thing, and morale was really pretty high.

Tiber base was a very interesting place too. The company ran all of the businesses there, so you didn't need to carry cash, you could just sign for everything. They had restaurants, bars, theaters, and shops of several different sorts. The prices weren't too bad either, considering that the company had a total monopoly on everything. 

There was even a thriving black market with some very interesting items for sale; you did need cash for that however. The company ignored the black market, as there probably wasn't much they could have done about it anyhow. I found out about it a little quicker than most as Herza set up some fights for me through it. 

I did pretty well, winning all five of the fights I was set up with. I got to see Herza do some fighting herself too. They had it set up here with a bunch of different classes; my training put me automatically into the second class, my low time on the job kept me from being forced into the first class. I was glad about that when I saw Herza, who was in the first class, take on a tiger in one of her fights.

He was a pretty good size, standing a little taller than me and a good thirty pounds or so heavier. They went at it with a vengeance, I noticed that he started out cautiously, even with his greater size. Herza had a tough time of it, and took a pretty good beating. I was surprised that she was able to win it though; it made me realize that size and strength were not the most important factors in a fight.

Afterwards, I collected our winnings and helped a battered Herza back to our rooms.

"I really was worried about you there," I told her on the way back.

"He was pretty tough, and a lot more experienced than I originally thought," she admitted. "But I still had the advantage in experience and determination."

"I don't think I would have wanted to fight him."

"Oh?" she stopped than and looked me square in the eye, "Raj, determination is the most important part of fighting. Sure experience and strength are important, but it's the will to not give an inch that really counts."

"I can see that, nobody expected you to win that fight, I was even worried there for a while."

"You could beat him." she said looking at me closely, "If you really wanted to that is."

"What me? I don't have half your experience Herza, I have yet to beat either you or Banner in a fight too."

"You could, if you'd just let yourself. You've got a lot of natural talent, you train hard, and you're bigger, stronger, and possibly faster than either of us."

"I still don't think I could, yet." I said honestly.

"But you do think so eventually?" she asked, and we started walking again.

"Well yeah, I kind of think so."

"Well at least that's a start," she replied.

That was on our first Saturday night there. I spent the next morning recovering from my fights, and helping Herza recover from hers. The betting hadn't been as heavy here as on Hobson's, but then it was a lot safer fighting here than there too. We had managed to make about six hundred apiece from all of our fights. Added to the ten percent of my salary that I actually got, (the rest I put automatically towards my buyout, I could have used less but everybody advised against it), and I was beginning to accrue a nice amount of money in the ship's bank.

I spent a good part of the day thinking about the remarks Herza had made the night before. I had been in some pretty good fights in training on the ship. I had also been beaten up pretty well by both Herza and Banner, as well as a few others. Maybe she was correct, maybe my attitude wasn't right. The fights I had lost on the ship were to people who I didn't think I could beat in the first place, and those fights were a lot tamer then what went on in the bars.

"Herza," I asked, "did you really mean what you said last night about my beating that guy?"

"Of course," she replied. She was lying face down on her bunk; I was giving her a massage to ease some of her sore muscles. "You were a better fighter when you showed up here than anybody expected. You've improved even more since then too."

"Do you really think I'm better than you or Banner though?"

"Maybe not better Raj, you do need more experience, but you should be able to beat us at least half the time. You practice and work out more than we do and your determination should be able to make up for your lack of experience.

"I've also noticed you're working harder now than before we went to Arboral. But I think I can guess why that is. You've got better work habits than most leopards, and if you can apply some of that determination to your fighting, I think you'll really be something."

"But I wonder if I'm too young yet sometimes."

"You're approaching your peak physically, experience is good for making up when you lack in that department. Or when your opponent has more than you, and in your case that's not going to happen very often Raj, believe me." She chuckled at that.

 

 

The rest of our time at Tiber base passed pretty quickly, I didn't do any fighting the next weekend and spent it with Katrine one day and Mist the next instead. I wanted to spend a little quality time with each of them, between working on the ship and going to fight bars in my spare time with Herza, which was her idea of a great date I guess, I didn’t get to do more than spend time in bed with them. Yeah, I’m sure for some people that’s a perfect relationship, but not me. 

It was good to spend the time talking and socializing and getting to know them a little better, I knew the people on the flight deck better than I knew the members of my own clan it seemed sometimes. The ship was finished by the Tuesday after that, the drive having been retuned, the removed equipment replaced, and six cargo pods full of processed materials attached to the Astra's frame.

With that much cargo, the Astra wasn't going to be able to make much speed; our next trip was definitely going to be a long, slow one. Ships leaving Tau Delta weren't usually so heavily loaded down, but as we had been pulled off our planned run, the Captain figured this would be a good way to make up on the profits that the company had lost with our being out of normal service. The local management agreed with this, and the Corporation's Headquarters had sent a list of several places where we could go depending on when we were ready to leave. 

Unfortunately for us, it would mean a very long time in jump space unless we were going someplace close. It took us two and a half weeks just to accelerate to a speed where we could enter jump, and once there the Captain passed the bad news. We'd be in jump for eighteen weeks, more than four months.

He did tell us that the profit made from this trip would more than make up for what was lost by the Company's diverting us, and help pay a lot towards the cost of the fighting as well. That may not really sound like much I know, but we all had a vested interest here.

The Company split all of its groups into separate fiscal units, so it could determine if that unit was operating at a profit or a loss. Of course, it didn't just take monetary gains into consideration, there were always other things of value to the corporation too, like information, or security for example. So each ship was split into its own group and a ship that didn't make a profit, didn't get a bonus come the end of its fiscal year. Those bonuses were split amongst the crew as an incentive and while it may not amount to much, every little bit counts.

So we all grumbled a little, but we agreed with the Captain. Tri-Star would reward us for the combat and cut us slack for the time we had to spend at the planet, but the nearly two months we spent getting to a company shipyard and getting repaired would hurt us.

Life on board the Astra settled into its usual routine, with everybody working long hard shifts. We still had a lot of work to do installing the replacement equipment; the Captain figured that as long as we were going on a long run, we might as well do the work ourselves and not lose more time in the repair dock.

That took us almost two months as we had to take care of our normal shipboard duties as well, but at least it kept us busy. By the time we were approaching breakout, everybody was getting pretty antsy. I heard one of the Doc's refer to it as 'Cabin fever', though I really don't know what that meant. I just knew that it had been nearly seven months since anybody had set foot on a planet's surface, and about nine since anybody had any leave.

As for myself, I worked out as hard as I could near the end of the trip. I found myself getting a little short of temper a few times, so I tried to exercise it out hoping if I did lose it, I'd be too tired to really do anything. It was a couple of weeks before breakout when the Captain released the information as to where we were going and unfortunately that was when the troubled started.

"New Johannesburg!" Exclaimed Dave, "Of all the places we could be going, why did they pick that?"

"Because they pay a high price for what we're carrying," replied Rudy. "What's so bad about it anyway?"

"You ever been there before?"

"Of course not, you know this is my first assignment."

"How about the rest of you?" Dave asked the rest of us. There were about eight of us sitting around the flight room, a bunch of scattered no's were his reply, except for Jerry.

"Could be worse, could be New Sahara." Jerry said to Dave.

"I guess you're right on that," he grimaced.

"Would one of you kindly tell us what we're supposed to be upset about?" put in Gabe.

"We have absolutely no rights on New Johannesburg," Dave told us. "And they don't like us very much there either."

"Just how bad can it be?" I asked.

"Bad." he shrugged, "Attacking a human, even in self defense is punishable by long prison terms, fraternizing with human women will get you the same, if you're not lynched first of course. You can't possess any weapons, even knives, and you're not allowed to own anything or go anywhere without a pass."

"They also don't allow us animen ta' stay on their wee planet for more than a single year, and then only if ya’ work for an off planet corporation," added Jerry.

"So you mean that there won't be any locals to fraternize with," Rudy stated glumly.

"No, none at all," said Dave sullenly. "But it gets worse."

"How?" somebody asked.

"Well you see now," said Jerry, "without bein' able to keep a large animen work force at the local company operation, they have ta' hire a lot of local types."

"So even on company grounds you won't be totally safe." finished Dave.

"You mean they'll be all over the place?" I asked them.

"Not everywhere, they don't want much to do with us either," responded Dave. "But expect to run into them anyplace outside of the Barracks or the local Headquarters building. They're not allowed into either of those as Tri-Star doesn't exactly trust them. But they pay well, as only a few corps will even do business with them."

"What was the bit about New Sahara?" asked Klein.

"Oh, on New Sahara they have the same attitude plus slavery is legal, we're considered property there and they have very loose laws about theft."

"Ugh, I hope we don't go there next," Gabe put in.

"Rumor is, human slavery is legal there too, so don't feel too bad." Dave replied smiling.

"How do they get away with that?" I wondered out loud.

"Easy, nobody wants to go there. The place is mostly desert and rock, the people are nomadic and very hard to find."

"You've been there too Dave?"

"No, but I've heard about it and I have no wish to."

Everybody on ship quickly learned about what kind of reception was to be expected upon planet fall. Needless to say everybody was in a pretty sour mood about the whole thing and morale was at its lowest point since I had been assigned to the ship. In response to everybody’s low spirits, clan meetings were being held twice a month now. Also everybody was being kept as busy as possible so that they wouldn't have the time, or energy, to cause problems.

As an officer aboard ship, I found myself having to stop several fights that I came across in the passageways. I didn't really relish being put in such a position, but the order had come down that we were to help keep the peace. Now the difference between officers and regular crew was not that great among the animen and even less when you were a warrant officer like me, if any of them took a poke at me they probably wouldn't get in any serious trouble. This was the reason why I didn't really care for the extra responsibility.

Needless to say that in a couple of the fights I broke up, somebody did take a swing at me. In both cases I managed to keep my temper, but I did bounce one of them off the wall pretty hard. By the time breakout came, I was glad to be stuck in the flight room most of the time. I had several run ins with the wolverine I had 'bounced' and he was definitely getting to be a problem. If he kept it up I was going to have a talk with his clan head.

Breakout was pretty nerve racking, as we were really too heavily loaded to get away from anyone who might attack us. So we were all pretty keyed up down in the shuttle bay when we went through it. The sigh of relief that went through the ship afterwards lasted for several days. But it was going to take us almost two weeks to get into orbit, and everybody was once again keyed up. My nerves were stretched pretty thin as well.

The traditional poker game went on as usual and I played more to keep my mind off things than to win. Everyone else seemed to be in pretty much the same mood, so there really weren't any big loser's, though Jerry did win big as usual. 

I was on my way back to my quarters after my shift on the flight deck one day, when I ran into one of the ship's more disreputable Tigers in the corridor. He was blocking the way and I had a funny feeling that he wasn't going to move either.

"Okay, what's the problem?" I asked looking him up and down. He was a pretty good size; he had three inches on me and probably forty or so pounds.

"You are," he said returning my look.

"I don't recall my having any run ins with you, or any other Tigers for that matter."

"No, but you have been giving one of my friends a hard time, and I thought it might be time somebody taught you a lesson." He started to drop into a fighting stance.

"What in the hell are you talking about?" I asked confused.

"You officer types are all the same, get a little rank and you think you're god!" and with that he rushed me.

I side stepped as good as I could and blocked the punch he threw at me. I really didn't want to fight, but I obviously wasn't going to get a choice in the matter. So I dropped into a fighting stance myself, and we began to look for openings.

"Do you mind saying who?" I asked, and leaped in with a quick kick to the groin. He blocked that, but I got a follow up jab to the head in.

He took it without even noticing and countered with a quick flurry of his own. I suddenly realized this fight wasn't going to be an easy one, and that if I lost it, there was nobody to bail me out.

We continued to feel each other out for the next couple of minutes and as we started to cut each other up with our claws I got a sneaky feeling as to who put him up to it. "That damn Wolverine who's been bugging me put you up to this didn't he?"

He charged in at that remark so I figured I hit the target on that one. We traded blows again and I was really starting to get mad, "Why can't that ass wipe fight his own battles?" I spit out, shuffling in to land a couple of hard blows myself.

"Afraid to fight someone your own size, huh?" he gloated as he landed a good hook to my head.

I back peddled quickly, shaking my head to clear it. He moved in quickly seeing his advantage and trying to press it home. I had to cover up and took quite a few blows to the arms and body and was starting to get hurt now. My control slipped and I totally lost my cool, my anger literally filled me up. I quickly grabbed him in a clench and gave him a head butt, while bringing my knee up hard to his groin. 

He pushed me away, but I came back in swinging, kicking and clawing for all I was worth. I managed to keep him on the defense and backed him up almost to the wall. He came back at me then, but I used my speed to dodge most of his blows, and those that connected never landed solid. I suddenly remembered what Herza said about determination. I knew I was going to win this fight and refused to think about any other possible outcome.

I continued to be able to press my attack after each of his flurries. I had managed to get a few good kicks in on his left knee, and he was starting to favor it. My other attacks were also beginning to show some effects and I could see that I was wearing him down. I waited until I had another good opening, then came in fast and gave his left knee as hard a roundhouse kick as possible. 

He grabbed me just as I was rewarded with a loud snap for my efforts. He managed to land several hard blows and rakes to my chest as he went down, possibly breaking some ribs but I was to far gone around the bend to care about pain or blood anymore. I landed two good elbow shots to his face then and easily broke his grip, dancing out of range.

I looked him over; he was on one knee, with blood starting to flow from his face. The elbows had really hit the mark. I came in again and hit him with a spinning back kick right to the face. He was pretty dazed now and I started to work around behind him, so I could finish him off. 

He roared then and threw himself at me in a frenzy. I was surprised that he was still able to do it but he wasn't agile enough with the broken knee so I was able to stop him with a flurry of jabs to the face while dodging to the side. As he went by I hit him as hard as I could with a spinning backfist to the back of the head. I then jumped on him and pounded his head into the deck a few times for good measure.

By the time I had him in a good arm lock, I realized that he was out cold. I took a couple of seconds to catch my breath, then grabbing his good leg, I dragged him down towards the flight room. When I walked into the room it went silent almost immediately.

"Holy shit Raj, what happened to you?" gasped Dave.

I dragged my burden over to the Chief, he looked at me first then the tiger I was dragging, who was leaving a nice bloody smear on the deck. "Just what happened here Raj?" he asked pushing his chair back from the table.

"He ran into a brick wall," I said looking him straight in the eye. "As his clan head, I suggest that you might want to have a word with him about the wisdom of such things." I dropped the leg leaving him bleeding there and turned around to walk out.

"You better see the doctor, you don't look too good yourself," he replied.

"Right after I have a little chat with somebody," I growled on the way out. 

It took me about ten minutes to find who I was looking for. He was in the main aft rec area, probably waiting for his friend to show up and tell how he had thrashed me. He must have heard the gasps as I walked into the room, because he looked up and saw me before I was halfway there. He got up immediately and started to run for one of the exits, I was sore, bruised, and at least two of my ribs were broken. I was also as mad as hell, I jumped up onto the tables and ran him down just as he cleared the exit.

I landed on his back, and rode him down to the floor hard. I then got up, grabbing him by the scruff of the neck and lifted him clear of the floor. As Wolverines went he wasn't a lightweight either, probably about one sixty or so. I used the momentum of the lift to smash his head into the wall.

"Surprised to see me?" I smashed his head again. He made some kind of response but I really didn't hear it.

"I'm sorry, but I don't think I understood that. You'll have to speak up!" He was still struggling so I smashed him against the wall again. By now a few people from the rec area were beginning to show up.

"I don't like being ambushed, especially by third parties, understand?" I smashed him one more time for good measure, I noticed a little blood this time, and as I started to drag him away, I realized he had passed out. I picked him up an carried him down to his clan head's room, and knocked on the door.

It opened, and a very shocked older wolverine stood there.

"What is the meaning of this?" he demanded.

I dropped my burden at his feet, "The meaning is that I had better not ever have any trouble with this one and he had better not ever send somebody after me again," I said heatedly back to him.

He looked me over then and noticed my condition I guess, because he continued in a much calmer tone. "I see, he does have a tendency to get in trouble lately," he said indicating the wolverine at his feet, who was beginning to moan. "Are you going to press any charges?"

"Hell no, but if he knows what's good for him he damn well better steer clear of me! I don't need this kind of aggravation!" I turned and walked away. The people from the rec area had followed me down the corridor, and everybody was quick to get out of the way. I sneaked a look to make sure there weren't any officers around; I didn't want this going any farther. Especially as now that I was starting to calm down, I realized I could probably get in trouble myself.

I went back to my quarters, figuring I'd take a shower and then get some sleep. When I stepped in to get my robe I was surprised to find Balizar waiting there for me.

"Just what in the hell did you think you were doing?" he demanded, as I closed the door behind me.

"Defending myself, possibly my life," I admitted.

"I'm not talking about the Tiger, I'm talking about the Wolverine you beat up in front of witnesses!" he growled.

"I didn't mean to do that," I confessed guiltily, "I was just going to drag him down to his clan head and make a complaint. But when he took off like that, well for all I know he was going to go get somebody else after me and I just kind of lost it." I was really beginning to hurt now that the adrenaline had worn off. I noticed that the side of my head was still bleeding too.

"I should have known you were going to do something like this when Chief Shandour called me. He said you looked really mad, but neither of us thought that there was a third party involved." he looked at me. "I'm going to have to have a talk with Drexel, he's the head of the Wolverine Clan. I don't think there will be anything official about this, but you are in trouble with me, understand?"

"Yes Sir, I understand," I said quietly. My head was really beginning to throb, and those ribs hurt every time I breathed.

"Now get your sorry butt down to the doctor, you look like hell," he said dropping the edge to his voice. "Raj, your going after the other guy was the wrong thing to do. At least not publically like that, you have to remember that as a Leopard you already have one strike against you. You don't need a reputation for uncontrollable behavior as well." I was surprised by what he was saying.

"I've seen your records Raj, you've got a real classic Leopard's temper. If you don't control it, you're going to end up in real bad trouble and I'd hate to see that happen to someone as talented as you."

"I'm sorry sir, but that fight really set me off. It took everything I had to win, and I just sort of lost it for a while there." I admitted painfully.

"Well, I guess I can kind of understand that. I hope everybody else will. But you're still going to be punished; I have to do something to make an impression on your thick skull. As for winning the fight, I must admit I was surprised you could beat up Marcus, He's a pretty tough character. I have to praise you for that one," he admitted. "Herza told me you were a great fighter, but I really didn't believe her."

I was a little surprised by the last, "Unn, thank you sir." I said quietly.

"Now get down to the doctor and then stay in your quarters until I send for you."

I said yes sir and went down to the sick bay. The Doc took care of the broken ribs, I had three, plus two more were cracked. Closed all the cuts and even gave me something for all the aches and my bruised head. By the time I had cleaned up and gotten to bed, the medicine was taking effect and I fell right into a deep sleep.
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I woke up early the next morning to Banner knocking on my door. 

"Come on in," I told him.

"Balizar sent me to get you," he told me as I got dressed, "I'm to bring you to his office."

"Any idea what's going to happen to me?" I asked quietly.

"Oh, don't worry too much Raj, nobody's filed any complaints against you," he opened the door and I followed him out. "Balizar just wants to make sure you learned your lesson, and show the other Clans that he won't take any excuses for that kind of behavior either."

"Yeah, I guess I did kind of push it, didn't I?"

"Yep, you did," he turned and smiled at me. "But if it's any consolation, the other two are being punished by their Clans a lot worse than you probably will be. Everybody knows that if you had brought it to the Captain, heads would have rolled."

That made me worry a second, "Does the Captain know?"

"Probably not yet, and by the time he does it'll be pretty watered down."

We walked up to the door then and Banner knocked twice, opened it, and showed me in. I walked in and looked around; it was just Balizar, which made me a lot happier. I would have really felt bad if this had to happen in front of everybody.

"Good morning Raj," he said from behind his desk.

"Good morning Sir."

"Banner you're excused now."

Banner just nodded and left.

"You know the reason you're here, so let me start off by saying that I talked with both of the other Clans involved and after hearing their information, I then talked with the senior members of our Clan and we decided on a punishment.

"As to the fight with Marcus, you were attacked and acted in self defense, so there was nothing wrong with that. The Tiger Clan was grateful that you did not choose to make an issue of it, as it would surely have cost him dearly. They are still going to discipline him of course, this is not the first time he has been involved in this sort of behavior."

I felt a little better about that; I didn't think I had been out of line for that one.

"As for your beating of Silestri however, we all feel, and I think you'll agree now, it was uncalled for. The Wolverine Clan will not make an issue of it as he has admitted to his compliance. Tempers are short right now onboard the ship, so I'm not too surprised that he decided to go after you for breaking up a fight he was winning, it is always easier to despise an officer anyway.

"But that is all really beside the point. You should have known better than to confront him at that time. You should have either settled it later, in private when you were calmer, or you should have brought it to his Clan head. Basically what you did was an unprovoked attack. As for his running Raj, what did you expect? You were madder than hell, and out weighed him by a good ninety pounds. Not to mention that you were covered in blood."

"Yes sir," I said quietly, and stared at the floor. I hadn't thought about that at the time, but then I hadn't been thinking at all really.

"Now you're young and inexperienced, but I've seen your records and you do have a history of fighting. At least you haven't made a habit of starting fights since you came onboard and technically we could put this second one in the same category, but I'm not going to. You're at a crucial stage in your development Raj, and I feel that if we don't nip this is the bud and do something to teach you to get a tighter rein on your temper, you're going to get into even worse trouble.

"So it is our decision that you be confined to your shipboard quarters, when you are off duty, for one month."

My head came up at that! One month, that meant I wouldn't be able to get any leave on New Johannesburg. I had really been looking forward to getting out of the ship, even if it had meant staying mostly on the company grounds. "Yes sir, I understand," I replied to his look, but I couldn't help but be upset.

Balizar looked at me a moment longer, "No Raj, I don't think you do. I've seen animen go berserk, and I've seen what happens to them. I don't want that to happen to you, ever. I think this will make you think before you act next time. You may go now."

I turned and left the room, thinking about what he said on the way back to my quarters. I still had a half hour before I was on duty and I guess I had to spend it there. I decided not to go get breakfast; I really didn't feel like eating anyhow.

Back at my room I got ready for my shift, we were still a week from reaching orbit. I looked at myself in the mirror, the side of my face was swollen but the cuts and gashes were hidden by my fur at least. The uniform would hide the more serious wounds, as for the broken ribs, they'd be better by the day after tomorrow. I just hope I didn't get pulled off duty too.

I showed up for duty on time and everybody congratulated me on winning the fight with Marcus. They teased me about it a little and joked about the whole thing, it was easy to see that they were impressed. As for the second incident, nobody mentioned it; it was as if it had never happened. I really appreciated that.

My shift went as normal though I lost pretty big at poker, I wasn't really in a card playing mood. Actually I felt pretty bad about the whole affair, I felt the punishment was a little extreme and I was ashamed by my behavior. It would have been nice if I could have blamed somebody else, but there wasn't anybody else to blame.

About half way through the shift, I went down to the shuttle bay to run some checks. Rudy, Gabe, and Dave showed up shortly afterwards.

"Why so down Raj?" asked Gabe, "You won the fight, and impressed the hell out of a lot of people. I wouldn't be surprised if you found some of those female Tigers hanging around your quarters soon!" He smiled at the last part.

"No, it's not that. It's what happened afterwards," I admitted.

"What that part about beating up that Wolverine? Hell Raj, everybody figures he deserved it."

"Not everybody," I grimaced. "My Clan thinks I went a little too far with him."

"So what are they going to do?"

I looked at the three of them, "I've been confined to quarters when I'm off duty, for a month."

"Bummer," said Dave. "That really isn't going to let you do very much dirtside."

"I'm not going, I've been confined to my shipboard quarters." I said embarrassed.

"Isn't that a bit extreme?" Said Gabe, "I mean you've been cooped up here just as long as the rest of us. Probably part of the reason you got in trouble in the first place."

I looked around to make sure it was still just the three of us. "Well Balizar seems to feel that this might be the start of a trend, and wants to 'Nip it in the bud'." Gabe snorted at that, "I don't know Gabe, he's been around a lot longer than I have, he may be right."

"Ah come on, you didn't do anything that bad. You just pounded on somebody a little bit."

I had to smile at Gabe's stalwart defense; it's nice to have friends. "I'm sorry Gabe, but looking back on it, even I think I went a little too far. Why don't you ask Dave and Rudy here what they think?"

He turned to them, "Well, what do you guy's think? You've both been pretty quiet."

Dave spoke up first, "I don't know Gabe, I can understand Balizar being really upset, it just wasn't the smartest thing to do. But given the fight he just went through though I really can't blame him."

"What about you Rudy?" Gabe said turning to him. Rudy looked at me and then Gabe, and didn't look too happy about it.

"Go ahead and say it Rudy," I put in, "I've already admitted I was wrong, so I won't get upset if you agree."

"It was stupid," he said quietly, "real stupid. I know that guy had been busting on you ever since you broke up that fight, but it was still a dumb thing to do. A lot of people are going to wonder about you for a while now Raj. It doesn't matter that he may have set you up, or that you were upset after a real tough fight. You should have showed more restraint, that you did it in front of witnesses just goes to prove that it was dumb."

"So people are going to be afraid of me now?" I asked concerned.

"Let's just say that now's a good time to lay low and stay out of sight. It is not the people who know you that you have to worry about, it’s those who don't."

"So you think my being confined to quarters is a good idea then?" I had to admit what he said made some sense, but I still wondered about the shipboard part.

"It is a good idea alright, especially the shipboard part." Rudy said with a lopsided grin.

"How in the hell is being stuck up here a good idea?" interjected Gabe.

"Yeah, explain that part to me too. I can't seem to figure it out either." I replied.

"Easy, not only does the Clan get to make both a lasting impression on you and a good impression on everybody else for keeping their people in line. But let's face it Raj, if there was ever a place where you were going to get in trouble, its New Johannesburg.

"Anyway, do any of you think we're going to stay there longer than we absolutely have to? I bet the Captain gets us out of there as quick as possible. Our next stop will probably be someplace where we can all take leave and relax, the Captain's no idiot, I bet he wants a break himself."

We all sat there and thought about that a while, it made a lot of sense even to me. Suddenly I didn't feel too bad about missing out on going down to the planet, if I lost my temper while I was down there, I really would be in trouble. I guess Balizar and the others really were worried about me. I decided then and there that I wasn't going to let my temper get the better of me again. Sure it was good during a fight, but I had to learn to put it away afterwards.

"Rudy, I'm glad I've got such a smart WSO," I said with a smile, "I wouldn't have figured out even half of that. Thanks."

"Hey, we Possum's didn't survive this long by being dumb!" He laughed, something I hadn't seen him do much, "We don't have the strength or speed of the rest of you, it’s brains that keep us alive."

"Now don't go blowing your own horn to loud," Gabe grumbled. "Somebody else might just get tired of the music."

We all laughed at that, and headed back up to the flight room, and the poker game. I didn't play anymore that day though; I spent the time looking through the ship's information banks to see what I could learn about controlling one's temper. There turned out to be quite a lot, guess I wasn't the only one with this problem.

As our shift ended I got my gear stowed and had started to leave when the Chief called me into his office, he hadn't been playing cards today with the rest of us either.

"Yes Sir?" I asked as I entered his office, closing the door behind me.

"I just wanted to let you know that the Tiger Clan is grateful that you didn't file a formal complaint against Marcus," he said with a sigh, "even though that idiot probably deserves it. He's been in more trouble than everybody else we've got combined. I also want to say that I'm sorry I didn't stop you before you left here yesterday. I should have known better myself, but after your trashing Marcus so thoroughly, I didn't think you had anything left." He gave me a smile then, "I know about your punishment and I have to agree with your Clan on that one, I'd hate to see you turn out to be like Marcus, that's for sure!"

"Thank you sir," I answered. "But don't blame yourself, it was my own fault."

"Be that as it may, as the Chief of Shuttle Ops and head of my own Clan, I'm supposed to know about such things. Oh, by the way, I have to admit that I'm impressed that you were able to beat him. Marcus is a pretty damn good fighter, there aren't that many onboard who could."

"I just hope I don't have to do a rematch any time soon Sir." I said with a slight smile.

"Don't worry, he's not interested in one either. He's got a lot of respect for you now." he smiled again as he said that. "Okay Raj, that's all. Dismissed!"

I saluted and left the flight area. I stopped and got dinner then, bringing it to back to my room. I thought I'd take Rudy's advice to heart and keep as low a profile as possible. I then went back to my studies on the ship's computer, using my desk terminal.

It was tough for the next week, I was on for twelve hours then off for twelve, during which I was supposed to stay in my quarters. Of course it ended up being more like ten hours, Balizar let me continue to exercise and practice with Herza, as long as it was in private however.

Herza was both happy and mad. Happy that I was able to win the fight, mad that I acted like 'a complete ass' afterwards. She did come to my quarters the night before she went down to the surface, which was nice. The girls were pretty much leaving me alone right now, Balizar hadn't told them to, but he had dropped some hints about this being 'punishment', Herza decided to risk it just that once though.

Unloading took two whole weeks. I spent a lot of time working in the holds doing physical labor, at the shift's end most of the work force went down to the surface. I was stuck up here alone of course. It wasn't too bad, and from what I heard most people couldn't wait to leave.

Some of the other fallout from my fight with Marcus turned out to be rather interesting indeed. I found that many of the Tigers on board were a lot more friendly, especially a few of the females. I suspect it was a combination of respect and curiosity; I was after all larger than the average Leopard, closer to a Jaguar actually, so I found myself gaining a few more friends. Rasha was the name of a fairly cute 'little' female Tiger who became extremely close, she was about six foot two, and weighed around two hundred pounds. She was little by Tiger standards, but I must admit it was a different experience to be with a female nearly as large as myself.

I didn't see Marcus or his 'friend' for the entire time though; I guess they were being restricted like myself. Rasha did tell me that he wasn't really mad or holding a grudge against me, I was glad to hear that. Fortunately most Tigers aren't into holding grudges.

I did get to fly a sortie down to the surface; I think the Chief just wanted to give me a little slack. I didn't spend more than an hour on the planet, just long enough to unload. But it did a lot for my morale to look at the open sky. I avoided talking to the locals as much as possible, the one time I had to I could tell the regular company types from the homegrowns with out even looking at their uniform. They were pretty obnoxious, at least to animen.

After it was all unpacked they gave everybody a three day break, fortunately for me, I was assigned bridge watch and some other duties that still had to be taken care of. If I had had to stay in my room for those three days I probably would have ripped the place to shreds.

They started the reloading right after that. They only loaded up three of the modules, detached two and left the last empty. That took another week and at the end of that time my confinement ended, but by then we had shuttled most of the people back up and my duties kept me here, with the rest of the shuttle and work crews. So except for that one brief trip during the unloading, I never got down to the planet again.

The trip back up to jump took only a week this time, we were carrying a lot less weight now and it showed. Once in jump, the word was passed that we would only be on jump drive for a month, and that we would be getting at least one week's leave at our next stop, Lyceum.

As for my studies during my punishment, I came across several different approaches, but none of them really seemed to be anything that I could use. One thing which I found mentioned fairly often was meditation, I really didn't see how it could work as it was something you did in quiet by yourself. But a lot of the different books said it helped so I figured I'd try it and see, I didn't see how it could hurt. 

At the Clan meeting that took place after we had entered jump, I mentioned it to Balizar, to see what his opinion was. He was surprised that I had decided on that approach, but thought it was a good idea and was happy that I was trying to improve myself. 

My sixteenth birthday came later the next week and as there weren’t any special duties going on, they even threw me a small party. It was fun, my last birthday being a pretty lonely affair as everybody had already shipped out. I was also surprised to get a present from Balizar, he had gotten me a set of throwing stars, and promised to start teaching me to use them. 

I found the throwing stars to be extremely interesting. I already knew how to throw a knife of course, having learned in advanced combat school, and I was pretty good too. I had heard about throwing stars before, but had never seen any. I could see where they would be easier to carry than a knife, they were a lot smaller and you could carry quite a few in a pouch. Also you didn't have such problems as to whether to throw from the blade or the handle.

Balizar was true to his word, and started teaching me how to use them the next day. By the time we had reached breakout, I had become fairly proficient. Further practice I knew, would allow me to draw and throw as quickly as Balizar did. He was able to place three into a moving target in about a second, it was pretty impressive to watch.

 

 

Our arrival at Lyceum was, as usual, without incident. By the time we had made orbit the crew was in particularly good spirits. It seemed that Lyceum was a very popular planet with animen; its main trade was in knowledge, research, and high tech equipment. I failed to see why this would make the place so popular, but Rudy said I'd see once we were there.

As for our unloading operations, Lyceum had very strict quarantine rules. All equipment going down to the planet had to be inspected and run through some kind of decontamination, dependent on the nature of the cargo. We ourselves were subject to a physical, and our personal equipment inspected. Not that anything was illegal on the planet; they just didn't want any foreign organisms introduced to their ecosystem. It seemed that Lyceum had a very favorable one and many of the native species had not evolved very far. 

They also wanted to make sure that their population was as disease free as possible. This process took about ten hours, and took place right after we had off loaded what cargo we were delivering into the space docks. 

As I walked from the shuttle to the orientation briefing, I looked around at the local conditions. The temperature was about ninety degrees, and the local area would best be described as tropical. It was very comfortable, with a nice breeze that seemed to always blow. We were on an island, the majority of the locals having established all of their population centers on the numerous islands that made up the planet. There was only one major land mass that could be called a continent, and it wasn't very large either.

At the briefing I found out the reason for crew's high spirits. 

"Welcome to Tri-Star Mining and Manufacturing's Lyceum installation!" Began the Otter who was giving the orientation with a decidedly upbeat tempo. "For those of you who have not been to Lyceum before let me start by going over the list of proscribed substances on the Planet: None! The list of local taboo's: also None!

"The only way to land in real trouble here is to commit a violent crime against someone else, the basic law of the land is that you may do as you please as long as it doesn't hurt someone else," she paused a second then added with a smile, "Unless of course they consent!"

There were a few snickers in the room at that remark.

"What about weapons?" asked somebody from the back of the room.

"Knives and such are okay, but I'll tell you right now it's a waste of time. As for firearm's, you have to take a proficiency test if you wish to carry one, again you're just wasting your time."

"Why is it such a waste of time?" I inquired curiously.

"Well there really isn't much violent crime here on Lyceum. You will see quite a bit of the local's carrying knives and such, that's part of the reason there isn't too much violent crime. Another reason is that everybody has a very high level of education here, which is this planet's trademark, as well as their biggest trade, knowledge. Thirdly, violent crime is severely punished, it is the belief of the locals that the people who practice violent crime aren't civilized, and don't deserve the benefits of civilization. 

"Needless to say it works fairly well. You are entitled to defend yourself of course, but if the court believes you were excessively or unnecessarily violent in that defense you may find yourself in a little trouble as well."

"What about ani-basher's?" asked someone else, "are they a problem here"

"No, hate crimes are illegal. You can say bad things about people all you want, but if you follow through on it you may be sued for suppression of civil rights and a hundred other things. 

"The people here like to think they have an informed, open, and intelligent society. You will find yourself with the same rights as everybody else, the only real prohibition here is that engineered people, read 'crèche born', are not automatically entitled to vote or hold office. That's just to keep any company from stacking the elections."

"So in other words most animen can't vote here." I turned and saw it was Terease asking this question.

"Not unless they are paid off, and pass a selection committee. But don't worry about that, even human immigrants have to pass the committee."

"Sounds pretty good," I heard somebody say in the back.

"One last thing before I let you go," she added, "Contracts are considered to be very important here. As you have a contract with the company, I wouldn't suggest trying to jump ship. They'll just turn you back over to us for the appropriate fine. That's it, enjoy your stay." She waved and left the room.

People started to either leave then or congregate in small groups. I ended up with Mist, Gabe, and Dave.

"Well, didn't I tell you this was a nice place?" said Dave.

"It really does sound different," I admitted. "How about we go check it out?"

"Sure, I want to get out of this uniform first; I suggest that you do the same. We'll meet back here in say, ten minutes?"

"Okay, what should we wear?"

"I really wouldn't wear anything more than your I.D. tag's, I'm not, you can charge anything you buy to your shipboard account."

"You serious?" Asked Mist.

"Sure, you'll see quite a few of us without clothing, humans too. The weather's fine for it and like the lady said, carrying weapons around here isn't really necessary. Not that some of us really need them!" He gave both Mist and I pointed looks when he said that.

"Okay, I guess we'll meet back here then."

It didn't take me long to shuck my things and return to the common room. Mist was with me, and it was nice to only have to worry about our I.D. Tags, they were usually worn around our necks anyway. 

Gabe showed up shortly after we did, I was surprised to see one of the few single female foxes from the ship with him. He introduced her as Tania. Dave showed up shortly after in the company of a female wolf, she was one of Dave's steady girlfriends on the ship and we were all acquainted with her, her name was Laurie. We exchanged greetings, and then headed for the exit.

"Well, where to Dave?" Gabe asked, "You're the one who's been here before."

"I know of a nice place down by the beach where we can get something to eat. How's that?"

We all agreed with the idea of food. It had been awhile since we had anything other then company food. Now don't get me wrong it isn't bad, but the menu and the atmosphere leave a little something to be desired after a while.

Once we left the local plant, we got a taxi down to the shore. It wasn't very far and five minutes later we were walking along the boardwalk by the beach. Dave was right about our lack of attire not being a problem. Like I've said before, there really isn't anything wrong with most animen going sans clothes, we are after all covered in fur, but some places still have some uptight taboos. 

Here it was a different story, most of the animen we saw weren't dressed, and some humans weren't either. Most of those who were wearing clothes weren't wearing all that much. The weather being what it was I could understand the local's preferences though.

"I guess the local rep was right about the lack of taboos," I said as we walked along.

"You haven't seen the half of it," Dave smiled. "With all of the schools and such around here this place is what they used to refer to as a 'college town'. People have a tendency to get pretty wild and the parties the younger people throw are not to be believed sometimes."

"Sounds like fun to me," Said Gabe hopefully. "Especially after New Johannesburg. What a bleak and boring place that was, you should have seen the locals there Raj. They don't have to keep animen out by force; I can't see any of us living in such an uptight society. Hell, I don't see how they can!"

Dave found the place he was looking for and led us 'inside'. It was an open air cafe, and we ended up sitting by the railing with a good view of the beach. It was about seven local time, with another hour or two before sunset yet. We ordered dinner and smoked something narcotic that Mist ordered while we waited for our food.

Whatever it was, it definitely made us all hungry and did nothing to diminish the flavor of the food. We sat around after that sampling some of the different substances that the bar had available. I didn't have much experience with recreational drugs myself, beyond those that were company approved of course, which amounted to a few stimulants and painkillers. Some of the stimulants were pretty powerful in speeding your reactions up, but made you feel like crap the next day.

I did ask Mist if these were addictive at one point.

"No, if it's addictive they're required to tell you when you order," said Dave, "otherwise it could be construed as a violent act against you."

"Really?" I was surprised about that, "How come?"

"Addictive drugs do some pretty bad things to your mind, or your body. Sometimes both. So nobody carries them as a rule, that plus the fact that the people here aren't dumb enough to harm themselves that much. These things," and he indicated the inhalers we were presently trying, "don't have any bad side effects, and can even be purged from your system in minutes with an antidote quite painlessly."

"Yeah Raj," added Mist. "They're pretty much like beer or anything else. Also, inhalers never last more than an hour, if that long, and if you don't like it just ask the bartender for the antidote."

That sounded okay to me and I really liked the idea of the bartender having the antidote. Beer and alcohol had antidotes too, but they weren't exactly nice to the body. Then again, beer and alcohol weren't always nice to the body, but they had been around forever, so nobody could really do away with them.

By this time the stars had come out and we were all sitting around pleasantly buzzed enjoying the weather. Mist suddenly leaned over to me and whispered in my ear.

"Look over there, by the trees at ten o'clock, are those people doing what I think they are?" she giggled.

I looked over and let my eyes adjust. I could see what looked like a man and a woman and they definitely were engaged in rather amorous behavior. "Sure does, I guess that's okay here too."

The rest followed my gaze and we all smiled and laughed ourselves, but twenty minutes later found us all deciding to go find our own sections of beach as well. Mist and I hopefully found something a little more private than that anonymous couple.
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Mist and I slept on the beach that night. The weather was ideal for it and we both enjoyed a swim the following morning. I wasn't surprised to see several other people from the ship that had obviously done the same, this place was the closest to paradise that I had ever been. I could see why they had given everybody a warning about jumping ship before they cut us loose.

We washed the salt water off at one of the many public showers that lined the beaches, and then went in search of breakfast. We saw quite a few familiar faces from the ship while trying to decide what to have and ended up joining Banner and Terease, who we ran into at a place that claimed to specialize in sushi.

I wasn't surprised to see that the rest of the morning's clientele were all predator species like ourselves. I don't know of any humans that can stomach raw meat or fish for breakfast. Actually I had been kind of surprised to find out that sushi had been around a lot longer than we had, I guess some humans had taste after all.

"I didn't see either of you back at the barracks last night," said Terease, "where'd you spend the night?"

"On the beach," smiled Mist. "The weather here is quite mild at night. And you'd be surprised at just how many other people did it too, you should try it."

Terease looked surprised at that, "I hadn't thought about that to be honest, but it does sound interesting," she gave Banner a smile. "Maybe we'll give it a try."

"So how did you know that we weren't back last night?" I asked Terease, "Was anybody looking for us this morning?"

"Actually," replied Banner, "Balizar was looking for you this morning Raj."

"I hope I'm not in trouble again," I said with a groan.

"No, actually it was about the bonuses and awards the Captain had put you in for. Seems the response finally came through, and he thought you'd like to see it."

"Did I get anything?" I had forgotten all about that.

"I don't know, he wouldn't say. But he did leave a letter in your room with the results."

"I guess I'll have to head back there later on and find out." I was really pretty curious about it, especially now that a reply had finally been received. "I wonder if I got anything? He put me in for two performance awards and one bonus."

"You probably got both of the awards," said Mist. "The bonus is a little harder to judge."

"Yeah, I’m sure you got the awards," added Banner, "and from my experience you'll probably get at least a small bonus."

Terease and I looked at both of them. "How can you be so sure about the awards?" I asked out of curiosity.

"Easy," smiled Banner, "those don't cost the company anything really, they're just brownie points. The more you collect, the better chance you have of getting a requested assignment or extra training."

"But the bonus costs them right?" asked Terease.

"Of course, plus it means he's that much closer to buyout. They do try to be fair, I'll admit. But you'll get less than you would have been fined if they had decided against you."

"Well anything is better than nothing!" I admitted with a smile, "I'll let you know what it is when I read it." I promised them. "As for now, let's eat. I'm starved!"

With that we fell to, eating our breakfasts. I just couldn't help but think about what that letter could possibly say, my curiosity growing every second. By the time we had finished, I couldn't wait anymore and decided to head back to my room in the barracks and find out. Mist elected to stay with Banner and Terease, so I said goodbye and we went our separate ways.

When I got back, I found the letter Banner had mentioned in my room. I opened it quickly and read it. First it confirmed my shipboard promotion, which was within the Captain's authority to grant. It next went on to award me both of the outstanding performance awards, just as Banner and Mist had predicted. I read on further to see if I had received any kind of bonus. Sure enough I had! I guess it wasn't a lot by company standards, but it was enough by mine, they had awarded me a bonus of thirty five thousand to be credited to my shipboard account. That would more then cover the equipment I had replaced, I was pretty happy about that, new armor wasn’t cheap after all.

I accessed the room's computer terminal and immediately had twenty thousand of it applied to my company account. I didn't want word of the total amount to be spread around, and the shipboard accounts always seemed to be public knowledge. I also wanted to apply it to my buyout; after all, every little bit helps. I did keep some though, I felt it might be time to spend a little on myself, get some custom equipment of my own perhaps. I had a decent piece of change in my shipboard account, so maybe it was time for a little shopping. I'd have to give the matter some thought for sure.

After doing my day's exercise and meditation, I decided to head out and look around for a while. The island we were on was a fairly good size, about thirty miles wide and maybe seventy long. It was part of a chain and the largest one in this area, which explains why the local spaceport was here I guess. 

I was surprised at the attitudes and reactions I found, nobody really seemed to care that I wasn't human and I saw a lot of mingling between humans and ani’s. It wasn't that it was more than I had witnessed on Hobson's, but that it seemed to be everywhere. I also noticed that the locals all seemed to be very open minded, I eavesdropped on several conversations that I happened to walk pass and heard some very interesting things being discussed. 

I started to look at what the shops had to offer then, as I figured I might as well start thinking about what I should get. I started off looking at just things for work. Finding a store that specialized in the martial arts, I walked in and browsed around. Buying a few pouches for the throwing stars and another dozen cost very little, so I continued to browse.

I was very tempted by the swords that they displayed, but I couldn't see much practical use for one. I also didn't know how to wield one anyway. I liked the nunchuks, they looked like fun to practice with so I bought those and an instruction manual. 

I left the store having spent less then fifty dollars. I could see why the Martial arts were so popular; they didn't cost much money, just time. Something I could easily afford with months in jump space. 

I continued down the street with my purchases from the shop. I still had money to spend, quite a lot to be honest, and I really didn't think I needed anything in the way of combat equipment or flying equipment. The company supplied pretty good stuff at a decent price and I was fully equipped, so I really didn't need any. So what to buy? I was entitled to about three cubic feet of personal equipment, space was a big concern onboard the ship, and that did include clothes, but not any other work related equipment. What I owned could be fit in the pockets of one flight suit, and still most of the pockets would be empty. And here I was out shopping alone, for the first time in my life too!

I wandered around until six that night, surprised by just how many things there are that one can buy. I found books to be rather quaint, I'd rather have it on a memory disk, less space and weight that way. Fancy clothes were kind of interesting, as were shoes, but I really didn't have a need for that kind of thing.

I continued through all sort's of different odds and ends; Toy Stores, (who had the time?); Luggage Stores, (What for? a duffel bag suffices); Video Stores, (One of Tri-Star's biggest operations after mining was entertainment, the ship had an extensive video library); and hundreds of other things. Then I found a music shop.

I found the idea of music very intriguing to say the least. I didn't own any kind of playing device, so I had never perused the ship's library to see what was there. I had been exposed to some music in my education of course and I must admit some of it I found very enjoyable. I’d just never gotten a decent player to listen to it with.

I looked at the selection of players that they had available, I was surprised at the sizes and even the prices of some of the equipment. I could spend a fortune in here easily! At that point one of the sales people noticed my confusion and came over to offer assistance.

"May I help you sir?" She asked.

I looked around at the large supply of equipment, "Yes, you sure can. I'm thinking of buying a player of some kind, but to be honest I have no idea what to get." I gave her my best confused look, which in this case was rather easy.

She gave me a smile, "I can see you don't have any experience with stereo equipment."

"Is that what it's called?"

"Most of it, it's the most generally used type of a system using just two speakers, a right channel and a left channel." she explained, "There are systems that use more speakers to give a better sound, but even those are referred to as 'stereo' in the broad sense."

"I see, I think. So it's basically split to one channel per ear?" I wasn't totally stupid.

"Basically that's it, how much were you thinking of spending?"

"I want something that's small, I work aboard ship. But I do want something of good quality," I could see her eyes glint at the thought of that! "Not too expensive though! This is my first ahh, 'Stereo'."

"You won't want something too cheap," she explained, leading me to a section that contained much smaller units. "Your hearing is better than a human’s, so you'll be much more likely to pick up imperfections that are in a cheaper unit."

I took her word for this, and just hoped I didn't get taken as well.

"This would probably be a good set for you," she showed me a unit that was about twelve inches long, six high, and six deep. "This unit will accept both memory disks and the standard digital tape; it will also record on either medium if you wish to make copies." She indicated two small speakers that sat on either side of the unit, they were each six inch cubes. "These are the speakers; they can be attached to the back for storage or carrying. This unit is very popular with ship's crew members like yourself."

I looked it over, and was fairly compact, and looked well built, it had a very sturdy polymer shell and would hopefully take a lot of abuse without breaking. "How good is it?" I had nothing to compare it with.

"It has a frequency response from zero to well past anything you could hear, believe me!" she smiled, and showed me the literature that accompanied the unit. "Here, let me play something for you." She turned it on then, and while I didn't know music very well, it did sound good.

I listened to it for a few minutes while looking over the spec sheet. The frequency range was well out of my hearing range alright. I was familiar with some of the other concepts, such as distortion, power, and channel separation, from my technical studies. I wasn't too sure how they applied here, but it did seem to be a very good piece of equipment indeed.

"It does sound good," I admitted, "and these spec's look very impressive, but how does it compare to the other units you have?" Maybe a little comparison would help me figure out if I was getting a good deal, I figured.

"Here, let me play that piece of music on some of the other sets we have." So saying she removed the disk that was in the unit, and played it on several different stereos in the shop. I did notice some differences when she showed me one of the big six speaker stereos, but I expected that.

We went back to the stereo she had originally shown me, "So how much is it?"

"Five thousand dollars" she said without batting an eye.

"Five thousand!" I said shocked, "That's nearly as much as a good set of armor." I looked at the unit again, it looked pretty small for that price.

She continued on non-plussed, "It is water proof, fireproof, can withstand a forty 'G' shock, has a rechargeable internal power cell, can convert power from any standard hook up, comes with a headset, and is guaranteed for twenty years." She picked it up and threw it across the room. It bounced off the wall before it came to a rest, but kept playing.

I was impressed, "Okay, four thousand." I countered, she smiled and we haggled a little bit. It ended up costing forty-five hundred, and she gave me a carrying case for it as well as a case of blank memory disks. They brought out a new one in a box; I opened it and gave it a quick test, then thanked her and left.

I took a cab back to the company barracks, as I didn't feel like carrying it all the way back. I stashed the stuff in my room and then went in search of the cafeteria for dinner.

The rest of my leave was just one continuous party; I didn't sleep in the barracks at all. I ended up at one party at one of the local schools that lasted for two days. That turned out to be fairly profitable as I met a psychology professor and I talked to him about my temper for a while. He thought that mediation was a good idea, but suggested I try it twice a day for about twenty minutes, instead of just once. That also fit better into my regular schedule.

I did get to see a few of the other islands around the area, and enjoyed a few liaisons with some of the local women. Most of the people were just unbelievably friendly and I got quite a few offers to spend the night at somebody's place that were totally non-sexual, I even made a couple of new friends. 

Needless to say, that when the time came to leave we were all sorry to be going, but everybody was in a good mood. Loading went pretty quickly, as most of the cargo here was fairly lightweight. I did get to set my stereo up in my room and started going through the ship library's music selection. I found that my tastes tended to run mostly to classical and jazz fusion. Rock was nice, as well as some of the martial music, but it had a tendency to make me a little hyper, so I stayed away from those mostly. 

After we left Lyceum, we made two more stops that really weren't of much notice. We stayed at both planets for about five days a piece getting three days of actual leave at each, and spent most of our time on the company's grounds, or sticking to the highly segregated animen section of town. Both of these places were a lot more like Earth, with animen being tolerated as long as we remembered our place and didn't get out of line.

 

 

So it was about five months after we had left Lyceum that we finally came back to Hobson's Choice. I was excited to be back to a place where we were accepted. Also I wanted to see how Kathy was doing. Both Dave and Rudy were excited too, though Gabe was ecstatic. It had been more than sixteen months since we had been here last.

I gathered from the rest of the crew that Hobson was a regular stop for this ship and one that normally took place sooner than this. But we had been thrown off our planned route by circumstance, so here we were. Of course those same people offered that Lyceum was not a regular stop for this ship, so we should count our blessings.

Most ships, mine included, tended to work in only one region of space. This way everybody became familiar with the necessary procedures for dealing with the planets there. It also allowed the company to divest some control into regional centers which, with the time delay in communications, worked more efficiently.

We made orbit around Hobson's without incident, and commenced unloading immediately. The unloading took about six days; everybody was in a real rush to get finished. I got the distinct impression that quite a few of the crew had girlfriends or boyfriends here. Once we were finished we were all given two weeks leave, which everybody greeted with enthusiasm.

I sat through the mandatory 'local practices' briefing, there weren't any questions this time as the crew hadn't changed at all since we were last here. Neither had the briefing. It was about noon Thursday, and I had already touched bases with Gabe and Dave who wanted to go to The Lining, the bar we had been to last time. They were going to call Karen and Terry, so I thought I'd call Kathy and see if she'd come too.

I felt a little trepidation as I made the call, after all I had been gone well over a year, and she may very well have decided that she had something better to do. I waited while the phone rang, unsure of what to say.

"Hello?" I heard a women's voice answer the phone, I think it was Kathy's, but it had been a while.

"Hello, this is Raj Rakir, is Kathy there?" I asked, somewhat uncomfortably.

"Hi Raj, where have you been?" She sounded happy at least, "It's been so long, I was beginning to wonder if I was ever going to hear from you again!"

"We just got in an hour ago. I'm sorry I haven't been around, but it isn't anything I have any control over." I said apologetically.

"Oh I know that, I was just afraid something might have happened to you. Kathy told me that she usually sees Gabe every nine months or so, and of course the company never tells when a ship is due in."

"Well, we had an exciting tour this time. I was wondering if you'd like to meet me tonight, Gabe and Dave were going to call Karen and Terry, and I though maybe we could join them?" Now I'd find out just where I stood.

"Sure Raj! I'd love to. I'll get in touch with the girls, and find out what the plan is."

Suddenly I felt a lot better; I hadn't realized just how much it meant to me until she said yes. "I think we're going to head to The Lining right away, it’s been a while since we've been to a decent bar so I think the plan is to meet there."

"Okay, I'll see you there around eight unless Karen and Terry have other plans."

"Fine, I'll be looking forward to seeing you later then. Bye"

"Bye, Oh! check your mail!" she added cryptically just before she hung up.

I went and found Gabe and Dave, they had gotten in touch with the girls and they were going to meet us at the Bar. We grabbed a cab and when I insisted on a detour to the central post office, they weren't too hard to convince.

Once there I checked the mail, besides the normal letter for any family member, there were two other pieces as well. I looked over the envelopes, one was from Sunil which was not too much of a surprise, the other was from Cassandra! I sat down and ripped it open immediately.

I read the letter over quickly, and then a second time a little slower. She had come through here four months ago, our little fracas on Arboral had caused a shift in the company's deployment of personnel. She couldn't write where she was bound unfortunately, but I was happy to see that she was in the same relative sector at least.

She had heard about Nepal, the company was always quick with death notices. She had also received news that Kali was fully recovered and doing well, that took a load off my mind. After that she spent a page telling me what she could about what she had been doing since we had parted.

The last part surprised me a bit; she had looked up Kathy as I had mentioned her in the Family mail. I hadn't considered that possibility! She said she felt it was her duty to check up on me, and I started to get a little worried, but as I read on she said that she approved of Kathy and even liked her. I breathed a sigh of relief at that, we had both agreed that celibacy was out of the question, but I hadn't wanted to put it to the test.

Finally she told me that she missed me, that she hoped we could get a joint assignment together in the future, and that I had better take care of myself and not get shot down again! I wondered how she had heard about that? She had also enclosed a recent picture, which I looked at longingly.

I put Sunil's letter in my pocket with her picture, and quickly scanned the Family letter. Both Sunil and Cassandra had added to it, I read their brief comments, added my own, and 'remailed' it. I then found Gabe and Dave who were waiting for me in the lobby.

"I take it you got some mail?" asked Gabe noticing my grin.

"Sure did!" I showed them Cassandra's letter, and once we had gotten another cab I read Sunil's too.

His was just a summary of what had been happening on his ship, and where he had been. He had seen some action himself, against another company on some place called Talis four. He was doing well and while he was here he had looked up Kathy too. He said I had excellent taste in humans and hoped I didn't mind. At first I found that last bit a little cryptic, but then I figured it out and had to laugh. 

"What's so funny?" asked Dave.

"Oh nothing, just something my brother wrote that's all," I smiled. It wasn't any of his business anyway; I just hope we didn't come here at the same time. It would be embarrassing at the very least, if we should both try and date the same girl at the same time.

We got to the place around four, found a couple of seats at the bar and ordered some beers. It was nice to just hang out and relax for a while, we talked to some of the regulars and around six we stepped out for a little while to get some food. Seven o'clock found us back at the bar and working on some more beers, by the time the girls showed up I had a slight buzz on and was feeling pretty good.

"Raj! It's been too long," said Kathy stepping up and putting her arms around me. I hugged her back and kissed her, I didn't think anybody would complain. I noticed Gabe and Karen weren't even coming up for air.

"It has been a while hasn't it?" I said looking down at her. I noticed she was dressed the same way as when we had first met, all in black, wearing a one piece jump suit that showed off her athletic figure. I also noticed she still had the ring I had bought her.

"Raj, Dave, how are you two doing?" asked Karen after finally breaking away from Gabe.

We all said hello and exchanged hugs and kisses. After that Dave led us to a booth in the back section and we all sat down together. I found I was having a hard time keeping my hands off of Kathy, and she was pressing up against me pretty tightly as well. 

After about an hour of small talk and some beer, it was obvious that everybody else was having the same problems. We had to remind Gabe that this wasn't Lyceum, and that if he started doing it at the table somebody would probably call the police. So we all decided to head back to Karen and Terry's early.

When we got there, Karen dragged Gabe into her room, and Terry did the same with Dave. Kathy and I didn't bother to even get the blankets from the closet, just grabbed each other and fell on the couch. After a couple of hours I did go and get the blankets and pillows, but we didn't go to sleep till much later.

The next morning we awoke fairly late and after a quick shower I found myself lying on the couch getting a massage, with my tail wrapped around her as she straddled my butt. I remembered that after our first night together we had ended up the same way, and remarked on that to her.

"Well it must have worked last time, because you came back right?" Kathy said giggling.

"Can't argue with success I guess. So what did you think of Sunil and Cassandra." I asked curious, and purred a little as she worked up around my neck.

"I was surprised that Sunil was so much like you, I thought that crèche mates weren't related?"

"Actually they usually use the same basic template a couple of times with only minor changes, before they make any major ones. Two of my brothers, Sunil and Randell both look a lot like me."

"Oh, I didn't know that. Cassandra was really nice, we got along pretty well, but she made it clear that you were her personal property and this was just a loan." She laughed at that.

"That didn't bother you?" I asked surprised.

"No, why should it?" she bent over then and nipped me on the ear. "I already knew that you planned to, uh what is it? Lifemate?"

"Yes," I replied.

"... with her when you could," she continued, "and I think you know that I don't plan to marry a Leopard. She just wanted to make sure about the last I guess. What surprised me the most was that she didn't mind about us. A lot of human girls would have, but then I got the impression she had quite a few boyfriends herself."

"Saving one's self for marriage is definitely not a Leopard tradition!" I laughed, and then rolled over and showed her so myself.

Afterwards we went into the kitchen and joined Dave and Terry, who were already there. I got Kathy a cup of coffee and grabbed one for myself. I sat down by the window and Kathy sat on my lap wearing a robe she had brought with her, it was green silk and set off her eyes rather nicely. It also showed her other charms as well, I must admit.

I felt quite content sitting there and drinking my coffee, as Kathy scratched behind one of my ears. I looked at Dave and Terry who were both relaxing in the chair across the table, they both appeared content as well, sitting in the late morning sunlight.

"Sleep well?" Inquired Terry with a satiated smile.

"Quite well thank you," I replied nuzzling Kathy's ear as she giggled. "Think we'll see Gabe or Karen again today?"

"I don't know," said Dave smiling himself, "I'm really beginning to have my suspicions about those two."

"Well, you guy's have been gone along time," said Terry.

"And we didn't know who was coming back either," added Kathy. "There were a lot of rumors floating around here a while back about were you went."

"Yeah, and what happened there too," finished Terry.

"I don't know, I think there's a little more to it than that," replied Dave. "I have a strange feeling that Gabe and Karen are starting to get serious. After all he did go meet her folks last time we were here." He looked at the girls and me after he said that.

"Do you really think so?" I asked surprised, and to be honest a little shocked too.

"Hey, I work with the guy! I think I know him pretty well, and I think so. What do you think Terry?"

"Weellll, to be honest Karen stopped dating humans about three years ago, claimed her step-brothers had spoiled her," she looked at the rest of us a little embarrassed. "I think Karen was pretty wild growing up. Anyway, she always looks forward to Gabe's arrivals and when we heard the rumors, she was pretty worried."

"Just what were the rumors?" I asked. I was interested on just how much of what happened had spread around. I knew that the ship's crew would do their best to tell everybody in town.

"That you went straight to combat from here and that it was with an anti-animen group. Rumor was that a lot of people on both sides were killed too."

"I thought I noticed some scars under your fur on your back this morning," Kathy said quietly. "Were you hurt bad?"

"I'm alright now," I said giving her a little squeeze, "but I did have one really bad day."

"Bad hell!" Came Gabe's voice from the doorway. We all turned and saw him and Karen standing there smiling. "He damn near got killed, and not just once, but twice."

"Well I said it was a bad day! Anyway I'm not sure that the first one really counts, after all I wasn't hurt that bad."

"Why don't you just tell us what happened and let me be the judge of that?" Asked Kathy with a look of concern.

"Sure," I started, while Gabe and Karen grabbed some coffee and sat down themselves. "The first time that day, I got shot down. The shuttle I was bringing in took a near miss from a radar guided missile and was pretty badly damaged. There was no way I could bail out, so I had to make a crash landing in a field. Anyway I was pretty lucky and didn't get hurt too badly, mostly just sprains and bruises."

"And what was the second time?" Kathy wanted to know.

"The second time was at the parley for terms with their command staff. They decided that they weren't going to accept our terms, which would probably have meant their hanging anyway, and started shooting." I smiled as I remembered that part, "I shot their leader right between the eyes! And got the second in command as well, but I got pretty well shot up myself."

"He almost bled to death before they could get him out of there," supplied Gabe. "But he saved the Captain's life, and that made a big impression."

"With the Captain at least," I laughed. "Can't say I'd like to do that again though. Three days in a coma is not my idea of a good time."

"You were in a coma how long?" asked Kathy surprised.

"Three days. But then they did have to do a little work, so it may be they kept me under a little longer than I would have been."

"I don't think I want to know what 'a little work' is!"

"Well to be honest with you, it was worth it just to kill that bastard!" Kathy, Karen and Terry all flinched at the anger in my voice.

"Was it really that bad?" asked Karen.

"Worse," answered Dave, "and Raj lost a brother there too."

The girls were all shocked at that, so Dave and Gabe told them the whole story. I filled in a few parts, like my escapade at the hospital with Dr. Crenshaw, and I told them that I heard since that my sister was making a full recovery.

When they had heard the complete story, they were all quiet for a while. I guess the idea of all out combat was a little new to them, I know at the time it was pretty new to me too. I decided to change the subject; it was getting a little too heavy emotionally in here anyway.

"I see you still have the ring I got you," I said to Kathy as she poured me some more coffee.

She smiled shyly, "I've gotten quite a few comments on it too. It seems everybody’s guessed just who gave it to me."

"What about your father?" I asked concerned, after all I didn't want to get her into trouble.

She snickered, "He started trying to make trouble for me a few months ago, so I tracked down my mother and got my guardianship transferred to her, something I learned about at school. She was more than glad to help, being totally fed up with my dad. Then I had her help me get declared an emancipated minor, not too hard as I was almost legal age at the time anyway."

"So he can't cause you anymore trouble then?"

"Nope, and he tried too." she blushed, quite prettily too I might add. "You see, I sent him your picture and told him just how I got the ring in a fit of anger."

I laughed at that, I could just imagine this faceless man who I had never met, going ballistic over the whole thing. "How much did you tell him?" I asked still laughing.

"Oh, quite a bit," she replied smiling, "and then I made up a whole bunch more too! Like that you were making me work as a whore in the city, and I was pregnant with your child!" she started laughing then herself.

I was laughing pretty hard too, and so was everybody else at that point. If he believed that last part, he was really pretty stupid. 

"What's with the whore part?" I asked after we had slowed down a bit, "I didn't even think there were any on this planet."

"Oh, my dad believes that there are all right. He also believes that all animen are pimps at heart, and that you all lust after human women at every chance!"

That started us all laughing again; the idea of anybody paying for what was freely available was pretty funny. As for the second part, while some human women were pretty attractive, it seemed that most of the lusting ran in the other direction. It's funny some of the things that people are willing to believe about others. I had to wonder though if I was guilty of the same things myself?

We decided to get dressed then, and head down to the corner Cafe for breakfast. Actually it was more like lunch now, I though as I looked at the time. I helped Kathy pick up the blankets and pillows, and then waited while she dressed, I just had a pair of shorts, so dressing was a matter of seconds for me.

Down at the cafe, we grabbed a table by the window and ordered as soon as the waitress came along. I realized how hungry I was and ordered a huge breakfast; both Dave and Gabe did the same. Even the girls had healthy appetites; I guess it had been an active night for all of us.

We watched the people on the street walk by as we waited for our food to come. It was interesting to watch how they behaved as they passed out front on the side walk. The girls started trying to predict what each of the passerby’s did for a living based on the way they were dressed. It was getting close to the lunch rush, being a workday for most people, and it was interesting to watch the people all dressed up for a day of business.

"You're not going to be late for classes, are you?" I asked Kathy.

"I've already missed the one class I have today, so don't worry about it Raj, I'll make it up later."

"What about you two?" I asked Karen and Terry.

"Hey, we're senior's now!" said Terry with a grin, "We don't have classes on Fridays anymore. Actually we're graduating in two months, so things are getting easy about now."

"Really," said Gabe, "I hadn't realized you were that close."

"Didn't you two talk at all last night?" asked Dave sarcastically.

"Oh we talked," said Gabe smiling as Karen blushed, "but not in English."

We all laughed at that one and Karen blushed even deeper, even Gabe looked a little embarrassed after a couple of seconds. I think Dave was right, there was something going on between them. It made me feel kind of sorry for the two of them though, after all, not only were they of different races, but Gabe had a pretty substantial obligation to the company yet and wouldn't be free of that for a long time. Our food came shortly after that, and everybody was quiet as we ate. 

After we had finished breakfast, everybody walked outside and we wandered around town for an hour or two with no particular goal in mind.

"I hate to say this," I said, "but after being on ship so long with the same people all the time, it's good not to see most of their faces for awhile!"

"I'll second that!" Declared Dave laughing, "Now if I can just get away from you two, I'll have it made!"

"So what do you all feel like doing?" asked Terry, pointedly ignoring Dave's quip.

"I kind of agree with Raj," said Gabe. "I really don't feel like setting foot on company ground for a couple of days at least. Other than that, I guess it's up to you ladies."

"Well then, how about going to my folks' place?" asked Karen smiling, "Raj and Kathy haven't been there yet, and I think the rest of you enjoyed it last time. So how about it?" she looked around at the rest of us for our reactions.

I turned to Kathy, "How about it? You want to go check it out?"

"Sure, why not?" she turned back to Karen, "Sounds okay to us."

"Us too," said Dave and Terry.

"Fine, let's head back to the apartment and grab some things first. Then we'll grab a Heli-Taxi or something."

"I need to run by my dorm and grab a few things," said Kathy. "So we'll meet you there." She grabbed my arm, and we all agreed to meet back at the apartment in an hour.

"Aren't you afraid people will find out your little secret?" I teased as we headed for the school's campus.

"Not since I don't have to worry about my dad anymore," she admitted. "Anyway, I found out it's not such a big thing with most people. As for the others," she smiled, "screw 'em if they can't take a joke."

I had to laugh at that, "You know on Lyceum we could do it in the hallway of your dorm, and nobody'd say a word. Unless we were blocking the hall of course!"

She looked at me shocked, "You're kidding!"

"Nope, I had always thought Leopards were kind of easy going when it came to sex, but after being there I think we're pretty straight laced."

"Why's that?"

"I never saw things like group sex, or some of the combinations I ran into there. And everybody's so open about it too."

"I had heard that it was a pretty wild place," she replied in disbelief, "but in the hallway?"

"Well it was late, but I did have to step over them."

She shook her head in disbelief at that. It was a little hard to believe, I admit. If I hadn't seen it I wouldn't have believed it myself, especially among humans, who often seem terribly hung up about their bodies.
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We decided to grab a Taxi to save time, getting dropped off at the west end of the Campus, just inside the grounds. We walked to her dorm from there as it was pretty close. 

There really weren't too many people about; a few of those who were however did watch me a little closely. I found I really didn't care for it either.

"What's the matter with them?" I asked Kathy, "Aren't there any animen students on campus at all?"

"Not really," she admitted uncomfortably. "This is a Liberal Arts college, and most animen don't seem to have an interest in those kinds of curriculum."

"I can understand that a little, but what about the law school? I'd think there'd be a lot of interest there."

"Uh, well to tell you the truth Raj, remember how animen can't sue here?" She asked embarrassed.

"Yeah, it's like that a lot of places, why?"

"Well they're not allowed to practice law either." she said quietly.

"Oh," was about all I could think of to say to that. Ah well, who ever said life was fair anyway? And why should I care, I wasn't about to apply, law was something that humans did anyway. But I did give Kathy a hug the next time somebody stared at us, and then turned and gave them a big toothy grin.

"What was that for?" asked Kathy after the hug.

"Oh nothing," I said looking innocently around, "just enjoying the company."

We made it to her room without incident; it was on the second floor about halfway down the hall. She unlocked the door, opened it a crack and called in, "Meg, you better be decent, I have company."

"That's okay, I don't mind," I said to Kathy with a smirk.

"That goes without saying," she laughed. "You guys are all the same, it's Meg I'm warning, not you!"

I heard a bit of rustling from inside, a giggle or two, and some heavy breathing. "I don't think Meg is alone," I whispered to Kathy.

"Oh? I don't hear anybody.

"Trust me," I grinned pointing to my ears, "I know."

"Let's find out," she said giving me an evil grin and walked in. "Ready or not we're coming in!"

I followed her inside. The room was roughly a ten by twenty cubicle, with two beds and two desks on opposite sides. There were also two closets that we passed coming in from the door. It wasn't a really large room, but a lot nicer than what I had on ship and of course it had windows too.

On the bed there were two people who were quickly doing their best to replace what had obviously only just been removed, namely their clothes. I assumed the female was Meg, the male just didn't look like a Meg to me. The bed was also a bit of a mess, but from the scent in the room, I don't think they had gotten very far when we interrupted.

They were both looking at Kathy with a guilty expression, which turned to surprise when they noticed me. Or maybe I should say shock? At six three, two hundred and sixty pounds now that I had reached my full growth I think I was an impressive sight, at least I hoped so.

"Close your mouth Meg before you start catching flies," Kathy said sarcastically, then continued in an introductory tone. "Meg, Charley, this is Raj. Raj this is Meg and Charley, who've both obviously decided to get an early start on the weekend!" she said the last with a smile.

Meg was looking me over with interest, I got the impression she hadn't seen too many Leopards. Charley was also looking me over too, though I don't think he was exactly happy about being interrupted. "Hi, sorry to interrupt," I said diplomatically.

"Hi," said Meg rising from the bed to shake my hand, "I think I met your brother a few months back, I've never seen a Leopard as large as you before. You are a Leopard right?"

Maybe I was wrong about her not seeing too many Leopards, "Yes I'm a Leopard." I admitted with a smile, "So you met Sunil?"

"Yes, Kathy and I met him downtown when he was here," she was still arranging her clothes, which seemed to be rebelling at the attempt. She was about five foot five with red hair and fairly attractive as humans go.

By this time Charley had gotten up, and shook hands too. He was about six foot, maybe two twenty, and looked to be fairly well muscled himself.

"Hello," was all he said, giving me an extremely strong grip, and I thought a slightly hostile look. I remembered my manners, warned my temper to behave, and just ignored it.

"We just stopped off to grab a few things," said Kathy as she went to one of the closets. "You two will both be happy to hear that you'll have the place to yourselves for the weekend."

"I noticed you weren't in class this morning," replied Meg, "so I didn't expect you back till later."

"That was obvious," said Kathy smiling.

I sat down on the bed and looked around the room a bit, Meg was over talking to Kathy now and I decided to talk with Charley and see what he had to say. "So what are you studying?" I asked out of curiosity.

"Physical Education, I'm on the college's football team," he said with obvious pride, "and plan to go into professional sports when I graduate."

"What's football?" I asked bewildered, I figured it was some kind of sport, but I don't think I had ever heard of it before.

"You don't know what Football is?" he asked amazed, "Where are you from anyway?"

"A place on Earth called Brazil, its part of the American Common market."

"And you don't know what Football is?" he was still surprised; "It's one of the biggest sports in North America. Anyway its a contact sport that involves moving a ball across a field, you score by crossing your opponent's goal line."

"Oh, you mean Rugby?" I asked, "I played a little of that when I was younger."

"No, it's like Rugby, only with somewhat more formalized rules, and a lot more hitting."

I wondered if I should tell him that the reason they didn't let us play Rugby as we got older was that they were afraid of casualties? I know I sent a few to the hospital and was even sent there myself once. But I did recall something of the sport now that I thought about it.

"I think I may have heard of it once," I admitted. "You can make a living that way?" I continued surprised.

"Sure, haven't you ever heard of professional sports?"

"To be honest, no. The only kinds of competitions I've ever engaged in were fighting ones and they don't pay you for that. Unless you count what I've done in some of the Bars." I added the last with a laugh.

He looked me over with a critical eye, "You fight competition? I've done a lot of that myself, maybe we could go a few rounds some time."

"I don't think so," I said apologetically.

"Hey, just because I'm a football player doesn't mean I'll try to really hurt you."

I had to smile at that, "That's not what I'm worried about, believe me."

"What, you think you could hurt me?" He looked incredulous at the thought, "You're not that much bigger than me! I've been up against bigger guys on the field, and I've got a black belt in Karate. Won a few competitions myself too," he finished indignantly.

"I've got a fourth degree black belt in Kenpo," I replied quietly. "A third degree black belt in Judo, a third degree black belt in Escrima, and ten years experience. You're just not in my class and probably couldn't hurt me. On the other hand, I would hurt you."

He seemed to get pretty upset at that, I couldn't understand why either. After all, I was made to be stronger and tougher, so I could survive better and save the company the money of replacing personnel constantly. By now the girls had finished talking, and Kathy had finished getting whatever, so they came back over to where we were sitting.

"You couldn't hurt me," he replied hotly, "I'm probably as tough as you!"

Kathy spoke up at this point, "Charley, calm down okay? and Raj, quit teasing him." She turned to Charley then, "Charles, he's a combat soldier okay? He's been trained to fight a lot more than you, it's what he does."

"And I am engineered," I admitted uncomfortably. "So don't take it so personally, okay? It's not like I had a choice in the matter."

"Oh, alright," he said mellowing, "but I still don't think you're all that tough," he grumbled.

I was split between just leaving at that point with Kathy, or showing off first. In all honesty I must admit that I enjoy showing up some people whenever possible, and I wanted to show Charley that I could easily beat him. Maybe it was because I was just a second class citizen and wanted to show up my betters. Maybe it was because I was frustrated with the obvious prejudice I had to deal with constantly. Or maybe it was just because I have a really big ego.

Anyway, Kathy forestalled my decision by grabbing me and leading me out, saying goodbye, and that we'd better be going or we'd be late. 

"I know you can beat Charley with one hand tied behind your back," she said as we headed down the stairs. "So you don't have to go showing off, okay?"

"Somebody should tell him about making challenging noises to a Leopard," I growled half heartedly. "That's how we determine respect amongst each other."

"You fight to determine position?" she asked amazed.

"When we're younger like myself, yes." I noticed the look of shock on her face. "Oh, it's nothing serious, and it’s sort of formalized, nobody usually gets really hurt or anything."

"So if you want to move up, you have to fight somebody?"

I was the one shocked now, "No, of course not, like I said that was more when I was younger. Now when you join a new clan your fighting skills help somewhat and they definitely have an affect on how much respect you get from others in your Clan, as well as members of other Clans. Every ship has competitions between crewmembers and a champion. Not everybody competes, but enough do.”

“Sounds brutal,” she shivered.

“Not really, it’s more like sparring than all out fighting. But getting back to the point, once you've fit in, your Clan position changes as you do. Everybody just knows, more or less. I could probably beat any member of my clan in personal combat nowadays, but that wouldn't have any effect on my standing in the Clan."

"Which is?" she inquired.

"Near the bottom," I admitted.

"Oh, how near?" she asked slyly.

"Let's just say it's as near as one can get, Okay?"

She laughed at that and I flagged down a Taxi to take us to Karen's. 

"So you took Meg to meet Sunil, huh?" I asked as we rode to Karen and Terry's.

"Yes, she was kind of interested in meeting him. I had told her a little about you, so when he called she wanted to go see him too. How'd he get my number anyway?"

"Oh, my family keeps a general delivery letter posted in the main post office here," I looked at her with an embarrassed smile. "I figured it might not hurt my family to be friends with a lawyer, also I thought you might enjoy meeting them. If I had known that I might end up, ah, competing for your affections, I wouldn't have told anybody," I teased.

"Raj, you're jealous aren't you?" she looked at me accusingly.

"Only a little."

"What makes you think anything happened?" she asked with a smile.

"He is my brother; give me some credit for knowing my siblings. So did they get along at all?"

"Who?"

"Meg and Sunil."

"Oh, yeah they did pretty much. Meg's a business major and she was interested in what the big corporations are like. She wants to work for one when she graduates. That's as far as it got though, they weren't that interested in each other." She smiled, "So where did you stand in your family?"

"At the top of course," I laughed. "When you're young, strength and size count for everything!"

"And let me guess, Cassandra was second, right?"

"Pretty much," I admitted, "She's probably the smartest in the family and we were always close, so if anybody messed with her they usually got pounded."

"You sure that she was second and not you perhaps?" she teased.

"I said she was smart didn't I?" I admitted happily, I always enjoyed talking about Cassandra, "She never used to ask me to beat up on anybody for her though, she was a force to be reckoned with all by herself."

"I can believe that after meeting her, she's definitely the determined type."

By that time we were at the apartment and went upstairs to join the rest.

"What about you guys?" asked Karen looking at Gabe, Dave and me, as I walked in. "Don't you need anything?"

"Not unless it gets a lot colder, or we need to dress for something formal," said Gabe. "And if we do, we'll just buy something."

"Well, it's your money I guess!" she replied.

They got their things together then, and we walked down to the place where we had rented the copter last time we were here. They still had our records on file, so it only took a minute to sign for one, then we went out and did a quick inspection. After passing on it we loaded our gear in and left.

I let Gabe do the flying this time, as he knew where we were going. I relaxed in the back with Kathy, giving her a neck rub as we watched the landscape go by. It was a pretty nice place I had to admit.

There was a small town just off the ranch, and Karen insisted that we stop there. Once there, she dragged us into a clothing store and the girls picked out an outfit for each of us. It seems that Karen did have plans for later, but she was keeping them to herself. 

I did look around the store myself and was surprised to find a Butterfly knife. They had several actually. I picked it up and examined it. I hadn't seen one since I left advanced training on earth, they were illegal back there of course, nearly everything was, and the company store didn't sell them. I checked one out, and was surprised to find it was in excellent condition, nicely broken in and loose.

"How much for this?" I asked the salesman.

"That's fifty credits, it used to belong to my grandfather," he indicated the whole collection. "They were called 'Bali' something or other, he was pretty good with them."

I picked out another really good one, and paid him a hundred for both. "They're called Balisong, or Butterfly knives," and I stuck them both in my pocket.

"You know how to use them?" he asked interested.

"Sure, I studied it on earth under one of my instructors; he was very good at it. I'm a little out of practice myself, but here watch." I flipped the knife open and spun through one of the easier routines, making the blade open facing one way then another. I even managed to avoid cutting myself.

"The nice thing about them is that you can change grips with out really letting go. Also you can use the handles as a sort of metal whip, let's you hurt somebody without having to cut them."

"Not bad," he said with a grin. "My grandfather was really good with those, used to show us all kinds of different tricks. I'm sorry I never learned, but I never saw the need."

"It's more for show nowadays," I agreed, "But it gets boring on ship sometimes and it's fun to show off."

Dave walked up as I turned away from the Salesman, "Typical Leopard, always stocking up on weapons." he chuckled.

"Ah these are more for fun then fighting," I showed him one. "See? The blade's only about four inches long really."

"Not like that nine inch combat sticker on your thigh huh?" He grinned pointedly.

"I don't see you walking around without a knife!" I growled, "Anyway, it's just so people don't get any strange ideas."

"Just teasing Raj," he said still chuckling. We started for the door, catching up with the others who were leaving now. "The problem with you Leopards is that you're all so bloody single minded. That's why there's so many of you in comp-sec, fighting and screwing are all you ever think about!"

"But I'm good at fighting," I started.

"And he's good at the other too!" interjected Kathy laughing.

I tried to blush, "... so what's so bad about that?"

"There's more to life than that, that's all."

"You aren't going to start trying to teach me philosophy again are you? While we're on leave?" One of Dave's biggest hobbies was trying to educate the masses, namely me, Gabe, Rudy, and anybody else who'd listen, on the finer points of life and philosophy.

"Just trying to enlighten your mind and raise your consciousness."

"I'm not so sure enlightenment is such a great gift, all it ever does is teach you just how miserable you are. Anyway we're on vacation, so let's leave my mind the nice dark place it is for now okay?"

"Hey, you've got it easy Raj," said Gabe looking wistfully up at the sky, "You should hear him when we're flying; it's a never ending commentary on the cosmos and how it all relates. You're pretty lucky with Rudy; he's more of the quiet type."

"Yeah, and I can just pick my teeth at him if I don't want to hear it." I laughed.

"What do you mean by 'pick your teeth at him'?" asked Kathy.

"Oh, Rudy thinks that if they ever get stranded, when the food runs out Raj is going to eat him!" Laughed Gabe.

"You're kidding!"

"Nope, things like that have even happened with humans. So Rudy feels that with a leopard the chances are a lot greater."

"What would you do Raj?" asked Karen curiously.

"I honestly hope I never find out," I replied, "after all he's such a good WSO they just might make me pay for him." I finished giving her an evil grin.

Everybody laughed at that, "I guess I deserved that," she replied.

We went back to the copter then, and completed our trip to Karen's home. It wasn't that much farther out from where we were, only about a fifteen minute flight. As we approached the farm, I could see quite a few buildings spread out over the area, with a central cluster that was pretty impressive. Gabe swung us around to a landing area that already had several ships on it.

"How many of those building's are your family's?" I asked Karen.

"All of them."

"All of them?!" I was astonished, there were three large buildings that appeared to be warehouses, another two that appeared to be workshops, and at least four more that appeared to be equipment storage. "What about those building's scattered around back there?" I pointed to those we had flown over on the way in.

"Those too, they're for people who work on the farm. It's a pretty big spread."

"You should see the livestock area," said Gabe. "It’s a few miles away, so you don't have to hear or smell it."

We got out then and walked over to a small building that I now noticed was a garage. "Where is the house?" I asked.

"It's a quarter of a mile away, on the other side of that hill," supplied Karen. "So we can get some peace at night."

Karen waved to several people as we walked over to one of the cars in the garage; it was a large sedan that looked like it was made for the local terrain. We got in, Karen sitting behind the wheel, and headed for the house. 

The house turned out to be fairly normal, if a bit large. Karen explained that it did have five bedrooms, two being for guests, which was why she and her step sister had to share a room, and her brothers another. As we walked inside, I did notice that all of the rooms were fairly large as well.

We were met by a woman who was an older version of Karen herself and still quite attractive. "Karen! I'm so glad to see you!" she gave Karen a big hug, "and you too Gabe!" and she gave him an equally big hug.

"Evelyn forwarded your message to me at the office, so I ran out here right away. Your Dad said he'd be in as soon as he finished with the cattle in the north pastures," she turned to the rest of us then. "Hello Terry, it's good to see you again! And it's Dave isn't it?" She said shaking hands and giving them both a kiss.

"Mom," said Karen as she got to Kathy and I, "this is Kathy Vanderzyc, and this is Raj Rakir."

We both shook hands, saying 'Hello', as she gave us each a kiss on the cheek.

"Kathy Vanderzyc," she looked at Kathy with a smile, "I heard you finally got free of your father." she looked at me then, "I hope you're not dating this lovely gentlemen just to get even with him."

Kathy blushed, "Well, when I first met him it was part of the reason," she admitted, "but not anymore."

"So, you work with Gabe on the Astra too?" she asked me pleasantly, she was very charming in a nice direct way.

"Yes, I'm another one of the ships shuttle pilots."

"Oh really? I'd like to hear more about it over dinner later." She turned then to face everyone then, "Okay everyone, dinner will be at seven tonight, semi-formal."

The girls gave us knowing smiles at that. I guess I knew why we had to pick up the clothes in town now.

"After dinner, I expect we'll all go into town for some dancing, so don't eat too much!" She laughed and turned back to Karen then, "I expect Nick and Darell will be here, and so will your sister."

"What about Nigel?" asked Karen, "Won't he be here?"

"He's in Jamesport looking at some equipment for your father, so I don't think he'll be around 'til Sunday, if then."

She then directed us where to put our things, and who would be staying where. We each got a separate room, and they were each fairly large, Dave, Terry, Kathy and I got the two guest rooms and Karen and Gabe took her room. After her Mom left to let us get settled I asked Karen if we were forcing anybody out of their room.

"Just my sister, only Darell and Stacy still live at home. The other two moved out a while ago and have their own place about twenty miles to the south, by our mill."

We met her Mom back in the living room then and while she talked with Terry, Dave, and Gabe, Karen showed Kathy and me the rest of the house. It was really a pretty nice affair, with a dinning room nearly as large as the Astra's mess hall.

"Why so big?" I asked.

"We employ quite a few people, and it's always been family policy to invite at least twenty of them to dinner every Friday."

"That’s a lot of extra work, isn't it?"

"We're a family outfit and we've always prided ourselves on the fact that we treat everybody who works for us like one of our own. We've never had a strike or any labor problem and people rarely quit. Anyway, we can afford it, so why not?"

Why not indeed? I guess that not having shareholders to keep happy let you spend your profits as you pleased. Not that Tri-Star worked us to the bone, but they were still concerned with profit and the bottom line.

"My grandfather used to do the same thing," Kathy said, "but my dad let it fade out. He's just too damn cheap I guess," she laughed, "and hard as hell to get along with. Most of the hands at home tend to steer clear of him whenever possible!"

We headed back to the living room then and joined in the conversation that was going on there. After calling Karen's Mom 'Mamm' several times, she stopped me and asked me to call her Fran, or Francis.

It was interesting to hear her talk about some of the things that went on around the ranch, and the nearby town. It seemed that this area was the focal point of several large ranches, and quite a few smaller ones as well. So all the gossip funneled through town and Fran kept an ear on all of it.

"You never know what you'll learn from folks' gossip," she told us. "People will run on about the strangest things, never realizing that they're telling you more about themselves then they'd ever come out and say directly." She laughed, "And it's also more interesting than any newspaper!"

She got us to talk about what we had been doing in the last year. She was interested in the affair on Arboral at the Timpleton complex and gave me her sympathies when she heard about my brother. It was interesting to see that she wasn't shocked about my injuries when Gabe told her about my getting shot up, just wanted to know if I was alright now.

"It's a tough life you gentlemen have to face out there," was all she would say about it.

"But then we're pretty tough ourselves," I couldn't resist saying with a smile.

"Ah, the impetuousness of youth, life’s one constant!"

We all had a good laugh at that. It was about half an hour later when Karen's father showed up. Karen ran up and kissed him hello, the rest of us rising to shake his hand. He was a gray wolf all right, seeing is believing and I really hadn't believed until this moment. He was about average size, but had an air about him that I hadn't seen before. I couldn't put my finger on it, but I liked him immediately.

"Surprised?" he asked when we were introduced.

"Pleasantly," I admitted.

His name was Joshua and after we had all said our hellos, he excused himself to clean up for dinner. Fran excused herself as well and they left the room together, arm in arm. It was pretty obvious that they cared a lot for each other, which was another pleasant surprise.

I spent the next two hours getting pleasantly intoxicated myself; Karen's parents had a very nice supply of inhalants and beers. I was careful not to over do it however; I didn't want to make a fool of myself at dinner. But I did want to relax and let go, after all this was my vacation.

Getting dressed for dinner was an interesting affair; I had never worn anything fancy in my life other than my dress uniform. Fortunately I had Kathy to help me, so I turned out okay. 

I looked at myself in the mirror after I had finished dressing. The clothes were loose and baggy in the sleeves and legs, drawing to snug bands at the wrist, waist, and ankle. It was supposed to be the current fashion here and I had seen other people similarly dressed. The shirt was a green silk like affair; the pants were black and had an interesting shimmering effect in the light that complemented the shirt. There was a sash with the outfit as well, though there wasn’t any place for my regular combat knife, which wouldn't have gone with the outfit anyway. I was tempted to hide one of my new knives in the sash, but decided to live my paranoia down for a change.

Kathy looked absolutely stunning in her outfit, which was a low cut black silk dress that went down almost to the floor. It was cut up the side, just past the hip and it played some very interesting tricks with the light as well. She was also wearing a pair of spike heeled shoes that brought her height almost up to mine. I of course didn't wear any shoes.

"Are you sure you can walk in those things?" I asked curious.

"Oh yes," she smiled and walked around the room to show me.

"Well they do have an interesting affect on your anatomy, I'll admit!" I walked up behind her and gave her a hug and a kiss.

"Not now Raj dear, we'll be late," she chided me.

We left the room then and headed to the dinning room. It was nearly full when we arrived and the rest of our group was already there, the girls looking radiant in their outfits. Gabe and Dave both looked very good themselves, in outfits similar to mine in cut, but with colors that matched them quite well. 

I looked around at the other people in the room, there appeared to be about thirty present and about half of them were animen. I found my seat and helped Kathy into hers, (she had coached me on this before hand). Joshua made introductions around the table then and I promptly forgot everybody's name. He was sitting at the head of the table with Fran sitting at the foot.

I did pay attention when he came to his other children, Darell, Nick, and Stacy. Nick was human and obviously younger than Karen. Darell and Stacy were Wolves; I think Karen had said Stacy and Darell were both younger than her too. I guess that meant Nigel was also a Wolf, because Karen had said that she had two stepbrothers.

Dinner was a very interesting affair, mostly because I had never seen humans defer to an animan before. I know that it did happen, even in my own company. It was rare though; there weren't too many animen in positions of authority over humans. 

The nice thing was that it really didn't seem to bother anybody, and Joshua just acted like it was the most normal thing in the world, which I eventually realized it was for him. He was the boss here and everybody knew it, he didn't have to prove anything. That was the air about him I hadn't been able to place, he was in charge and knew it. He was his own master and that of quite a few others as well and saw no need to flaunt it. He just exuded total confidence in himself. 

I wondered if I could ever be like that? I honestly hoped so, though I didn't think I’d ever end up owning a huge estate like this one. 

Dinner ended about nine or so and sure enough, we all headed into town to go dancing. Most of those who had come for dinner went as well, so it was a pretty big group that rolled into the bar when we finally arrived.

It was interesting to see that the respect Joshua commanded at the house extended into town as well. I asked Karen about it at one point, just to make sure I wasn't imagining it.

"They have to," she smiled, "he runs one of the largest ranching operations on the planet, and at a nice profit too. He's also not afraid to throw somebody through a wall if they get out of line. He did start in the Corporations just like you, you know."

"No I hadn't," I admitted, my respect for her stepfather growing. "Isn't he afraid of getting sued for any of that though?"

She laughed, "He controls a fortune, and has an army of lawyers at his beck and call. Also he's very generous to the local politicians, so while he can't vote, his endorsement is very valuable." She looked at him as he danced with her mother, "Even the Prime minister listens to his advice, my natural father would be proud."

"You really think so?" I asked out of curiosity.

"Yeah, I do. They were good friends, met during the final stages of the Leverage War, or conflict, or whatever it was called. Anyway, he worked for one of the companies that were trying to take over some of the local farms. I think they met during some minor conflict and Joshua made a big impression on my father and they ended up friends. 

"So they kept in touch and when he made his buyout, my dad offered him a job. And the rest, as they say, is history." She looked at me and smiled sadly. "I do miss my Father, the one that died, but I don't think I could have gotten a better stepfather anywhere. I really love him and consider him to be my Father now."

This gave me a lot of food for thought. It showed that anything was possible, that maybe there was more to aspire to than just working for the company for the rest of my life. That was what I had always figured was my only option, even after buyout. 

I glanced at Joshua as he left the dance floor. I didn't think I'd end up in a position like his though, to be honest I'd rather be poor with Cassandra, than rich without her. But maybe I should start giving more thought to the future, so I wouldn't have to be too poor. I bet Cassandra was, it was really her advice that decided me on the shuttle training. I guess she was getting ideas even then.

Kathy dragged me out on the dance floor then, so I decided to think about it tomorrow and enjoy myself for now. After all, this was a vacation! So I got into the spirit of things and did my best to have fun. I could see everybody else was, including the dinner guests. I gathered that they did this quite a bit around here.

As the night progressed we all had a fairly enjoyable time. I tried not to drink any alcohol, but made up for it a little with some of the inhalants. I knew they'd wear off quicker with a lot less side effects. By two o'clock, most of the people had left for the night, and we were mostly just sitting around talking. Kathy seemed to be enjoying herself in particular; she confided in me that she hadn't gone out that much in a while.

"Too busy with school," she told me.

We were down to about eight, the six of us plus Karen's parents, when a group of people came in. I got the impression that the evening was going to get fairly lively again, real soon. I heard an 'uh oh' from Kathy and turned to her.

"Know them?" I asked.

She paled a little, "See the one with the cattle prod?"

I looked them over, he was the leader and looked middle aged, but in fairly good shape. "Yeah, who is he?"

"That's my Father, and those others are some of his friends from the farm."

I sat a little straighter in my chair and made sure my feet were planted, I had a sneaking suspicion just why they were here. "I thought your father didn't have any friends," I joked.

"Not many, but the ones he does aren't very nice," she lowered her voice, "and here they come."

They had spied us by this time and were on their way over. Joshua had noticed them as soon as they had walked in, and I could tell he knew what was up. He exchanged a quick whispered conversation with Francis, then folded his hands on the table and waited for them to arrive.

 For my own part, I took an inventory of my own condition. I had a slight buzz on, but as it wasn't alcohol induced my reflexes should still be pretty good. The adrenaline rush that was starting to build was also helping to clear out the effects of the inhalers; the ones I had been using didn't last very long.

They came up to where Kathy and I were sitting, which didn't surprise me tremendously. I had moved my chair around so I wouldn't be hit from behind, and looked them over. 

There were six of them with him and they were all wearing cattle prods on their belts. This was definitely going to be interesting, maybe even fun, if I didn't get shocked too bad.

"Yes, Mister Vanderzyc," said Joshua from his seat. "Just how may I help you?"

"By minding your own business!" He spat back. "This doesn't concern you; it's between my daughter and me." He turned to Kathy, "I though I raised you better than to hang around with dirty animals like this," he jerked his thumb at me, as his voice raised. "I can't believe that you'd do this on your own, it must be those professors at that so called school of yours that teach you this kind of behavior!"

It was really kind interesting to watch him, I though as he continued his tirade for the next minute or two. I found the things he had to say about animen and myself in particular, even though we had never met mind you, quite enlightening. However he also reminded me a lot of the Colonel back at Arboral and I could feel my fur standing up along my body as I got angry thinking about that. I doubted anyone else noticed however with the clothes I was wearing.

"So you're going to come back to the estate with me young lady!" he finished, glaring at all of us.

"No," she said, looking right back at him.

"No?!" he said amazed, "What do you mean no?"

"What part of no didn't you understand?" she asked calmly. "No means no! Just that. You don't own me and I'm a legal adult now, so just go away. I've had it with your anger and your cruelty, and if the truth be known, I curse the accident of fate that made me your daughter!" she said the last very loudly and spat at his feet.

I myself was somewhat taken aback by all of this. I had known she didn't like her father, but I hadn't realized that she totally despised him. I wondered what he must have done to earn such animosity. He was also clearly taken aback by such a vehement response.

"I think you had better go now," said Joshua calmly, "before there's any trouble."

"I told you to keep your furry nose out of this!" He said then turned back to Kathy, "You're coming with me!" and reached for her.

He looked a little confused when his hand stopped just short of touching her, then he noticed my grip on his arm and looked at me. I just smiled innocently.

"Get your hand off of me, you filthy bastard!" he grabbed his cattle prod with his free hand, and started to draw it.

At this point Joshua, Dave and Gabe all started to rise, I waved them back down as I stood, "Gentlemen please," I smiled, not at all pleasantly. "There are hardly enough here for me! Anyway I think the man's grievance lies with me."

Okay, so I like to show off and have a big ego, but if I couldn't handle this mob Herza had definitely been wasting her time on me. I watched as he brought the prod around towards me, and I checked my grip on him.

"You know," I said as if making normal conversation, "if you use that thing, you're going to get hurt a lot worse than me."

"Go to hell!" he said and he stuck me with the prod.

It was an interesting experience, I don't know if any of you have ever been exposed to a shock rod before, I had in training and one thing they always told you, 'make sure the person you're using it on isn't touching you'. I guess nobody had ever told him that.

It hurt like hell for a second, but that passed pretty quickly and I heard him yell. He had just gotten about as good of a jolt as I had, through the grip I had on his arm. I had also dislocated his shoulder due to the muscle flex that happens when one gets shocked. Another thing he should have thought about. I had.

I bent over and picked the cattle prod up from the floor and examined it, after letting him go. 

He wasn't doing too well, and the several seconds that everybody hesitated while looking at him moaning on the floor allowed me to gather my own wits. While I can take a shock like that without any real damage, it still stuns me for a couple of seconds.

"Here hold this," I handed the prod to Kathy. I looked around at the rest of his group. They were still looking at him groaning on the floor, definitely not the brightest of crowds. Having regained my own composure I reached behind me and grabbed my chair. This got them going again, and they all drew their own cattle prods and started spreading out to encircle me.

I decided I didn't want any part of that and started swinging the wooden chair like a scythe, as I charged their right flank. I have to give them credit for organization, the ones on the left charged in to try and get me from behind. I was able to cut through those in front of me before they got in range however, but broke the chair into useless fragments on the two in front of me in the process.

I turned and kidney punched both of them as I went by, just in case the chair hadn't had the desired effect. They went down. I let the remaining four back me up against the wall, so they couldn't get behind me. I almost regretted not having any throwing stars or a knife with me, but then I wasn't planning on killing anybody, yet.

Using a pair of crescent kicks, I was able to clear a path long enough to get into the middle of them. I had noticed that all of the prods were long, with electrodes on the end only. That made them pretty useless close in and I quickly went to work around me with elbows, knees, and the occasional claw. I got three of them pretty good then, but I also got zapped in the back myself.

Luckily, he wasn't able to hold it on me for more than a second, but I jumped clear across the room from the shock as I hadn't been ready for it. I had enough presence of mind to tuck and roll when I landed, even managing to get up on my feet. 

The first one to make it to me had lost his prod, so he started in with his fists. It took me a couple of seconds to clear my head, but I was able to block most of his punches. By then two more were closing in, the others were getting up off the floor themselves.

 I jumped the one who had been punching me, hitting and kicking him as many times as possible before the other two got there. When I turned away and went after the one on the left, knocking his prod out of the way first, I saw him collapse to the floor out of the corner of my eye. 

The next one had too much confidence in the cattle prod and once I was past it he turned to run. I grabbed him by the hair and pulled him back 'til I could get a good grip on his shoulder too, then I spun him around and threw him at the one coming at me from behind. Right into his cattle prod, which discharged nicely I might add.

As he looked in shock at his buddy, whom he had just given a really nasty jolt to, I broke his arm and several of his ribs for good measure. I then looked at the three remaining ones who had gathered themselves for another attack. They had lost their cattle prods, so I just charged right in kicking and punching. 

I really enjoyed just beating the living crap out of them, the sound of cracking and breaking bones was music to my ears. I really didn't feel any of their hits, I was so worked up, and just kept going until nobody was left standing, making sure I gave them each a few scars to remember me by.

Surveying the damage, I noticed the one who had gotten shocked by his buddy was starting to move again and so was Mr. Vanderzyc. I gave myself a quick once over, no broken bones, no cuts, just some bruises. I wasn't surprised to see that my shirt was ruined, it had two burned spots in it from the electrical shocks and was splattered with somebody's blood. At least the blood wasn't mine.

I grabbed a chair from an empty table, and went back to join my friend's. 

"Pretty impressive Raj," said Joshua. 

Gabe and Dave just gave me knowing looks, they knew how much I worked out and practiced.

I gave him a big smile, and looked at Mr. Vanderzyc who was holding his arm and getting up off the floor.

"Next time I'm gonna kill you," he said looking around at his friends.

For some reason that did it, up to now I’d been angry, but I hadn’t really lost my temper. I got back up, walked over to him and quickly grabbed his arm and gave it a hard pull. I could feel it pop back into the socket as he screamed. I waited till he calmed down a little and looked at him.

"Feel better?" I asked softly, and was surprised when he nodded. "Good!" I said, and punched him in the face, hard. He went back a couple of feet and hit the wall and slid down to the ground, out cold. I turned to the one remaining one, who stood there aghast.

"Never threaten a leopard!" I told him, "he just might believe you!" and I went back to my seat.

"Was that really necessary Raj?" Joshua asked me.

"You heard him," I said taking a few deep breaths to calm myself down, "and I believe him. When he comes too, maybe he'll learn to be a little more careful about what he says."

"Maybe he'll just be that much more careful about planning his next attack," replied Joshua. "You definitely gave him the incentive, that's for sure."

I hadn't thought about that, "Do you really think so?" I asked concerned now that the adrenaline was starting to wear off and my anger was subsiding. "I'll admit that I do have a tendency to get carried away."

"I wouldn't worry about it Raj," put in Dave, "We'll be gone from here by the time he feels like fighting again."

"And as for his bothering Kathy again, I'll have my lawyers get after him for what he did tonight." Joshua gave us a lazy smile, "After all, I can't have my guests being attacked even if some of them enjoy it!" He laughed then and everybody else joined in. 

"Can I help it if I enjoy fighting?" I protested weakly, "It's what I do for a living."

"We just wish you'd stop taking your work home with you," Kathy said dryly, and everybody started laughing all over again. 

The police arrived next and after a quick private conversation with Joshua, they ignored us, somewhat to my surprise. We got up and left at that point, as they started dragging the still unconscious bodies out.

"Good Lord Raj," said Fran watching as we walked outside, "how hard did you hit them anyway?"

"Just as hard as I could!" I grumbled quietly.

The trip back was uneventful and conversation resumed as if the fight had never happened. Kathy was pretty quiet the whole way back however. Once back, everybody headed for their respective bedrooms. I went to the bathroom to clean up and tossed the ruined shirt in the garbage. When I came back to the room, Kathy was sitting staring quietly out the window. I knelt down behind her and put my arms around her.

"Mad at me?" I asked cautiously.

"Why should I be mad at you Raj?" she asked quietly.

"Well, I did punch your father's lights out for one," I admitted quietly.

"No that's not it," she reached back and scratched under my chin. "It's the fact that he showed up at all. All his life he's treated me like I was a burden to him, told me I was just a worthless woman, and I had better remember my place. That he was sorry he had me, that it was all my mother's fault and anything else he could think of to belittle me.

"Then after trying to fill me full of hate and fear for so many years he comes to try to take me back there. Like I was his property, chattel to be punished for misbehaving! Damn it! I'm an adult now, and he has no claim to me anymore! I'd just wish he'd leave me alone."

She was crying quietly now and I held her for awhile. I really didn't know what to say. After all, I was property, somebody's chattel or rather some corporation's. But then they valued me, treated me well, gave me praise and took good care of me for the most part.

"You want me to kill him for you?" I finally asked. He reminded me so much of the scum from Arboral I didn’t think my conscious would bother me too much if I did.

"Raj!" she turned and looked at my in the moonlight, "are you serious?"

"Sure, why not? I could get into his bedroom late one night, he'd never feel a thing. Nobody would know who either." I shrugged, I didn’t think it would be all that hard.

"No Raj," she started stroking the side of my face, "That wouldn't be right."

I couldn't see why not, and said so. "What's not right about it? It's clear to everybody he doesn't mean you well."

She sighed, "People don't just go around killing each other Raj. Trust me, it's wrong. But it was sweet of you to offer." she gave me a kiss then, and we gently made love. 

Later, she fell asleep within the circle of my arms and I suddenly wondered, what I would have done if she had said yes?
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The rest of the weekend passed without incident. I did get to see quite a bit of the farm, as Karen took us on an aerial tour of most of it. We had a picnic the next day, and I was surprised to find my shirt had been replaced by the next night. Other than that, we just spent a lot of time enjoying the outdoors.

After we had dropped the girls off Monday, we headed back to the plant and checked our messages. I spent the rest of the day writing my reply to Cassandra's letter, and getting a larger copy made of her picture to replace the older one I had on ship. I ended up at Martial that night once again with Herza.

I did Herza proud by winning all my fights, but then I was beating her regularly nowadays, so I didn't expect to find anybody who could beat me in a place like this anymore.

On Tuesday the Clan went to the resort we had been at last time, and spent a whole week there. I really enjoyed just being away from everything and even spent two days alone in the forest. There's something to be said for occasional solitude after living years on a ship where there wasn’t any.

It was Wednesday when we got back into town and I just basically enjoyed the sights and spent the remaining few days seeing Kathy. We even doubled once with her roommate Meg and her boyfriend Charley. He brought along some sparring gear and managed to talk me into going a few rounds, during which I taught him not to do so ever again. When I wanted to quit after only a couple of minutes he quickly agreed.

"I told him about the bar fight, but he didn't believe me," whispered Kathy.

"He will next time," I whispered back, "I just hope I didn't leave him with an axe to grind."

"He'll get over it," she smiled.

That Sunday we started reloading, and five days later we broke orbit.

 

We had loaded another troop module at Hobson’s Choice only this time they hadn’t made any secret of it. The attack at Arboral hadn’t been the only one since then, though it was the only successful invasion and occupation of any of Tri-Star’s holdings. A few other places had been raided, and one other Corporation suffered as severe a hit as our Timpleton complex had. So we were bringing security reinforcements to a number of places that were considered to be at risk. It was hoped an obvious display of strength would make them consider other targets.

“It’s not going to work,” Dave said as we sat around playing cards.

“Why not?” Gabe asked upping the bid.

“They’re not operating on a profit motive, more like a revenge based one. If a target gets harder to hit that they want, they’ll just bring in a bigger force.”

I nodded and folded a lousy pair of twos. “Balizar said about the same thing last night.”

“But what about hitting someone less defended instead?” Gabe asked.

“I don’t think they’re picking their targets based solely on monetary impact,” Dave said matching the bid. “Rudy?”

“I’m in,” he anted up. “And I agree with Dave, things are going to get a lot worse before they get better. This is just the testing phase.”

I dealt the next round of cards, besides Dave, Gabe, and Rudy, Thomas and Jeb were playing as well.

“Kind of like sparring with a new opponent,” I put in, “Still your bet Jeb.”

“Still five creds, and yeah I agree too.”

“So why are the Corps not going after these guys?” Gabe asked raising the bet again.

“Because it still hasn’t hit them just what they’re dealing with,” Dave said seeing the bet once again. “I don’t think the corps have ever had a common foe before, usually they’re fighting each other.”

“And then they’re used to playing by the rules,” Rudy said upping the bet.

Thomas folded and leaned back as Jeb matched the bet followed by Dave.

“And these guys definitely are not.” Gabe said as he matched the bet. “Read them and weep!” he said and turned his cards over.

“I’ll cry later,” Rudy chuckled and showed a full house to Gabe’s three of a kind.

“Damn, what next?” Gabe grumbled and General Quarters sounded.

We scrambled for our shuttles running like madmen, hoping into the cockpits and firing up the systems. I plugged into the bridge and called for a status report.

“We have multiple hostiles incoming at four hundred miles,” Katrine’s voice started. “Radar makes it as ten inbound shuttles, bearing and state data uploading now.”

I looked at my threat display and watched as it came to life.

“All shuttles, clear to start engines!”

I watched as the bay door opened, the air boiling out of the bay immediately in a great gust taking a few playing cards with it.

I started my engines and prepared for launch.

“One ready!” I called.

“Two ready!” I heard Gabe on the radio.

“Three ready!” Jeb called next.

“Launching!” Came the reply and I ran the throttles on the rockets up to fifty percent as we got kicked out into space.

“Damn, I can’t believe this, we’re only a day out of Hobson’s!” I said to Rudy as we armed our missiles.

“Yeah, worse yet Jeb and Gabe are slinging ship killers and only four LRGM’s a piece.”

“Damn, I hadn’t thought about that. I wonder where the hell these guys popped out of?”

“Probably floated in from that asteroid belt back there. Must have fired their engines when the Astra’s radar locked on them.”

I nodded and checked in with my wingmen.

“Alpha flight, report!”

“Two’s in.” Gabe called.

“Three’s in.” Jeb called right after.

“Profile Foxtrot X-ray,”

“Two copies.”

“Three copies.”

“Kind of risky, isn’t it?” Rudy asked, “Leading with the ship killers.”

“They’re worthless in a dogfight, might as well burn them up right away and just hope to get lucky.”

“Good point. I hope Bravo flight gets out here quick.”

I nodded, of course with the shuttle bay now a vacuum Bravo flight would have to suit up before they could man their shuttles and launch. It would be a good ten minutes at least.

I keyed the radio, “Alpha flight, launch!”

“Two!”

“Three!”

A moment later four SK’s streaked by me under maximum thrust. 

“Let’s see how they respond to twenty megatons of fun,” Rudy chuckled from behind me.

We were twenty miles from them when Dave and Thomas detonated their missiles.

“Nice shooting!” Rudy commented over the radio to our wingmen as the front four shuttles were destroyed in the blast.

“Guess they didn’t think about that?” I chuckled as the remaining six split into two groups of three.

“Amateurs,” Rudy chuckled.

“Alpha flight,” I said keying the mike, “Lead will take the first element, you have the second.”

“Two, roger!”

“Three, roger!”

“Good hunting Raj!” I heard Gabe call over the radio as he pealed off to my starboard side and I turned to port. Now came the tricky part, if we didn’t want to just fly past them in a flash we had to change course and vector, so in effect they’d be coming up at us from behind. By splitting to either side we’d have them between us unless they split up. This gave the advantage to them as we traded our velocity advantage to a lower potential versus theirs. I didn’t like it, but we were only a hundred and twenty miles from the Astra and that was way too close for comfort.

I ran the throttles to Max to lower my relative velocity as much as possible.

“They’re not splitting to engage,” Rudy said.

“That’s odd,” I said keeping the throttle at full mil, “staying bunched up like that just gives us an advantage.”

“Missile Launch!” Rudy called then so I flipped us back over and fired two myself and started evasive maneuvers.

“Jamming…” He called and I watched as he took control of one of the LRGM’s I had launched and curved it around to nail one of the shuttles as it came into range. I fired another two at each of the survivors then.

“Missile launch!” he called again, then “Multiples!”

I did my best at evading holding the throttles to max and turned the nose at the two survivors as they each tried to vector away from the incoming missiles, telling the computer to re-task the last three missiles to defense, as Rudy cranked the actives to max power. Two of the defensive LRGM’s took out enemy missiles, the third missed.

“Jamming!” He called just as the enemy shuttles took hits and broke up.

“Damn, they both flushed their SK’s!” Rudy swore as I pitched around to fire another LRGM at one in the group Gabe was tangling with. I pointed the nose back towards the Astra and fired the last missile I had after them instead.

“No use, they’re too far ahead.” He groaned.

“Where the hell is Bravo flight?” I swore and hit the high power radio. “Astra you have incoming!”

“Roger Alpha leader, we see them. Stand clear of Point Defenses.”

I turned the nose up and saw on my tactical display that Gabe and Jeb had done the same as the Astra opened up with its rail guns and point defense lasers on the two missiles. I watched as they picked off each ship killer, one then the other. Without anyone to fly them they were a lot easier to take out as their onboard evasive programs weren’t that evolved. They got the second one when it was only ten miles out. I exhaled then, and checked the position of the destroyed shuttles on my radar, if I took the time to chase after any of them I wouldn’t be able to catch up with the Astra which was still accelerating. With a shake of my head I turned the nose around and headed back for the ship before it moved out of range of the shuttle.

 

 

“That was too close…” I said as we walked in to the flight room, pealing off my suit. I was soaked inside.

“You’re telling me,” Rudy sighed. We collapsed into our chairs as the rest of the group staggered in.

Chief Shandour came into the room then and sat on the desk in front. “Good shooting men. Hobson’s Navy told us they’ll have a frigate in the area in about six hours, they’ll check the wreckage and tell us what they find.”

We all just nodded.

“Apparently they were launched from an asteroid on the edge of the belt, the Captain suspects they may have a base of some sort around there so he doesn’t want to stick around, and it’s the Navy’s problem now anyway.”

“I can’t believe someone would try that this close in.” Gabe said shaking his head.

“Yeah and they weren’t going for a swipe, they were going for a kill,” Dave added. “All those ships looked like they were carrying SK’s.”

“Well, let’s be happy that they didn’t seem too experienced,” the Chief continued, “Otherwise you might not have had a ship to come back to.”

We all nodded to that one.

“What took Bravo flight so long?” I asked.

“The Captain ordered them held in, he didn’t think the SK’s would be a problem for the ship’s defenses and he was concerned that there could be a second wave, so he ordered them rearmed with complete LRGM packages.”

I thought about that for a moment. In the heat of combat seeing anything streaking towards the Astra didn’t make me happy, but once we had taken out the enemy shuttles I could see his point.

“How’d they even manage to match velocities with us Chief?” Rudy asked, “Coming off of any of those asteroids they should have been in a tail chase, or only capable of a quick head on pass.”

“Boosters. That was when we picked them up. They were staged on top of boosters apparently.”

“That means there has to be a ship out there someplace to pick them up. Otherwise they’d be stuck out here at the mercy of Hobson’s Navy afterwards.”

The Chief nodded, “That’s what the Captain figures, which is why he held Bravo flight back.”

I shook my head, “Sounds pretty desperate to me.”

“Yeah, but think of the effect this will have on the shipping lanes here,” Jeb pointed out. “If they had gotten away with it, no one would know who was next. As it is, people will still wonder if there will be another attempt.”

We all thought about that.

“Looks like this war just might be heating up,” Dave said and we all just nodded.

 

 

The next four days passed very slowly, the ship’s crew wasn’t too keyed up, but those of us on the shuttles were. If you get left behind on an outbound jump, the further out the ship is, the more the chances of rescue diminish. Chances of returning to any planet in the system are non-existent.

The last day before jump the flight room was like a death watch. All the shuttle crews were there, no one could sleep at that point anyway. Outbound attacks were rare, and attempts at total destruction of a ship were even rarer still. Hobson’s Navy had found no survivors, those that weren’t killed had suicided, and they were all humans. They hadn’t found the base yet either, or the ship that must have dropped them off. Companies didn’t apply these tactics, only fanatics did.

When the ship finally made jump I dragged myself to my room and locked the door. I was so keyed up I was afraid I’d jump out of my skin, all I wanted to do was sleep.

After that life did settle back into a more enjoyable routine. The soldiers onboard this time were a light assault unit made up of wolves, foxes, other canines, and cougars. We were going to drop half of them at our first stop, the rest at the second. The nearly two months we spent going to the first drop was fairly normal, except for once again having all the troops on board.

Breakout however wasn’t. Twenty seconds after we came out I heard the bridge come over the intercom.

“Contact detected dead ahead, range three point seven million miles, heading identical, status unknown.”

I looked back at the tactical board in my cockpit and transferred the ships imaging to my visor as more data came in.

I was tail end Charlie today, last in the rack so I had time if we were going to launch.

“Bridge this is shuttle control, do you want us to secure stations?”

“Stand-bye shuttle control,” came the reply. We all waited.

Ten seconds later we heard, “Shuttle control, secure the launch rack, but remain on alert. We are accelerating to intercept.”

I looked at the information and sure enough our state was changing dramatically. The Astra was under full throttle the unidentified ship was still in a deceleration profile. I turned on the radio receivers to see what I could pick up. 

“What do you think it is?” I asked Rudy.

“Beats the hell out of me. Looks like a small freighter. According to the data link they’ve not responded to the company transponder, so they’re not one of ours.”

I nodded, “can you find anything else interesting on your link back there?” Rudy’s link to the Astra's computer was much more extensive than mine; I had to fly the shuttle after all.

“Not yet. They’re still trying to get a good enough look at it to match it with a known type.”

“Oops, they’re they go!” I said as the ship suddenly started to turn end for end, changing course to accelerate as well. “Looks like they’re changing to an outbound course.”

“Hold on a sec,” Rudy said, “something’s coming in from the base.”

I waited.

“The base is under attack!” he said shocked.

“You’re kidding!"

“Nope, and apparently our unknown friend there is broadcasting something in code. Probably a warning that we’re on the way.”

“Any word on the make up of the attack?”

“Not yet, it’s just a general distress signal on the company’s standard frequency. It’ll be a couple of hours before we get a response.”

I nodded in my helmet.

“Shuttle control, this is the bridge, secure from alert.”

“Roger that.”

I watched as they sealed the hatch and re-pressurized the launch bay. Then headed back to the flight room with everyone else. It was a four day trip into the system, I wondered what would be there when we got there?

“Okay everyone listen up,” the Chief said as we came into the room. “The Captain’s going to address the crew in a minute, so grab a seat.”

Rudy and I grabbed a seat with Dave and Gabe and pealed the top of our vac suits off.

“Attention all hands, Attention all hands. This is the Captain speaking. The Samia installation is being attacked. From the data we have received so far the attack started approximately eight hours ago. The ship we just ran off was either reinforcements, or the same people who tried to destroy us now come to warn the attackers. At this point they are accelerating back up to jump and will most likely be gone soon. In either case they are no longer an issue.

“However what is an issue is that Samia base can probably not hold out four days for us to arrive in a standard orbit. Therefore as Captain I am going to proceed in system at maximum thrust. This will allow us to attack their support space craft in only twenty four hours.

I heard all of the other crews gasp. My own jaw dropped.

“However we will be getting only one pass at them, and one shot. So we’ll have to make it count as it will then take us six days to perform a braking maneuver around the sun to be able to enter orbit. All sections will get their orders shortly. That is all.”

“Woah,” I think that was Dave.

“I’ll say this, the Captain sure has balls,” said the Chief. “Well you heard him. So I suspect that means we’ll be having a full launch, with a complete stock of SK’s on each of you. I don’t know how many ships they have in orbit, but if we can nail them, the attacking force will find itself in a world of hurt.”

“Yessir!” We all said and looked at each other, a mixture of shock and anticipation. Sure enough thirty minutes later we got those orders and were all sent to our bunks while the tech’s swapped out the missiles. They wanted us rested and awake when we crossed, speeds would be such that a lot of skill and quite a bit of luck would be required. It was a long shot.

It was not to be however, six hours later they started to withdraw and by the time we were halfway there they broke orbit in full retreat. Six days later we made orbit, and got to check out the damage.

Surprisingly it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. They hadn’t gotten the benefit of surprise, and once they figured out what we were doing they started to pull out immediately. They did do some damage, and got some of our cargo as they pulled out, destroying one of the warehouses when one of their shuttles crashed after being shot down. So spirits were good and we were welcomed heartily for showing up and saving the day.

However it was clear to everyone that we had a few spies back at Hobson’s Choice because they obviously knew we were coming here and did their best to stop us. Fortunately their best wasn’t good enough, this time at least.
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The next stop was something new for me; I was going to be part of an expedition at the next stop.

This was supposed to be one of my secondary jobs and I was glad I was finally going to get to do it. The planet we were going to had been surveyed from space years ago, so now the company wanted to explore some hopeful signs and see if they could establish a mine there. I found out we were supposed to do this last year, but the fight back at Arboral had changed our plans.

Breakout was a lot more enjoyable this time; we really didn't expect anybody to be around as this system was pretty well outside of the sector. We still did the drill, but everybody was a lot more relaxed about it. 

The whole process of making orbit and getting a base camp set up took two weeks time. The planet was okay I guess, it was cold, cold enough that I'd have to wear my insulated flight suit even at the equator. It had an earthlike atmosphere, which was the rule more than the exception for our class of survey team I was told. There weren't too many storms about, and the planet was seventy five percent land, most of the water having frozen I guess.

They left us with one of the assault shuttles for local transport, the cargo shuttles being more than we needed; two helicopters; and some ground vehicles specialized for the snow. We had a base camp of three main buildings, a barracks, a garage/shop, and a lab/storage area. There were thirty six of us, and we'd be here about six months, depending on the Astra's schedule. The Astra itself still had the other half of the troop contingent onboard to deliver; I just hoped they didn’t run into trouble in the process.

Kate and Franz were there, they being part of the standard survey team. Sheen was there too, as part of the security and technical forces. That was where I fit in myself; Rudy was along being my WSO and a tech as well. 

There were also four Tiger's along, who with Sheen and myself made up the total security detachment. Fortunately, Rasha, who I’d still been seeing occasionally, was one of them so I wouldn't have to be celibate for the whole six months. Sheen and I had never ended up in the sack together, but there were no Jag's here and now that her boyfriend wasn't around maybe something would happen. I hadn't made a pass at her in over a year, but now that she was the only unattached Leopard around I was definitely going to start again.

Of the remaining thirty people we had four Wolves, one was a chemist, three were techs; six Bears, two were geologists, one was a micro biologist, the rest were techs; two Possums, one was Rudy, the other was a cartographer; two Monkeys, both nurse/medics; six Rottweilers, they were all scouts; two Otters, they were marine biologists; two Goats, one was the cook and his mate was the doctor; and six Badgers, they were our engineers and administrators, I didn't know the break down.

The techs split down into several different fields with a lot of overlapping, same with the engineers. The Tigers also doubled as Techs as did Rudy, Sheen and myself.

A Badger named Klaus was the expedition's leader, with Franz the second in command as he was the senior scout. The head technician was an old Wolf named Janus, the head of security was a Tiger named Tiberius, and the head scientist was a Bear named Jack. I was considered the person in charge of all flight op's, but as there was just the one shuttle and the two helicopters it didn't really mean much, I was primarily responsible to Tiberius and considered part of security.

That was fine with me though, Tiberius liked me a lot. Probably because he couldn't stand Marcus. Also as a member of security I'd get to spend a lot of time with Rasha and Sheen.

Getting back to the present, the camp was set up about thirty degrees south of the equator and about fifty miles east of the largest ocean on the planet. Photo reconnaissance from space had indicated this was a likely spot for a good mineral find. There were about fifteen other promising sites to be checked as well, which were scattered around the planet. This one was fairly central to the majority of sites, though two of them were a good fifteen thousand miles away.

The climate here was cold with a capital 'C', it got to a high of 2 degrees Celsius during the day, and about thirty below at night. There was a constant wind and the only cover was a low brush of some type that came up to my knee. It didn't do anything to stop the wind however. 

One thing for sure, I'd be glad when my winter coat came in! It'd make a big difference. I envied the Tigers, they were all Siberian derivatives, and with their winter coats they'd be able to take it all in stride.

The first night I had to stand watch with Sheen, which was fine with me as we were pretty good friends. Watch was a pretty simple affair; we had surveillance cameras covering the grounds, and a perimeter fence that would scream if anything ran into it. 

We didn't really expect to have any trouble, but we had no idea at all what the local animal life consisted of, or if there even was any here. So far we hadn't seen a thing, but all the activity may have just scared it away.

Watch was pretty boring, which was about what we expected, the hourly patrols just served to remind you how cold it was. At least the winter lining in my combat armor was battery powered, but it wasn't air tight and the wind found ways in.

"What are you doing afterwards?" I asked Sheen as the end of our shift neared.

"Going to bed, why?" She asked giving me a suspicious glance.

"Want some company?" I grinned.

"Raj, it hasn't even been a day yet, what are you going to do months from now?" she sighed.

"Hey, it's cold around here and I think we'd both be a lot warmer in bed together." I admitted honestly, though I don't think she believed it. "I promise to behave, for tonight at least."

"In that case, you have a deal. It is cold out there, and this building seems to have trouble dealing with it."

"That's a fact; these temporary structures just aren't made for this. Everybody's going to be grumbling until they get their winter fur."

We finished our shift a short while later and I followed Sheen through the empty corridor to her room, it was still three hours before the day began for everyone else. We went inside and helped each other strip off our gear and after a quick trip to the bathroom, climbed quickly into her bed.

"Damn, at least they could keep the floor heated during the night!" she growled as we curled up together.

"Everybody's supposed to be asleep, remember? Why waste the energy."

"It still stinks, I hate cold feet."

"Next time try leaving the liners from your combat boots on then," I suggested.

She snuggled a little closer, her back against my stomach, "That's a good idea; I'll give it a try."

"If anything else gets cold let me know, I have an idea for that too!" I said quietly in her ear.

"Just remember your promise!" she chuckled, "Really Raj, I didn't expect you to start in for at least a week. What's the rush?"

"I figure the sooner I start, the sooner I'll succeed," I yawned. It had been a long day and I was getting tired despite my suggestion.

"What make's you so sure you'll succeed?" she asked with a hint of humor in her voice.

"Well," I said counting off the points, "first you are a Leopard and a young one at that, even if you are older than me. Second there's only one unattached male Leopard on the entire planet, and that's me. Third your boyfriend Clint isn't on the planet and the two of you don't exactly have a monogamous relationship."

"And you don't think I'll find what I want among the Tiger's?"

"It's a possibility," I conceded, "What's the matter Sheen, don't you like me or something?"

"You're in my bed aren't you?"

"Then what have you got against sex with me?" I grumbled half asleep. If I had been totally awake, I probably never would have had the nerve to say it straight out.

"I don't have sex with Leopards very often anyway, or hadn't you noticed?"

I woke back up, "What? I thought you and Banner had before he mated with Terease?" I asked confused.

"Well yeah, we did a few times. But I mostly stick with Jaguars, Clint usually, but I've been with Pepe too," I could feel her grin, "And even Tigers on the occasion."

"Why?" I was dumbfounded.

"The Jag's are just a lot more laid back, that's all. You should be the first to admit that many Leopards can be maniacs," she said accusingly. "And I prefer the calming influence they have on me. Haven't you noticed I'm not as hyper as the rest can be at times?"

"And all this time I thought you just liked large men," I said depressed.

"If that was the case, you'd have been successful a long time ago Raj. But the fact is you have a tendency to be exactly the kind of Leopard I avoid. I've seen the way your ears go back, the nose gets wet and your eyes dilate.

"The last Leopard I knew like you got shot in the back because he lost it and had to be 'put down'. It wasn't a pretty sight believe me, I had nightmare's about it for month's."

"Who shot him?" I asked suspiciously.

"I did," she admitted so quietly that I almost missed it.

I thought about that a second and filed it under reason's to work on self improvement.

"So I guess this mean's sex is out of the question then?"

"Dammit Raj, I'm being serious here," she sounded really upset. "You’ve got one hell of a temper, worse than his was! I don't know how you've managed to survive this long! You've got several warnings in your records from your crèche days, Balizar can't figure out why you weren't put down then. Sure you've behaved since you almost got tossed out of advanced, but I've seen the type before and we're both afraid you'll revert."

My ear's perked up at this, "You've read my file?" I asked coldly, "That's supposed to be private!"

"Balizar showed me before this expedition started," she replied coldly. "In case something had to be done."

"That should be Tiberius's job, why'd he tell you? And who else has he told?" I wanted to know just what had been going on behind my back.

"He didn't tell Tiberius," she said quietly, "other than to say you have a temper, which everybody already knows. I suspect Herza knows too, but that's not the point!"

"What is the point?" I asked settling back down.

"The point is, I'm expected to stop you if you really do go crazy."

"Why you? Why not Tiberius? Better yet, why not Herza?" I asked confused.

"Because I've done it before, and Balizar wants this kept inside the clan, he has this hope that you're going to learn to control yourself, and every year older you get the better the chances. As for Herza, she's in love with you and wouldn't be able to do it."

That last part was a shock, Herza in love with me? I couldn't believe it. Either I said it out loud, or she read my mind.

"Yes, she's in love with you. Except for that damnable temper of yours, you're her idea of perfection I guess."

The idea of Herza feeling that strongly towards me made me feel uncomfortable, so I changed the subject. "I've read my file too you know."

"Really?" That surprised her, "Doesn't it worry you then that you only just squeaked by?"

"I didn't just 'squeak by'," I confessed.

"What do you mean?" She turned and faced me in the darkness, I could see the concern on her face by the dim light of the telltale's on the far wall.

"I was supposed to be put down when I was eleven," There I had finally said it! Only one other person knew, and that was Cassandra of course.

"Why weren't you?" she asked drawing away a little.

"Cassandra isn't just in intel just because she's sneaky, smart, and devious; she's also a good computer hacker. She had flags on everybody's files, everybody in my family that is. When the order came down, she erased it, as well as the files that prompted it. She then made it look like it was carried out to the person who ordered it, and got him transferred to another department."

"Why?"

"So I'd make it out alive! What do you think?" I said exasperated.

"No, why'd she do it? They could do her too for that."

"Because we're in love, and there really isn't any reason for one of us to go on without the other." I said quietly. "After that incident, she made it quite clear that we'd go together and I realized it would be my fault if we did. So I started trying to calm down and not let my rages get me into fights. 

"I admit now that the incident on the ship was a mistake, but after the fight I just kind of lost it. I've been trying something new now and it seems to be helping. That's the other reason I want to have Cassandra around again though, besides lifemating, when she's there I have an extra incentive to behave.

"Anyway, I've been good since then. I've gotten mad a few times sure, I admit it. But I haven't stayed mad and haven't done anything have I?"

"I thought the reason was the trips you've been making to the Bars with Herza."

"They helped at first," I admitted, "But they really didn't change my behavior," I smiled, "just made me a better weapon."

"What did you do that they were going to 'do' you anyway?" she asked quietly after a moment.

"I don't want to talk about it, but don't worry, I didn't kill anyone. I've never lost it enough to do that."

"That's reassuring at least," she smiled.

"So now that it's all out in the open, think you might change your mind about having sex?"

She rolled back over and snuggled up again, "No, my original plan still stands," I groaned. "But I'll tell you about it now, I think you deserve it for being so honest."

"Well what is it?" I asked after a couple of seconds.

"You behave, and I'll screw your brains out! I'm not the celibate type myself you know. And Balizar does believe in you, and you have been good. But screw up once and I'll be sleeping with the Tigers!"

I gave her a hug, and a little nip on the ear.

"But not tonight! I'm tired."

"Me too," I admitted, confessions and admissions took a lot out of one. We both went to sleep then. I dreamed of Cassandra that night and got the impression that we shared the dream. In my dream, we were both together again, as in many of them to be honest. But it was years later in this one, we were both officers now and posting the same assignments. 

We were serving on a ship I think, and some of the faces in it were familiar ones from the past, but most were the formless ghosts of dreams. As the dream continued, I suddenly found myself young again, back at the age of eleven, but here on the planet. 

It was then that I had a nightmare that I hadn't had in years, one where I lose all control and start to strangle somebody only to have them turn into Cassandra. This one ended differently thought, this time I was shot in the back of the head by Sheen.

I woke up panting then, I usually did after that part. I laid there slowing my breath and calming down, thinking about the dream and its changes. Usually I was killed by myself, in a strange split of views. It was a strange dream, but I had always suspected that it was a post hypnotic suggestion, planted by Cassandra. After that old incident I had allowed her several liberties with my body and mind, in a hope to change my behavior. The nightmare had started shortly afterwards, but as my attitude changed it had gone away.

I guess the talk had jarred it loose; I was surprised it was still there even. But it was amateur work, done by one desperate child for another. We both knew that I had reached the allowable number of incidents, and we wouldn't be able to cover up another one. I had been getting into at least one fight a week at that point, with a large percent of my opponents ending up seriously injured. It was only when Cassandra had drilled it home that I was hurting her too, that I really made an effort to change. 

I closed my eyes and went back to sleep, one point of the dream that I guess my subconscious had supplied, was obvious: I had damn well better behave around Sheen. 

The next morning I awoke refreshed, the nightmare not having caused any further problems. I dressed and after breakfast headed out to check on how the shuttle had weathered the cold. I didn't expect to find any problems, and didn't. But it's standard procedure to do the checks, you never know if there's something local that considers some part of the shuttle to be perfect for it.

After finishing that chore, I went to see what, if any, flying jobs were coming up. It turned out that there was nothing set for at least a week; they wanted to finish the local tests first, and complete setting up. 

I ended up alternating my duties between security, and helping to assemble equipment. By the end of the first week, they had gotten most of the data they wanted on the local site and it looked good. Another site was then selected and we began the arduous task of loading the shuttle for its trip.

It took about three trips to shuttle all of the necessary equipment and personnel to the new site. After a week working there it was on to the next one. 

That was the way it went more or less for the next three months, go to a site, set up, test, break down, and move again. Sleeping at the remote sites wasn't much fun, the shelters being even less insulated than the main camp, but I did get my winter coat after a couple of weeks, so it wasn't too bad. I also had to make a lot of side trips for the scientist's, collecting biological and mineral samples from the different areas that we encamped at.

The hardest part were the long watches, as our small security team often got divided in half and sometimes even in thirds. By the time all of the preliminary tests had been completed, the geologists had identified four sites for further testing. The biologists had also determined that there were no harmful micro-organisms, and we couldn't live off of the local plant or animal life. 

The first casualty was one of the wolf technicians and it happened out on a test site, she was killed by an explosive charge that detonated prematurely. The second, a Rottweiler scout, was lost in the mountains when an ice bridge collapsed during a sensor planting expedition. These kinds of things were expected, accidents happen.

The third death was a little more upsetting. Sure people do get killed by the local wildlife occasionally, but this was totally unexpected. The biologists had only identified several smaller sea mammals prior to then, things that were like penguins and seals and such. They had also found a small land carnivore, and a few small land omnivores. There wasn't much plant life on the land, so there wasn't a lot of animal life either.

Then this big one turned up, and it was big, about thirteen feet when it reared, and weighing in at eleven hundred pounds. Anyway the first we saw it, it was attacking one of the geologists, a Bear, on one of our remote trips. By the time Tiberius and I had our rifles unslung, and started firing, his head and chest had already disappeared down the thing's throat. You could hear the bones cracking, it wasn't a pretty sight. 

We closed as fast as we could, I was on my second clip when I got there, and it had just finished off the Bear. I just stood there and put about thirty rounds into the head, while Tiberius put a whole clip in the chest of the thing. We must have been annoying it, because it charged and took a swipe at me. I managed to dodge most of it, but still got knocked a good ten feet back. It fell dead then, at Tiberius' feet, and we quickly cut it open with our knives, but it was pretty hopeless. 

It hadn't swallowed without chewing. 

I then had to fly back to get the biologists to look at it of course. They wanted me to load it in the shuttle and bring it to them, but I refused, even when Klaus threatened to fine me fifty grand. Good thing too, Tiberius had to put forty more rounds into it a half hour later when it started moving again!

When they finally got there, it was really quite a mess. But due to the cold, at least it had frozen quick. It turned out that it had a very interesting nervous system, with the brain spread out in six different areas. It also had at least twenty separate hearts. Kate told me later that she suspected that it could regrow lost body parts quite easily.

We packed up and went back to camp for a few days after that, most of the team being rather demoralized. I also needed to have my armor repaired, the 'swipe' had torn three long gashes in the jumpsuit that held it together, and broke one of the plates as well. 

After that we were a lot more careful about setting up camp. We did see a few more of them, but managed to keep our distance. For the most part they weren't terribly bright, just tough. Why they were so tough was the question that worried Kate.

The fourth month was just a lot of hard work, except for my seventeenth birthday, which I celebrated with Rudy, Sheen, Kate, Franz and the Tigers of our security detachment. The biologist's came up with a poison for the Yeti, the new name of our nasty little snowman, and went out searching for one using one of the helicopters. It took two weeks to find one, then another couple of days to get it to eat the poison, but they got their specimen without it getting them.

In the fifth month, disaster stuck again. The marine biologists had gone with a Rottie scout and one of the Tigers from security, to study the sea life in one of the helicopter's. They had set up a station on the ice shelf about sixty miles away, and when they didn't come back to camp that evening, I flew out in the other heli with two of the Tiger's.

What we found was a forty foot hole in the ice where the station had been. Nothing else, not even the copter. I landed us about a quarter of a mile away, and we all went back to search. We found a set of track's leading away, so while I went back to get the heli, the rest tracked them down. We found one of the Otter's wandering around in a daze about an hour later and we all went back to the camp.

Well the biologists finally found out why the Yeti’s were built so tough, the seas held something tougher. When Toiuson finally came around she told us that the ice just started crumbling beneath them. She was able to scramble to safety with the scout; the other two got sucked down. A moment latter, tentacles came up and sliced the Rottweiler in half, as he was crawling from the edge. She had run at that point and just missed being killed herself.

That night, everybody was pretty quiet; I was a bit moody myself. The earlier deaths hadn't been as upsetting because I was just getting to know the people here. But now I was pretty good friends with a few of them, and Shaw, the tiger that had been killed, was one of those. Sheen was upset as well, she also had been close to Shaw, and it goes without saying how the other Tigers felt.

Sheen and I were on the first watch that night, and had volunteered to go straight through, so the Tigers could mourn their loss. Watch was a pretty easy affair now with the sensor fence set up and running anyway. Kate and Franz showed up early on, they knew we were both upset, so they kept us company. About eleven the Tigers came in, still upset and feeling the lack of numbers, so we all ended up sleeping in a pile on the floor, using the cushions from the couches and chairs. 

It was about an hour later when Toiuson, the surviving otter came in. She was supposed to be under light sedation in her room, but when she had called the security office asking if we could get the doctor to get her something heavier, we asked her to join us. Being the only one of your kind is a lonely thing sometimes. So the morning found the room packed with more bodies than it was meant for, but at least it was warm.

The next day nobody really felt like doing anything, so Klaus gave everybody the day off. We only had about a week’s work left on the geological surveys anyway, but it would be maybe a month before the Astra came back.

The final piece of work involved setting off several large explosions and then recording the results through the several thousand sensor probes that had been buried in the planet. The first three explosions were set off a day apart, two were on the other side of the planet, about sixty degrees of latitude apart. The third was at the north pole. 

After these results were analyzed for a few days it was decided to set off two more blasts as well. They were both placed a third of the way around the planet from us, in opposite directions of course, about twenty degrees north of the Equator. On all of the flights to deliver the bombs it had been just Rudy and me flying, with Tiberius baby sitting the bombs. He was the only one on the base with the detonation codes, other than Klaus maybe.

The bombs weren't that big of an affair really, about eight inches in diameter and two feet long, with a yield of maybe one megaton. Small stuff really, but I still didn't want to be near them when they went off! I really wasn't sure of the need for all of this seismic work, or the explosives, but the geologist had told me that this was the 'quick and dirty' method of doing the work.

It took the three of us two days to set the charges. Fortunately, we were able to use drill holes that had been sunk in the previous months work, but it still took all day to lower them down to the bottom of the bore holes. It all went without incident, I'm happy to say, and we didn't run into any of the Yeti's either fortunately.

By the end of the week, the remaining geologist had analyzed the findings with the engineers and geo-techs. They all agreed they had enough data for the company's supercomputers back at Hobson. The biologists had determined that they had all the samples they wanted, having decided to let the next group deal with the sea life. So we started to pack the gear up for removal. That took about three days of relatively easy work.

Then we waited. We didn't have that much to do at this point, the Astra was due in about two weeks, but could show up any time now. We all hoped it was soon, as we had all gotten fairly sick of the place, and wanted off. Our hopes were answered five days later when the Astra came in system.

A week and a half later, we were all back on board ship and bidding a happy, if not so fond, farewell to the planet. We had left six of our comrades behind, but I was still surprised to hear Franz say that our losses had been 'light'.

"If that's light, then what's heavy?" I asked sarcastically.

"Oh, anything over half the survey team," he answered non-plussed, "and if you work long enough, you'll probably see it happen at least once too!" he said giving me a sad smile. "That is of course, assuming you survive it!"

"Ugh, I knew it was dangerous work, but isn't there anything we can do to make it a little safer?"

"That's why the send us, my boy!" he laughed, "To make it safer, for them! To make it safer for us would cost a fortune, probably more then we do."

"It ain't fair!" grumbled Terease from the couch; we were all at the monthly clan meeting.

"Who ever said life was fair?" Asked Herza, lying comfortably across my chest.

"Yeah," put in Banner, "It even treats humans bad sometimes, that's why they don't like to come out here and give it any extra chances!"

"Just remember this, if it wasn't such a dangerous job, they may not have ever created us to do it," said Balizar quietly from the couch.

"Word's to live by!" replied Herza.

"And it's not all that tough when you're built like we are!" I added smiling. After all it could be worse, I could have been stuck in a weak human body and expected to survive the same things. I felt pretty lucky over all.
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We were on the final run in to Pharaoh a few months later, yet another planet I had never been to, or even heard of, but one on the ship's occasional route. We had a four week run in, as the Astra was loaded down with two full cargo pods. They were full of a lot of heavy construction equipment that we had picked up at our previous stop. It seemed that the people on Pharaoh liked to build things, very large things at that. I really had no idea why, somebody said it had to do with the local religion.

Since Samia things had returned to the standard routine as always, which was a welcome change after the reception we had gotten back there. The ship had made two more stops before retrieving us from Winterland and after this one the rumor was we’d be back at Hobson once more.

When we got to Pharaoh and started the unloading job, I was surprised to find that most of the heavy equipment was for mining and transporting rock.

"Hey, what gives?" I asked Winston, the Quartermaster, he was the same Fox who had originally outfitted me when I had come onboard.

"Whadda ya mean?" He asked looking up from the manifest.

"I thought this equipment was for building. This is all mining and transport stuff."

"Whadda ya know about Pharaoh's inhabitants?" He asked me looking back at his scan board.

"That they build things, supposedly very big things, why?"

"They build using rock, mined rock, in blocks."

"You're kidding!" I said surprised.

"Nope, ever hear of a place on earth called Egypt?"

"Can't say that I have," I admitted embarrassed. They didn't teach us a lot about earth and its countries at the crèche.

"It’s the place with the pyramids in the Middle East." 

"Oh, the place where they fought all those classic tank battles in the late twentieth century!" I remembered those, it was the place where the two classic schools of tank combat first met, and in relatively equal equipment.

"Geez, is that all you kids are taught nowadays? Where the big battles were fought?" he grumbled, and marked another piece off his list. "But yeah, that’s the place."

"Well I remember it, so what does it have to do with this place and what they build?"

 "They're mostly from the same region, and they're building their own pyramids now, that's all."

"But using modern equipment. Not bad I guess."

"That remains ta’ be seen," was all the response he gave. "Break's over, get back ta’ work!" and he walked down to the next section of equipment.

I got back to it.

The unloading took us about five days, a little longer than one would expect normally, but it was pretty hot and dry where the equipment was going. It seems that the Pharaohians had decided to do their building in the desert, but then half the planet's land mass qualified for that distinction. 

So the ground crews had to work in some pretty extreme heat, which slowed everything down accordingly. After we had finished, we all went through the company's local customs briefing, which turned out to be a real eye opener.

"Okay everybody, welcome to the Tri-Star Mining and Manufacturing Corporation's Pharaoh installation. My name is Kareem, and I'm here to brief you on the local situation," began the company rep, an eagle sporting a lot of fancy jewelry.

"Now first off, the political structure is fairly simple, the King runs the country, and the priests often run him. The planet was founded primarily by a group who worshipped the same gods as the ancient Egyptians back on earth.

"The good news is that they worshipped animal gods then, and still do now, so some of you are going to be in for good treatment. Of course they also practice slavery, and rumor has it ritual murder or sacrifice occasionally as well. Of course if the King or one of the High priests declares you outlaw and sentences you to death on the spot, that's it. No appeals, nothing.

"However, unless you really go pissing somebody off, that isn't bloody well likely. Now for the Monkeys and the Orangutans in the group, a word of caution: Most of the slave labor here is done by your and similar species, so watch out. You get in trouble here, and you'll find yourself working on one of the Pyramids or other monuments being built out in the desert, and I don't have to tell you the survival rate isn't that high. They send all of their criminals to work there as punishment, both human and animan.

"Remember also that this is a very rigid class society, while the Bird, Dog and Cat groups may get some special treatment occasionally, we're all still bottom shelf, so don't misbehave. The people here are fairly nice and tolerant of outsiders. As long as you don't get out of line." He paused for a moment and looked around the room before continuing.

"That's it, enjoy your stay," he finished and left the room.

"Well, what do you think?" I asked Mist.

"It's not a bad place really," she replied leading the way out of the room. "Just don't insult the Priests or the ruling classes mostly. Cats are held in high regard, so we get a little positive fallout from that."

"Just remember one thing," said Rudy, coming up from behind.

"What's that?" I asked.

"Don't accept any jobs from the locals here, even if their offer to buy out your contract is proven sincere."

"They'd do that?" I asked Mist.

"Oh sure, they've got the largest diamond and gold mines in the known universe here. They also make some very interesting hardware using those diamonds and the gold."

"So why not take a contract here?"I asked Rudy.

"You'll always be a member of a local household, must be in fact to live on the planet."

"So?"

"Well when a major house's head dies, they sometimes have a tendency to bury his slaves with him."

"Alive?"

"Of course alive," he said smiling, "kind of defeats the purpose if they're dead now doesn't it?"

"People allow this behavior?" I asked flabbergast.

"We're out on the rim of settled space Raj, they can do damn well anything they want to here. When the King dies they strangle his wives and bury them too. That's what the pyramids are for."

"I hear that the human slave trade is picking up in places like this too," added Mist. "So don't be too trusting of the natives."

"I thought that human slavery was outlawed through all of settled space!"

"The more thing's get spread out Raj, the less control that Earth has over what goes on. Everything spread out pretty fast and it’s still going. Some folks don't go along with old mother Earth, so they do as they please. The more that do it, the harder it gets to stop them. Especially when you're about two hundred light years away."

"Anyway, why should we care?" laughed Mist, "If it's good enough for us, then it's good enough for them too!"

I had never really though of it that way before, I wonder what humans thought about the whole thing? I'm sure the ones who were slaves disliked it a lot more than we did. "I wonder if they get to buy out?"

"Who?" asked Mist.

"The human slaves."

"No, I don't think so. But then, that's the idea of slavery, isn't it?"

"Suddenly I don't feel so bad about the deal I've been handed," I laughed.

"It really isn't that bad, is it?" smiled Rudy.

We headed outside and started for the front gate. As usual, most everybody else had the same idea, so there was quite a crowd heading in that direction. We ran into Lyle, who decided to join us too, rather than go out solo. 

It was hot out, real hot, somewhere past a hundred. At least it was dry, but I still found myself panting very quickly from the heat. I noticed everybody else was in pretty much the same condition.

"Is there some better way of getting to the city, other than walking that is?" I asked.

"Bus at the gate," stated Mist simply, pointing ahead.

"It's times like these that I'm glad I'm not black!" Lyle grinned, looking up at the hot sun. "I can actually feel where my spots are, you two must really be suffering."

We came to the gate where there was a fairly large shaded area, Mist and myself made directly for the water fountain, and gratefully poured water over each other. Lyle was right; having black fur was going to no fun here.

"First thing we do, is buy some umbrellas when we hit town," said Rudy, as we cooled down in the shade waiting for the bus.

"I sure don't see any rain," I said giving him a stare, "So what are the umbrellas for?"

"Shade stupid," stated Mist still panting.

I thought about that a second, "Oh, I get it! That's a pretty good idea.

"How do you stand him?" Lyle asked Rudy.

"He's a trial sometimes, I admit." he snickered, "But on the other hand, everybody figures they better be good to me, or I'll sic'im on them."

"You can be replaced by a machine you know," I said still panting.

"Not likely, you probably wouldn't be able to work it!" He laughed and I chased him out into the sunlight. I suddenly realized that wasn't a smart idea as I heated up rapidly. As his fur was a light gray, it wasn't half so bad on him. 

"I have a feeling I'm going to be receiving a lot of abuse from him today," I said as I retreated back to the shade.

"It’s not often I find myself with such an obvious advantage!" Said Rudy, still grinning as he joined us again under the awning.

The first bus came and went at this point. It filled up before we were able to get on, but the driver told everybody that they were sending another two out immediately. 

"The merchants aren't going to let you sit out here with all your money, don't worry!" He laughed just before driving off.

Sure enough, five minutes later we could see the dust trail from the arriving buses on the horizon. 

The buses weren't anything fancy, but they did have air conditioning at least. It was packed full on the trip in and we ended up standing due to the amount of people. The trip took a good twenty minutes, and cost a buck.

"How far is the city anyway?" I asked.

"About thirty miles," supplied Mist. "They don't like the modern look of the spaceport or the ships marring the look of the cities here. So everything is well back and out of sight."

It was about that time we entered into the city and I could see what she meant. The buildings were like none I had ever seen before. First they were all very colorful, with lots of bright pastels and artwork on the walls. Second the construction was all rock, carefully cut and fit together. Third, there were a lot of columns everywhere, but not a building over three stories high, and not a lot of those either.

The streets themselves were all well paved and very smooth, a light tan color so as not to become too hot I guessed. Colorful awnings covered the entrances to the shops and there were a good deal of street vendors under distinctive awnings and canopies of their own in many of the places where there were only walls off a building behind them. I noticed that along the side streets however there were no street merchants, just here in what was apparently the business district.

"They tend to use a lot of classical Greek and Roman styles in their architecture, besides the classic Egyptian ones," supplied Rudy. "Also the original settlers had a large Mexican contingent; they were allowed to join the religion as their ancestors used to build pyramids as well. Anyway, that explains a lot of the colorful artwork."

"It is nice," said Lyle. 

"I suppose that the Cats in some of them in no way influenced your opinion?" Mist laughed. "Jaguars are big with the sect that the Mexican descendents started, so you'll see murals with depictions of them in lots of places."

"Didn't the Aztecs practice human sacrifice?" Asked Lyle.

"I think so," Rudy answered, "But as far as I know, the local religion doesn't allow it, so I hope it isn't being done."

The bus dropped us off in the center of town, and we decided the first thing would be to get something cool to drink and maybe a little food as well. It took us about ten minutes to find a place that didn't look too full and everybody could agree on. Agreement became easier the longer we stood outside.

The place was nice and cool inside, not too brightly lit either. The waiter seemed happy to see us, and it was interesting to note that he gave Mist, Lyle, and myself somewhat better service than he did Rudy.

"I guess there aren't any possums in the ancient Egyptian Pantheon," I joked when the waiter was out of earshot.

"Probably aren't any Possums on the whole planet," he returned. "As long as the only drawback is I get waited on last, I can live with it."

The food turned out to be pretty good, if maybe a little different. But then I'll eat anything that doesn't succeed in eating me first. I did notice that the waiter was a lot more respectful to the human customers, but that didn't bother me any. What I did find interesting was that we were the only animen around, the four of us that is. 

"How come I don't see any other ani's?" I asked Mist in a stage whisper.

"The worker's are too low in status to serve humans I think," She whispered back, "But I think I smell monkey coming from the kitchen."

"Yeah I think so too. What about ani's that are a higher class though? You think there are any here?"

"Beats me," she shrugged, "This is only my second time here."

"What are you two whispering about?" Asked Rudy quietly.

"How come there aren't any other animen customers," replied Mist.

"Well, from what I heard Dave saying the other day, the vast majority of animen here are workers, and low class. The ones who are of high enough class are either very pampered, or just very rare. I expect we'll see more though later when it cools down."

"Dave's been here too?" I asked surprised.

"Dave's been damn near everywhere I think sometimes," he smirked.

We had finished eating by then, but decided to sit around and have a drink or two before going back outside. When we finally did venture out it was after four, and the heat of the day had started to wane. 

We wandered around outside for quite a few hours after that, looking in shops of different sorts. I was amazed at the amount of jewelers and metal smiths there were here, all of them very skilled and turning out some really beautiful work. Rudy told me that this was one of their major exports and I should buy whatever I could afford. After all, in some ports I could probably sell it for a pretty good profit. 

By eight it was getting dark, and I had spent about a thousand dollars. We had all done quite a bit of shopping; Mist had spent several thousand at least, and was wearing most of what she had bought. She looked real good in it too. I tried to think of things that Cassandra would like and asked Mist her opinion on quite a few things. I couldn't see myself wearing anything really, but I thought that Rudy was probably right, so I'd invest some cash too. I had enough in the ship's bank, that was for sure. Maybe tomorrow I'd get Herza or Terease to help me pick out some more.

As we wandered the darkening streets, the city really started to come to life. People started to fill the streets, dressed in all sorts of finery. We even saw some of the local Priests. We bowed in respect and were rewarded with some kind of a blessing; I guess the priests were only dangerous when provoked.

I started to see animen in the streets at that point too. What they had told us about the primates being on the low end of things was obviously true. I saw several litters being borne by Apes, and all of the monkeys I saw were definitely being low key. What surprised me was when I saw a very pretty female Jag covered in what must have been a million credits in gold and gems, lying on one of those litters, near the foot of someone of obvious power.

"Look at that," I said nudging Lyle, staring, "I think we're seeing one of the pampered ones."

"That guy must be from one of the noble families," He said, "A sure sign of power that he can spend so much on his pet, huh?"

"I think he's got pretty good taste in women if you ask me!" I replied looking her over. She had noticed me at that point, and favored me with a lazy smile. "Yep, definitely has good taste in women," I mumbled.

"You ever sleep with a Jaguar?" Asked Mist coming up from behind.

"No, why'd you ask?"

"Well," she giggled, "I think tonight’s your chance."

I looked back at the large litter that had been bearing the lovely Jag in question, and I saw that she was talking to her Master and gesturing in our direction. A moment later, he turned to one of the Monkeys in his entourage, and sent him our way.

"Greetings Sir" he started out bowing to me. I noticed that he was better dressed than any of the other primates I’d seen so far tonight and sported some modest jewelry as well. "The Lord Hyberius has asked me to invite you to his townhouse tonight, that you should come as guests to his party for the local Lords of the city."

"Does that include my friend's as well?" I asked looking back at the litter.

"Yes," he smiled, "even the Possum. Hyberius is by no means a man who is skimpy in his largesse."

I smiled at him, and then back at my new friend on the litter, as it started off again down the street. She smiled back and I gave her a small bow.

"What is the name of that most lovely creature at his feet?" I asked turning back and getting into the act.

"That is Helena, my Master's favorite among his prizes."

He said the last without any inflection whatsoever. "What do you think of him? And his prize's?" I asked.

He looked around to see who might be listening, "He is a good master to me, I have a good position and may one day be able to buy my freedom. His prizes are pampered pets, and I think you're going to be doing, and getting, some serious pampering tonight."

"Sounds fine to me!" I laughed, "Lead on and show us where this party is."

We all followed him then, as he led us through the winding streets to the wealthy section of town. As we progressed through the streets I noticed that not only did the quality of the buildings improve, but the size of the blocks they were made from got larger as well. Traffic decreased some, though the streets were still fairly busy when we got there. From the outside the townhouse was huge, cut from granite and marble blocks that must have weighted several tons apiece, with an interior that was unbelievably lavish. Gold, silver, and gems decorated everything, along with tapestries of the finest silks artfully displayed in a wide variety of colors. The floors appeared to be made of some very fine wood, those that were not covered in rich carpets.

"Let me take your things for you," our guide told us, "Would you like them delivered to your ship?"

Everybody agreed to that, and we gave him our packages.

"Oh, by the way," I asked before he left, "What is your name anyway?"

"Bill," he said smiling, "Can you believe that?"

"Actually, no." I said smiling back, "I'm Raj, this is Mist and Lyle, and the Possum is my friend Rudy."

We all exchanged greetings, then he left us for a moment to take care of our things. He was back in less than a minute and led us to an inner courtyard that was also huge, and as lavish as everything else we had seen so far. Again there were fine silks everywhere, fine decorations covered with precious metals and gemstones, tiled fresco walkways winding around small display gardens and pools. Once there he brought us before his Lord and introduced us as we all gave our best bows.

"Thank you for gracing my humble house," he replied magnanimously, "feel free to enjoy the party, and even to spend the night if you wish." I could have sworn he was smiling at me when he said that last.

We thanked him for his hospitality, then quickly left his presence before we out stayed our welcome. Besides he seemed busy being introduced to the other guests that were arriving.

We looked around at the lavish surrounding's, there were several bars set up in the courtyard and we naturally gravitated towards one of those. The available refreshments turned out to be quite a long list. I started smoking something the bartender recommended, and drinking a nice mild beer, that appeared to have some sort of mild stimulant in it. 

Needless to say, in a very short time we were all very comfortable and feeling no pain. I began to wander around, to see if I could find Helena, when suddenly I felt her come up from behind.

"Why hello," I said turning to face her. "I'd like to thank you for getting us invited to this lovely party."

"The pleasure is all mine," she purred smiling at me. "My name is Helena, and I belong to the House of Hyberious."

"I'm Raj Rakir," I replied giving a small bow, "And I guess you could say that I belong to the Tri-Star Mining and Manufacturing Company." I noticed she was giving me a good look over, and I decided to return the favor. She was still wearing a lot of gold and gems, though not as much as she had been on the street. She was in absolutely perfect physical condition, obviously she didn't lie around all day. "Do you like what you see?"

"Very much," she replied smiling. "I have never seen a leopard as big as yourself before."

"And I've never seen a jaguar with so much jewelry." I smiled back.

"It is mostly for show, though some of the pieces that I wear outside are more functional."

"Really?" I asked, "They obscure your obvious charms."

"Yes, they are actually light armor. You see I am actually my Master's bodyguard."

"Well, he has excellent taste in his defenses I'll admit."

"He prefers beauty to brawn," she said with a wink, leading me back to the table at which my friends were sitting. 

"And distracts would be attackers from your actual purpose?"

"Sometimes, the rest think I am inept because I am a female, and a pampered pet at that."

We came to the table then and I made introductions all around as I seated her at the table. 

"Thank you Raj," she said smiling warmly up at me. I got the distinct impression I was going to have a very enjoyable, if sleepless night.

"So how do you like our humble little planet?" she asked us.

"Well, one thing's for sure," laughed Rudy, "This townhouse is anything but humble! As for the planet, it's a little hot, but not too bad."

"If you could see my master's estate, you would call this humble, believe me." She moved her chair closer to mine.

"Just who is Hyberious anyway?" Asked Mist, "We just got in today, and we weren't here very long last time. Those of us who've been here before that is."

"My master is the First Cousin to the King, and his closest advisor as well." She smiled at us again, and I could feel her hands moving along my thighs.

"Boy talk about moving in the higher circles!" Said Lyle laughing. "Looks like we stumbled into the big time tonight.

I thought about that myself and wrapped my tail around Helena's waist, who had by now undone my shorts. As she wasn't wearing anything that passed for clothes either, I really didn't mind. I looked over at her and smiled. "I'm not going to get in trouble for indecent exposure am I?"

"Don't worry; there isn't any nudity taboo, especially among animen."

"I'm not worried about that," I smiled, "It's what your hands are continuing to do that has me nervous."

"I don't think I'd worry about that if I were you Raj," Said Lyle grinning, and nodding towards the rest of the party. I turned to look. 

The party was going fairly well now, more than well actually as several people were obviously, if a little discretely, making love in the shadows by some of the other tables.

"I thought orgies were a Roman thing," I muttered turning back to the others.

"Who care's?" said Mist laughing, "We're on leave, let's enjoy it!" She then climbed into Lyle's lap facing him, as I could see both of their shorts on the floor, I had a good idea what she was planning on. Any further discussions were cut short by Helena doing the same to me. 

Eventually, we did move to a secluded area, namely her quarters, once her Master retired. She was quite strong, not as strong as Rasha or myself, and had a lot of stamina. I had a truly enjoyable time and from the sounds she was making, I think she did too. 

I woke the next day, when a servant brought us breakfast, more like lunch actually as it was about one. 

"I've never been served in bed before," I told her as I started in on the first course, there appeared to be several. "Except in the hospital maybe, but that doesn't count."

"Really? Its quite enjoyable, I do it as often as I can." she speared a chunk of meat off the platter with one of her claws, which judging from the scratches on my back, she kept much sharper than most cats.

"What's it like being a ..." I stopped and tried to think of a better word.

"Pet?" she supplied, "I like it actually. I have a wonderful Master, who gives me everything I want," she looked at me and slowly smiled. "I live a life of luxury, I go everywhere he does, get the best training around, and can legally kill anybody who lays a hand on him. I'm allowed only to shred those who touch me, unless they're a peasant of course."

"You like fighting?" I asked curious, I had always thought Jags were more laid back then that.

"Of course, don't you?" she looked at me strangely.

"Don't look at me like that!" I laughed, "Everybody always tells me I like it too much, I've gotten into a lot of trouble for fighting."

"Are you any good?" she asked, giving me an appraising eye.

"Better than you!" I smiled.

"Oh?" and she attacked me right there.

It was an interesting fight, I'll say that much. The sheets and blankets of the bed worked to entangle me at first, she obviously had fought in bed before, but I had trained a little with nets, which were much worse. I held her off until I got clear, then spent a lot of time parrying and blocking. After all, I didn't want to hurt her too bad. Or get badly hurt myself. 

She on the other hand held nothing back, and eventually I decided to get serious myself, after getting hit with a good kick to the ribs. The fight ended when I got her pinned to the floor face down. Of course that started something else and I told the servant to leave at that point.

Later on, we were down at the kitchen getting some more food to make up for that which was presently splattered all over the walls of her room.

"You are pretty good," she admitted as we sat and ate.

I harumped at her, "I'm the best."

"Modest too." she chuckled.

"Don't forget good looking."

"What about smart?" she laughed.

"Can't have everything." I deadpanned.

"How long are you going to be in port for?" she asked, standing up and stretching. It was very lovely to watch, especially the way the light played on the gems in her armbands.

"Six more days, why?" I got up as well; looking around to make sure the room we had been eating in was empty.

"I thought you might prefer to spend them with me," she said rubbing up against me.

"Sounds like a plan," I gave her a kiss, and then made very good use of the couch I had noticed in the back of the room. After all this was leave.

 I found out later that day that the others had gone back to the ship earlier that morning. The last thing I had remembered about Rudy was seeing him with two rather pretty ladies, a fox and a human. I really wish I knew how he did it!

That day was quite enjoyable. I found out that the locals usually stayed inside and took naps during the heat of the noon day. The evening was when the city really came alive, and after piling me down with a good twenty pounds of jewelry, I got to accompany Hyberious as he made his daily rounds. I felt a little sorry for the litter bearers at first, but Helena told me not to worry, the total weight only came to about eighty pounds each.

I was quite impressed to be allowed to go, and lying on the litter in expensive jewelry sans shorts, next to Helena at her Master's feet was actually kind of fun. She hadn't been kidding about the gold though. Some of it was actually just gold platted armor, I could deflect a knife or worse with the arm or leg bands quite easily. Some of the other items fulfilled very typical combat purposes as well; they were just made to look like they didn't.

That first night we accompanied him as he went on a combined shopping/publicity trip. At least I guess it was publicity. We would go to places that were full of obviously important people, and he would shake hands and talk with many of the locals. I noticed that Helena would act very affectionate towards him at these times, always seeming to just be fawning, but actually keeping too many people from getting too near at once. And always ready to deflect a reaching hand. It was a good technique and after watching her for a while, I decided to do my best to mimic it as well. It was really kind of fun, like a game. 

"Ah Raj," Hyberious said quietly, smiling after we left that particular place, "I see you learn very quickly indeed."

"Well actually, it's kind of fun."

"You see Master?" Purred Helena, "I told you he'd be worth bringing along!"

"Yes the people will be quite impressed to see me so obviously in the favor of the Cat god? Hmmmm?" he said smiling. 

I suddenly saw the other big advantage of this style; the people would see him being fawned over and figure that he was in very good with the Gods indeed. I could easily understand why he was the King's favorite advisor.

"Now let us go spend some of the King's largess on those who are worthy." he said, and we spent the next two hours shopping.

Shopping was fun. He bought some things for his estate, and bought both Helena and me something. I got the impression he always bought her something, she purred with delight when he gave it to her, it was more jewelry of course. The rest of the things he bought were for the King's government. 

He ordered supplies for many different things, what they were I had no idea. He bought desks, boots, stationary, all sorts of odds and ends, much of it from smaller shops, and in large quantities.

"What is all this for?" I asked him quietly at one point as we traveled between shops.

"Oh it is simple. Every government needs supplies of course; it is my duty to see that the wealth is spread around. The King wants to make sure that all of his people share equally in this time of prosperity. We can't allow any of our merchants to go under."

"But he's the King, why should he care?"

"Because even Kings can fall from grace," he answered shrewdly. "We may choose to live like the ancients, but we're not as ignorant as they were, especially the common man. An unpopular ruler may soon find himself soon consigned to the Gods and another standing in his place."

"Isn't he so wise?" Helena breathed in my ear, "In the seven years I've been his, the King's popularity has always been high. Of course the King's enemies would like him out of the way, that's why the King gave me to him. But that just adds to the fun."

"The King gave you to him?" I whispered back amazed.

"Yes, I was a Temple Jaguar. It was a very impressive thing, for the King to give me to him; my Master's biggest enemy was outraged." Then she added evilly, "But I took care of him."

"I'll bet you did," I smiled back. Obviously they played for keeps here, I thought as I absently rubbed at one of my scars, but was my job any different? 

Not really.

Later that night, I romped in Helena's room with her again. I was surprised to find that the room was immaculately clean with no sign of our earlier fight, even the spot where I had run her head thought the plaster wall, (all us cats have notoriously hard heads), had disappeared.

The next morning was an early one, her Master having to go visit the King. I was surprised to be included on this trip as well. I wasn't allowed to wear a knife of course, but otherwise I was attired the same as the night before. 

We made the trip in a very large limousine, with a second one following behind. The palace was really something to behold, with the concealed ground to air defenses just adding to its majesty I thought. I was surprised that the place was so heavily fortified, but being of a military bent, I enjoyed it. We went through two major checkpoints, but as soon as then saw who was in the car, we were waved right through.

I never got to see the King. Once we were inside the palace, the King's own guards came and escorted him into the 'presence'. Helena was going to go with him, but he told her she could stay and keep me company. So while her Master was speaking with his boss, I got a tour of the less private parts of the palace. 

The next several days passed quite enjoyably, except for the gentleman whose arm I broke when he tried to thrust something at Hyberious from my side. He was dragged off kicking and screaming by the other guards, and Helena told me that if I wanted I could help her interrogate him later. She licked her lips as she said that, and I suddenly realized just how bloodthirsty she was.

I agreed more out of curiosity than anything else. I was curious as to what techniques they used here; most corporations used drugs and such. Though the way she licked her lips did make me a little uncomfortable.

Later when we went shopping again, Hyberious bought me a gold arm bracelet that had several diamonds and emeralds set in it.

"I was just trying to repay the kindness you and yours have shown me on my vacation sir," I said humbly as he gave it to me.

"Nonsense, I insist." he said personally putting it in my hands. "It was a job well done, and I would be remiss in my thanks if I did not see you properly rewarded."

I could see why Helena liked him, he really was nice to you.

Much later that night, after Helena had herself rewarded me for protecting her Master, she led me to the cells below the townhouse, where the would be assailant was quartered.

I was surprised at the amount of equipment that was down there, and people. The upstairs might have been a show piece of art and style, but down here it was science and technology, a good deal of it looked like communications gear, and some presentation rooms. We went down a second level and next to a small arms range was the security area with several cells. When the prisoner saw us he started to curse and yell, insults about Hyberious, Helena, the King and even me. 

Helena grabbed him through the bars and pulled him forward, banging his head and body against the cold metal until he spat out several teeth and quieted down.

“Insult my Master or the King again at your own peril!” She hissed at him, and then pushed him back so hard he hit the far wall. At which point she opened his cell and walked in, cuffing him hard in the face as he tried to rush her. She grabbed his throat then and choked him until he passed out.

“Grab his legs Raj, would you? I want to take him to the interrogation room.”

I nodded and helped pick him up. He came too while we were carrying him down the short hall to a clean whitewashed room with a table in it. He struggled while I pinned him to it for Helena to strap him into place. He didn’t look so brave anymore.

“I want to know who sent you,” Helena began quietly. “I suggest you tell me. Otherwise it will not go easy for you.”

He spit at her and cursed her of course. 

That was when she started to torture him.

 

 

I won't go into detail what happened next, as I realize now that I backslid quite a bit that night in my efforts to act more civilized. I could blame it on Helena’s behavior and her coaxing; I could blame it on the things he said, the scent of the blood, or even the heat of the moment. But I wouldn’t be blaming the right person then. I did find out two things however, the first was that no matter what you do to a fanatic, they don't talk.

The second was what a human heart tastes like.

Of course, Helena probably deserved most of the blame for what took place in that room. She was the one who supervised everything, and had obviously not only done this before, but had been very well trained at it as well. But I have to admit I helped. Even enjoyed it some. 

 

"Where did you learn to do these kind of things?" I asked her later as we lay on the floor covered in blood and gore.

"The temple, where else?"

"You do this in the temple?"

"Not as often as we might like," she smiled nastily and began to lick the blood off. "But it's the punishment for attempted assassination, and a few other capital crimes."

"It's barbaric," I said quietly.

"I noticed you didn't abstain though," she grinned at me, "and thought nothing of screwing me in all this blood afterwards."

"I know, and I feel strange about the whole thing. Part of me feels like I do after a hunt and like I did after I wasted that bastard on Arboral. But another part says that it was wrong."

"Well, if it will make you feel any better, here it's legal and expected."

"Just like getting buried alive with your Master when he dies?" I asked her.

"Oh that won't happen to me. Wouldn't happen to you either if you were to stay," she smiled shyly as she said that. "It's voluntary, and they give you a poison to drink once you're inside."

"It's voluntary?" I stopped cleaning myself for a second in amazement.

"Yeah, you'd be surprised what some of the more devout will do when their beloved Master dies."

"You seem pretty much in love with him yourself." I observed.

"Oh I'd die for him, don't get me wrong. But as a temple cat, I learned that one's duty is here in the world. People like you and me are too valuable to just suicide when there's so much work for us to do."

What scared me the most later that night when I stopped to look back at it after we had cleaned up and retired to her rooms was how easily led I was when someone else was giving the orders and doing the worst of it. How I had let myself do things that now caused me to have some severe second thoughts. And the further she took me, the more willing I was to be led.

I quietly got up from the bed and went to the bathroom, and as I got quietly sick over the toilet I wondered if everyone suffered from this kind of problem? Maybe that would explain where the people on Timpleton had gotten their followers from, people caught up in the moment. Which might explain why some folks risked their lives to save my sister, once the heat of the moment wore off and they realized exactly what they were doing.

I slept very uneasily that night, my dreams weren’t pleasant ones, they involved Cassandra and Balizar telling me how disappointed they were in me, my actions. I woke up twice from my dreams, and looked at Helena who was sound asleep with a smile on her muzzle, the peaceful sleep of the innocent. But I knew she was anything but, yet I couldn’t condemn her or criticize her for what she had done. I knew she was being truthful that what she did was accepted here, and the man we’d killed was an assassin, he had been carrying a weapon after all.

 

The next day was my last; I'd have to be reporting back by the following morning. Hyberious thanked me for helping in the questioning, and Helena told him that she had been unable to learn anything worthwhile. He didn't seem surprised, but said he was happy to see that she had done a rather thorough job.

That day was quite enjoyable, we went to a rather nice party, one that was even wilder than the first had been. We left very late and on the way back Hyberious surprised me and asked if I'd like to become a member of his household.

"But sir I have a rather considerable debt left to pay." I mumbled shocked by the offer.

"Ah, it is nothing. I've already talked to your Captain about it, and while he seems most hesitant to let you go, he said if you agreed to it he would have no choice."

I thought about that, a little bit of shock creeping into my mind, he had already talked to the Captain! About me! I tried to keep my voice under control, "Why me sir? What makes me worth so much money to a man who could easily get many leopards like myself much cheaper on planet?"

"Oh please Raj, do not sell yourself so short. My Helena has taken an obviously liking to you, and that would be reason enough of course." Helena purred as he said that, "But you have shown me that you are skilled at work such as this. In fact I have even heard you say that you enjoyed it and found it to be fun. 

"Surely a life of relative ease and luxury such as you have enjoyed these last few days is much better than that you have working for one of the myriad of companies, where death is always close at hand."

I had to admit he had a point there.

"And for someone like yourself," he continued "who obviously enjoys those very things that companies often kill leopards for, you should consider it seriously. Those very proclivities in your record that have gotten you in trouble in the past are understood and even encouraged here."

I blinked, a small chill running down my spine, how the hell had he gotten into my records? I was shocked at that, though what he had said was true, I had seen that myself. The very things that got me in trouble would be okay here. As long as I did it in his service of course, a little voice whispered in my head. 

But then I'd never see Cassandra again either.

"I don't know Sir," I said thinking about everything he had said and everything I had seen. "I really have to think about it, it would really be a major step."

"Fine, think about it tonight and in the morning let me know your decision."

I thanked him and turned to give my attention back to Helena, who was trying to rape me on the seat in the limousine. I didn't give in until we were back at her room though, I really don't enjoy an audience.

That night, she did everything she could to try and convince me to stay, and it was definitely having an effect. That morning I awoke tired and confused.

"Well Raj," she asked, "Have you decided?"

"I honestly don't know Helena. It's all too sudden, I need more time. I just don't know." I said exasperated.

"I'd really miss you if you left Raj, You're special, I've known a lot of cats, but I've never known one like you." She was rubbing her face against mine as she talked.

"I don't know. Let's eat okay?"

We went down to the kitchen then and got breakfast. While we were eating I heard somebody enter at the front door and talk to the servant there.

"We're here for Raj Rakir," I heard from the hallway.

"Balizar!" I said in amazement, and headed for the front door.

"Raj! There you are," he said smiling, I noticed Herza was there too, and she didn't look right for some reason.

"It's great to see you both, what brings you here?"

"We came to bring you back," said Herza a little testily.

"But I'm not due in for six hours yet," I said looking at my watch. "Oh, where are my manners? Let me introduce you to Helena, she is a member of the household here and a very good friend of mine."

They exchanged greetings, Balizar rather warmly, Herza somewhat stiffly. "We're here early because there was a change in scheduling, I knew you wouldn't have seen it because you've been out the whole time. So rather than have you get in trouble with the Captain I though we'd just come out here and get you."

"Gee thanks, I appreciate it." Something didn't seem right about what they were saying, but I couldn't place it. "Just let me get my stuff." I went back to the room and grabbed the few things I had. I turned around and saw that both Helena and Herza had followed me.

"I guess this mean's your going then Raj?" she said quietly.

"I don't know," I could see Herza was looking dagger's at me, "we don't leave orbit for a while, but I really need to talk this over with my friends first."

"Hyberious would have liked to say goodbye to you, you know."

"Where is he anyway?" I asked

"He had some special business to attend to; he should be back any minute. If you could wait for him, I'd sure he'd greatly appreciate it."

I could see Herza suddenly had a sap in her hands and was getting ready to use it too!

"No, I'd better go. But don't worry; you know that the Astra stops here regularly, so you’ll see me again." I gave her a hug, and glared at Herza, who palmed the sap but kept it ready.

"Bye Helena, and give my regards to your Master. Tell him I'm sorry I had to miss him." I looked in her eyes and for a second she kind of got a bit of a wild look, then there was a soft thunk and her eyes glazed right over.

"What in the Hell did you do that for?" I asked Herza as I gently laid her down on the bed.

"Look in her hand," she said tightly.

I did and found a slap needle, the kind used to knock people out.

"What's that for?" I asked confused.

"I'll tell you in the car, come on." she grabbed me and dragged me through the hall to the front door, where Balizar was amusing the head servant with some anecdote or other.

"Well, got to go," he said. "Give your Master my regards and tell him I'm sorry we missed him." And grabbing my other arm they hustled me out the door and into the company car out front.

Balizar jumped into the driver's seat and we took off like a rocket.

"What's this all about?" I asked them.

"Any problems?" asked Balizar.

"She tried to drug him when we left, that's all."

"I'd really like to know what's going on if either of you don't mind talking, and what's this crap about a schedule change? You could have just called."

"We've been trying to call all week Raj," said Balizar, "But nobody's been getting through."

"Excuse me?"

"Yeah," picked up Herza, "It seems you girlfriend there was quite taken with you. So was her boss, he's been trying to buy you for two days now."

"You're kidding?"

"Didn't he offer to buy you out?" Asked Balizar from the front seat.

"Well yeah, but I wasn't really sure."

"Well he's not taking any chances, right now he's trying to bribe the local company rep to sell your contract without your approval."

"I didn't realize I'd made such a big impression on him," was all I could think of to say.

"Well, we found out yesterday about his offers, and decided to get you this morning. Just in case."

"Do you think the company rep will sell my contract?" I asked curious.

"Nah, he knows I'd kill him if he did. That's assuming the Captain didn't have him arrested first. The company frowns on that kind of thing."

"But we were still afraid he might try and do something to make you miss ship's movement," added Herza.

"So that was why Helena had the palm needle," I sat back amazed, "Gee how sweet."

"How sweet!" thundered Herza furious, "Raj, they were going to make you a slave!"

"Actually more like a pampered pet," I replied smiling.

"And that's okay with you?" She stated still steaming.

"Weeell," I said slowly, "it's a tough call. She's really something else, her Master seems to be an okay guy, and they treated me better than anybody in my entire life." I leaned over and goosed Herza, who jumped. "Except of course for you folks."

"I still think you're an idiot to even consider it," she mumbled, somewhat mollified.

"It has its advantage's, I'll give you that," put in Balizar from the front seat.

"Especially when it's somebody really important you're owned by."

"What's that on your arm anyway?" Asked Herza, "It must have cost a fortune."

"Oh, I stopped somebody from assassinating him, and this was my reward. Nice huh?" I took it off and showed it to her.

"I take it that happened about two days ago?" asked Balizar.

"Yep, so I guess that was when he decided to try and buy me for Helena. You know I'm going to have to send her an apology, Herza's hitting her with that sap really wasn't very nice."

"Probably a good idea, who knows when you'll be back, right?"

The drive back turned out to be anti-climatic, with nobody trying to stop us at the last minute, or anything else equally exciting. Balizar did order me back to the ship as soon as we stopped however, so I went to my room and got into a uniform, grabbed my stuff and went. The things I had bought on that first day were sitting on my bed, so I just tossed them into my bag with the other stuff.

I wrote a quick letter on the way up though, and had it sent by local mail to Helena. In it I apologized about what Herza had done, but told her that the needle had been a bad idea. I also told her that the next time I came through, I expected to see her again and who knows? Maybe I'd stay too.

Loading went fairly quick, as we were taking back mostly jewelry and other craftworks. That kind of stuff, while expensive, doesn't really take up all that much space and we left with one of our pods two-thirds empty.

I was surprised to receive a letter from both Helena and her Master before we left orbit. She accepted my apology, and hoped I would return, saying she would miss me greatly. Hyberious commended me on making my escape, saying he was still sorry to see me go and that if I should change my mind in the future, the offer still stood. 

I felt good about that last part; it's always nice to have an option.
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As always, things went back to their normal routine once we broke orbit. I wouldn't say totally normal, there was some fallout from my little adventure. The first was that pictures started appearing on some of the ships bulletin boards, of me all done up in jewelry and lying on the litter with Helena. I got a lot of ribbing about that, it seems quite a few members of the crew had seen me during leave too.

I finally managed to track down the culprit, and wasn't too surprised to find that Rudy was the responsible party. He didn't look very happy when I finally caught up with him in the flight room.

"Hey, can't you take a joke Raj?" he looked at Dave and Gabe for help. They just ignored him.

"Calm down, I just wanted to get some copies," I told him, laughing at his expression.

"You're not going to get any revenge?" he asked skeptically.

"Well, I don't know about that," I smiled, "But to be honest I had a great time, and wouldn't mind some pictures to remember it by."

"Any truth to the rumor that they tried to buy you?" asked Gabe while he was checking his cards. We were a day from jump and the traditional poker game was in full swing.

"Sure is, they really appreciate talent back there on Pharaoh," I smiled smugly.

"More likely they appreciate stupidity," said Dave raising the bid, and I snorted at his comment. "I also heard that Balizar and Herza had to drag you out of there, that they weren't going to let you go," he finished.

"If it wasn't for my desire to be with Cassandra, I can tell you right now I probably would have stayed. As for being rescued, well Helena was considering trying to get me to miss ship's movement. I guess she figured I'd give up and stay then."

"What'd she do?" asked Gabe.

"She was going to hit me with a slap needle, but Herza laid her out from behind with a sap."

"Ouch!" said Dave, "You better watch out for Herza Raj, I think she considers you her property."

"Nah, she's just overly protective." I replied, but I wasn't so sure I believed it even as I said it. She'd been avoiding me since I came back on board. Mist and Katrine had both been by; they thought the whole thing rather funny. But Terease and Lyle had both confirmed that she was in a bit of a funk at me, I just hoped she never ran into Cassandra, or there would be fireworks for sure.

We made jump the next day without mishap. There was a clan meeting set for that night and I had definite plans for Herza, regardless of what she thought.

I arrived a little late to find everybody comfortably sprawled about. I plopped down next to Herza, and when she tried to turn away, I put her in a leg lock.

"Knock it off Raj," she hissed quietly.

"Am I forgiven?" I asked quietly.

"I haven't decided yet."

"Well can you at least be civil until you decide?" I asked smiling.

"Okay, but no funny stuff, you're still in the dog house buddy." she growled, but stopped trying to turn away.

Balizar had been watching us, and now that it appeared settled he started in with some questions. "Any regrets about coming back Raj?"

"No, not really. It was a tempting proposition though, I mean I might have ended up a slave, but I would have been a very pampered one at that. He's a very powerful man on Pharaoh, and actually quite nice."

"First time you lost it he would have turned you into dog food!" Herza said growling crossly.

"No, actually he liked my propensity for violence," I turned back to Balizar, "Do you know he had a copy of my entire record? Everything? Including my screw ups?"

"Really?!" said Balizar shocked, "How in the world did he get those? I'm going to have to do a security check immediately."

"And he still wanted you after reading it?" said Terease laughing, "No wonder you were so tempted! They must be as crazy as you!"

"Worse actually," I grinned evilly at her, not hard after watching Helena for a week. "Made me feel like the voice of reason for a change."

"Now I know it's bad!" chuckled Banner, "Remind me never to get in trouble there."

I then showed everybody the armband, as well as the other things I had gotten as gifts.

"This must be worth two hundred thou easily," Sharazad told me while given the stuff careful examination.

"You're kidding!" I said abashed.

"No I'm serious. Pharaoh is known for their art work, and this is top quality. On some major planets you could get as much as a quarter mil for the armband alone. If you decide to sell it, wait till we're someplace that has a lot of rich people."

That made me stop and think for awhile. I had been pretty lucky once again; this stuff would make a real dent in my bill. On the other hand though, if I should ever go back to stay I wouldn't need to sell it. Decisions, decisions.

Everybody talked then about what they had done and seen while planet side. I heard the story from Balizar about how the Captain notified him that someone was trying to buy out my contract, and how they had tried to call me several times after that.

"Fortunately, Mist and Lyle remembered where the place was and told us. But after seeing all this wealth, maybe we didn't do you any favors, huh?" We all laughed at that one and after everybody had calmed down I reassured them that I was happy to be back.

"Nothing makes you feel so wanted as a daring rescue!" and I gave Herza a hug, who grumbled at me again.

We broke up a little later after that, and I got up when Herza did.

"And what do you think you're doing?" she said looking at me. Those who were still there watched with interest.

"Going with you, what else?" I replied innocently.

"Oh no you're not!" she replied hotly.

"Okay," I said as I quickly tripped her from the side, "I guess you're coming with me then!" And I scooped her up before she realized what I was up to. Throwing her over my shoulder I made quickly for the door as everybody applauded. Herza started biting kicking and clawing for all she was worth.

"I'm going to kill you for this you lousy bastard!" she yelled between bites. I ran to my quarters as fast as I could, it hurt like the dickens.

I made it there in record time, about twenty seconds, tossed her in and locked the door behind me. I had a large gash below the ear, several deep bites on my shoulder and who knows how many slashes on my back. I could see my blood on her claws and muzzle.

"Let me out of here now!" she growled at me.

"Not until we settle this," I growled back, I was hurting now and that started to trigger my own temper. "I want to know why you're so mad at me. So I thought about leaving, we're not mated and you don't own me!"

She just came at me with her claws out then and attacked. At least she didn't touch her knife. It was a rather quick if bloody and vicious fight, she managed to rake my legs with her feet when I grabbed her, and I got a sore head from head butting her a good four or five times. Once that slowed her down a bit we traded some elbow and knee shots, then just as suddenly as she had started, she stopped.

I leaned back against the wall; my head rather dizzy from those headbutts myself.

"I just didn't want to lose you yet, that's all," she said collapsing on the bed with a choked sob. "It's bad enough that you're already spoken for, but then you go and consider giving up on that commitment, and I'm not the one you were going to give it up for! Of course I'm mad, madder than hell! I love you Raj, and I want you for myself!"

Whoa! That stopped me in my tracks, I had never really believed that Herza could be interested in me, despite what the other's had been hinting. After all I was just some young cub, she could do a lot better than me anytime!

"I hadn't realized you felt that way," I admitted, sliding down the wall to sit on the floor, my back felt rather sticky and I winced. "But if it makes you feel any better, Cassandra was the reason I decided to go. I just couldn't give that up. As for the reasons for staying, I did lose it once down there I guess, lost it big and helped them kill someone. They though it was great. As for Helena, she's got more bloodlust than anyone I've ever seen. They train for it down there.

"So of course I wanted to stay, the very thing that's almost gotten me 'put down' here, is desired there." I went over and sat down next to her.

"You know," she said motioning to the wall, "Your back is bleeding pretty bad, I should know!" I looked at the wall and saw a large red blot there.

"Ugh, let's go wash up. My field kit is in the cabinet there, you can fix up your handy work." I looked at her, "That is of course if I'm forgiven."

"Yes, I forgive you." she gave me a long kiss then. "Now let's get you cleaned up before you stain the sheets beyond repair."

We went to the refresher, and after a painful shower she patched up the cuts. She had a few too, but they were pretty small, I wasn't the one trying to do a filet job.

I did get even though; I made her do all the work that night. The next morning as we ate breakfast together in the mess, we were joined by Kate and Franz.

"It's nice to see that you two made up," said Franz.

"And I can see you still haven't lost your way with women Raj," said Kate looking at the taped up gash on the side of my head. "I suppose there are more underneath the uniform?"

"Of course," I sighed, "One of these days I'm going to discover a less painful way of dealing with women. At least I hope so."

"Stop trying to solve everything with force," she suggested, "You'll get bit less."

"Unfortunately it's all I know." I admitted sheepishly.

"The sooner Cassandra takes him off the market, the healthier he'll be," said Herza surprising me. "I get the impression they don't ever fight."

"That true Raj?" asked Franz.

"Of course, I learned long ago that she's always right." I paused a second, "and I'm afraid to hit her. She gets even, usually late at night when you're asleep." I finished dejectedly.

They all laughed at that for quite a while, I could see that things were back to normal now and I was quite happy about that indeed.

Our next stop was a mining installation on a reject of a planet called Osborn.

It really was a reject too. It was about twice the diameter of the Earth's moon, the atmosphere wasn't breathable, there was no life at all, and the gravity was only about one half earth normal. This of course meant that the atmosphere was so thin, we had to wear light pressure suits if we went outside or risk the bends. The only reason there was a mining installation on Osborn in the first place was that it was composed mostly of heavy elements and super dense materials.

We were going there to bring supplies, that was what the last loaded pod contained, and pick up a load of processed ore. The supplies we were bringing were mostly replacement parts, vitamin supplements, some foodstuffs that they couldn't grow themselves in their hydroponics’ section, and of course the ever popular entertainment material. 

That was one of the nice perks about working for a corporation which had an entertainment company as one of its original parents. They still made motion pictures too, both in Holo and the old flatscreen style. They even had a division which handled other forms of entertainment as well, which when you consider that any company which does a lot of deep space work is going to need to keep the troops happy, was a very good idea. Profitable too when you considered that most other companies either couldn't afford, or didn't want, to waste time with such a division. So we made a nice profit selling to those companies, and don't forget the public market, they did well there too. 

Unloading took us about four days, the lesser gravity helped a bit and they had a large pressurized hanger to unload in once down. 

Loading was a different matter entirely. Even in a half G field that stuff was heavy, and that's not even mentioning its mass, which was considerable. We worked only eight hours a day, as everybody was pretty tired after that. We also had to shift all the stuff from the partially full pod into the Astra's internal holds so the ship would still have its center of mass through its axis. That alone took three days, but at least it wasn't heavy stuff. 

So it was two weeks after we started the loading until we were done. At that point the Captain gave everybody two days off duty. If we had been someplace worth seeing I'm sure everybody would have complained, but as it was we just wanted to make our next port, which was obviously Hobson.

As for what Osborn looked like it was pretty bleak, the surface being mostly iron. It was extremely rough terrain, the process of erosion being unknown here. It was also about one fifty in the shade, so I only saw it through an observation port. I had no desire to go out in that heat.

Twenty percent of the mining was strip mining above ground. I wouldn't have wanted to work out there, that was for sure. But I found out the underground mining wasn't any picnic either, casualties ran to about twenty five percent a year. With a working crew of eight hundred or so, I could understand why the local security detachment carried automatic weapons.

One miner actually tried to get me to smuggle him off planet, but when I showed him the scars beneath my fur from last year, he decided he'd rather stay. 

I was surprised at first that the moral here wasn't lower than it was, but then Dave explained it to me.

"A lot of these people either couldn't or wouldn't learn a skill, the rest are either working for large bonuses, or are here as punishment. 

"In any case, the chances of dying here are just as bad as any place else. The Astra's overall mortality rate may only be about eight percent, but that's because we have a lot of people who never leave the ship and that brings down the curve. One good space combat though and it could jump way up there, even to one hundred!"

I thought about that, it didn't bother me much but I bet some people would find it hard to sleep at night with that fact in their heads.

He continued, "So they're about as bad off here as anyplace else. True it's a boring place and all that, but at least there's very little chance of it being totally destroyed in combat or lost in space due to a drive misfunction or any of the other myriad of things that can plague a spaceship."

"I'd still take the Astra any day!" I said smiling.

"Hell, me too! I hate mining!" Dave laughed, and we went back to our drinking. Which was one thing we did do a lot of in those two days. So much so that I had to be carried back to my room that night, and got violently ill. At least nobody saw me puking on the floor, but I got a lot of harassment from the people who had to carry me. As they had dropped me twice, once down a staircase, I told them to stuff it.

At least they have a cure for hangovers in the twenty-second century, or I don't think I would have ever survived. I still felt like crap that day when we returned to the Astra, at least I wasn't flying.

The trip out from Osborn was real slow. Normally with only two pods on the Astra can make pretty good headway, and once in jump travels at about four lights. But we had a lot of superdense material aboard so we were down to less than three; it was going to be a long trip back, nearly three months.

My tour on the Astra was for six years and I’d completed almost two and a half years of it, and by the time we hit Hobson, it would be thirty one months since I had signed on. That would make it nearly the halfway point in my assignment. 

But some people would be leaving, as this was one of the normal times for a major rotation, and I was very unhappy about some of those who would be going.

First of all, Rudy was leaving. He was being sent to another ship in another sector, part of the normal rotation. He didn't have enough time in to get anything special, so he was at the mercy of the system just like I would be. But at least he had an idea of where he was heading.

Gabe was leaving too, I was surprised to find out that he had gotten an assignment on Hobson, as a local shuttle pilot! The three of us, Dave, Rudy and myself, cornered him in a quiet hallway at one point on the way back.

"Okay wise guy!" I snarled holding him up to the wall, "Just how did you get such a good assignment?"

"Hey I just got lucky, that's all!" He protested.

"Bull," said Dave, "Why don't you start by tearing his arms off Raj? Isn't that one of your favorites?"

"Okay, Okay, I'll give!" Said Gabe laughing, so I put him down. We weren't really mad, but we were curious as all hell. This was a real sweet job; by rights he shouldn't have been able to get it. He looked around real carefully to make sure nobody was around.

"I bribed the local rep."

"Where does somebody like you get that kind of cash?" asked Rudy sarcastically.

"Actually it wasn't cash; Karen's family leaned on him. They have a lot of influence there."

Dave and I exchanged glances, "And just why would Karen's folks want to do that?" I asked.

"Well I was going to surprise you with that," he said looking at the ceiling with a crazy grin, "We're getting married."

The silence was deafening.

Rudy broke it when he started choking; I was surprised I didn't myself.

"When did this happen?" Dave asked.

"Well, we decided that if I could get a posting there, we'd move in together and see how it went. I'd probably have a good five years there before I had to move on, and she was going to work in the city for the first few years of her law practice, to get experience before going to work for her family.

"Anyway, if that worked out, we'd get married and make it official."

"What are you going to do when your next assignment comes along?" Dave asked, "You can't take her with you, she's human, they won't allow it!"

"Oh once we get married, they're going to buyout my contract. Kind of as a wedding gift, but I made it clear I would have to work off whatever was left."

"They need a shuttle pilot on her family's farm?" I asked surprised.

"Not on the farm, but in their business yes, and a regular pilot as well. Right now they have to hire a shuttle pilot whenever they need one, which is pretty expensive. If I go to work for them as a general pilot, I can do that for them whenever they need it and the pay is good for that kind of thing too!"

"I don't doubt it," put in Rudy shaking his hand, "Well, congratulations and I hope we're all invited to the wedding, when ever it is."

"Yeah, that goes for me too," I shook his hand as well, "and I expect to be invited even if I’m unable to attend."

"Yeah," said Dave, "it's the thought that counts after all, and you know that I'll bust both your legs the next time I see you if you don't!"

Rudy and I seconded that motion, and we all had a good laugh over it.

Closer to home, Banner had put in for a second tour on the Astra and in light of the fact that his mate was a vital part of the engineering group, had his request granted.

That left two more people in the clan who were at the end of their tours: Katrine and Herza.

I would miss Katrine, she was a lot of fun, and we were very good friends. Lyle was a lot more upset over it than I however, they had met on their previous assignment and had been friends for almost ten years.

I was devastated over Herza's leaving however. She was definitely the second most important person in my life, right up there with Cassandra. She had done a lot to help me become the fighter I was today, and had done a lot to help me in gaining control of my temper.

"I just don't know what I'm going to do without you!" I said one night in her quarters. I was having a hard time keeping my emotions under control at this point, "I mean, you've helped me keep the lid on for over two years now. Do you really think anybody else on board is going to want that job?" I looked at her giving her a weak smile.

"Raj, I really wish it could be different, but we both have our separate paths to follow," I hate it when she philosophizes, and mumbled something saying such, she laughed. "Oh come on now, as far as your temper goes, you're getting older and more mature now. It's lessened quite a bit since I first bounced you off the wall in the gym."

"Probably because you stopped being able to bounce me off that damn wall," I grumbled remembering Herza's way of keeping me in line when I first got here. Until I finally got to be better than her that is, though not by much.

"True, but don't worry. You'll be fine, I've been talking to Chief Post for a few weeks now, and he's agreed to start beating you up on a weekly basis for me, after I leave that is."

"Gee thanks," I said doing my best not to sound thankful at all. Chief Post was the ship's champion and not somebody I'd ever be able to bounce off a wall, he outweighed me by over a hundred pounds - all muscle too! "Why don't you just shoot me instead? It won't be nearly as messy that way!"

"Oh come on, you need somebody better than you to keep you from getting too complacent. Anyway, I'll bet you'll surprise yourself and win on points more often than you think."

"Got any other surprises for me?" I asked.

"Actually yes, but it's a secret still so don't ask!" she smiled at me cryptically while reaching for me then, and shortly thereafter further conversation became undesirable.

Moral was pretty high on the way back to Hobson, pretty high for most people that is, some, like Lyle or myself, were a little unhappy to be losing somebody special. But all in all it was upbeat; the people who were leaving were excited about moving on to something different. 

Quite a lot of people were being switched out too; about one third of the crew was going to change. That meant that we'd probably be in port for longer than usual, to give the replacements time to get acquainted with the ship. 

At the next clan meeting of the trip, it was interesting to hear people talk about what they would do when their tour would be up. Balizar would be with the ship as long as the Captain was, he told us.

"Once you found somebody you work good with, they don't make you change unless you ask. That is when you get this high up in the company." He grinned at us, "I've been with the Captain for eight years now. Been his security chief for six of those, probably be here on the Astra until he retires."

"Think you'll go any higher than Section Chief?" I asked curious.

"Well I'm pretty far up the scale right now," he said thoughtfully. "But you know, I think it's possible that I could make it to exec one day. Unless I decide to go back to the ground troops, then I could make Colonel easy."

"Exec? Really?" asked Lyle.

"Yes, I think it's a possibility. As Security Head, I have a lot of responsibilities, and I have access to the same material that the Captain and the Exec do. True I don't see all the secret stuff that goes across the Captain's desk, but I'm authorized to in an emergency and have the combination to his safe, just like the Exec."

"Do you know of any animen that have made it that far?"

"On smaller ships, and a lot have even made it to Captain on the packets. But I don't know if that counts, they are fairly small."

"What are your plans Sharazad?" I asked looking at her.

"To buyout, get pregnant, have children, and make him stay home!" She laughed at the reaction on Balizar's face when she said that. "Actually," she continued, "Before I shock him into a heart attack, I want to raise a couple of cubs before I'm too old. So we've been thinking that maybe I should do a tour dirtside. 

"They don't appreciate cubs on company ships, and once they're about four or so we could probably negotiate a deal with the company for education and training."

"Ugh, children!" said Terease with a disgusted look on her face.

"Oh, you'll change your tune; believe me dear, even the men do!"

"That's a fact!" Said Herza of all people!

"So how many kids do you two want?" Asked Banner giving Terease a sidelong look.

"We'd both be happy with one litter, so I guess that's one or two," Sharazad answered for both of them.

"How long before you're too old?" I asked embarrassed.

"I'm forty two now, so I've still got a lot of time left. According to the geneticist's and biologists who designed us, after sixty it gets touchy and after seventy it could be dangerous. That's when menopause is supposed to hit. They say they probably could have stretched it into the eighties, but as we're supposed to start our downhill slide at around a hundred now, they felt we would do better physically if our bodies didn't have that kind of demand put on it in the last third of our life spans."

"Of course, that's assuming we live that long," put in Herza again giving me a strange look.

"Didn't you pay attention when they taught this stuff in class Raj?" Sharazad looked at me accusingly.

"Well to be honest," I said embarrassed, "Once they finished the stuff on the guys, I stopped paying attention." I had a big test the next class actually and had been studying like mad.

"Typical male!" laughed Katrine, "Once he knows how his own equipment works, he doesn't care about anything else!"

"That's not true!" I protested smiling, "I care about using it too!"

By that time everybody was laughing pretty hard, so it wasn't till later that we heard about Kate's and Franz's plans.

"We want to get attached to one of the planet settlement teams," Kate told us. "You know, the people who help set up and then run one of the company's Mining installations. With a little luck, we figure we might even end up somewhere worthwhile."

"Plus it's easier to have and raise children that way!" said Franz matter of factly, and then quickly ducked as Kate tried to backhand him one. "Hah, missed." he gloated.

"What makes you so sure that I want to have children?" asked Kate looking at him accusingly.

"Just a guess dear, just a guess!" he said laughing at her obvious discomfort.

"Am I that transparent?" she asked Sharazad.

"If your mate can't figure out the answer to that question, you've obviously picked the wrong one dear."

"Plus you always talk about how you want a house with extra bedrooms," Franz grinned. "So it's pretty obvious."

"Harummp," was all she would respond. They were both pretty interesting and could be real characters sometimes, Franz being the only leopard I had ever heard of who liked practical jokes, and Kate having a backhand that could even stagger me.

It was approximately a week out of Hobson’s Choice when I found out what Herza's surprise was.

I hadn't seen her for several days which was very strange, but she had left a note on my door saying not to worry. Then I walked into my quarters one day and there she is, spread out on my bed with a smile and open arms. I also noticed an interesting and extremely erotic smell in the air that drove right through me. 

It was two steps to the bed; I was out of my uniform before I had even finished the first one. 

It was about six hours later when we finally took a break. I noticed that strange scent was still there, even stronger actually. And it was definitely having a most interesting effect on my behavior.

"What is that smell anyway?" I asked nuzzling her face.

"It's me silly," she was scratching me behind the ears, so it took a moment before I felt like pursuing the question further.

"What do you mean you? And why do I feel like starting all over again?" I started moving my ministrations lower and lower.

"I'm in heat you silly Tom," she said huskily, "Now get back to work!"

That stopped me, but only for a second. "In heat? I thought you had an implant to prevent that kind of thing!" As a matter of fact, I knew she did. All female animen were required to when working shipboard, and after the effect on me I could see why!

"I had it removed when we left Osborn, my system just finally got back on an even kilter last month thank goodness. I was afraid it wouldn't happen before I left."

"Wait a sec, aren't you going to get into trouble for this?" I asked as I continued working down her torso.

"No, of course not, ooh that felt good, do that again." I did so of course, "I've earned a good position planet side on my next tour, and I'm exercising my option to reproduce."

I thought about that for a while, once my mouth was free to talk again I asked some more questions.

"So let me get this straight," I said.

"It feel's pretty straight to me," she smiled up at me, by now I was on top of her once more, and she had her legs wrapped well around me.

"I hope so,” I smiled. “Anyway I'm making cubs here?" I was suddenly a lot more alert than I had been as the idea burned into my brain.

"Oow that's right my big beautiful Tom, and don't stop!"

"But we're not even mated!"

"So? Since when is that a requirement?"

She had a point there, "But you didn't even ask if I wanted too!" It was all kind of sudden that's for sure.

"Do you want to stop?" she asked grinning at me.

"Hell no!" I don't think I could of if I’d wanted to.

"You sure? I could get somebody else," she teased.

I didn't find it very funny, in fact I was surprised to feel a strong surge of temper at even the suggestion. "If another male even comes near you, I'll kill him." I growled hotly, giving her a tight hug.

"I kind of figured as much," she said dreamily.

Once we had finished and things had calmed back down for a while I looked at her. "Now I know why birth control is required, you've really messed me up, you know that?"

"It's only because you feel strongly towards me," she smiled, "otherwise you wouldn't be so possessive."

"So why me anyway?"

"Who else could it be Raj? I suppose if Banner hadn't gone and mated to Terease he'd be a consideration, but you're my idea of a perfect specimen."

"But why now? I mean you still have another thirty or so years of fertility."

"Raj, I'm a combat troop. My first assignment was one just like your sister's and that's where I'll probably end up again. I really don't think I'm going to be alive thirty years from now. Don't feel bad though, I've been planning this for over a year now. If Banner hadn't mated, I'd probably have had the two of you fighting it out right now anyway!" She gave me a wicked grin when she said that.

"I sure hope Cassandra doesn't kill me when she finds out I'm a father." I sighed.

"Well you're not one yet, so back to work stud!" she grinned and jumped me then. Actually it was more like roll than a jump, but this time I got to relax at least.

It went on like that for the whole eight hours I was off, make love, rest, repeat. I wasn't crazy about leaving when my shift came, but I managed to tear myself away. It wasn't easy though.

I went down to the mess, got a huge stack of food, ate it then took another stack back to Herza. When she had laughingly suggested going to get her own, I had told her in no uncertain terms what I'd do to her if she put even one claw outside the room.

One thing's for sure, I was in a real testy mood and I didn't know how I was going to survive a twelve hour shift without her. It was like being a drug addict and needing a fix. I knew I was in serious trouble.

I ran into Balizar just as I was nearing my room, I was trying to figure out how to get the food in without staying.

"What's up Raj?" he asked looking me over carefully.

I growled before I could stop myself, "Sorry," I rasped out, "I didn't mean that."

He smiled, but took a step back too. "Herza went into heat didn't she?"

I growled again, I really couldn't help myself it seemed.

"Calm down Raj, I'm mated remember?"

That helped, I got control of myself then, "Sorry, but I find I'm having a real hard time controlling myself right now. It’s like an addiction."

"It's the pheromones, that's all. It's one of those instincts that the Geneticists weren't able to change without serious drawbacks. Unfortunately for you, it sets your temper on edge too."

He had been walking backwards leading me back to my room the whole time he had been talking.

"Tell Herza that she's in trouble for not notifying my office that she cycled yesterday," I growled again but he ignored it, the door was right next to me now and I wasn't going to take any action that would move me away from it, and he knew it too. 

"Also," he continued, "You're confined to your quarters until she conceives, that's standard procedure which I'm sure you didn't know. I'll have one of the girls leave some food by the door once a day."

He started moving well back from the door then, "let me get away from the scent before you open that, or I'll be bugging Sharazad all day myself."

I gave him a couple of seconds, then went back inside. I was immediately attacked by Herza, who had obviously decided that thirty minutes was way too long to be celibate. I guess this had a big effect on her as well. How I managed to get the tray of food on the desk with out spilling it all I could never remember.

We did eat some of the food over the next few days, and we even made some trips to the bathroom out of necessity. But I scouted the halls at Herza’s insistence to make sure nobody was about. She kept her head enough to know that I was on a short fuse.

It was three days later when she just suddenly stopped, kind of like somebody flipping a switch. The scent stopped, except for the residual in the room which still had me hopping, and she said she needed a shower and a lot of food, that the room stank, and she was going back to her own. She even punched me in the face when I continued to act amorous.

So I went down, got her some food and brought it to her room, she took it, but took one whiff of me and told me to get that smell off before coming near her again. Or else.

So I went to the shower, where I had a slightly embarrassing incident. One of the female Jags got a good whiff of my body, and pinned me up against the wall with her body as she rubbed the scent into her fur. I was too weak from lack of food and sleep to do anything more than protest.

"Thanks Raj!" she smiled as she ran out of the room, "York'll get a real charge out of this!"

After about seven showers I went back to Herza's, and ended up picking the lock on the door to get in.

"What are you doing here?" She snapped at me.

"I need some sleep," I told her as I climbed into the bed. Now that she wasn't producing anymore of that dammed pheromone, I found I was exhausted. "And I'm sure not going back into my room, with that damn smell."

"Just keep your hands to yourself!" she snarled.

"Stuff it!" I said and grabbed her and snuggled up from behind. She hissed, but was also too tired to do anything. "What's gotten into you all of the sudden?"

"You," she said quietly, "I'm sorry, it's just I'm hypersensitive at the moment, and I'm afraid your going to want to have sex again and suddenly the idea really bothers me."

"Does that mean you're out of heat?" I asked yawning happily, I hadn't slept a wink in three day's.

"It means I've conceived Raj."

"You sure?" I mumbled sleepily.

"I'm sure, believe me. Just be warned, I'm extremely testy. So you better behave for the next day or two." She mumbled back. 

We were both asleep in seconds.

I awoke ten hours later, feeling famished. Herza was still out like a light, so I made my way down to the mess and did my best to eat everything in sight. I dropped her off some food on the way back, and then went to check on my room. 

The smell still lingered somewhat, so I grabbed all my uniforms and threw them in the laundry. Fortunately I had one clean one waiting in the rack to be picked up from three days ago, so I had something to wear. I then went to Balizar’s office to apologize for my behavior before heading back to work. It was about two hours into my normal shift.

"Don't worry about it Raj," he said grinning, "I've been through it myself, it happens to most of us sooner or later."

"I thought you didn't have any children," I asked confused.

"Not with Sharazad I don't, but I do from an earlier relationship. It was under slightly different circumstances however. Anyway, don't worry about it. It's just one of those things that make us different."

"Does everybody lose control like I did?" I felt real embarrassed about my behavior, or rather my lack of it.

"Ah, you're just young that's all. But it does tend to bring out the worse in some. That's why some breeds are not supposed to come in heat onboard ship. At least not without letting me know."

"Did Herza let you know in advance?" I asked curious.

"Oh sure, she's not that stupid. But she was supposed to call me the minute it started, so I could make sure you'd be excused from duty."

"Yeah, I guess I wouldn't have given much thought to work," I admitted embarrassed.

"Work hell, you get so covered with those damn pheromones that she produces you could start a riot. That was why I had food brought to your room, to keep either of you from stinking up the ship. I had kind of hoped she wouldn't come in until we had made Hobson's though."

He then told me that the pheromones took about a day to break down and I should be able to go back to my own quarters by shift's end, I thanked him and left.

It was about twenty hours from breakout at that point and as I walked into the flight room I got a few snickers from those on duty, plus one or two snide remarks.

"Someday I'm going to experience privacy," I sighed sitting down next to Gabe, Rudy, and Dave, "And the shock is going to kill me."

"It's not so much that we're having a good laugh at your expense Raj," said Gabe cheerfully.

"Oh?" I asked lifting an eyebrow to look at him.

"No, it's more like our personal survival, knowing when to steer well clear of you."

"Yeah," added Dave grinning, "The embarrassment part is just an extra!"

"You would think those damn geneticists could have made the whole thing a little easier on the mind," I grumbled, but not unhappily. While I might feel guilty about it, I had to admit to myself at least that I had thoroughly enjoyed it.

"Aren't instincts a bitch?" Laughed Gabe, "Glad it wasn't me!"

"So where are we in tomorrow's line up?" I asked Rudy changing the subject.

"Number two," he said unhappily.

"Well that's not too bad I guess," I could see as well as hear that he wasn't too pleased about it. "So why so gloomy?"

"Because if anything happens we're guaranteed to go out, and this being the end of my tour, I just know something will." he grumped.

"Hey cheer up; it’s a settled system, so you won't have to worry about me eating you!" I smiled showing all my teeth.

"Oh that reminds me, the last pack of food on your pallet is poisoned," He smiled.

"How do you know that?" I asked amazed.

"You think I was going to take any chances?" He laughed at my expression.

I got up and went down to the shuttle I was assigned to for tomorrow and checked the food. I dug the bottom one off the stack and looked it over. I couldn't find any sign of tampering, but I tossed it in the waste chute anyway and went back up to the flight room.

"Well?" asked Gabe holding in laughter.

"I think I'm being subject to abuse above and beyond the call." I growled as I sat back down.

"I was just teasing Raj," Rudy laughed, "You don't think I'd actually tamper with the rations do you?"

I looked him over carefully, then pinched him on the stomach.

"Ouch!" he said jumping up, "What in the hell did you do that for!"

"Who knows how many of those boxes you tampered? Maybe I should just eat you first." I looked him over again, "How much do you owe now anyway?"

"Ha ha, very funny," he glared without laughing, "I knew I should have waited till we were dirtside to pull that trick on you."

"Honestly, I'm hurt. Do you really think I would eat you?" I leaned over and whispered to Dave just loud enough to be overheard, "What do you think? Would he be better marinated or just thrown in a stew?"

"Stew is what I had planned for Gabe here myself," he said jerking a thumb at him, "But he keeps balking every time I try to smuggle a stew pot onboard."

"Heeyyy!" Said Gabe turning around, "I told you I wanted to be marinated in red wine or it's hands off!" he laughed.

"What is this? Chefs anonymous?" Asked Jerry from the next table.

We degenerated pretty quickly into a comparison of made up menus after that. The only interesting thing was seeing who the main course was. It didn't last too long, as the Chief came in and threaten to make soup out of our testicles if we didn't get back to studying the breakout plan.

At about twelve hours prior, everybody was sent off to get some rest. My quarters turned out to be safe, so I was pretty happy to crash and get some sleep. I was still rather tired.
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We were strapped in and waiting, the shuttle's systems were all up and running, I had the engines warmed up and ready to go. We just sat there watching the countdown.

"Bet you a week's pay we launch," Rudy said checking the systems on the two ship killers we were carrying.

"What makes you so sure?" I asked, "And as long as you're at it check the LRGM's too." We carried four of them on the outboard stations.

"Because we're carrying a really rich load, and everybody knows where we're going," he said as he complied and checked those as well.

"You really think so?" I asked, and just then the count hit zero and we came out. I released the safeties then and turned to look at one of the displays that had been giving me trouble. It was working fine now, and suddenly I heard a loud "Shit!" from Rudy, and we jerked forward in the rack.

"Pre-Launch!" I yelled, and we went through the five steps of the checklist in less than a second. I just had time to look up when we got kicked out too.

I ran the throttles up to full, hit the Master Arm on my panel and yanked the key off my neck and stuck it in the slot on the right console. I then gave the display my full attention, and started to follow the vector being supplied by the Astra's com laser.

"What is it?" I asked as I moved us into position, we were two seconds behind lead and Jerry would be two seconds behind us.

"Looks like a medium freighter with damn big engines," we both started reading the feed that the Astra was still able to supply us.

"Prepare to lose all communications," came Katrine's voice over the laser feed. "We will initiate laser defense in ten seconds. The ship has not been identified, but has changed its course to an intercept. It is to be considered hostile, arm all Nukes. Repeat, target is hostile, arm all Nukes. You are free to fire at your discretion."

The nukes were our SK’s of course, five megatons each.I checked the state information that the Astra had just provided us with, and then the data cut off as the Laser defenses were activated.

I grabbed the key, "On three! One, Two, Three," I turned my key and in the back Rudy turned his. A brief warning horn bleeped in my headset and a yellow and black trefoil lit on my armament's panel.

"Okay Raj, everything looks good. I've got a positive track on the target, and our short range com units are registering both Klien's and Jerry's ships".

That was good, we had short range com lasers that could track them as well, but a missile could lock on to those and really ruin our day. They'd try to jam us though, just as soon as we got close enough.

"Alpha flight, this is Alpha lead," That was Klien calling us.

"Two," I replied thumbing the button on the throttle.

"Three." That was Jerry.

"Execute tango one, repeat, execute tango one. Out."

"Alpha two, tango one." I replied.

"Alpha three, tango one."

"Well, look's like we're going all the way in," Rudy said.

"Look's like," I depressurized the cabin, locked out the uncoded radio and turned the ECM to 'active'. "It's show time!"

We were about eighty miles from the Astra at this point, and still a good thousand from the Target. But it was closing fast, as it had to go by us to get at the Astra. We were still burning at full throttle and I started a vector change, following lead. This was to allow us to stay with the target once it closed rather than making a fast pass at it and then having to waste a long time coming back to make another one. 

It would allow us to get as close as we wanted, and use as many weapons as possible on them, even our self guiding thirty millimeter machine guns which can play havoc on a ship's sensors.

Of course the bad part was that they'd be able to do the same to us, and we hadn't even seen a sign of their attack shuttles yet.

"What's the Astra doing?" I asked Rudy, not wanting to take my eyes off the target, which was being displayed in my helmet.

"Burning for the gravity well like a big dog," he fed the data to a small window on my display, "I guess the Captain decided to make for the local defenses rather than try to go back into jump. There goes Bravo flight!"

I checked the window he had given me and saw the flash of a ship leaving the Astra, which looked more like a cloud now that the sandcasters were going full bore.

"Any sign of the opposition's forces?" I asked.

"Not yet, I suspect they're being held in until they close."

They were about three hundred miles now, and suddenly their engine stopped. "Look's like they're going to flip for a deccel burn." I flipped the laser shield on the canopy down for a sec to check if the cameras agreed with my eyes.

"They'll start launching real soon then!"

I flipped the shield back up satisfied. "At least they don't have any high powered laser gear."

"Yeah, or they'd be trying to fry us for sure."

I saw several dots detach from the Target then, and the ECM's indicators started flashing like crazy. 

"Setting up a missile screen," Rudy said from the back, "I don't think it's anything we can't handle with the jammers and the disposables. I don't see their shuttles yet though."

We continued to close the gap, but as both the target was slowing and our vector was changing, it took several minutes. It seemed like an hour. When we were about one hundred miles away, at the edge of our ship killer's range, they launched their shuttles.

"Damn!" I breathed, "I count six, no they just launched another," I started some evasive maneuvers then as we had just reached the missile screen. Rudy handled the jammers and I tried not to let anything come too close. By the time we had gotten past the screen I could see there were seven shuttles, of which three were definitely headed our way. The other four looked like they were going to make for the Astra. We were eighty miles out.

"Alpha Flight, start run," came Klien's voice over the radio.

"Two," I replied and pushed the throttles back up to military.

"Three," replied Jerry, probably doing the same.

The plan was pretty simple now, Jerry and I were the only ones in the group with ship killers on board. Klein was loaded with about ten LRGM's and was supposed to clear a path through for us.

We closed with the shuttles about ten seconds later, they launched at us, trying to protect their ship, and we launched back at them. Kind of cut and dried when you think about it. The next ten seconds were kind of hectic, as both sides tried everything they could to keep from getting fried. 

The end score was two of theirs to one of ours, Klien didn't make it.

"Look like anybody alive over there?" I asked Rudy after we had passed through.

"Couldn't tell, but that second shuttle of theirs doesn't look too badly damaged, so keep an eye on it."

The one shuttle that had survived was looping back after us, but it wouldn't be a problem for a while. The ship ahead was a different story however.

They started in with the short range lasers first, and a whole bunch of missiles next. I launched my first ship killer at thirty miles out just to give them something else to worry about, and started doing evasive maneuvers like crazy. The lasers were doing a job on us, but they retargeted their missiles on the ship killer, so we survived a little longer.

I checked on the Astra while all this was going on to see that we had gotten pretty close to it by now. I saw my missile get tagged by one of the ones that had originally been launched at me, and the resulting fire ball cleaned out a lot of the others that had been giving me headaches.

"They're opening fire on the Astra," Rudy reported. I saw several large missiles go boosting up and I even managed to tag one with my last LRGM.

"Nice shooting Raj."

"What are those anyway?" I didn't recognize the type.

"Hull breechers, they don't want to kill the Astra, just cripple it."

So it went for the next minute or so, Rudy was able to get the other ship killer within a half mile of the target before he had to detonate it.

"Well I bet that hurt," Rudy laughed as I brought us around and started to head back towards the Astra. All we had left at this point was the thirty millimeter.

The Astra had been doing pretty well itself, being armed with rail guns; expensive sure, but worth it in this case. 

"Hey Raj, swing back to this heading will ya?"

"Sure, what's up?" I turned us to the heading Rudy fed me.

"As long as we can't fight, we might as well check out Klien and see if he or Buck survived."

"Good point," I headed us out that way, and Rudy did what he could to make us invisible.

We watched the fight continue without us, we weren't too worried at this point, Bravo flight had sent the two remaining shuttles of the four that had gone after the Astra into retreat. The one which had been chasing Jerry and I was too far out of position now to be a player, and was heading back to its ship as well. When Jerry's last ship killer went off a quarter of a mile from the side of the ship, causing more damage, they broke off in earnest and started to run for it.

"Think their shuttles will make it back?" I asked Rudy. I had our engines shut down and we were coasting ourselves, pretty low on fuel.

"Hard to say, I guess it depends on their fuel supply. Uh oh, Captain just launched a torp, guess they weren't running fast enough for him."

I checked the display, but couldn't see it. "Think it'll hit?"

"Depends on how much damage Jerry did I guess. The two ships were only one hundred miles apart at launch, but they're both accelerating away from each other with everything they've got."

Whoever was controlling the torp was good, because it hit the ship right were Jerry had destroyed the surface defenses and sensors. It blew the ship right in half, then the engines detonated and vaporized the entire rear half of the ship, kicking the front into a wild spin and breaking it into several large chunks.

I checked to see where Jerry was, found that he was well away from the explosion and heading back to the Astra. The two shuttles that had been retreating started broadcasting their surrender on an open channel. The other one hadn't been so lucky, having been engulfed in the fireball. 

"I guess that settles that," I turned the radar back on to speed up the search. It took us about five minutes, during which Rudy raised the Astra on the com laser and told them what we were doing. 

Klein was dead when we found him, having been torn apart by the explosion. Buck, his WSO, was dead too. We went over to the crippled enemy shuttle then, it was only a few miles away but we still had to get back in and 'fly' over there. It wasn't showing any lights, but we both got out and floated over again to make sure. Nobody wants to die of suffocation in space, so we weren't going to leave without checking.

The WSO was dead in this one, the missile had hit the canopy and his head was gone. The pilot's seat was empty however, and we found him, or rather her, in the small hold trying to get the emergency power going. From the patches that had obviously been put on her suit by herself, I was surprised she was still able to work.

She was happy when she saw us; her suit radio was dead so we had to touch helmets to talk. She surrendered immediately of course, we didn't tell her about the ship however.

We got her inside the shuttle, and while I started heading back for the Astra, Rudy set about patching the few holes we had gotten ourselves, so we could get an atmosphere inside. Twenty minutes later we had air and I helped Rudy get her out of her suit, we discovered that she was a young and very attractive silver fox.

I had laid in a minimum fuel approach to the Astra due to our fuel status, so we wouldn't be back for almost two and a half hours. At least they weren't accelerating away from us anymore, actually they were back to decelerating, which meant that they were effectively accelerating towards us. As for our prisoner, she wasn't too badly hurt, some depressurization burns, and a few good cuts. But nothing we couldn't handle with the supplies at hand. 

She was so thankful that we had come back and not left her there to suffocate, that she offered us everything she had, namely herself. Rudy and I had the manners to politely refuse and tell her just to calm down and relax. But I couldn't blame her; if I was in her place I'd be pretty thankful too. It's not that everybody doesn't check for survivors either, it's just that sometimes they can't find you or get back to you, or worst of all, there's nobody left.

We kept pretty quiet on the way back, after all what do you say to someone who was trying to kill you just a few minutes ago? Especially when you don't want to be the one to tell them that all of their comrades are now just ionized particles drifting on the solar wind. 

When we docked with the Astra we saw that she hadn't escaped totally unscathed, there was some damage to the forward sensor array, and one of the pods had a few holes in it. But all in all nothing had done any serious damage. The shuttles were a different story of course.

My own had several fist sized holes in it, and one of the wings had been badly damaged. Gabe's was shot full of holes, and Dave had even picked up a little shrapnel when they had been too close to a detonating breeching charge. Jerry's was spotless, except for where a piece of the exploding ship had barely clipped the tip of his vertical stabilizer. Somehow none of us were surprised by that. 

The other two of our shuttles had some damage too, but it was a toss up between Gabe and myself for the worse. Nobody mentioned Klien of course.

As for the two enemy shuttles, or rather our new ones, they were both moderately damaged, but the WSO in one had been hurt pretty bad and his station was totally trashed. They weren't as good as ours either, less weapons capability, less ECM, and a smaller hold in the back. 

As for the prisoners, they were all sent down to the brig, or sick bay, depending. Their employer didn't turn out to be a surprise either, Rudy and I had figured it out as soon as we saw the suit on the dead WSO, The Masong Trading Franchise. I was willing to bet that was why the Captain had used a nuclear torp instead of one of the conventional ones. Masong was a loosely organized company and in the past they had wiped out several ground bases rather than let the forces there surrender. One of those bases belonged to Tri-Star, so from that moment on we had joined the large group of corporations trying to put Masong out of business. The fact that they had sent Weasel assassin teams to other corps crèches during the Corporate War's had also given them a very bad reputation as well.

The biggest problem however, was that being a franchise, their corporate headquarters always claimed no responsibility for those who were practicing such abhorrent behavior, and that they would be separated from the company as soon as possible. Sure enough, the next time you saw that ship, it had a different name, papers, crew, etc, and everybody would claim that it was a 'different' ship. So legally there wasn't much that could be done, hence the ten megaton torp goodbye.

Nobody really blamed the prisoners though; they just had the bad luck to be born into a really bad company. Usually companies would ransom back such captured employees, there were conventions and legalities covering such behavior. Masong however often didn't want to spend the cash and many of their people didn't want to go back even when they did. 

What that meant was that the holding or capturing company would assess a debt based on losses in the action that had taken place. That became your new bill, and they could even stick interest on that! As for the job you got, it usually wasn't anything good, after all how do they know they can trust you and you're not a plant? With a company like Masong, our prisoners would probably be working in the mines we’d just come from or something equally bad if they stayed. Not an enjoyable future to be sure.

We all headed back into the flight room to find out what the plan was now. The shuttle techs were working like maniacs trying to get the three good shuttles loaded and back on the launch rack.

"Well the first round has gone in our favor, but don't go feeling cocky yet," the Chief started in as soon as we entered the room. "It wasn't just chance that they were waiting for us, we scored another four craft in the area as well. It looks like they saturated the most likely area and we just happened to come out on the edge of it.

"Now as for the other four, only one is in any kind of position to give us any grief, but it changed course after we torped the enemy ship. However, they know our course and it'll be four days before we're inside the local defenses."

That started us all muttering among ourselves.

"So here's the plan, the Captain is going to start with a course change as soon as that last ship makes its jump, the others already have. Then he'll lay a bunch of mines behind us, and we'll have two ships on picket duty at any time. Hopefully if anybody jumps out near us we'll be able to nail them before they nail us.

"Now get back down there and help the techs fix the shuttles, I'll give you your orders as I write 'em. Dismissed."

We all went back down to the bay, and did what we could to get the shuttles in order. Within an hour we had two out on station, and after that the next four days was continuous work. Either repairing shuttles, or sitting on station. At least we could take naps during the later.

 

 

The trip finished without further incident, and we found out later on that there had actually been ten ships spread out in the most likely areas of our entry. If we had broke out inside one of those groups rather than outside, we wouldn't have lasted long at all.

I had never known that the heavy and super dense elements were worth that much.

That they knew exactly when we left, how much we were carrying and our exit vectors, made it obvious that there was definitely a spy back at Osborne. I didn’t know if that was better or worse than the one we suspected the fanatics had here at Hobson’s Choice.

Unloading went easier than normal this time; they left most of the stuff in orbit to be processed there. That was fine with me, I just wanted to sack out as soon as possible, the double shifts had really been a strain.

Once planet side we had a going away party for all those who were leaving. It was the first thing we did actually, as some of the people going would be leaving the next day. It was a pretty good bash, no outsiders allowed of course, and I got pretty stewed like most everyone else. 

When I awoke however, I found myself tied hand and foot, spread eagle outside a third story window. I threw up, just barely missing myself, and looked around at my predicament.

"Hello?" I asked quietly. No answer of course. I could see that I was still on company grounds, actually it looked like the barracks building, but I was having a hard time moving my head as it hurt pretty bad still. My hangover was definitely making things worse, I really needed an anti-tox pill. I must have forgotten to take one before I went to sleep.

But then I never had gone to sleep, the last I remembered was Terease handing me a drink. That woke me up, I straightened suddenly as I realized she had finally gotten her revenge!

"Owww" My head spun from the sudden movement. If I wasn't so sick, it wouldn't be so hard to get out. I started to examine the situation more closely, and slowly as my head was really giving me a rough time. 

My hands and legs were tied to rings set at the window's edge. The bonds were padded somewhat, so I wouldn't have to worry about a total lose of circulation. But it still hurt. There wasn't any kind of ledge that I could get my heels on unfortunately, and when I tried to get a claw on the ropes, I found to my chagrin that somebody had taken the time to give me a manicure.

"Damn!"

The window next to me suddenly slid open, "Hi Raj!" It was Herza.

"I though everybody promised not to help her!" I glared accusingly, but not too successfully I feared.

"Oh, she did it all by herself believe me. She even carried you up the three flights of stairs all by herself," she purred, "You would have been proud Raj."

"Great, how about helping me get down from here?"

"Now Raj! That would be cheating," she grinned.

"Then why are you here? To gloat?" My head started to spin again for a second, whatever she had used was really messing me up.

"A little," she smiled again, "but I wanted to say goodbye, I'm leaving soon, and I don't think you'll be free by then."

"Oh," I waited a sec for my head to clear a little bit, "You wouldn't have an anti-tox pill by any chance would you?" I pleaded, "Whatever she gave me is really making me sick."

"I guess I could do that much for you," she smiled and swung out on the sill of the open window and put it in my mouth.

"Thanks," I said swallowing it. She hung there a minute and looked at me, I could feel it starting to work by then and my head cleared pretty quickly.

"Better?"

"Yes lots. Well, I guess this is goodbye then. Sorry I can't give you a hug, but I'm kind of tied up." I smiled.

"Oh that's okay, I think you've already given me something to remember you by anyway." she actually leered at me and patted her belly as she said that!

"Oh, that reminds me." I looked at my arm to make sure I was still had it on. "I want you to have this," I gestured with my chin towards the armband I had gotten on Pharaoh.

"Raj, I can't take that! It's worth a small fortune," she exclaimed. "Use it to help pay yourself off."

"It’s not for you silly!" I said laughing at her expression, "I want you to use it for the Cubs, our Cubs. I don't want you to bear the burden alone," I didn't mention the fines that she might very well receive for breeding while still under contract. They could be pretty sticky about that sometimes even with permission.

"Thanks," she said, and worked it off my arm with her free hand.

"And I expect pictures too," I said as she put it on her arm.

"You got it my sexy big Tom," she leaned way out then and gave me a kiss. "Bye Raj, I'll write."

"Bye Herza, take care." She popped back in and that was that.

It did take me awhile to get down, I finally used the back of my head to hammer in the window until it broke. Then I just kept widening the hole with my back, butt and elbows. I picked up quite a few cuts, but I eventually got the glass by one of my bonds broken and was able to saw through it.

I nearly fell once or twice while getting the bonds on my legs cut, my hands where pretty numb but at least Terease had been careful, so they weren't totally useless. I finally got back inside, found that it was my room, so I hit the bed and went to sleep.

They made me pay for the window of course, but I really didn't care. At least I had gotten down before somebody saw me and got the bright idea of taking a picture!

I got in touch with Kathy the next day and we all got together that night at the Lining. We were going to be in port for nearly three weeks this time, so the replacements could be worked in. It was a good time off, even though I did have to work some during it. We even had a big party for Gabe and Karen out at her folks' place.

 Terry moved out of the apartment, to her own place, and Gabe moved in. I was really curious to see how they'd be doing the next time I was in port. Gabe started work after a one week adjustment period, so during most of the time that I spent with Kathy it was just the two of us. 

Balizar also took the Clan back out to the resort we had been to before. We spent a week there and I moped around a bit, missing Herza. But Mist, and surprisingly Sheen too, did their best to cheer me up. It was more than enough actually, and I was over it by the time we had come back. 

As for Kathy and myself, we did have quite a few enjoyable times together, but our relationship was starting to turn more towards friendship than sex. We still had fun together, but we both knew that we would never be a long term relationship, I had my sights set on Cassandra and Kathy I think wanted something more than I could offer.

She was getting close to graduation now herself, being in her final year at school and I suspect she had a serious boyfriend waiting somewhere in the wings. I could understand her not wanting to confront him with me if that was the case; she was probably worried how we'd react to each other. Human society was a little more uptight about such things as multiple lovers. At least that's what I've been told, but she still wore the ring I had gotten her at least, and that made me happy.

I did make a trip down to Martial, the fight bar that Herza had taken me to. I brought Banner and Terease along, Banner was there in case of trouble, Terease came just out of curiosity.

I did pretty well and made about a thousand on bets. When Banner decided it was a good time to leave nobody decided to argue this time. I guess the extra bodies might have helped.

The only other thing that was new was the mail. Sunil had been through twice since my last trip. He had updated news on Kali and said she was doing fine and the legs looked perfect. He also had run into our sister Laeloni who was working on an orbital platform doing communications work.

 

The new crew members had been showing up over the last few days, I hadn’t really talked to any of them yet, I was enjoying the last few days of my leave. When we started shipping freight almost the day my leave ended I was too busy working to sort out the new members either, but I noticed them immediately, kind of hard not to after seeing the same faces all the time for two years now.

“Hey Raj!” Chief Shandour called to me while I was helping Rysan the loadmaster secure some cargo on one of the large freight shuttles, “Take five! Balizar wants a word!”

I looked up and saw Balizar standing there with the Chief and wondered what I could possibly have screwed up this time. Shrugging at Rysan I walked over to Balizar as Shandour walked off to deal with other issues.

“Yes Sir?” I asked coming to attention.

“At ease, this is clan stuff, not official Raj,” And then Balizar grinned, “and you’re not in trouble. We picked up four more clan members with the new crew members.”

I nodded, hopefully they weren’t all males or I’d be spending a lot more of my evenings alone.

“Now I don’t know about the females in the group, but I can assure you that Hawkeye is going to be looking you up on fairly short order. Probably when you get off shift tonight.”

I nodded at that and unconsciously cracked my knuckles. Only one male? Not bad. 

“He’s Herza’s replacement and I don’t want you thrashing him. Understand? You bow to him and acknowledge him as your superior in the clan. Got it?”

I looked down at Balizar, he was a couple inches shorter than me, but then I’d never run into another leopard who wasn’t. “Why?”

“Because you’re still too immature for your size and the position, because I want you to be listening to him when he talks, he’s got a lot more experience than you do. And because I will open your skull with a spanner if you don’t do as I tell you to. Am I clear?”

I thought about that, I was bigger than Balizar, I was definitely stronger than him, on speed, I’d say we were about even. I’d never ever sparred with him, what I’d heard was true, he never sparred with anyone but Sharazad, and they only did it in private. 

“I want something from you if I’m going to do this Clan leader Sir,” I said as respectfully as I could.

Balizar tilted his head and flicked an ear in annoyance. “This isn’t a negotiation Raj.”

“I want to spar with you, just once. That’s all.”

“No.”

“Then how am I supposed to believe you can open my head with a spanner?” I asked him.

“I could just have Chief Shandour sit on you for me.” He growled.

“But that isn’t what you implied and you know it, Clan leader Sir. If I’m going to roll over for a physical threat, I want to see that the threat is real.” I grinned at him then, “With all due respect Clan leader Sir.”

He scowled at me and then sighed, “You are just itching to see if you can take me, aren’t you?”

I curled my tail and ducked my head in embarrassment ears splayed, “Yes Clan leader Sir. Though I will still honor and obey you even if I should win.”

“Win?!” Balizar growled. “Why you impudent cub! Fine, defend yourself.”

I blinked and stepped back and took a defensive stance. “Here? Now?”

“Will one fall be enough?”

I nodded. “Yes Sir!”

“Ready?”

“Yes Sir!”

I bowed, and then he bowed and I stood there in a combat stance as he looked at me.

“I don’t have all day Raj,” he growled.

I gave an inward shrug and shuffled in fast to attack, coming in low and hard. One of my better speed attacks that put my center down low and let me test my opponent.

And suddenly I wondered why I was on my back looking at the ceiling as Balizar looked down at me.

“Do I need to get a Spanner?”

“No Sir,” I shook my head and tried to play back just what had happened. I couldn’t, it didn’t make sense and it had happened in the blink of an eye. “Can you teach me how to do that Balizar?”

“Maybe when you’re older, if you learn to behave.”

“Yes Sir. Clan Leader Sir. Most Honorable Clan Leader Sir.”

“Stop kissing my ass and get back to work.”

I rolled over and got to my feet. It took a second to get my balance back. “What about the other three?”

“Up to you. Clan meeting this Saturday night, see you there Raj.” Balizar said as he walked away.

“Yes Sir.”

I walked back over to Rysan who was watching bemused.

“He made that look easy.” Rysan laughed.

“Worst of all, I can’t figure out what he did.”

“Me neither, but then I’m not one of you martial artist geeks.”

Sure enough, as I was heading back to my room after my shift a male leopard I’d never seen before fell into step beside me.

“Hi, I’m Hawkeye. I’m Balizar’s new Sergeant.”

“Raj,” I said to him.

“Care to head to the gym?”

“Just let me get changed.” I got my stuff and came back out. We were still planet side, I was working with the loading crews when I wasn’t doing a shift flying. I’d move up to the ship tomorrow. “So where does Hawkeye come from?”

“Old book, called ‘last of the Mohegan’s’, our nanny was a reader, and that was the book she was on when she got us. So we all got names from it.”

“Huh, interesting.”

“Why Raj?”

“Short for Rajah. Asian Leopards, Asian names. Or so they said, one of my brothers is named Randell. So we never really figured it out.”

We came to the gym then and went inside and found an open area. People quickly got out of the way; Hawkeye looked a little surprised, but didn’t comment. After all, this was fairly typical.

We bowed in and then started sparring. He wasn’t bad, he was actually pretty good, almost as good as Herza was. For a moment I was tempted to put him away, I know I could, and a few times I almost did, but I pulled it at the last moment. He came back at me, but he started pulling his own punches as well. I stepped back then and bowed out.

“I concede.” I said. I noticed a few who were watching looked surprised. 

“Excuse me?” He looked surprised.

“I concede.” I bowed again, “You win.”

“You were pulling your punches,” he said dropping his stance and relaxing.

“So were you.” I suspected that telling him about Balizar and the spanner probably wouldn’t be a good idea.

He shrugged and we hand bumped. “Far be it from me to complain. I have to go report anyway.”

I nodded and watched as he walked out then went to get my bag.

“Oh hi! I’m Danielle!"

I turned and saw a rather attractive female black leopard walking over from the changing rooms. I smiled, this was going to be fun.

“I’m Raj. Here to go a few rounds?”

She laughed and nodded. “I saw you two pop in here so I thought I’d join in. Where did Hawkeye go?”

“He said he had to report, guess you’ll have to catch him later.”

She nodded. “Just us two I guess.”

I nodded again and took up a defensive stance as she came on to the mat. 

It was a much more enjoyable match for me, because I could do what I wanted to. Which meant win. But I didn’t thrash her, that wouldn’t have been all that much fun when I thought about it. So I bounced her off the wall and then stood there waiting as she picked herself up.

Danielle looked at me, and attacked again and so I bounced her off the same spot of the wall again a few minutes later.

This time she scowled at me and came at me harder.

I bounced her off a bit harder that time and she winced a little as she got up. She looked at me and sighed ears splayed. “I think you win.”

I smiled back, “Let’s go hit the showers, then if you want I’ll give you a massage to make up for that last one.”

She looked at me sort of side long, and then looked me up and down taking me in.

“A massage would be nice,” she said after a moment and smiled, “Shall we?” and she led the way to the showers, her tail a little high flicking about as she walked in front of me, her hips making a nice counter point to her motions to keep my attention I was sure. 

We washed each other down in the showers and scrubbed each other’s fur.

“Serious muscles,” She commented as she lathered my fur.

“I’m a bit of an exercise nut,” I admitted while enjoying the feeling of her body as I lathered her as well.

“A bit of a martial arts nut too I gather from your performance on the mats,” she observed.

“Guilty as charged,” I said with a laugh.

“Anything else you’re good at I should know about?” she asked with a giggle.

“Why don’t we dry off and go back to my room and I’ll show you?"

“Oh, why don’t we indeed?”

It was a good night.

 

 

Kyrani caught up with me when I was off shift shipboard the next evening. I was pretty amazed by her, she was actually younger then me! Fifteen, fresh out of the crèche. I was extremely gentle with her, even if the fight lasted less than the time it took to talk about it. 

She also spent the night, though she was a lot more shy than Danielle had been, and a lot more timid in bed. At first at least. It turned out I was her first, as in the first male not of her crèche group that she had ever slept with. My ego soared to new bounds that night, I think for the first time in my life I was the more experienced lover and I took full advantage of it. I almost had to peel her off when we parted company after breakfast the next morning. I had to smile as I remembered almost doing the same thing to Herza after our first night together. She had really ‘rocked my world’ as someone once put it.

The Clan meeting was that night, we’d be breaking orbit the next day, and I made sure I got there early. I still was waiting to see the last new addition.

“Ah Raj, glad to see you’re here early. You can help me set up.”

I nodded and helped Sharazad move a few things around and get the pillows out for the floor. We chatted as the others showed up. Hawkeye was there fairly early too, and Danielle showed up after him. When a female spotted showed up that I had never seen before I quickly rose to my feet as Sharazad made introductions.

“This is Selenna. Selenna from left to right you have Mist, Franz, Kate, who are too obviously a pair. Balizar who you’ve met, Lyle, Banner, and Terease, our second pair, then Hawkeye, Danielle, both of whom are new, and Raj.”

She went down the line exchanging greetings until she finally came to me.

“Raj hmmmm?” She purred looking me up and down, quiet obviously sizing me up, and not for what Hawkeye or the others had had in mind. She was older, probably forties I’d guess, so well past the challenge stage of leopard social life. But she was rather fit and extremely attractive. “I’d heard you were a big tom, guess the stories were true,” and she winked at me. “Makes me wonder about the other stories now as well…"

Everyone laughed as I blushed and exchanged greetings with her then laid back down on the floor, my back propped up against the couch.

“What, no come backs?” She said walking over and looking down at me.

“I’ve found it better to respect my elders,” I said with a grin.

“Elders?!” She laughed, “Hardly! I ain’t dead yet hon. Maybe we should go a few rounds.”

She dropped down on her hands and knees straddling me, her face inches from mine as she smiled.

“Hmm, sure you can keep up?” I purred as she settled down and got comfy there on top of me in a pleasantly and completely distracting manner.

“If I can’t I’m sure they’ll bury me with a smile!” she said with a smirk and everyone laughed.

I had to laugh as well.

Kyrani showed up at that point. She was rather stiff, and formally dressed and I watched as they tripped her and mobbed her and pretty much did to her what they’d done to me when I had first shown up. They’d been right, only the young ones needed to be tripped; the others had pretty much dived right in. 

It was a good meeting, the new members told us about themselves, where they were from, what they would be doing here, and anything else they felt like mentioning. By the end of the night Lyle and Kyrani had paired up, and Danielle and Hawkeye paired up as well. Selenna, had staked an obvious claim on me when she’d gotten there and I wasn’t complaining at all. 

I’d seen some sensuous leopards in the last few years, but none of them had anything on Selenna. That night she proved to me that old adage about age versus experience and she definitely put me through my paces. Oh I definitely left her with a huge smile on her face, and had a nice matching one of my own, but I was as tired as if I’d fought a twelve round title fight.

 

We finally shipped out a day late, the Captain had been trying to get a replacement for the shuttle crew we had lost and stayed an extra day just in case. Unfortunately he wasn't successful, so we'd be a little short handed on the shuttle crews.

The first three weeks in drive were spent on drills. With as many new people as we had on board, it was important to make sure we could work together in an emergency. At least that's what the Exec told us, I think he was just working out a small sadistic streak of his own. Or maybe we were going to start seeing more action, some of the rumors I heard from the new people weren't very encouraging. It seemed that the Auntie-anns had been more active than normal of late, and then there were our own run ins with them as well. They also had a name for them now, they were called the ‘Humanist movement’ and were suspected of having ties to some of the major Auntie-ann groups on Earth, Hobson’s Choice and some of the other settled planets.

All in all, it was a gigantic pain in the butt. At least the available male to female Leopard ratio was slightly more in my favor, and I took good advantage of it too.

Our first stop was Cirus, a rather plain and humdrum world. As animen our reception was normal, and so were the incidents. We only stayed on planet for three days, the Captain was reportedly anxious to make up the lost day on his schedule, and we had just come off a long leave anyway.

Our next stop was another planet survey. The planet had been named Woodstock by the original survey team as it was covered with dense forests. They had only made a quick stop here however some four years ago, so we were being sent in to finish up. The planet was suspected to have some good minerals and the company was hoping to find some good biologicals in all those forests for use in drug research as well.

I liked it myself. The temperature was nice and warm, there was lots of shade, and it rained at least once a day. They set up a survey team, got us situated and then left. This was only going to be a four month stay and we wouldn't be doing much geological testing. The company had supposedly already decided to put an installation here if the biological report continued to be favorable. We were here primarily to find a good location for it.

The team that was left this time was myself of course, Dave who was now my WSO since Rudy had left, Mist who was part of the security detachment, Kate and Franz. The rest of the group was about the same make up as last time, only we had a few less geologists and a few more biologists. Klaus was in charge of the show again, and Tiberious was our security chief. The only bad part was Rasha wouldn't be there, and Marcus would.

Now I wasn't too worried about him, we had both spent a lot of time avoiding each other since that day long ago. Rasha who I still saw occasionally, had told me that he wasn't holding a grudge, which was fine with me, I don't think either of us really wanted a rematch. As he had been stuck on the shift opposite mine on the Astra however, not running into him was fairly easy. Now we'd probably end up working together. I resolved not to be too paranoid.

There were about forty of us total, the rest were primarily biologists and techs with a geologist and a few medical staff thrown in. Most of whom I really didn’t know well yet if at all.

Setting up didn't take too long, we were able to use light buildings in the favorable climate and people worked quickly in the warm weather. The hardest part had been cutting back a clearing large enough to fit everything in. Landing the shuttle on the first trip had been a bit tricky as the space was extremely tight, but now we had cleared enough that we even had a decent perimeter around our base camp.

We didn't really expect to have any trouble, but we had no idea at all what the local animal life consisted of yet. So far we hadn't seen a thing, but all the activity may have just scared it away.

 

 

The first month was pretty enjoyable actually. We did a lot of sample collecting, and even shot a few of the larger animals after the biologists discovered that they were edible so we even had a little fresh meat. Climbing the trees was fun of course; they went up rather high too. As for the local wild life, most of what we saw was fairly small, the big ones were all herbivores, and everything was pretty much afraid of us and the camp.

During the second month however, things began to change some what. One of the scouts got jumped and killed by a large catlike predator, and we began to see several other large predators in the area of the camp occasionally. They were getting used to us by now I guess, so everyone started being a lot more cautious. 

The animal that had killed the scout turned out to be a lot like my ancestors, only more arboreal. It could swivel its hind paws as well as the front, so it could hang from the trees that much easier. It did have some obvious differences of course, the fur was a very interesting color of greens and blacks, and its tail was totally prehensile. It also had a double set of fangs top and bottom. While it only weighted in at about one thirty it was tough as nails, taking three shots to drop it unless you hit something vital.

Over the next three months we lost five more people, four of them off on expeditions of one sort or another. One of those was to wildlife, three due to a climbing accident in the mountains during a storm. But we did lose one inside the compound to an animal attack.

It had happened very quickly, one of the Monkey medics had been out running along the perimeter for exercise. There was nothing strange about that, I did it myself. Suddenly a rather large predator that none of us had seen before charged the fence from the brush and cleared it in a single bound. The fence was twenty feet high, this thing was big! 

The alarms went off of course, and the automated system hit it with a burst of ten millimeter bullets, but it still lived long enough to tear her to pieces and then charge the rest of us who came running out guns blazing. We did kill it, but not before several of us got knocked around from its paws and tail. I managed to dodge, those who didn't got quite a few broken bones.

After we had it killed the Bio's came out and gave it the once over. It was about fifty feet long, had huge hind legs and a long heavy tail for balance. It was covered with scales and looked partially reptilian. That it was a good jumper we could all testify. It hadn't been too fast after that though, but Kate thought that might have been due to the damage caused by the camp's defenses. 

We cleaned up our dead comrade and had a quick burial. The dead lizard was another problem however, it weighted at least two tons and the Biologists weren't going to let us just hack it up and cart it off. So we had to wait four days while they cut it up themselves, and then we could dump some of it. It started to stink really bad by then though, and other predators were starting to show up at the fence.

Everybody had been surprised by the arrival of gigantor; nobody had seen his like in the four months we had been here. There was a lot of heated debate about getting rid of the carcass before all hell broke lose, but the scientist's got permission to keep it another couple of days. The main selling point of course was that the Astra was due back any day now, so they'd never get the chance again.

Those of us doing security were all a little edgy about it though; Tiberious was personally sitting up on the night watches, and had set up an antipersonnel mine just outside the fence. 

"I wish I knew just where the hell the Astra was," he confided to me one night as we sat watch. "They should have been here last week!"

"I'd just by happy to get rid of that damn lizard!" I muttered. The carcass had been with us seven days now, and the smell was beginning to grow.

An alarm went off on the fence; I checked the monitor and saw another predator trying to climb over. This was the third one tonight, I guess they found the smell enticing; I flipped off the safety on the turret and zapped him with a short burst.

"Damn things are getting to be a real problem," Tiberious growled, "I don't care what anybody says, that thing is going tomorrow!"

We zapped another four by daybreak and the fence was starting to show some damage.

"Go get one of the choppers warmed up," Tiberious told me as he picked up the intercom handset. "I'm gonna get a sling rigged on that thing immediately."

I got up and left the room, stopping at Dave's on the way out.

"Yo! Wake up!" I called banging on the door.

"It's open Raj."

I stuck my head inside, "Hi Marie," I said, noticing Dave wasn't alone, "Get up, I'm going to need somebody to handle the winch on the helicopter."

"Why what's up?" he said looking at the time display, "I'm not on for another hour yet."

"We're getting rid of Gigantor, Tiberious has finally had enough of it, and I don't think he wants to give the scientists a chance to give him an argument."

"Fine, I'll see you there in ten." he started to slide out of bed and I left.

The helicopter was in the hanger area, with most of the other aircraft we had. This one was actually a cargo job, having no passenger compartment, but rather a module rack behind the control seats. There was no module mounted there presently, so the midsection was just the spine of the aircraft. I checked the winch that was located in the recess while doing my normal checkout procedure. I was just getting ready to start engines when Dave walked in and the Camp's alert sounded.

"What the hell is that?" I yelled to Dave and grabbed my helmet, which I had taken off while pre-flighting the helicopter.

He turned and ran back out the door, and I followed grabbing my rifle as I did so. It was then that I heard the alert message being broadcast through my helmet comm.

"We have a breach of the security fence at sector nine by the carcass, all troops to report immediately!"

I could hear the gun on the tower opening up on full auto. I followed Dave around the corner and was shocked by what I saw, it was a whole herd of those lizards! They were going after the carcass and getting shot up in the process. Rather than retreat though they just continued to advance, and even started to pick up speed!

I unloaded a whole clip into the first one I saw, and two more clips as well before it went down. It was then that I realized that the tower gun had stopped firing. As the creatures were still coming on, I realized that it could only mean it was out of ammo. The previous night's firings had put a serious dent in its supply.

There were about six of the things down and dead, another five looked wounded and I had no idea how many more were left. They had risen up quite a bit of dust, and were literally rampaging around the camp. I saw several troops and a few other members of the expedition trampled and torn to pieces. Two right before my eyes. 

I was out of ammo by now, and started to worry about my own survival. Those of us who had comm units on did what we could to get everybody away from the slaughter. I was helping Kate and Franz carry off some supplies when Kate, who was ahead of us, was attacked by one of the lizards. She never saw it coming, and was ripped in half immediately. Franz went absolutely insane then, and clubbed me when I tried to stop him.

"She's dead damn it!" I yelled, but he just ran straight at the thing and tried to kill it with his knife. He did manage to hack an eye out before it trampled him down into the ground. I grabbed the two monkeys who were still with me, and got us the hell out of there quick. It was only a few minutes later that the hanger area caught fire and exploded, taking the shuttle with it in a secondary explosion that touched off the fuel tanks and killed everything in a hundred yard radius. 

"Damn," I said to no one in particular, "Anybody still in camp is dead now."

"At this point, it would be a mercy killing," said the male, and older chimp with graying hair. He looked back at me, "I suggest we take to the trees until things calm down. Then we can see who survived."

"Good idea," I found the idea of taking to the high places strangely comforting, probably a hold over from my ancestors. We managed to get ourselves up into the canopy with only one incident, I had to run off one of those catlike predators with my combat knife. I was in no mood to mess around, and even managed to cut it twice before it realized it was in danger of becoming lunch and ran off.

We settled down into the crotch of one of the larger trees. I could still hear the screams of some of the others, some through the air, most through my radio. I yelled out to those that could hear me to climb into the trees, but I don't know if it had any effect. After a while, it started to die down some and the screaming and yelling stopped. I set my beacon then, and being totally exhausted, stretched out on a branch and went to sleep.

I awoke a couple of hours later and had a drink from my canteen. I offered the rest to the other two, then started calling on my helmet radio to see who else was out there. It didn't have a lot of range and we eventually climbed down and trudged back to camp.

Camp turned out to be a scene of total carnage. There were dead bodies, or rather pieces of dead bodies, everywhere. At least a lot of them were either Lizard's or some other local life that had joined in the fray. But I counted at least twenty of our own in the wreckage. I found Tiberious in the remains of the tower, he had been reloading the gun when it was toppled by the Lizards. He was partially eaten, but I did manage to rescue his rifle and two clips of ammo, which I used to drive off the scavengers.

Six hours later the rest of the survivors had shown up. Dave was there, and strangely enough Marie had made it too. I guess having been woken up early she had a head start on surviving. I was happy to see Mist had made it, so had four of the Tigers in the group. One of the Bears and two of the Badgers had survived as well, Klaus was not one of them. Adding the two Chimps, and myself that made twelve of us total, out of thirty six that were alive this morning. 

We gathered up what we could find, about two weeks emergency rations, three rifles, one pistol, and a hundred rounds total ammo. Almost everybody had managed to grab their survival gear and armor, but what ammo that hadn't been used in the firefight was destroyed in the explosions and fire, along with almost all of our equipment.

Tiberious' second in command was his mate, she had survived and was now the highest ranking member we had. She decided that we'd make camp in the trees, even though as a Tiger she wasn't thrilled with the idea. So we went back into the woods, and managed to find a place not too far from the Camps remains by nightfall.

We consoled ourselves that night with the thought that at least the Astra would be here any day now, and we'd soon be home again.
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I watched the groat carefully as it moved further away from the herd. I was still downwind from it, and I crawled slowly closer into a better position. I had been stalking this group for nearly two hours now, Mist was somewhere off on my right flank doing the same. 

I continued to move slowly in a belly crawl towards the one groat cow that was continually moving to the very edges of the herd. The male had come after her several times making that coughing noise that had earned them their name. This time however he didn't seem to notice her straying once again. My stomach tightened at the thought of food, yesterday had been very unproductive.

I tightened my grip on my knife, and as she closed to within two meters, I broke from the cover in a leap and drove my knife into her throat. Digging the claws of my other hand into her eyes I also grabbed the back of her head with my teeth and bit down hard. I wasn't taking any chances with this one! Last week I had lost a sure kill by not getting a good secure hold.

I worked the knife around and felt her fall to her knees. I braced my feet on the ground and flipped her over, slitting her throat as I did so. I was reward with a stream of hot blood on my legs and she stopped kicking and lay still.

The male Groat had seen this of course and had started forward, head down, intent on goring me with his horns. Mist charged him from the side then and he veered off, deciding to save the rest of his harem instead and they all thundered off.

"Need a hand there?" she asked coming over.

"No, I'm okay," I started dressing out the carcass, cutting off a few choice pieces in the process. Half I stuck in my mouth, the other half a handed to Mist.

"Thanks, I'm starved," she quickly ate what I gave her.

I finished pretty quickly, and she helped me sling the body over my shoulders. We then headed towards Camp.

That was our present Camp, not the old one. We were living in a cave now, it being easier to defend than the camp we had originally made in the trees. Also the Tigers and Badgers found it much more comfortable. The Bear had been killed over a month ago while hunting.

It had been over two months since the destruction of the Base camp and there was still no sign of the Astra. We were now living off the local livestock, Mist and myself being one of the hunting teams, Marcus, Borus and Star, all tigers, making up the second, Dave and Marie making up the third. With twelve people to feed it wasn't exactly easy. What we had just caught was probably enough for today, if one of the others was successful we'd dine well for sure. More often than not however, we didn't.

We had used the guns for hunting at first, but after an attack on our camp in the trees we decided to save our ammo for defense only. We were presently down to maybe ten rounds total.

What made it tough was that since the camp’s destruction, a lot of the native life was avoiding the area. What had drawn so many of the big Lizards there in the first place was a mystery, but at least we hadn't seen a single one since. Hunting was also tough work, and having to do it everyday, for such large game, was exhausting. 

Tiberious' mate Shalana however refused to move camp more than a mile from the site of the destroyed base. If help didn't show up soon, I was going to have to challenge her on it. I had talked with Dave and Marcus, and they both agreed that the hunting was getting tougher in this area. We'd have to move soon, or starve.

Marcus' group had done well that day too, so we were all able to eat well for the first time in a week. Everybody was pretty tired however, Mist and I having gone six miles before finding the herd. And Marcus and his group had gone roughly twice that, before finding anything. So we all just collapsed in a heap in the back of the cave, leaving the others to keep watch.

 

I was awakened quite suddenly, when a gun went off. We all untangled ourselves quickly, and as we headed to the front of the cave, we could see it was almost daylight.

"What's going on?" Dave asked George, the chimp holding the rifle.

"A ship just flew over!" he pointed excitedly towards the old base camp.

"What did it look like?" I asked quickly, "A shuttle or a jet?"

"A shuttle, it was definitely a shuttle!"

By now everybody was standing around, "What's going on here?" asked Shalana.

"A shuttle, I saw a shuttle!"

We watched the horizon, but with the false dawn starting it was hard to see anything.

"It'll be light in a little while," she said, "and who ever it is won't leave right away. Especially if they see our message."

 We had left a large marker placed there, for when help did come.

"I'd like to start heading over there now if you don't mind," I said turning towards her. "I'll take Marcus, we haven't seen any of the big predators around in nearly a month now and everything else is afraid of us."

She looked around at the group, "Sure why not, I want to get the hell out of here too." She sighed then and sat down on one of the rocks by the cave's entrance.

 I grabbed what was left of my armor and after putting it on, I headed out with Marcus as quickly as possible. It was about a twenty minute walk at night normally, the ground being pretty rough and you had to keep an eye out for trouble. We both ran the whole way, not really caring, getting there in about ten.

We burst into the clearing while they were still looking at the wreckage. My heart sunk almost immediately as I realized that they weren't from the Astra, but at least they were from Tri-star.

"What in the hell happened here?" asked the Wolf in charge. I could see by his stripes he was a Chief in rank.

I told him the highlights, and then led them back to where everybody else was holed up. 

"What happened to the Astra?" I asked as we walked back through the woods.

"She happened to be in orbit around Ceti-bon two when an invasion fleet showed up," he told me. "They managed to drive it off fortunately. Ceti-bon two is a pretty small installation, so the attack force that had been sent wasn't too large."

"So where are they now?"

"They took a beating, and the Astra had to be dry-docked. That was five months ago, they probably are just getting into Earth by now, that being the closest one."

"If that was so long ago, then where the hell were you guys?" growled Marcus, "This hasn't been no picnic, believe you me!"

"Take it easy soldier," he growled back. "That wasn't the only attack on Tri-Star's interests. It seems those people you ran into on Arboral have decided it was time to pay us back. We were hit in a dozen places at the same time. With the Astra out, it was only now that we could spare somebody to do a back up retrieval. We're at war now for sure."

"Do we know who we're fighting?" I asked him, hoping that my friends on the Astra were all right.

"They haven't found the location of the group's headquarters, but we've already attacked one of their staging facilities, and we recently found out about one of the companies that have been helping them. So we have a few targets!" He smiled then and said, "It's going to be nice to be able to strike back for a change!"

It took us about two hours to get packed up and leave. The computer files from the Base camp had to be dug up. Until then I had always wondered why the storage units were buried, but there was nothing else worth taking.

The ship that had arrived to pick us up was the Falcon. It was a frigate, one of six that the company maintained. There were also a few destroyers, but they were a lot more expensive to operate due to their size, so they were usually held in reserve somewhere.

The Falcon was a lot smaller than what I was used to after being on the Astra. It was one hundred fifty yards in length and just twenty five yards across at its widest point. It had only one bay, and that was only large enough to fit a shuttle. The ship's two shuttles usually rode on external mounts, access being through the shuttle's dorsal hatch. 

There were another four external mounts, which made six total, that were normally for drop ships, but the Falcon wasn't carrying any troops, just the ship's normal complement of twenty. So it was pretty roomy inside, everybody got their own quarters and we had a comfortable ride. It only took two weeks to make our destination, which turned out to be Tau Delta thirty-eight. Without the four drop ships and the extra weight of the troops, the Falcon could make fifteen lights. With all that extra stuff added on it could still make twelve, a pretty fast ship no matter how you looked at it. Only the packet ships went faster at twenty, but then they only had a crew of five or six and carried no weapons or cargo at all.

I was sitting in the small shuttle bay, which doubled as a gym among other things, on our last day aboard when the Exec walked in. She was human and looked to be in her early thirties. Of course with age treatments she could have been seventy, telling age among humans was never easy.

"Good morning Mamm," I stood up as she entered, just to be safe.

"At ease Raj, I'm off duty," she went over to one of the machines and started her own daily routine. I had noticed that everybody on board the Falcon exercised regularly, even Captain Avera.

"What do you think will happen next Mamm?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, the Astra is going to be out of it for a while I guess and it is pretty far away from here. And now there's all this talk of the Company finally knowing who's responsible, I'd just like to know what's going to happen now." I started on my next set of reps while she thought about that a minute.

"I guess you'll probably be assigned to another ship or group," she looked over at me, "If you've got a good record, I suggest you see what options they'll give you as soon as you can. We're going to be taking on troops once we dock and I'd guess that the company is going to switch a lot of it's people over to combat for the next few years, at least until things settle down."

"Will they?" I asked curious. "Settle down that is."

"Oh eventually they will," she smiled at some thought then. "The big rush will be on at first to grab as much of the enemy's assets as possible before somebody else does. And as for the fanatics, well Tri-Star isn't the only company they pissed off, just the biggest."

I thought about B Company, where my sister Lisa was. Something like that would be worth looking into. "They pissed me off too. Thanks for the advice Mamm, I'll look into it after we dock."

I spent another two hours in the gym working out after she had left, there wasn't much else to do on board and I wanted to be sure I was in peak condition.

I didn't get to look into anything right away once we docked. The first thing that happened was we were all debriefed on the mission and that took a whole day. Once they had finished with us there, I spent another day getting outfitted. The only thing that had survived was a uniform and my armor, they were both totally trashed and had to be replaced anyway. I did have extra gear on the Astra, but I found out that it could be years before it caught up with me.

So I ended up spending a hundred and thirty eight thousand dollars on a full set of gear, uniforms and weapons. I had grown to like the rifle that I had lost so much, that I bought another just like it. I was shocked that it cost twice as much as a normal one. 

After taking care of all that I went back to my room with Mist. We were all staying in the same place, nobody having yet decided what to do with us. We were talking about our options then, Mist wanted to go back to the Astra and was trying to figure out how to swing it. I wouldn't have minded going back either, but I couldn't see them paying my way and I sure couldn't afford it!

Suddenly somebody rang at the door and I got up and answered it. It was a company messenger and he handed me an envelope, after checking my ID, and then split. I looked it over and walking back towards Mist I opened it and read the letter inside. It was a standard company notification, I started to feel dread before I had even made it past the gobbly gook at the top. 

Company notifications were always bad news. If something important happened, as in bad, then the company would distribute a notification to all of its installations. The first one you showed up at would cross index your current file and if it wasn't in it, you got handed it at the first possible instance. The only reason I hadn't gotten one on Nepal's death was because I was at the scene of the incident before one went out.

It said quite simply that 'We regret to inform you that the corporation's installation on Trundle was raided on,' and it gave some date four months ago. It continued, 'When company forces arrived there were no survivors found. Your sister Cassandra Rakir was among the personnel. No remains were recovered.'

I stood there in shock, Cassandra was gone. 

I dropped the letter and just stood there. I could hear a loud growling that I realized was me. Cassandra was dead. My control disappeared with a snap, I roared. I looked around for something, anything, and started to tear everything in the room to pieces. Something moved behind me, and I whirled to see somebody leave the room. I threw the couch at the door after them and felt a surge of satisfaction as it splintered against the door.

It didn't take long for me to run out of things to destroy in the room. But it wasn't enough, I needed more, I needed to kill. I grabbed the door and tried to yank it open, but it wouldn't budge. In my rage I couldn't work the lock so I went over to the wet bar and ripped the sink off the wall, so I could just bash it down. When I turned back to the door there were four shapes there now.

I recognized one of them right away, it was Marcus. I threw the sink at him and charged. The other three fanned out but I just ignored them, I could get them later. He dodged the sink and swung at me with a bar of some kind. I blocked it with my arm and got him in the chest with my claw's drawing blood. Somebody grabbed at my arm then, and I kicked them hard in the leg. I was rewarded with a snap of bone, so I just hit them with an elbow and turned back towards Marcus who was hitting me in the chest with the end of his club.

I came in fast ignoring the blows, I couldn't feel them anyway. I had a hand on his throat and was trying to get the other one up there as well, but somebody kept blocking it. Suddenly I felt a hard blow to the back of my head and staggered back. I turned around to kill whoever it was and I saw Cassandra.

"Cassy!" I said then realized it wasn't her but Mist. For some reason this angered me even more but before I could take a step forward someone hit me on the back of the head again and I lost my balance. I got hit twice more before I hit the floor, and everything just went black.

I woke up as something cold hit me in the face. I opened my eyes and saw Mist with a bucket, now empty. I growled and tried to reach for her, but I couldn't move. I looked down. I was trussed up hand and foot, and tied to the fixtures in the hall 'fresher. I started to struggle but whoever had done it was good, I couldn't get free.

"Raj, It's Mist. Calm down dammit! Security will be here any minute, if they see you like this they'll shoot you on the spot!"

I ignored her and tested the ropes again, to no avail.

"Damn," that was Marcus. "Mist, help Star take Borus down to the infirmary before they find out about this. Make up a good story too."

"What about Raj? I can't leave him like this!" I could see she was upset, but it didn't make an impression on me. After all, I had just lost Cassandra! What could she have to compare with that? I tried the ropes again.

"Get! I'll take care of this, just go!"

She left. I stared at Marcus and growled.

"Can you hear me Raj?" he leaned on the edge of the stall and looked down at me. I could see the blood on his chest from where I had clawed him, I growled again.

"Good, I guess that's a yes," he showed me the piece of paper in his hand. "Sorry about your girlfriend there, Cassandra wasn't it?"

I tried to roar at him then, but I found that somebody had stuck a gag in my mouth. So I growled and tried the ropes again.

"I tied those myself, so don't bother," He leaned down real close then, I thought about the possibility of biting him. "Now listen real close Raj. She's dead, got that? Dead! Some trash came along and put paid to her account. You got that?"

It felt like salt in the wound, I thrashed some more, but I couldn't look away from him.

"Now in about thirty seconds I'm going to pull that gag out of your mouth and if you don't have control of yourself I'll just let them find you here and shoot you. But before I do I want you to think about something. Just one word.

"Revenge!"

I felt like I had been shot. Revenge, that was what I wanted all right. To make somebody else suffer and die. Die slowly and horribly, or just die dammit!

"Ahhh, I see that hit a nerve. You leopards are supposed to be real big on revenge, I'd bet you'd do anything to get it too!"

I stopped struggling and looked at him. I made myself listen to everything he was saying.

"Good, now do you think you're going to be able to get any revenge if they see you like this? Do you think you'll even be able to get to where those bastards live if you keep acting like this?" He grabbed the gag in my mouth, "If you want to get your revenge Raj, you're going to have to gain control of yourself, bide your time. So do you want to die here? Shot while helplessly trussed up in the 'fresher? Or do you want to get some revenge?" He pulled the gag out of my mouth.

My first impulse was to roar, but I stopped it. He was right, I could feel his words singing in my ears. "Revenge!" I growled softly, "I want revenge!"

"You got yourself under control then?"

I swallowed, "Yes, untie me. I don't want to screw this up any worse than I already have."

He drew my knife, which I was surprised to see still in its sheath. "Good thing you didn't grab this," he said smiling, "or Mist would have shot you for sure!" He cut my bonds then, and I sat up on the floor. I helped him gather up the rope, which he tossed in the disposal.

"What'll I tell Security?" I asked him as a feeling of panic started to replace my anger. As I calmed down I started to realize my head hurt like crazy, and I had a couple of broken ribs. I think my wrist was broken too, it was swelling up pretty fast, that’s for sure.

"Tell them your intended was killed, show them the note. Then tell them that you got so upset you didn't think it would be safe to go down to the gym and work it off, so you took it out on the room instead. Then you came in here to wash up. Now if you'll excuse me, I better take cover because I hear the storm troopers coming!"

With that he ducked into one of the stalls and started to take a shower like he had been there for a while now. As long as they didn't make him come out they'd never see the blood. I got up and started for a stall myself.

"Halt!" I heard, so I did. "Don't move or I'll shoot!" I guess these guys believed the stories about leopards because they obviously weren't fooling. "What's going on here?"

So I told them the story Marcus had given me, and showed them the paper. Then I asked if I could shower off before they arrested me. They looked at me a little warily and called it in on their handset. I got the okay, and took a real quick shower so I could get out of there before they got suspicious about Marcus. They did ask him a couple of questions through the door; he just pleaded ignorance so they left him alone.

The trip down to Security was longer than I would have liked it to be. I hurt all over at this point, and the broken ribs were beginning to grate. When I got there I repeated my story, and then asked if I could be excused.

"I don't think we can afford to let a dangerous person like you to just go free!" said the human behind the desk.

"Sir," I pleaded quietly, "All I did was trash my room, which I'm willing to pay for. I didn't attack anybody," I lied, "and when I finished I just went to the showers to clean up. Yes we leopards are temperamental, and I've just experienced a great loss. But I've got the rage out of my system and now I just want to mourn my loss and go back to work."

He looked me over carefully; "Well your eyes don't have that glassy look that they warn us about, and I will admit you seem composed." he turned to the four security guards in the room with me, "Take him down to the Med center. If they say he's okay, you can let him go." He turned back to me then, "You'll be fined of course, and charged for the damages to your room. Somebody should have looked at your file before delivering that message; it should have been done with more care so you could have vented your anger on something less expensive and made for it.

"At least you didn't go on a rampage, I'll give you credit for that. Take him away."

We went down to the Med center then, and the Doc quickly cleared me, and then set about patching up my wounds. They were curious about how I had inflicted some of them on myself, especially the ones to the back of my head, but I pleaded ignorance and they didn't push it.

When I finally got back to my room I looked around at the destruction. It was pretty severe, all the furniture was in pieces, small pieces, and the fixtures were all trashed as well.

I sat down then and though about what had happened and cried. When Mist ventured to stick her head in an hour later, I was still crying. She came over and sat with me until I stopped.

"You sure you want to get this close to the maniac?" I asked trying hard to smile.

"If they had thought to check with somebody who knows you before showing you that note this would never have happened!" she said hotly, "That's usually required procedure, somebody screwed up big time!"

"Thanks for getting everybody here and saving my life, and not shooting me. I'm sorry if I hurt you."

"I could tell something was wrong as soon as you dropped the letter," she sighed. "So I grabbed it and ran for the door. Once I read it I knew what was up. Good thing the Tigers were around, I don't think I could have trusted anybody not from the Astra to keep their mouths shut."

I looked around the room, "How much do you think they'll charge me for this?"

"Oh probably only ten or twenty thou, and that'll include the fine too I bet."

"At least I hadn't thought to go into the bedroom and destroy my new gear."

"Speaking of bed," she grabbed my arm and started dragging me, "you look like the living dead, and I've had all the excitement I can handle."

We went to bed then and I slept the clock around. When I woke up, Mist was still there. I thanked her for helping, gave her a hug and got up and left.

I headed down to the personnel office and found a black bear who wasn't too busy to help me.

"What do you need?" He asked as I sat down at his desk.

"An assignment," and I passed him my ident tag. 

He stuck it in his desk terminal and started to look over the particulars, "Where's your ship now?" He asked.

"Dry-dock on Earth I think. I don't expect to see it again."

"With the present situation, that's a safe bet." He looked at the cast on my wrist, "What are you looking for?"

"Combat," I stared through him and at the wall behind. He looked away.

"Well let's see, I have several combat flying spots open."

"No!" I said a little too loud, "Ground forces."

He stopped and looked at me again, "You know that a straight fighting job will hurt your pay situation. You sure about this?"

"Yes, I want to get my hands dirty. Real dirty."

"I see," he said slowly and stared right back at me, I didn't flinch or blink. Eventually he turned back to his screen and started paging through a few things. "You willing to volunteer for extremely hazardous duty?" he asked without looking up.

"Of course."

"Well how's this sound then, we've got one of those frigates in port. She's shipping out as soon as she's fully staffed. You barely qualify on combat experience for the ranks, but they need one more backup pilot." He looked up at me then and actually smiled, "Special ops, I personally guarantee you'll get to slaughter all you want."

I smiled back at him, "Where do I sign?"

He handed me my orders a minute later, I was to report in two hours. So I went back to my room, packed my bag and went to find Mist.

"What's up Raj?" she asked eyeing my gear bag on the floor.

"I'm shipping out, I got a new assignment."

"What ship?"

I showed her my copy of the orders, "If you get back to the Astra, give everybody my regards okay?"

"Sure," she looked a little uncomfortable, "Just one thing Raj okay?"

"What?" I asked warily.

"Don't get yourself killed on purpose, all right? You've got too many friends who'd miss you."

"I promise," I said. "Give my regards to Marcus and the others all right? I've got to go now or I'll be late."

"Sure. Bye Raj," she gave me a kiss, "Good luck, you'll need it."

I turned and headed down the Hall. I hit the Buzzer on Dave's room as I went by, but there wasn’t any answer. He must have been out, so I wrote a short note and left.

I made it to the Falcon in thirty minutes. I still had an hour left, but I just wanted to get on with it. I did stop for a minute and removed the cast from my wrist, the Doc's had told me to leave it on until tonight, but I didn't want anyone asking questions. The bandages on the ribs didn't show so I left them.

"Warrant second Raj Rakir requests permission to come aboard." I saluted the Wolf at the hatch. I recognized him as one of the WSO's from the crew.

He returned my salute, "Permission granted." Then as I passed inside he turned to me, "So Raj, they got you to join this little madhouse too, huh?"

I stopped and turned to him, "I volunteered."

He looked at me a little strangely then, "You don't sound so good. What happened?"

"I'd rather not talk about it okay?"

"Sure no prob, listen though okay? It's a different ship now, we got sixty troops on board and it's a bit tight. They're the tough guys too, so don't cop an attitude, or you'll end up in serious trouble. Understand?"

"Yeah sure, when do we leave?" I asked turning towards the Captain's cabin.

"As soon as you report in I guess," he said closing the hatch. "Now that we've got number sixty we're ready!"

I headed forward to the Captain's cabin then and knocked on the door setting down my gear bag.

"Enter!"

I stepped inside and saluted Captain Avera, "Warrant second Rakir reporting for duty sir!"

"At ease Mr. Rakir." He looked at his watch, "Glad to see you didn't drag your feet and got here early, now I'll be able to keep ahead of schedule." He looked back at me then. "Listen I gave your file a quick glance and I think I know why you're here. I'm sorry about what happened, but I think you'll find more than enough opportunities to avenge yourself, Okay?"

"Yes sir, that's what I'm hoping for sir."

"Good, that's what I wanted to hear. This isn't going to be a joy ride and I want serious fighters. You're in billet 17, welcome aboard."

"Thank you sir," I saluted and left.

I found my quarter's pretty quickly, I was sharing a room with three other's. Fortunately things were set up so only two of us were to be sleeping at any given time, being on opposite shifts. We each had separate bunks too; they folded into the wall when they weren't in use of course. I put my things in my locker, and went off in search of the ground forces Commander.

The one nice thing I had noticed so far was that almost all of the troops were leopards. I thought I had seen some Jaguars too, but wasn't sure. I found the ground force’s Commander in his quarters; he had a room to himself like the Captain and the Exec, and reported in.

"At ease soldier, have a seat."

I took the proffered seat, and relaxed. He was a Jag, pretty good sized one too.

"Any questions?" he asked looking at his desk terminal, probably reading my file.

"What's the species makeup of our force sir?"

"Forty Leopards, Six Jaguars and fourteen Tigers. Why, do you have any problem with that?"

"No sir, I was just curious."

"Fine. I see by your record that you do have some combat experience. Not as much as I'd like, but coupled with your performance there and the fact that we need a backup pilot, it'll do."

"Yes sir."

"Our basic fighting group is the same six man team you were trained with in advanced. I'm going to assign you to the number three slot in one, if you show me you can perform I'll move you into number two. Casualties are going to be a fact of life here, so if you perform well, you'll find quick advancement. Any other questions?"

"Just what shift I'm on sir."

"Second, I suggest you get some sack time and let that wrist heal. You'll need it soon enough, dismissed!"

I stood up and saluted, he obviously wasn't anyone I'd be able to fool on anything.

I headed back to my bunk, and sacked out for the next eight hours till I was due to report. By the time I had arrived at the ‘gym’ or hold area, we were well under way. I got several challenges on the way to the mess and then the hold, but I just ignored them. I still had an empty hole inside me, and I really didn't care what anybody else thought.

The organization of Falcon block was fairly simple. Each squad was made up of two three man half-squad's. A squad was commanded by either a non-com, a warrant or an officer. Five squads made up a platoon, with one officer and a senior non-com in charge. Two platoons made up a block. The officer in charge of 1st platoon, (and the first squad in it), was the officer in charge of the block, in this case our commander who was a captain in rank. Of course on board he was referred to as 'Commander' as there is only one Captain onboard any ship.

The head of the 2nd platoon was a lieutenant, I was in the second squad in the first half-squad under the senior NCO in that platoon. While I technically outranked him as a Warrant, I was comfortable with the situation. The corporal who was in charge of the other half of the squad looked like he had a big chip on his shoulder, so I just ignored him.

So we had two officers in our block, three warrants not counting myself, and five NCO's. Everybody fought in this organization, and depending on the action we would either act as six man squads, or three man half-squads. The half-squad was perfect for hit and runs of course, about what a sixty man block without any artillery support was normally good for.

We spent most of our first normal duty period doing drills and inspection. About ten of the people in the platoon had served together before this, the rest of us were new to this group. That left a lot of fitting in to be done, so a certain amount of drill was inevitable. I kind of liked the mindlessness of the whole thing though, it kept me from thinking blacker thoughts.

The part I didn't care for, at least anymore, was the establishment of the unofficial pecking order. I wasn't out to impress anybody anymore; I really didn't care if the women wanted to be with me or not either. I was more than satisfied to keep to myself.

Of course this wasn't to be. When we broke up for our other duties a lot of the younger troops kept bugging me. Even though they had more combat time than I did, most of them were my age or younger. The older hands I noticed steered well clear of me, they knew something was up. I just ignored the whole thing, performing my duties and not saying anything unless I was required too.

After about a week the harassment started to make an impression on me. I guess my lack of response was giving people the wrong idea, and rather than leave me alone I was being bothered constantly. So the next day after drill I grabbed the corporal in my squad, who was one of my bigger pains, and told him if he didn't leave me alone I'd kick him and his half-squad all over the room. 

He figured that the three of them were obviously more than a match, and took me up on the challenge. I was only surprised when the Lieutenant directed the senior NCO to clear a space and started taking bets. At least I was allowed to put down two grand on myself, some habits die hard.

So I waited for them to come at me, the rules were basically the same I had fought under in all those nameless bars before. I waited till they got themselves sorted out; I even let them take the first swing. I let the anger that their harassment had been stoking out full force then. I went through the first guy so fast the other two didn't even get a chance to attack me from behind. I threw his unconscious body at the corporal, and while he untangled himself from that I broke the other one's leg and left him on the floor. 

I took my time with the corporal, I could see he was worried but I had to give him credit, he never showed any fear. He did turn out to be better than the other two, but he was still way out of his class and I let him know it. The fight lasted maybe three minutes total, and two of those were just my beating on him. Once I'd had enough and knocked him out I just turned and looked around at everybody watching. I had barely even worked up a sweat, the eight hours a day of exercising that I had been doing since I left Woodstock had paid off.

"Enough of the amateurs," I could feel the blood singing in my veins, I wanted a fight! "Who's the platoon Champion?"

One of the Tigers got up and sauntered out into the center of the floor. The others had been carried off it by now.

"Think you can?" he asked smiling at me.

I looked him over; he was a big one, bigger than Marcus. But not that much. I turned to the Lieutenant, "Put all my winnings on me!" I growled, then I turned back, bowed, and attacked.

It was a good fight; he was big enough that I could let him have everything I had. It lasted maybe twenty minutes and we were both covered with blood by the time it was over. What finally ended it was the same trick I had used three years ago back at that first bar Herza had taken me to. He was feeling cocky as he had just broken my arm, so when I faked, he came in and I laid him out with the spinning hook to the head.

The silence was deafening, I staggered over to the Lieutenant and got my winnings. Then I keeled over myself.

I came to in the Sick Bay next to the former champ. We were both bandaged up pretty good, he had a broken fibula from blocking one of my leg shots, and we both had a few broken ribs, plus a lot of cuts. 

"I guess you could, huh?" He said smiling at me. The nurse was bandaging his head.

"As one of my mentors once taught me, 'Attitude is everything'," I checked the temporary cast on my arm. "You should never have broken my arm," I smiled for the first time since coming onboard. "It just made me angry."

"I guess!" He actually laughed. 

I was surprised, I was always in a bad mood after a loss.

"No hard feelings?" he asked still smiling.

"Of course not, hell I won!"

"This time. I don't plan on falling for that gambit next time." he laughed, "Haven't been beaten by a leopard in a long time though!"

"I don't plan on a rematch," I told him bluntly, "I really have no desire to be the local champ, I just wanted everybody to realize I'm not somebody to be screwing around with!"

"Oh, I'm sure they got the message loud and clear. But I still want a rematch, just so I know whether or not you got lucky."

"We'll see." I thought a second, "You know I could use a better sparing partner. Most of the troops just aren't up to my standards, and I don't think I have to worry about hurting you too much."

He laughed again at that, "You sound like somebody with a lot of anger to work out!"

"More than a lot," I replied quietly and cut off further conversation by closing my eyes and going back to sleep.

The fallout of the match was pretty typical I guess. I was removed from the second squad and given the number two spot in the fifth one. This was the squad where all the worst trouble makers in the block ended up. So it was usual to put the toughest people in the block in charge of it. The Tiger I had fought, John was his name, was the Sergeant in charge and now I was his second in command.

The first thing I did was drag the two leopards that made up my half squad into the fresher by their tails, literally. They were not happy of course.

"Listen," I growled at them, "I'm going to make it really simple for you. If either of you screw up and keep me from killing those ani-murdering fanatics, I'll kill you two instead!" I looked at both of them, "Is that understood?"

They just looked at each other then, so I jumped them both and beat the living daylights out of them. I still had so much anger on tap neither one of them really stood much of a chance.

"In the future, I expect an immediate answer to all of my commands!" I looked at them sprawled out on the floor, "Is that understood?"

This time they didn't hesitate a second, "Yes Sir!"

"Good, now that we've had this little discussion I trust that in the future you'll be sure to keep out of trouble, or a least not get caught!" I strode out of the 'fresher and went back to the Hold.

"Any problem with your new troops?" Asked John with a smile.

"No, I think I got the point across of just where the line is." I looked at the Tiger and the Jag who made up the other half of the squad. While they were under me as well, I wouldn't be expected to work with them as close as John would. So I wasn't about to beat them up unless they gave me a good reason.

"I trust neither of you gentlemen have a problem with Mr. Rakir assuming the number two spot in this squad?" John asked them both and they came to attention.

"No Sir!" Came the quick reply.

"I didn't think you would," he said sternly, but still smiling. He motioned to me then and we walked away from the others, "Clem and Russ won't cause you any trouble, at least not while on duty. They're followers more than leaders and tend to get into whatever trouble somebody else starts." At this point my two troops entered and dragged themselves over with the rest. "Those two however tend to start trouble on a regular basis if they can't find any that's already there."

"I think a relationship based on understanding will change that." I smiled ruefully to myself then.

"Oh? And how does that work?"

"Simple, they understand that I'll kill them both if they screw up big time."

"I always thought my old second was way too nice," he said as we walked back over.

I started in on the training of Hess and Marko, my two 'problem children' right away. I was happy to find out that they were actually fairly decent soldiers, and looked forward to the idea of combat almost as much as I did. They just had a tendency to test the limits of authority on a regular basis. I taught them the difference between testing authority and testing my patience. They learned quickly to steer clear of the later, as I had none.
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I received several invitations to spend the night from the ladies onboard after that of course. But I still couldn't develop an interest in any of them, so I politely turned them all down. I did go to the Clan meeting that Saturday however, I had thought about staying away, but felt it would be unhealthy. I also felt sorry for whoever would get sent to fetch me.

I showed up on time, the meeting was being held in the hold of course, it was the only place large enough. I greeted the clan head, who was the block's senior NCO. He was in his thirties and the oldest Leopard onboard which was why he was clan head, even though the Lieutenant ranked him.

"Greetings Raj, and welcome to the clan!" he smiled effusively, "I've been told that you're keeping to yourself, care to explain that?"

"I'm still mourning my loss," I said quietly.

"I see," he said thoughtfully, "I strongly suggest you change your ways a little then. The companionship would do you good."

"Is that a ruling?" I asked grimacing painfully.

"Not yet, but if I see you continue to totally isolate yourself, it will be."

"I'll try," I promised, then found a nice spot on the fringe of things and lay down. I was laying there, eyes half closed with my hands propping up my chin and doing my best to try and enjoy the atmosphere, when I suddenly noticed there was somebody standing in front of me. I opened my eyes and looked up at her. She was around my age, about five eleven, which was tall for a female leopard, but was attractively built with a nice trim muscular figure that I normally would have been chasing all over the ship. I had noticed her before of course, it was hard not too.

"Mind if I join you?" she asked as she lay down with me.

"No, but you're wasting your time," I replied non-committally.

"I don't think so," she purred leaning against me.

"Look, I'm really not good company right now, and I've been turning down everybody. So maybe you'd like to reconsider?"

"Nope, your roommate has been complaining that since you never spend time with anybody else, he's being forced to do without himself."

"I hadn't considered that.” I thought about it a moment, “I promise to try and give him more chances at entertaining company, okay?" I was suddenly embarrassed.

"Seeing how you're going to be sleeping in my bed tonight, I think that the problem will clear up, don't you?" she purred again.

I looked over at her, "Umm, excuse me?"

She turned and smiled sweetly at me with half lidded eyes, "It's non-negotiable Raj, you don't have a choice!"

"Did the Clan put you up to this?" I asked looking around. Nobody was paying us the slightest bit of attention.

"Do you really think that Hamilton would bother me with this?" she leered then, "This is for the good of the platoon of course!"

"What, getting my roommate laid?" I asked unable to keep from smiling.

"No, my getting my claws on you!" she snickered at my shocked expression. "It's good to see some kind of rise out of you! Here, make yourself useful," and she handed me a brush.

I looked at it, then at her. She just stretched out in front of me waiting. So I brushed out her fur. After I had finished she returned the favor, fairly typical behavior for a clan meeting. But I did notice that we were left pretty much to ourselves, which was fine with me, this one individual was more than enough for me to deal with.

When the meeting started breaking up, she grabbed my wrist and dragged me to her room.

"I wasn't kidding in there!" She smiled again; she had a nice one I'll admit.

"But just sleep, okay?" I insisted, "Nothing else."

"Fine, don't worry." she laughed, "I promise not to rape you!"

We went into her room then and crawled into bed. I had to admit that it was nice to have someone to hold again. I hadn't realized just how much I had missed it, and true to her word she didn't bother me for anything more. When we woke up the next morning she was looking at me concerned.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"You cried out several times in your sleep last night," she said looking at me closely. "You're still having a hard time of it aren't you?"

"Some," I admitted painfully, "And last night I did have some bad dreams. I warned you."

"Well I think you're going to stay with me for a while, it's obvious you need somebody to take care of you."

"I think I can take care of myself," I growled.

"Not from where I sit you can't," she growled back. "You're sleeping here from now on and that's final."

"Oh really?" I replied coldly.

"Care to bet on it then?" she grinned nastily back at me.

She won of course, but then I received orders officially changing my room assignment. When I accused her of cheating, she just smiled.

 From then on I slept in her quarters, usually with her. She was absent on occasion, I was still being celibate and I know she wasn't. But we did become friends, she gave me the company I guess I needed and was helping me find the peace I know I desired.

About three weeks later we were getting ready for our first strike. We had left jump nearly two weeks previously, coming out well outside the system so as not to be observed. The Falcon was small enough to be missed by most standard detection systems and was well masked against most military ones as well. Even the normal space drives had baffles to further obscure detection. 

So we would creep in towards our objective at relatively low speeds, spending two or so weeks in normal space. There were other methods available to the Falcon's Captain, but this one allowed us time to gather what local intelligence we could.

Our first strike was at a 'secret' training camp for the group which had attacked Arboral. It wasn't heavily defended as they figured that not only was it a secret, but who would waste time on troops that still weren't combat ready. Pretty stupid, huh?

I think they just didn't have the money and the backing to afford a good defense, and probably gave that line out to the new recruits to keep them from worrying. Or maybe they just didn't figure anybody would be able to mount a strike without them knowing. I don't know really, they obviously hadn't spent too much time studying Tri-Star or any of the other Big Corporations if they expected not to get a response. Maybe they were just being used by some other corporation and fed a load of crap, or maybe they had a lot more confidence in their spies.

Whatever, it really didn't matter, we were going in to pull a quick hit and run. The two ships that were standing guard were more than enough for the Falcon, if they caught her that is. As they were stationed eight hours out from the planet, we figured we had about four hours to do our thing.

Sneaking past them was really a pretty simple affair, Captain Avera let the drives cool for a few days and we coasted past totally unnoticed.

The plan for the strike itself was fairly simple, shuttle number one would go in first and blast the ground to air defenses. Right behind it would follow the two drop ships, which would immediately drop forty eight troops. The number two shuttle would fly backup, and both shuttles carried a squad to be deployed on the edges of the fray.

After the drop we had three hours to march across the camp wreaking maximum havoc, killing enemy troops, and grabbing anything that might help our intel people. Then the drop ships would land, and we'd leave. The objective pure and simple was to incite the enemy command as much as possible, spread a little fear among the troops, and hopefully pick up something that could help us locate their other bases.

I especially liked the part about the killing.

It was during planning for the drop phase that I got my first real surprise since coming onboard the Falcon. Dave was there.

“Dave?” I blinked walking over to him as the group got settled. “How the hell did you get here?”

“Same way as you, what do you think?” He smiled heading over to a chair with another wolf who I guess was his pilot. “I tried to come down earlier and see you, but I was on the opposite shift and you were spending a lot of time holed up in your cabin there, so I thought it would be best to let you mourn a bit.”

I nodded, it wasn’t hard to have not seen him, most of the ship’s crew didn’t come down into grunt country, they even had their own small mess.

“But why?” I asked surprised.

“Why?” he smiled, “Someone had to keep an eye on you and after what happened it wasn’t hard to figure out which way you’d jump. Plus let’s face it, the money is good, the Astra is too far away and,” his face clouded for a moment, “I still haven’t paid them back for Wendy.”

“Oh,” I nodded. “I see.” I smiled, “It is good to see a familiar face though.”

“Dave, Raj,” Aruba nodded walking into the room with Captain Johnson who walked over to the podium. I called the room to attention, then we relaxed as he put us at ease and started to call the plans for tomorrow’s drop up on the board.

“You know her?” I asked Dave quietly as I settled into the seat next to him.

“Of course,” he grinned, “Who do you think convinced her that you were worth saving?”

I gave him a light elbow jab, “I don’t think saving me is what she has in mind.” I growled at him softly.

“That’s how you know I’m your friend,” he snickered.

 

 

The drop ships were somewhat crowded when we finally launched, twenty four was pushing the limit on what they were intended to carry, but Captain Johnson, (Falcon Block's commander) wanted us as unfragmented as possible when we started out. We were strung out in deploy lines of six and were being dropped at five hundred feet and point nine mach. We would be on the ground in twenty seconds.

I was curled up in a ball on the deck, my back to the hatch with the drogue chute in my hand. As soon as the light by my feet lit, I tossed it and was sucked out into the slipstream. I spread eagle as soon as I was clear, to try and slow down as much as possible. I felt the jerks as each of the rest of my squad were pulled out, then my main chute opened and I was slammed hard against my harness. I could barely see the others of my squad through the night's darkness.

I unstrapped my pack then letting it fall to the end of its ten foot tether, looked at the horizon and waited for the shock of the ground. I rolled when I hit, cut my chute loose and dragged my pack over. I then got out my rifle, slung my backpack, checked my grenades, locked, loaded, and gathered Hess and Marko up.

By now everybody was pretty much together and it had taken us maybe forty seconds total. The explosions from the shuttle’s missiles, not to mention the sonic booms from the two drop ships, had woken up everybody in the place. We had landed in the center of the parade ground, and took off for the nearest building, firing as we came.

I had started out following John's lead, but as we came among the buildings of the installation, we split into half squads and went looking for trouble. Some guy in his underwear came running out of a building right in front of me, so I cut him in half with a burst and ran inside, motioning Hess and Marko to follow.

The place was packed with people all trying to get out the door I was coming in. We put our guns on full auto and just burned out our clips fanning the crowd. When I ran out I locked and loaded another and we moved through the building, which turned out to be a barracks, putting a bullet in the head of anybody still moving.

We caught up with a group trying to get out the back door and cut them down too. All I could think about was paybacks and was loving every minute of it. I ran across to the next building which was also spilling out people and we repeated the process.

"Shit," I swore to Hess over the com as we slipped in new clips, "Too bad these heard us coming, I think we only got about fifty this time!" I looked around quickly then and headed off towards a group of low buildings spread out to the east of our position. Marko tossed an incendiary grenade into the second building and followed up behind.

"Just in case there were any hiding inside," he smiled.

"Good thinking!" I said and stopped to shoot somebody I saw diving into a window.

The buildings ahead turned out to be more living quarters, but not barracks like on the edge of the field. These were more along the lines of single and double residences. Probably where the instructors and staff lived. I bypassed the first twenty we came to running as fast as I could, the squads behind us could handle those. Then I stopped and ducked into the nearest one, signaling Hess and Marko to take another.

I shot some old guy as he was still putting on his pants, he looked surprised to see me, and even more surprised as I put a round through his heart. I looked around quickly for anything worthwhile, saw a folder, and stuffed it in my backpack. I then went next door and repeated the process. This guy was a little smarter and had his pistol out as I came in, he shot me then jumped on me screaming. The armor deflected the shot fortunately, and I quickly broke his neck and continued on.

The next hour was pretty much the same thing, go into a house, shoot anything that moved and grab anything that looked worthwhile. After the first few houses I rarely ran into anyone, most were fleeing before us. Every once in a while a small group would try to make a stand and while Hess and Marko would exchange fire, I'd sneak around behind them and charge right in.

At one point I ran out of ammo, and rather than change clips I just waded in and used my knife, killing the two left standing in close combat. It felt good. 

"You okay sir?" Asked Hess running up.

"Just having a little fun!" I laughed back at him and he looked at me kind of strange for a moment, then went back to work.

By the time we had run out of buildings and hit the perimeter, I got on the radio to John and asked if he needed any help.

"Nah, things are going pretty easy over here." I heard a burst of autofire through his radio, "I got a report of a group holding out at the command center, why don't you drag your people over there and see if you can help?"

"Sure, where's it at?"

He gave me the coordinates and I looked at my wrist unit and figured out the direction.

"Come on guys," I said turning to the other two, "Break’s over, everybody back on their heads!" and led the way to the center.

We ran into a few small firefights on the way. The people we were coming up against now were definitely better armed, some were even in armor, but they were still disorganized. I was scavenging ammo now from everybody I shot; I only had six clips left and was trying to save those.

Coming up on the command center we could hear the fighting from several blocks away. I switched frequencies and got the Lieutenant, who was now running the attack.

"See if you can find a way in from the rear," came the order, "I think we've got most of them drawn to the front. But play it safe, I've got a squad with an artillery piece on the way over."

"Where did they get that?" I asked as I led my half squad through a courtyard.

"Found it on a practice range of all places! Even had a round in it, I've got more people scavenging for ammo, so I don't think this place is gonna' hold out much longer."

We came up to the back of the building then. It was a large four story structure, made from reinforced concrete. There were no windows on the first three floors, those on the fourth were just mere slits and there was a mini gun on each of the corners of the roof. If we had brought some armor along it wouldn't have lasted ten seconds, of course we hadn't though.

"Any suggestions?" I growled as I looked over the back of the place, I just knew there were a lot of people worth killing in there, and the idea that I might not get to was driving me crazy.

"How about we strip off the uniforms of a couple of those corpses back there and just try and run right in?" Suggested Marko grinning, "All of our troops are on the other side right now, and who knows? They just might buy it!"

I was still full of bloodlust, the fighting had been way too easy to satisfy me. More of a slaughter actually. 

"Let's do it!" I said and sprinted off to find a dead body.

"Hey I was only kidding!" yelled a shocked Marko as they followed me.

I came to the last group we had shot, and started stripping the biggest one. "Damn, I'll have to ditch the armor!" I mumbled as I changed clothes as quickly as possible. "At least he has a helmet."

"Sir have you lost your mind?" Marko was eyeing the bodies with visible distaste, they were all very bloody.

"I don't think either of you will fit in any of those either," I said as I wrapped my tail around my waist and pulled up the pants of the uniform. I stuck on the helmet. "How do I look?"

"Like a leopard covered in blood and shot to hell. It'll never work sir," he was pleading now.

"Why?" I stopped and looked at him.

"Your feet and hand's are dead giveaways, one look and they'll know for sure!"

I thought about that a second and an idea came to mind.

"Listen; chase me all the way up to the back door, taking cover just out of range of the mini gun's, if they see you shooting at me they might not stop to look at their monitors or view ports too closely. Don't forget, these are humans, they have lousy night vision. 

"Now let's go!" and I took off. I saw Hess grab my pack then and follow. 

When we got to the killing ground around the center, I kept my head down and just ran for the door. There were bullet's flying all around me, but at least they weren't hitting. I didn't see the stairs until I stumbled over them; I still had my head tucked down so only the helmet showed. I stumbled and crawled all the way up and as I made the rear door, it opened and somebody grabbed my arm and pulled me in. I buried my combat knife in his chest without even looking up, then I looked around to see who else was there.

The guard manning the door controls took one look at my face as my head came up and went for his gun. My knife was still in his buddy so I used my claws and teeth on him instead. It was messy, but it was quick and I got a lot of personal satisfaction out of it too. There was nobody else around, so I retrieved my knife and used one of the guard's guns to wedge the door open. I had lost mine coming up the stairs.

I couldn't find the fire controls for the rooftop guns here, so I looked around. Luck was with me then, for I saw the fire exit and setting off the alarm, I pushed through the door and into the stairwell. I ran up the four flights as quick as I could and using the other guard’s pistol, blew the roof accessway open. I tossed my last grenade into the access hatch on one of the rear guns, then ducked behind an outcropping as it went off destroying it. 

Next I crawled up behind the other one, and using all my strength I rammed my knife into the belt feed for the ammo. The carbon alloy steel went right through, and suddenly the gun jammed. I stood up and waved to Hess and Marko, who charged across the grounds to the door.

I headed back to the stairway stopping only long enough to strip off the bloody uniform I had on. I didn't want to get shot by my own side now! I went down one floor, and it took all of the remaining rounds in the pistol to get the door open. I kicked the wreckage out of the way and dove inside.

When I stopped rolling and stood up, I noticed I was in an empty hallway. Going down it, I started looking in rooms as I went along. They were all empty offices, nothing much of interest. I moved along faster and started listening and seeing if I could pick up any fresh scents. I had turned a corner and was going down a second corridor, when I suddenly heard a noise coming from the room at the end of the hallway. 

I charged the door and hit it feet first, breaking it open and flying into the room. I rolled across the floor as somebody put a few rounds where I had been just a moment ago and grabbed the first thing that I went by and threw it at the sound of the gun fire.

I heard a few more shots, and felt a burning in my arm as I was hit. The chair then made contact and I jumped at the man with the gun, knocking it aside before he could shoot me again. He put up a pretty good fight then, for a human that is, but it still didn't matter.

"Well what have we here?" I leered down at him. I was sitting on his chest pinning his arms with my knees, the claws of my left hand grabbing his throat. "Cat food?" The excitement of the battle was burning in me like a fire and I was beginning to remember the things I had learned on Pharaoh.

"I won't tell you anything, you animal!" he snarled.

I looked at him puzzled, "If that was supposed to be an insult I'm afraid I missed it." I looked around at the room then, "Well what's all this now?" I wondered out loud. I got up dragging him to his feet with my good left arm, which still had him by the throat. My right arm hurt pretty badly, but I just ignored it for now.

The table was full of papers and memory modules; he had been stashing them in a large burn barrel when I entered.

"Unfinished business perhaps?" I grinned at him.

"I'm not telling you anything!" he spit at me, "and you can't make me either!"

"But I don't want you to talk!" I smiled at him slowly showing my fangs, he suddenly looked very scared. "Lunch isn't supposed to talk!"

 

 

Hess and Marko were the first to find me, about fifteen or so minutes later as I was stuffing all the papers and modules in a garbage bag to carry out.

"What's that stuff?" Marko asked pointing to the bag.

"File's they were trying to destroy," I said calmly, "I figure it's important."

Hess was looking me over, "How much of that blood’s yours?"

I looked at the crude bandage I had made out of a shirt. "Enough I guess, I lost my gun and had to do some hand to hand."

"What happened to him?" Marko said pointing to a pair of very bloody legs that where sticking out from the burn barrel.

"He gave his all for the movement," I said picking up the bag in my good hand and leaving. "Come on, I want to get my gear before our pickup comes."

I passed the Lieutenant as we headed out. The building was secure now and they were deciding what to do with the prisoners. I handed over the bag and went off to find my things. My rifle was still where I had dropped it, and Hess had stashed my gear in a bush before going in. I got dressed, and then headed off to the recall site. Any of the locals left alive had all run off by now, so we really didn't have any more trouble.

I did make one slight detour however; I stopped in some house's bathroom and puked my guts out, retching heavily into the toilet for a good five minutes. I was surprised to find that what I had done back in that room was starting to bother me. In the heat of the moment it had been easy of course, but now as reason began to take over I found I didn't like what I had done. Guilt flowed through me and I knew what I had done was wrong, maybe not on places like Pharaoh, and maybe not for my enemies, but for me it was; Herza, Balizar, and especially Cassy would have been mad at me.

I realized then that the burning anger was finally gone, replaced with a cold determination. I still wanted to kill the enemy of course and get my revenge, but I felt that I finally had a grasp on my temper, and myself. What I had done back there in the room was the lowest I had ever sunk in my life, even lower than on Pharaoh. I was going to find the bastards and make them pay of course, but I knew I would never try and eat somebody, especially while they were still alive, again.

The trip back up was quiet. We had twenty wounded counting me, six of which were serious, plus another five dead. Not too bad considering I guess. It was less than ten percent and four of the dead were less experienced troops like me. With the way I had been behaving down there I was lucky that it wasn't six dead instead.

I was treated quickly and released from the small sickbay on board the ship, which was operating at full drive to get us away from the two picket ships, which were now coming after the Falcon. By the time I had finished cleaning and racking my gear, the pursuing ships had given up the chase, realizing that they couldn't catch us, and gone to offer what aid they could back at the base.

Everybody was then debriefed on what happened and who did what. I told of the slaughter that I had engaged in at the beginning, which I found out was pretty much par for the course. Nearly everybody here had been picked because they had a score to settle. Then I recounted how I got inside the bunker and received a few strange looks from both Captain Johnson and the Lieutenant.

"Well it worked!" I said guiltily.

"I think you're going to have to get a medal for that one," smiled Captain Johnson, "even if it was kind of dumb."

"I'd brain you for stupidity myself," growled the Lieutenant, "But we were running out of time so I guess the Captain's right."

"Well in that case I think you should give something to Marko too," I smiled nodding at him, "It was his idea."

They both laughed at that, and Marko visibly preened when he saw he was going to get some of the credit.

The files we had grabbed were all encoded, so they'd have to go to one of the company's larger installations. It would probably be a while before we got any intelligence from the data. 

When it was all over I ran into the Lieutenant in the corridor.

"What in the hell do you think you were doing running into that bunker like that! Are you trying to get yourself killed? The Captain may think it's all fine and dandy, but I have not invested all of this time and effort in you just so you can get yourself killed in some stupid attempt at low grade heroics!"

For the second time in my life I was impressed at just how much anger and authority a person could express without raising their voice above a whisper.

"It was stupid, careless, and the act of a total idiot," I agreed. "But I think I've come to face with my problems, and finally laid some of my personal demons to rest." I smiled and looked down at the Lieutenant, "Now I think I'd like to lay somebody else too!"

Then I reached down and picking up the Lieutenant carried her off to the quarters we had been sharing for several weeks now. But then, she had ordered me to.

"Damn it Raj, I'm not off duty yet!" she laughed.

I set her down inside and saluted.

"Okay," she said pulling off her rank tabs and tossing them on the desk, "Now I'm off! Where were we?"

We were pretty frantic that first time, and the second and third as well. Coming off of combat does do that to you, and my prior celibacy just added to it I guess. When we showed up at the mess twelve hours later for breakfast, we had our tails tightly wrapped around each other as we ate.

"I think all of your discipline problems just had heart attacks," I smiled at her as we walked back to the room. Everybody was off today of course as it was the day after a strike. So the Mess had been packed.

"Oh? And why's that?" she asked smiling back.

"Because now that you've tamed the maniac, they figure you'll be sending me after anyone who gets out of line!" I chuckled.

"Why should they be afraid of you?" She asked puzzled.

"Oh come on, I know you heard the rumors about what I did to Marko and Hess when I took over. After what I did dirtside, people are really going to talk."

"Well, people did think you were a little strange, I admit." she giggled. "After I changed your room assignment, they were even taking odds on whether I'd bed you, or you'd kill me!" She laughed at the expression on my face then.

"What were the odds?"

"Dead even," she purred.

"What! Even! I'm supposed to be a homicidal maniac!" I laughed as I open the door.

"Yes," she purred, and then quick as a wink tripped me up and jumped me on the floor while kicking the door closed, "but I'm one tough female!”

 

 

"See, I told you I wasn't wasting my time!" she purred much later.
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Our next stop was a deep space rendezvous with a fast packet ship. We turned over the worthwhile stuff for the intel people to analyze and they handed over a new set of sealed orders. We were briefed two days later, after we entered jump, on what our next assignment was.

"Okay people, settle down!" Aruba said taking charge of the block while we waited in the hold. "Attention!"

Everybody immediately snapped to.

"At ease everybody," said Captain Johnson entering the room.

We all relaxed and watched as he made his way to the small podium at the front of the hold.

"Okay everyone," he began turning to face us, "I've gone over our orders with the Captain and here's the scoop. Our next stop is a planet called Darby Six." A chart appeared on the screen behind him showing the Falcon's flight plan in, as well as the layout of the facility.

"Darby Six is a mining installation owned and operated by one of the smaller companies that has been helping to fund the humanist movement and their attacks on Tri-Star. This attack is going to be a conventional assault, so we'll be meeting up with a Transport, which will be launching an all out invasion on the installation. Our part will be to go in secretly and infiltrate the outer defenses. Once we have either neutralized or taken over key points of the installation's defenses, the main assault will take place.

"The installation isn't a very rich one, so it isn't heavily defended, but we will be attacking with a large force. That combined with the element of surprise should allow us to quickly overwhelm the local forces. Lieutenant Aruba and I will be handing out assignments to the squad leaders later on tonight; you can ask your questions then. Dismissed!"

Everyone waited for the Commander and Lieutenant to leave the room, and then we filed out ourselves. The next few weeks were fairly busy, preparing for the mission and going over our orders. This one wouldn't be a hit and run, so timing was going to be important.

I did get to talk with Dave a few times during the planning sessions; he was still on the opposite shift from mine, and living in the ship’s crew area so we didn’t get to mingle too often. Block members were not allowed up into that area without orders from the Ship’s Captain, Captain Avera, or the Executive officer. The Block’s Captain, Captain Johnson, and Lieutenant Aruba were the only exceptions to this rule. 

On the other hand members of the ship’s crew could come back into our area whenever they wanted to, but few did except for when duty brought them here, quite a few of them were afraid of us, and I can’t say that I blamed them. Dave got respect because he was part of one of the teams that flew ground support, and was therefore valued by the block members. Also pissing off the guy who’d be dropping bombs right in front of you wasn’t considered healthy.

 

 

We went in at midnight local time several weeks later, the drop ships dumping us out at about a hundred thousand feet, approximately one hundred twenty miles up wind of the objective. Using parawings that we deployed at thirty three thousand feet, we were able to glide undetected to within ten miles of our objective.

John was leading the full squad for this attack; we had been assigned one of the communication centers inside the installation. They weren't really expecting an attack, as Captain Johnson had said this wasn't a terribly rich operation, but it was one through which a lot of this company's personnel traveled. So what happened here would spread pretty quickly.

It didn't take us long to form up after landing and start heading in. We reached the outskirts by three o'clock, and then spent another hour dodging from shadow to shadow and avoiding perimeter detection systems. By four A.M. we had reached the perimeter fence around the comm center that was our objective. 

There were only four guards and they were a mixed lot, two Rottweilers, a Badger and a Ram. We split up and belly crawled slowly up to them, and when John gave the signal, we either jumped, knifed or shot our target. I broke the Ram’s neck myself, as I was able to get fairly close due to the shadows. Hess and Clem each shot one with their sniping rifles, they were both excellent shots and had the guns set for sub-sonic firing, they barely made any noise at all. 

John got the remaining Rottweiler with his knife, and damn near cut his head off. After making sure they were all dead, we hid the bodies and took up the guard’s positions. It took us a while to get inside however, we couldn't use explosives, or risk setting off any alarms yet. The attack wasn't until six local time, which was still over an hour and a half away. Marko worked on the door for about twenty minutes, with Hess helping. They weren't having much success, for fear of setting off an alarm, when suddenly the door opened all by itself. 

They both jumped in quickly, surprising the tech that was coming out. Hess got a hand on her mouth and a gun to her head, so she got the idea real quick and did exactly what she was told. At that point we all quickly filed inside and locked the door.

"Okay, how many people are inside?" John asked her quietly.

"Only four, including Me." she whispered back staring up at him and shaking with fear. John was a real tough looking Tiger, I'll admit. Being that she was human, she'd probably never been manhandled by one before and one with a gun to her head at that!

"What's a human doing here at this hour anyway?" John asked her as she led us through the building.

"I'm the night supervisor; I was working later than normal, that's all. Please don't kill me okay?" She pleaded quietly.

"Just behave, and tell your people to do what we say when we get to the control room, and I promise you nobody else will get hurt." He replied giving a slight growl when he said ‘else’. From the way she trembled I could tell she got the message.

We got to the room about then, and John, Clem and I quickly filed in with guns drawn.

"Surrender or else!" John said.

They surrendered.

We then set to work on the command circuits, and loaded a few computer viruses where we thought they would do the most good. Then we just sat there, one of us each behind an operator and told them what to say or do, whenever a call came in. Of course when the offensive started, we were able to misdirect quite a few resources and troops.

Once they found out that we had taken over the building, it was too late to do anything about it. Also we did have hostages, and a fairly defensible position. But it didn't last too much longer at that point, they were outgunned and outnumbered as well as out maneuvered, and knew it. As this was a Corporate affair and most of the locals were animen, everything was done by the rules and they surrendered at that point without further loss of life.

We did take all of the refined ore that was there, and destroyed some of the more expensive equipment. The goal here wasn't to take over, just make somebody lose money, and spread the word among the local population that their company had been providing support to the humanist movement. That made quite a lot of them unhappy, even the humans. I overheard a union rep. telling some of the others as we marched them over to the holding area that if it turned out to be true, they'd strike. I was surprised by that, Unions were at least ninety percent human usually and only freemen could join.

We left about a week later. We had taken a few casualties of course, but we were still in pretty good shape. So once again we were all assembled in the hold waiting to hear our next mission.

"Attention!" Sergeant Hamilton barked out as both Captain Johnson and Lieutenant Aruba entered the room.

We all snapped to, and waited in silence for them to reach the front once again.

"At ease everyone," Captain Johnson said smiling. "This next one doesn't have anything to do with the humanist movement. The Corporation feels that as long as it has an active strike team running around, they might as well settle a few old scores while they find our next target."

A few of the Troops chuckled quietly at that, and the Captain continued on.

"The target is a hidden processing lab that belongs to our old friends, the Masong Trading Franchise!"

This time there was a small cheer and he just smiled waiting for it to quiet back down. 

"Well it's nice to see you're all enthused about this one too," he joked. "Especially as this hit is really going to cost them. It seems that Corporate Intelligence recently discovered the location of their biggest black market lab. They process the majority of their more expensive drugs at this facility, including most of those they distribute on Earth.

"This lab is believed to be the source of most of the Franchise's payoff money that has been used to keep the Earth authorities off their back. Corporate Intel also thinks that the Franchise uses some of the profits to fund a lot of their more dubious projects." He looked around the assembled Troops for a minute to let that sink in. The Weasel assassin teams were the first thing that came to my mind, I don't know what the others came up with, but I suspect there was plenty.

"So let's make them feel this one, okay? Dismissed!"

We all gave a cheer as he left the room, there was no love lost between any of us and the Franchise.

 

 

The lab was on an airless moon off of some gas giant in an otherwise unsettled system. Now Tri-Star really didn't care about the drugs, this was just payback for attacking several of their ships and installations. Like the Captain had said, going after this target was a sure guarantee of economic loss to the Masong people, and due to the nature of the product they wouldn't be able to use their government connections to raise a fuss.

Due to this attack being on an airless moon I would have to be prepared to face exposure to total vacuum. This meant I had to buy some new gear. My vacuum suit wouldn't stand up to combat of course, and an armored one would be way to constricting. What I did get was a tight rubberized pressure suit with an armored helmet. They were nicknamed 'skin suits' by humans, and I could easily wear my regular armor over it.

The only real draw back to the skin suit was they took about an hour to get into, especially if you had a tail. I had my suit made with one, most people with tails did. Not only is a tail a useful balancing tool in combat. But in low gravity or weightless conditions it could allow you to easily change directions. Monkeys of course had added benefits being able to grab things with theirs. But it was a pain to get into and the tail sock added a good ten minutes to the dressing time. They looked funny too.

The cost of the skin suit wasn't cheap either, that was another drawback. Thankfully it had an adjustable function that allowed you to control heat lost, which was a necessity when you had on a permanent fur coat beneath it. In my case I also had to buy a lightweight air conditioned vest, or I could overheat in twenty minutes, that was also expensive. The total cost of the whole outfit was eighty thousand credits and it was custom fit, so I wouldn't be able to resell it either.

"Damn, I really hate putting this thing on!" I said to Aruba as she helped me get dressed, "and they make my tail look like a rat's."

"You'll get over it," she smiled. We had both had a lot of fun putting her inside of hers.

We were still living in the same quarters and spent a lot of our time together. She still had liaisons with other people on the crew of course, I myself had checked out a large percentage of the female population by now as well. But we still preferred each other most of the time. In her position her choices were more limited of course, I was the only person under her command that she slept with. It made one or two people suspicious at first, but as she never granted me special favors, (actually she tended to dump on me because I was in the 'trouble' squad and we did cause trouble!) nobody complained. I also had a tendency to break the skulls of anybody who insinuated otherwise. 

I think people actually got a kick out of seeing me beat up on her every once in a while, which I did only when she was off duty. Of course she beat up on me almost as often, she was one tough Leopard and could easily have given Herza a run for her money, I think everybody enjoyed that even more.

As for the ship Championship, it had changed hands twice at this point, but it was still between John and myself. We had both become good friends, and squad five was becoming a very tight unit. Hess and Marko were still causing trouble of course; most of it was just mischief from boredom. I even covered for them a few times on some of their more amusing stunts. But about once a month they'd go a little too far and I'd have to take them to task for it. Of course I'd be in trouble too for not stopping them ahead of time, so I didn't complain when the 'Lieutenant' took me to task. Though sometimes I think she enjoyed be able to read the riot act to the biggest and meanest person in the ship, knowing that I would just stand there meekly and take my lumps.

We finished getting me in my suit then and headed out to join the rest of the Block. 

This assault was going to be a little different on more than just the lack of air. The drop ships had been stripped of anything valuable and were going to be left behind. The plan was simple, we would come in low and fast, then brake to a controlled crash on top of the complex. The inside of the drop ships were a maze of shock webbing to protect everybody and the pilot's job was to pick a spot where there wouldn't be too much damage to the ship, but where the complex could be easily breached.

Of course the Falcon's usual pilots wouldn't be flying this one way trip, the backups would. That meant that I would have the pleasure, and the responsibility, of not killing everyone. The Lieutenant would be up front with me of course, helping to find the best spot to 'land'.

The drop ship itself is a fairly simple and clean design; it's nothing more than a tube with engines and a fairly stupid computer. They carry no weapons at all and have very little ECM either, their whole purpose being to make a fast pass over a target while spewing troops out the back. Or picking up said troops later on from pacified areas. They could take a couple hits without disintegrating on the spot, but that was due to the lack of anything more than special composites in the construction. They were actually fairly stealthy due to the low metal content and their shape. They also carried very little fuel on this trip so when we did crash land, we wouldn’t have to worry about explosion.

It felt good to be flying again, the Falcon let us off and we drifted in towards the far side of the moon. Once we were below the horizon we started engines and entered an orbit that was about two hundred feet above the surface. As we came back over the horizon and neared our objective, I flipped us over and fired the engines on full throttle. Riding down on the rockets in a classic braking maneuver, we had about ten seconds to pick the best spot.

Intelligence had provided us with some likely looking landmarks and we found one of them almost immediately, it was the dome for the hydroponics section and I landed us right on it. Or rather crashed us right through it, it buckled as we hit. We weren't exactly going slow and it was only made of a clear plastic glass compound. The ship fell in and I probably could have kept it on its tail if the fuel hadn't run out about then. We landed on our side, which wasn't too bad, and I flipped the toggles that blew all the emergency access hatches off. Within thirty seconds everybody was out of the ship.

Everybody but me that was, the nose had ended up in a sludge vat of some kind, so I had to crawl back towards the Lieutenant's seat and use her exit. But I caught up soon enough.

We spread out and ran roughshod through the place after that. The security detachment was fairly small; the rest had been caught with only a minute of warning before we showed up. Our tactic of exposing rooms to vacuum had a positive effect too. Much of the staff was forced to retreat to emergency airlock shelters, which could be held by one trooper with a grenade. They would quickly get the point and surrender.

I did get into a few heavy firefights before it was all over, the security detachment may have been small, but they had all the key positions fortified and four of those they managed to get to before us. Knocking them out was a tough job, and I had several patches on my skin suit before it was all over. Those were due to my diving into one just as they were closing the door. I was lucky that there were only three of them inside, but I still got wounded before I managed to kill one and beat the other two unconscious.

This stunt did not set well with Aruba of course, and the rest of the crew had their growing belief of both my insanity and invincibility confirmed once more. We did lose another four troopers, bringing our total number down to forty seven, but the number of seriously wounded was only two this time. My wounds were mostly superficial.

Once the place was secured, the prisoners were escorted to their quarters and that whole wing was kept under guard. We then carefully looted all of the drugs and all of the expensive equipment as well. I even got a laser detector for myself, after finding a bunch in the armory. I pocketed a few more for my friends and directed Hess and Marko to only take three a piece, leaving the rest for another squad.

After this was done, we set charges and blew up all the labs, leaving only enough of the structure intact for the three hundred personnel that were still alive to survive. There was some discussion about taking the most important people for ransom, but both Captain Johnson and the Falcon's Captain were afraid that if we took the most important people, nobody would come back for the rest.

Then we piled into four of their shuttles, destroyed the rest, and flew back to the Falcon. It took us about five sleepless days all told, and when we got back to the ship everyone slept for the next two.

"Are you off duty?" I asked Aruba several days later while we were lying in bed.

"Of course, why?"

"Sure now?"

"Yes I'm sure, what are you up too?" She propped herself up on an elbow and looked at me.

"Here, this is for you," I reached down to the floor and grabbed the box I had set there earlier.

"Oh?" she said curious, "What's this?"

"Open it and find out."

She opened it up and pulled out the gear I had grabbed back at the lab. "Raj! Where did you get this? These thing's cost a fortune!"

"Where do you think I got it?" I smiled.

"But you're supposed to turn in any equipment you find! Personal raiding's illegal!"

"That's why I didn't give it to the Lieutenant," I smiled. "If nobody shows them until after we come back from leave, nobody can prove a thing."

"But it's still against the rules Raj!" she said exasperated.

"Look, I checked it for booby traps and everything. It's safe. As for the rules, check out Captain Johnson's equipment when we get back from leave."

"Why?"

"I gave him one of the other ones I grabbed, what do you think?" I smiled craftily at her. "Nobody is going to say anything about us grabbing combat gear, especially not if we leave all the good stuff for the company, so calm down and don't worry about it."

She thought about it a moment. "Thanks for thinking of me," she gave me a kiss then, "and I won't tell the 'Lieutenant' either!"

 

Planet fall came about three weeks later at a place called Shopton on a planet called Mikarus Three. Everybody hit the planet almost immediately, not having to unload any cargo was nice, and we were all given a three week leave. Dave told me later it didn't cost them as much to keep us at a base as it did to keep us in space. So leaves would probably be long ones, until new orders came in.

I did take up on the local fight bar scene again. I brought my half squad with me, more to keep them out of trouble of course and when I went again the next week, I dragged John along as well. It seems he had heard about it from Marko and Hess and wanted to check it out for himself.

It was here that my gear from the Astra finally caught up with me. It was nice to have my stereo back, I hadn't seen it in over a year. I also got one of my balisong knives and a dozen of my throwing stars, as well as my old Vac suit and my extra rifle. The rest of my stuff had been destroyed back on Woodstock in the stampede. My shipboard account was transferred at this time too, along with two letters from Herza, one that had been sent to me at the Astra.

The first letter was from over five months ago, shortly after I had signed on the Falcon. It said she was doing fine, told me where she was assigned, which was on Lyceum of all places! I wondered how she swung that? The final and most important part had to do with my children, yes plural, she had two. I was now a father and had both a male and a female kit, and she had even included pictures!

That lead to a lot of mixed feelings, but happiness turned out to be the winner in the end, that and no small amount of pride of course. I hoped that I would one day get to see them with my own eyes too. I then opened up the next one, it had been sent directly to the Falcon, and was only two months old.

'Dear Raj,' It began, 'I heard from Mist about what happened to you, and I want you to know I'm sorry about it. Please don't go off the deep end on us, you've got a family now plus a lot of friends. Also' she continued bluntly, 'I've got dibs on you now! So you better take care of yourself until I can collect!'

She did go on to mention that Mist had made it back to the Astra, and that Balizar, Sharazad, Terease, Banner, and Lyle were all doing fine and were still assigned there. It didn't go too much further into detail, you were charged by the word on these letters and I know it had probably cost a week's pay. Two, I revised when I saw the more recent pictures of the kits that she had included.

Her offer made me stop and think though; when this campaign was over I'd have to give it some serious consideration. Then I went and celebrated the birth of my kits by going and getting the championship back from John, who was getting too complacent anyway.

I was insufferable for the entire week as I kept showing my kit's pictures to everybody around, whether they wanted to see them or not. In the later case I often held them down until they made appreciative noises. Aruba, acting as the Lieutenant finally put an end to this behavior, by threatening to confiscate the photos if I didn't knock it off.

"From the way you're acting, you'd think nobody ever had a kid before Raj."

"Hey, they're my first! What do you expect?" I protested.

"That you don't act like an idiot. If there's one thing I can't stand it's the way new parents always go around gloating about their kids." She grumbled, "And coming from you it's down right sickening!"

I did behave better after that.

During that second week I did go out and see a little more of the place. Mikarus Three wasn't much on sightseeing; it was pretty much a bland company planet. What kept it going was that it was a major transshipment point for several large corporations, being located in the center of a large cluster of settled planets. So there was a lot traffic here as well as a major company installation. 

Dave and I did hit several of the bars, and did try to see some of the sites that there were. He was seeing a couple of the ship’s female personnel, and would often drag one of them along. I brought Aruba along a few times as well and we made a double date of it. I think Dave’s friends were pretty nervous around me, I did have a reputation on the ship now, and I suspect it was a bit exaggerated up front where they didn’t really know me. We never talked about what we were doing on the Falcon however when Dave and I went out. We either talked about stuff from the Astra, or discussed one of Dave’s favorite philosophies. For those hours we’d both just pretend that the war didn’t exist.

There was also a crèche here and a training facility. It was kind of strange to go by there and see all the cubs off in the distance. You couldn't get too close most of the time though, security was tight now and I guess they thought that a crèche would be a prime target. I did run into a few of the older 'students' that were in combat training however. When I saw some of the young Leopards strutting around because of their pride in their new abilities, I really just couldn't help but think of myself at that age.

I also just couldn't help but laugh out loud at that thought too! I was very full of myself then, and I had to admit it was a funny sight looking back. They of course didn't share my humor at the idea and were quite indignant.

I was gentle with them, hell they were only kids. But I still got fined a hundred credits for disorderly conduct. It probably would have been more, but I suspect that my inability to keep a straight face in the Rep's office whenever one of them growled at me, made him realize that I was just probably still unwinding from my last patrol. So he gave me the minimum, and told the kids to show more respect for their elders. The idea of me being an elder of course broke me up totally, so I had to tell him just what was so funny. But at least he let me do it over a beer down in the company lounge.

He thought it was pretty funny too.

"You know Raj, you're a pretty good Lepman," he said after he had stopped laughing himself. "A lot of animen are just too damn serious."

"That's just around you humans," I smiled, "we tend to cut loose among ourselves more."

"Back when I was a geneticist, I always wanted to put more humor in you guys, but the company said they wanted killers, not comics!" he grinned again.

My ears perked up, "You were a geneticist?" I asked surprised.

"Hell yes, I designed quite a few of you. I even follow the careers of some of my better 'children'. Always felt like I was their father or something."

"Could you actually do that part about putting in more humor, or more killing?" I was really interested in this part; it could answer some important questions.

He grinned sheepishly then, "Actually no, as far as we can tell that's not really a genetic thing. But sometimes I used to wish it was."

"So tell me," I asked remembering what somebody had said to me back on Arboral I think, "how much different am I from a human anyway?"

"I would think a look in the mirror should make that one fairly obvious," he smiled.

"No, I mean beyond the looks, at the gene level. Are we mostly human, or animal?"

He looked at me carefully, "Why do you want to know that for?"

"Because of something somebody once told me. That we really weren't any different under the skin. That it was all just cosmetic."

"That's an interesting theory," he said thinking for a moment. "But it's totally untrue Raj."

"Is it?" I asked still curious.

"Hey, I ought to know! I designed templates for many of your coworkers, I specialized in Catmen. That's why I enjoy talking to them whenever I can. Sixty percent of your Genetic Template was lifted straight from the Leopards in the jungles back on Earth. Which is also where almost all the original base gene material came from, I might add. That's why your muscles are stronger and your reactions are quicker than human ones, you have a Leopard's basic wiring.

"The next thirty or so percent are still from the same stock, only they've been re-arranged into a humanoid shape. That's why you have hands and feet instead of paws, but you still have the retractable claws and the pads. Everything has just been reshaped.

"As for the remaining ten plus percent, yes they came from humans. That ten percent was mixed in to a few major areas dealing with your brain. It's where most of your higher intelligence comes from. But the fact of the matter remains, you're more closely related to the Cats in the jungles than to humans. It's the same for all of the other species as well." He stopped and had a long drink from his beer then.

I found the whole thing very interesting, I really didn't know that much about our makeup, I had always thought that because I was 'point seven of the human norm' I was seventy percent human. The idea that I wasn't seventy percent, just ten, was intriguing. I wonder if that made me better or worse? Or just more different?

"So why do they rate us as point seven human if we're actually only ten percent?"

"Oh, that's just because the rating system isn't based on where your genes came from, but what shape they've been arranged into. Even then the standard is pretty loose; they had to be careful to make sure they didn't end up classifying humans as animen. That would have been a real political nightmare!"

We talked a little more then, and he left to go home for the night. It did make me think quite a bit, but try as I might I couldn't find anything about the idea that really bothered me. It just reminded me of something I had overheard Dave saying to some missionary on one of our stops back on the Astra. 'You forget that I was made by a bunch of humans, not your God.' He laughed, 'and if you think I'm going to worship a bunch of Lab Techs or CEO's, well, they don't pay us THAT much!' The subsequent laughter from everybody else had then driven the guy from the bar.

Maybe that's what really made humans worry about us, most of them didn't really understand us, but we did understand them. 

At least, I think we did.
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Six months later we were in jump space again with a new set of orders for yet another strike. Since our stop at Mikarus Three we’d had a string of raids, four total, one of which had been in cooperation with two other frigates and a destroyer. My reputation had continued to grow, and so had my scars. I’d been shot several times and almost had to get a skin graft when a white phosphorous grenade went off too close and burned though my armor while setting my fur on fire and burning all the fur on my chest, arms, and shoulders. Thankfully someone hit me with a fire extinguisher before more of my fur caught. I was in bed for two weeks after that one, and the cost of the new armor set me back a bit as well. At least I didn’t scar from it.

This mission was going to be a bit different this time however. Intelligence had found a humanist base that looked like it would be a tough nut to crack. This wasn’t someplace they’d be able to just pull out of, they’d have to try and hold it against any kind of strike.

Other than the location though they had no real intelligence on it. And they needed more, quickly, as an assault force was being formed to move on the planet.

“So,” Captain Johnson began, “the plan overall is fairly simple, to do a hit and run strike against the weakest part of the installation that we can find. So far Tri-Star has engaged in only such type of measures, so another one shouldn’t surprise anyone.”

Everyone nodded to that in the gym. 

“But when Falcon block pulls out, we’re going to leave two squads behind to do some in depth reconnaissance. The two squads will be split into halves, and the four three man teams will have six weeks to scout out as much information and data as possible. At the end of that time the invasion fleet will show up and attack. All of the data you’ve gathered at that point you will transmit to them, so they’ll be able to pick out the softest spots for troop landings, and identify all the ground force locations and defenses.”

He looked around at the group, “So I’m looking…”

I stood and had my hand up before he finished.

He smiled and finished, “for half squads to volunteer. I’ve got one half so far, who else?”

John stood, “Mine too.”

“And us,” Nic a leopard from the first platoon stood.

“Us too!” Said Ran, a Jag from my platoon, standing quickly before anyone else could. 

Aruba looked pleased standing next to the Captain that so many from her platoon had been so fast to step up.

Captain Johnson nodded, “Good, just remember that this is supposed to be on the sly, well at least until the fleet attacks. So don’t try and kill them all by yourselves okay? Leave some for the army!”

Everyone gave a little laugh at that and he continued a moment later.

“Okay, the fine details of the plan will be worked out once we’ve had a chance to review fresh data on the planet. Intel has a stealth ship making a sweep through the system as we speak and we will meet up with it out past the edge of the system. We will then plan our approach and where we will be hitting. For the hit and run the plan will be the same as usual. However one of the assault shuttles will make a high speed run out and back at low level to drop the half-squads. Once that shuttle has returned to the main smash we’ll let them drive us off and get out of there.”

“Any questions?”

Marko was about to raise his hand when I kicked him in the back of the shin.

“No? Good. Dismissed!”

 

Marko waited until the Captain and Lieutenant had left than turned to me rubbing the spot where I had kicked him. “Why’d you have to volunteer us Sir?” he grumbled. “Six weeks in the mud is not my idea of a fun time.”

 “Probably more like eight weeks,” I grinned, “It’s gonna take a while for them to secure the planet don’t forget.”

He sighed still grumbling.

“Look on the bright side,” I told him.

“There’s a bright side?”

I nodded, “Of course, you won’t be able to get me in dutch with the Captain or the Lieutenant for almost two months.”

“I dunno, I think in this case I just might prefer the beatings…” he said scratching his ear.

 

 

Using our stealth gear and a low speed to obscure the flash from any distant detectors we broke out much farther than normal and in the plane of the ecliptic. It took about a day for the stealth ship to find us, about the time one of our company’s destroyers showed up as well.

Six days after we had started in I was sitting at a table with Captain Johnson, Lieutenant Aruba, John, Nic, and Ran as we went over the information the stealth ship had gotten us one last time. It wasn’t much, but combined with what company intelligence had supplied it provided the Captain with a choice of targets. We were now trying to decide which one of the two would best suit our purposes, and pick where we wanted to be dropped off.

“No matter which one we pick, they’re both off on the edge of the main installations,” John said point to the four main bases that were spread out over several hundred miles. “It could take us four weeks walking to get out of there.”

We all nodded, “Any sign of active roads or rail lines?” Lieutenant Aruba asked.

“Hard to tell, these lines here look like railways, but the quality of the pictures just isn’t that good to tell if they’re active or not.”

“Well, just pick one. We’ll just have to deal with it when we get there,” I sighed setting down the computer tablet I’d been staring at for an hour now.

“There has to be a way to tell,” Ran said picking up his slate again and staring at it.

“I’m afraid I have to agree with Raj,” John sighed as well. “It’s a crap shoot. Commander,” he turned to Captain Johnson, “I’d say it’s up to you or the Captain. Whichever site suits your purposes the best. We’ll just have to figure something out on our own.”

He nodded, “Well, it’ll be this site to the north then. Where do you want to be dropped?”

“By the rail lines,” I said. “About a mile from this structure here.” I tapped the map.

John nodded, “You can drop us all there, we’ll disperse after we figure out our transportation problems.”

“All right, I’ll tell your shuttle crew to start planning their mission. Drop’s tomorrow, so have a good night gentlemen.”

We all nodded and got up, heading back to our quarters. We’d been coasting in as stealthily as possible, while the destroyer had started a diversion off back the way we had come. They had used a series of tuned hydrogen warheads that gave off the same signature of several ships breaking out at once, and then started in while towing a series of decoys that electronically looked like an invasion fleet. 

We’d seen the four defending ships break orbit six hours after the decoy operation had been detected as they bought it. The Captain figured we’d have about the same four hour window as last time. They’d left behind only one defender, a converted freighter that shouldn’t pose much of an issue. The ships going out to engage would be however, if they caught the Falcon. They were all frigates, and two of them looked to be new from what I heard when talking to Dave at breakfast.

I went and checked up on Hess and Marko to make sure they had their gear in order, then went and saw to mine. About two hours after I was finished Aruba showed up, she had a lot more to deal with getting her platoon in order for the drop.

“You will not do anything stupid,” She said to me later that night in bed. “And that’s an order, okay?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” I grumbled and rolled onto my side, pulling her against me.

“The fun is when I reward you afterwards,” she chuckled and then yawned. “Seriously Raj, can you go six weeks in the heart of enemy territory without trying to kill everyone you see?”

I nodded, “Of course, when the payoff is getting them all,” I yawned as well and then nibbled her ear.

“Good, cause I’m going to hold you to that. Remember it.”

 

 

The drop went perfectly, and as the troops started to attack the installation our shuttle took us off towards our drop point. About five minutes out John got a call from Dave who was the WSO on our shuttle. “Sergeant, we’re getting some strange chatter from the attack force.”

“What is it?

“I think you should hear it, let me pipe it through…”

A moment later and I could hear Aruba’s voice: “No contacts over here either sir, my squads haven’t seen anyone. The whole place looks deserted.”

“Damn, my third squad found a couple of squatters of some kind at the gate, but that was it.”

“Well at least we know why this area had no missile defenses.”

“The mine here must have run out or something. Okay, set charges so we can at least get a nice fire going and call for pickup. No reason to stick around if there’s nothing here.

“Roger that Captain.”

“What do you make of it Raj?” John asked me as Dave cut the feed.”

“Not good, if that place isn’t operational, then those rail lines are definitely dead.”

“Just what I’m thinking. Well, nothing we can do about it now.

“Pilot, how long to drop?”

“Twenty minutes Sergeant.”

“That’s too long,” I said, “They’ll be starting to pull out in twenty minutes now.”

“You’re right; if they just sit there and wait it’ll look suspicious. Damn, let me check my map.”

I motioned to the others to hook up as John checked it.

“Okay, this should work. Pilot there should be a valley to the east of the tracks, coordinate M thirty-four, west twelve.”

“Got it, it’s about ninety seconds. Prepare for drop!”

John hooked up and stowed his map and we all assumed drop positions.

“Twenty seconds!” and the door came open.

“Drop!"

I tossed the drogue chute out and we deployed. 

I looked to either side as my main chute opened, they had dropped us below the ridge line to either side, about a hundred feet above ground. I dropped my pack to its tether, and then rolled when I hit. I took a few minutes to gather in my chute and bury it. We formed up as a group ten minutes later.

“It’s a hundred miles to the drop zone we had picked. We might as well get started.” John said. 

We all nodded and fell in. It was a long walk.

 

By daylight of the second day we had reached the building. It was an abandoned rail station. We could tell by looking at the tracks they hadn’t been used in ages. We guessed that this place must have been mined out and abandoned by some corp decades ago, and our friends probably moved in later and set up their own shop. Several fighter jets had passed over head during our trek in the previous night, and a transport had flown by much later. We’d taken cover each time just in case, but if they guessed we were here all the cover in the world wouldn’t be enough. 

The four of us in charge settled down in one corner to examine the maps while the others spread out to see what they could find.

“Sir, come take a look at this!” I heard Hess call over my com.

“Just a minute guys,” I said to the other three, “Hess has something.”

I found him in one of the inner rooms.

“What’s up?”

He turned his flashlight to on the wall. “Check it out Sir.”

I looked and there was a map of the entire continent on it, with all the rail lines shown, and each of the towns on it as well.

“Look at that. Outstanding Hess.”

I called John and the others in and we all sat there and compared the map to the composite we had made on the ship’s computer.

“A lot less outlying towns now, hmmm, I wonder what’s at those places these days.” Ran asked.

“Good question. One I guess we’ll have to check out soon.

Nic looked up then, obviously listening to his private channel. “I think one of my guys might have found something useful,” He said. So we followed him outside and back around to what appeared to have once been a garage, though it was partially collapsed now.

“What have we here Ron?”

“A handcart Sergeant!"

I watched as four others helped him extricate it from the debris.

“I think we just solved our transportation problem!” John laughed and we all nodded.

A little more digging found a second one so we left the troops to get them in order while we four planned our next step.

By nightfall we had the two carts on the rails and were moving down the railway at a fairly decent clip. Russ and Hess were positioned as snipers on the front cart just in case we came across any unexpected surprises while the rest of us took turns pumping the treadle. We had covered almost two hundred miles by dawn, and holed up in another abandoned railway station.

“See if you can’t turn up another hand cart,” I ordered the rest while the four of us reviewed our plans. According to the maps we now had there was a major line about a hundred miles further down. Nic and Ran would take their halves down there, and split up further as they came to the installations in that area. John and I would take our halves further down this line and split up when the line split a second time.

“Remember,” John said, “We’ve got six weeks, so take your time, the rail lines probably won’t be safe as we get closer in, so it’ll be back to foot.”

We all nodded. 

 

 

They were able to find another hand car, and we had it working by morning. There was a second one here as well, but it was missing several parts. We all set off again that evening going down the rail line once more. By dawn of the next day we had all split up and was each taking our halves to our respective areas to see what we could learn about the area. 

The next six weeks had the three of us on the move constantly. We never slept in the same place twice, and never stirred during the daylight. Several times we were forced to raid an outlying house or sneak into a town and rob a store for provisions. That didn’t prove to be too much trouble, most of the towns were small and security was light. I suspected they didn’t have a lot of problems with crime this far out. 

We’d had to infiltrate several of the towns anyway while gathering what intelligence we could. One interesting thing we uncovered was that all of the abandoned towns that didn’t show on the new map, but were on the old one, contained hidden missile silos and rail gun emplacements to protect the larger base they surrounded. They also had a small support team to service, man, and probably protect it. We made note of each of those as we found them. 

After we’d spent four weeks covering the outskirts we headed in towards the major installation that was our primary target of interest. It took us a lot longer to work our way closer to it, but security here seemed to be more concerned with theft and appearances than with infiltrators or soldiers. So we were able to sneak in close enough to spend three days mapping out the port and its defenses.

We’d achieved all of our objectives with a few days to spare. We were packing up our gear on the top of a hill, when Hess turned to me.

“Now what, Sir?”

“Well our orders are to pull out and wait for them to attack so we can upload our data once they’re in range.”

“Yeah, right. So what are we really going to do?”

I smiled and looked back at the installation. “That’s a real nice command and control bunker they have down there, isn’t it?”

He nodded, “Yup, bet if someone got in there or blew it up during the initial phases of the attack they could wreak some real havoc with their command and control.”

Marko looked over at the two of us. “You guys are crazy.”

“No, we’re highly motivated soldiers,” I smiled. “What’s the matter, don’t want a citation in your record?”

“Not posthumously."

“They’ll never expect it, we have the element of surprise after all.”

“We’ve also got a lot of data here that we need to send, which we can’t do if we’re in a firefight, or dead, now can we?”

I nodded, “Good point. Let’s find someplace to hole up for the day; I want to think about this.”

Marko turned to Hess, “See what you started?”

“Well I wouldn’t want our Warrant to lose his reputation, would you?” he snickered.

 

 

The next night we were scanning the port from another vantage point, taking the time to make more detailed maps, but now they were for our use.

“This is insane you know,” Marko said.

“Got any better idea’s?” Hess asked.

“No, but let’s face it, that bunker is probably the one place they’ve got good security, sentries, you name it. I’m all for doing something, but I don’t think that’s it.”

I was looking up and down the field listening to them whisper back and forth with half an ear.

“Don’t worry; I’m sure he’ll figure something out. He always does, doesn’t he?”

“Always does? We’ve only been on seven drops with him!”

“Hess, Marko, quiet down and look back over at the base.”

“What’s up sir?”

“I’ve been watching that damn bunker for five hours and you know what I’ve noticed?”

“What?” they both asked sounding amazed.

“That we don’t have the ability to get in there.” I sighed.

“What!?” Hess sounded shocked, Marko looked smug.

“However,” I continued, “Look at the hangers over there that they have most of their assault shuttles and fighters parked in."

They both turned.

“What do you see?”

“Two sentries.”

“Exactly, and what’s that they’ve been parking between those two hangers every night now?"

Marko smiled, “Why, a fuel truck.”

I nodded, “We could get down there, kill the sentries, open the valves on the truck and set that whole place up in pretty short order. Bet that would make quite a mess, wouldn’t you both agree?”

“See? I told you he’d come up with something!” Hess laughed softly.

“Enough guys,” I checked my watch, sometime tomorrow the task force was supposed to come in range of our long range com unit.

“Let’s go find a place to hole up until tomorrow.”

 

 

I choose a different hill as our starting place the next night, it didn’t have as a good vantage point over the hangers and the west end of the installation, but it would do.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” I said looking around. “Hess, you’ll stay up here with the comm unit and your sniper rifle. Marko and I will move down into position, and take care of those two guards. Then we’ll move into the hangers and open all the fuel access points we can on the fighters and shuttles.

“After you’ve gotten the upload signal give us a double click on the helmets, then when you’ve finished transmitting move over to the position we had last night. You can provide covering fire as we need it. Marko and I will move the truck then, and light the place up as soon as we can.”

“And then what?” Marko asked.

“Targets of opportunity as we withdraw to the south. That should keep us away from the locals and any targets for the initial barrage from orbit.”

They both nodded.

“Let’s go.”

It took a while for Marko and me to get down to the hangers without being seen. The security down by the flight line wasn’t that extensive, but there was a lot more of it here than we’d seen so far. The sensors didn’t stop us however; Marko was very good at dealing with those.

Moving from shadow to shadow and ducking around some crates and old vehicles that provided cover we moved in closer. Using hand signals I motioned Marko over into the cover of the Hanger nearer to the second sentry as I drew my knife and flattened up against the wall and waited for the first sentry to come around the corner.

He didn’t know I was there until he felt my hand over his mouth quickly followed by my knife sliding into the base of his skull. Then he didn’t know anything at all. I pulled his dead body back deeper into the shadows and stashed it in a large trash container I’d seen. A minute later I joined Marko in the first hanger as he stashed the body of the other dead sentry in a barrel. We then went and opened all the fuel points and drains we could find on the four fighters in the hanger.

Ten minutes later we were in the next hanger in the row doing the same thing, working as quickly as we could. There were ten hangers to cover, the last one however turned out to have two alert birds and their crews sitting in it. 

“Damn,” I whispered to Marko, “I didn’t expect this.”

He nodded as we watched the group, there were six of them total, four crew and two techs. I heard the double click on my helmet radio.

“Damn, transmission has started.” I knew it wouldn’t take long for them to zero in on our comm unit, so all hell would be breaking out soon enough.

“Go take care of the truck,” I whispered to Marko as I pulled out a grenade, I’ll handle this.”

“Okay,” he nodded and turned to trot back to where the truck was.

“Hold up a sec,” I said and he stopped as I looked back at the two fighters, loaded down with missiles, an idea forming in my head.

“Oh no, you’re not thinking what I think you are,” he whispered following my gaze.

“Here, take my rifle,” I handed it to him, it’d never fit in a cockpit and I didn’t want to lose yet another one. “Now go!”

I pulled the pin and waited. I heard the truck start up and start to drive down the line of hangers outside; inside no one seemed to pay any attention to it.

A moment later the base alarm went off and everyone jumped up. I guessed they’d finally tracked down the signal. I tossed my grenade into the midst of them and hugged the floor as a moment later a loud explosion shook the room and debris flew everywhere.

I shook my head to clear it and then looked over the wreckage of the flight room, two of the crew seemed to still be alive, the rest of them were dead. Using my pistol I shot them and headed over to the two fighters. 

Looking outside I could see Marko had made it down to the far end of the hangers, so I moved back inside pulled the chocks and climbed into one of the fighters and checked the controls. It was a standard setup as they were all Continental series mark twenty fighters. I was familiar with it and it started right up without a hitch.

“Marko, light it off and find a good position!” I called on my helmet comm. They’d know we were here in a second anyway, so radio silence wasn’t important anymore. 

I taxied the jet out of the hanger and the base really started to come to life now, Marko had lit the fuel and the fire was spreading rapidly into the hangers. I kept taxiing faster away from the flames as I strapped myself in. I drove down past several troops running the opposite way; they probably thought I was one of the flight crew trying to save the plane from the fire.

I hit the right brake as I came to the building I wanted and slewed the fighter around ninety degrees on the ground, then hit both brakes bringing me to a stop. And there it was, a hundred yards away, with its guards, sentries, and big heavy doors. The command center.

I smiled and launched the first missile, then a second, then a third, then a fourth. Missiles spent I triggered the gattling gun and held it until it ran out. As the smoke from the four missiles and their explosions cleared I could see the doors where gone, and a good deal of the building was destroyed. I knew however that those things usually went deep, so odds are the people down below weren’t dead yet.

By now I was starting to take fire from some of the soldiers running around outside, my canopy was beginning to star from the bullet impacts. I locked the front wheel to straight ahead, ran the throttles up to full afterburner, and as the plane started to lurch forward against the brakes I pulled the ejection seat.

I heard a loud explosion as I was kicked hard in the butt and launched up out of the plane, going a good two hundred feet into the air as the seat deployed its parachute. I was in the air for maybe another second as the chute opened and grabbed air giving me another hard jerk and then the seat hit the roof of a building and tumbled over spilling me out of it as the straps released. I rolled to the edge and grabbed for my pistol when the sky was lit up with another explosion. Peeking over the edge I saw the jet had crashed through the doors and I guess the fuel tanks ruptured and then the hot engine exhaust had torched it all off. Nothing of the building was left above ground and a large hole burned as jet fuel ran down into it.

“You okay Sir?” I heard Marko call on my comm.

“Yeah, but I think I’m pinned down up here.”

“Head back towards the hangers Sir, Hess and I will try to support.”

I turned and crawled across the roof, getting to the edge as the first of the hangers blew up. Looking down I saw two soldiers beneath me who had turned to look at the explosion. Shooting them, I then swung over the side and dropped down to the ground where they lay. Borrowing a rifle I continued to head back towards the explosions that were coming every few seconds now, the bright flashes giving me dark shadows to hide in as everyone’s night sight was ruined.

Hess and Marko had taken up good sniping positions by this point, and were covering my retreat while telling me the best way to run at each turn. When the four shuttles with their rockets blew it killed everyone in a hundred yard radius, and knocked me flat even though I was well over two hundred yards back and behind a building.

I got up before anyone else did and continued on, my ears ringing. The explosion had thrown burning material everywhere, I was having to dodge around large pieces of burning debris and ragged chunks of smoking metal, the fire was spreading all over. Everyone at this point was either stunned or so busy trying to control the fire that I managed to get away without too many more people interfering. Of course Hess and Marko’s shooting helped significantly with that as well. Another ten minutes and I joined up with Hess and Marko and we started our retreat.

“You’re slipping sir,” Hess laughed.

“How’s that?” I asked as we made our way out past the perimeter fence, we’d run into very little opposition on the way out.

“You didn’t get shot once!”

“Maybe I’m just getting better at this,” I grunted and we made off into the remaining darkness.

 

 

The assault started at sunrise, which was a good twenty four hours sooner than any of us had been told to expect. We ended up being ordered back to edge the enemy installation to provide ground observer information for the strike forces on the defenses. It took them two days to pacify the base and the nearby town; our little escapade had helped soften the local defenses by destroying most of their aircraft. They started landing troops on the third day and set up the invasion force beachhead. From that point on we were split up and each assigned to work as scouts for different elements of the Infantry Company that had landed using our personal knowledge of the area to guide them.

The troops however were not from Tri-Star, they where instead from one of the corporations that had allied itself with Tri-Star in the war so far, Hudson-Trinity. I protested the assignment at first, but the radioed response from the Lieutenant brooked no argument. So I had to do something that I’d never done before in my entire life, deal with people from another corporation, and do it all by myself as well.

 

 

“Greetings Warrant Rakir,” said the wolf Major as I saluted reporting in. “I’m Major Schrende, this is Captain Rust who’ll you’ll be working with,” I saluted the Captain, who was also a wolf and had rust colored fur. Crèche workers sometimes did things like that to people when they named us.

“I heard you were responsible for some of the damage here at the port before we came in."

I noticed the Captain’s ears perked up a bit at that.

“I had help Sir.”

“Still, it was an impressive piece of work. What we need you to do now is help the Captain lead his group up to this area on here on the map.”

I looked at the area he was pointing at on the map on the table and nodded, “I’m familiar with that area Sir, we covered these approaches,” I pointed to two different places on the map leading into the one he had indicated. “On our way down here.”

“Good, well you both had better get started then. Good day Gentlemen."

I followed the Captain out of the tent. “How are we traveling?” I asked.

“By foot, they haven’t brought our ground vehicles down yet, and we don’t have the time to wait for them. This is a fast assault infantry unit and we cover a lot of ground pretty fast.” He looked over at me. “I hope you can keep up with us.”

I bristled a bit at that, “I’m sure I’ll be able to keep up with your men Captain.”

“We’re all wolves and cheetahs in this outfit Warrant, and we’re all distance runners. You probably have a hundred pounds on my average trooper. I’m not doubting your abilities as a soldier, but we cover a lot of ground in this outfit on foot when we have to, it’s our job.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep up,” I replied a little tersely.

His people were all ready to go as soon as we got to them, and we headed out immediately. I went over what I felt was the best route as we moved, the two of us up at the head of the spread out column. Everyone kept a good distance from one and another, to avoid being taken out by a single attack.

As time wore on I had to spend more time at the front to point out the path to take and what to avoid as possible ambush sites. We did make contact several times with the enemy and by late afternoon I welcomed each break as it gave me a chance to cool down and catch my breath. The Captain hadn’t been kidding and I was having trouble keeping up, long distance running was not my forte and this group covered a lot of ground moving at a very fast pace. The Captain’s constant checking with me to make sure I was still up with the lead element wasn’t making me very happy either. I might be having a hard time of it, but I wasn’t going to slack off and let him think I couldn’t hack it. These guys might not be from my corp, but I had my orders.

“You still with us there Warrant?” The Sergeant I was working with up front asked me after a short water break.

“Yeah, I’m here.” I grumbled panting.

“Why don’t you let my men take that pack for you at least, I could split it between a couple of them.

“No thanks.”

“What, worried we might steal it?” he laughed.

I looked up at him, “Yeah actually. I don’t know any of you guys and you don’t even work for the same company.”

“So you don’t trust us.”

“I don’t trust easily. Sorry.”

“Well if we really wanted what you had in your backpack we could just shoot you and take it.”

“Possibly, but you’d lose at least a half dozen men in the process.”

“Not if I just wait until you pass out from the heat and exhaustion. Which you will do soon enough if you don’t lose some of that load. Then I could just take it from your unconscious body.” He pointed out.

“Good point,” I sighed and dumped my backpack.

He called over four of his men then and split my pack among them to carry.

“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

I smiled wryly at him, “I won’t know until it comes time to get it all back, now will I?”

He chuckled and gave me a slap on the shoulder, “Good point.” He got up then, “Well let’s go look for that game trail you said was up ahead.”

I nodded and headed off after him. I was embarrassed at having to hand over my pack, but the loss of weight really did help a lot.

“So the word is you had a little something to do with all that destruction we saw on the ground back there at the landing site.”

I nodded, “Yes, I had a hand in it.”

“A bit risky, wasn’t it?”

“And this isn’t?”

“We’ve got a hundred and eighty men with us, you had what? Two?”

“Well I didn’t join special ops to sightsee.”

He nodded as we jogged along. I took another look at the map and pointed out a few of the landmarks up ahead he needed to send scouts to. 

After he sent them off and we continued to move on down the narrow trail as it wound around the rocks and through the brush.

“So why did you join then?”

“To kill the enemy, why else?”

“Been doing it long?”

“Special ops? About half a year.”

“You don’t look like a fresh recruit.”

“I’m not, I volunteered when they formed my Block.”

“I’d noticed the flight wings on your collar. Was kind of curious how you ended up as a ground pounder.”

“Shuttle pilots don’t get a lot of combat time.” I observed pausing to use my binoculars to scan the hillside up ahead.

“True, but they live longer.”

I shrugged, “Longevity isn’t the issue anymore.”

“What is?”

“Body count.” I said and started off again.

He thought about that for a while as we moved through a narrow define that forced everyone to stretch out even more to avoid being an easy target until we could have some men take up positions on the rises to either side of it.

“There’s more to life than killing the enemy you know.” He said a bit later when we started down a hillside in among the local variant of trees.

“Not anymore.”

“So what will you do when we finally kill them all, when there aren’t any left?”

I shrugged, “Deal with that when the day comes. Why do you care?”

“When you’ve been doing this job as long as I have, you learn a few things.” He said dropping back even with me and lowering his voice, “People in unit’s like this, they’re afraid of the hotdogs, the guys with a score to settle or a point to prove. They don’t like the type that charges right in, cause then the rest of us have to charge right in too.”

“Don’t worry Sergeant, I don’t expect any of you to follow me into trouble or back me up if things go wrong,” I growled softly.

“You got me wrong Son, if you get in it we’ll all get in it too, one guy charges, we all charge, we’re infantry it’s what we do. But none of these boys and girls are special ops, they don’t have the training you do. 

“So don’t go leading my troops into a meat grinder because you just have to take that target to satisfy your own sense of revenge, you might be able to handle it, but they sure can’t.”

I turned my head and looked at him.

“What makes you think I’ll just go charging into anything?”

“Like I said, I’ve been doing this a long time. I’ve seen your type before; consequences don’t ever enter into your mind. When you’re only dealing with two people, consequences aren’t important. But when you’ve got a couple hundred, consequences start to matter.”

“Like the difference between a shuttle and starship.”

“Exactly.”

I nodded, “I got you Sergeant.”

“Good.”

“So why are you and I having this conversation and not the Captain?”

“The Captain isn’t exactly comfortable with someone who isn’t exactly in his chain of command. He’s never had to work with someone from another corporation either.”

“And you have?”

“More or less, the lower your rank, the less you care about those kinds of things.”

I nodded, “You know, I’ve never spent any real time with someone from any of the other corps either. Well at least not in this kind of situation.”

“Yeah I know what you mean. Kind of goes against the grain. But this is shaping up to be a long haul, so I’m sure we’re all gonna have to get used to it.”

I had the feeling that there was more than a little truth in that.

 

We got into position by nightfall and dug in for the evening on the outskirts of one of the major towns. The rules for engagement with the towns were pretty strict; any bloodbaths would definitely meet with sanctions from the Earth government. So each of the towns would be surrounded, isolated, and taken carefully in an attempt to keep civilian casualties at a minimum.

I met that night with the Captain and filled him in on what I knew about the town, which wasn’t much. The place was big enough to make it hard for three animen to go sneaking into and around. But we had scouted the farms and the edges of the town and I gave him all the information I could about those. The updated maps that he was getting from orbit were pretty high definition, so he wasn’t lacking for information about the lay of the land.

That morning we advanced on the town. The fighting at the border was tough, the town’s people put up a pretty stiff resistance. But they didn’t have the weapons or the armor that we had, or the experience. Their losses were pretty heavy after the first few hours of fighting. After that they pulled back into the buildings inside. That’s when the fighting got nasty for us, moving building to building, clearing out floors; it was time consuming and dangerous work. Most of the people surrendered without a fight, a few put up a little, but some gave their all. And that made the job both dangerous and difficult. It took us four days to make the town more or less safe.

I sat down with the Sergeant I’d been working with since I started with the group. We’d gotten in the habit of eating together and exchanging notes about our experiences. 

“Doesn’t look like your corp’s any better on the rations than mine,” he chuckled.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they came from the same place.”

“Got that right. So tell me,” he said looking up from his food pack. “You’ve been here for a while; ever get to find out what these people here are like normally?”

I snorted, “Hell no, didn’t want to get seen. Besides I already know what they’re like,” I growled.

“What? The way they’ve been fighting us? That’s to be expected, we’re invading their homes after all.”

I shook my head, “No. They took one of our complexes last year. I was part of the action to take the place back. They executed my brother when he surrender and tortured my sister, almost to death, when she wouldn’t be a sex toy.” I snarled out the last bit, and looked down at the ground taking a moment to let the anger go.

“I’d heard rumors about what they did at some of the places they took. Never met anyone who saw it first hand though.” He sighed and took a drink from his canteen, “So you think these folks are cut from the same cloth?”

“Guilt by association.” I growled and went back to eating my food, opening a third ration pack. “All I know is they hate us enough to slaughter and torture anyone that gets in their way, even other humans.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen that type before. They think humanity is so superior and special, and then they see us, and see their own failings reflected in us, and suddenly they realize that they’re not so special. Kind of freaks them out.”

“Why? It’s not like we’re like them!”

“Oh we’re way too much like them, more than they can stand!” He chuckled.

“You know, I had this same conversation with another person a while back, so I asked one of the company’s geneticists about it. He said we’ve got very little human stock in us, that it all came from our animal ancestors.”

The Sergeant snickered at that and tossed his now empty ration pack with the others.

“Yeah, they say that, but it’s not exactly the truth.”

“What do you mean?” I asked curious, looking up at him from my eating.

“Well, yeah only some of the physical genetic material in us is human. And a big chunk is animal, from whatever stock we’re based on. But the rest? The biggest chunk? Well the parts might have come from the animal stock, but it’s been re-arranged to human patterns.”

I blinked at him, “I don’t know if I follow.”

“That portion of your gene’s is exactly like those in a human. The only reason they didn’t use human material for that part of you is because it’s cheaper to use the animal portion. Also, legally, if more than half of your physical genes come from a human, regardless of the pattern, you’re human. So they have to use animal DNA.”

“So why didn’t he tell me that then?” I asked, a little confused, dinner forgotten.

“They’re not supposed to talk about it I guess. Also from what I understand the number of differences between your original genes and what they reshape them to isn’t as big a difference as humans want to admit, or are comfortable knowing.”

“So how do you know all this?”

He shrugged, “Been doing this job for forty years now, I get bored in my off time, so I do a little research here and there, a little hacking now and then.”

“So why tell me this?” I looked around, the others had left us alone and our voices weren’t pitched to carry. Soldiers learn pretty quickly when it’s not wise to snoop on the conversations of their superiors.

“Who else can I tell?” he chuckled. “If I tell the officers, they might get bent out of shape, figure I’m being subversive. The enlisted? They’re still young and stupid, they’d blab. Some of the other NCO’s know, we’ve talked about it before. As for you,” he grinned, “who are you going to tell? You don’t work for Hudson, so if you run your mouth when you get home it’s your worry, not mine.”

I thought about that and remembered my food, and started to eat again.

“Think they’d psych a guy for going on about that kind of thing?” I asked between bites.

“Maybe, I don’t know. Probably depends on how you were taking it. Maybe if you were a cull.”

I finished my ration pack and debated a fourth one, I was still a little hungry, but I didn’t want to bog myself down with too much food.

“What the heck is a cull?”

“They don’t have that term over in Tri-Star?”

“Obviously, so what’s it mean?”

“You know how some folks can’t deal with life too well? The one’s that have to be ‘put down’, disposed of?”

I nodded, my hunger forgotten suddenly as I thought about my own close escape. “It’s not a topic considered safe to talk about, everyone considers it bad luck.”

“Yeah well, not all culls are accidental. Some of them are planned.” He had lowered his voice so I had to lean forward to hear him, obviously this wasn’t a safe subject to talk about. “You see, some sequences lead to more aggressive behavior than others. I’ve hacked a lot of papers on the subject; one of my brothers was a cull.”

I nodded, not saying anything.

“The aggressiveness makes for good soldiers, but just as often they flip out and have to be killed.”

“So why do it?” I asked shocked, “If it only works half the time? That’s pretty wasteful, not to mention expensive.”

“Because culling serves as a strong object lesson to the rest of us. We all see what happens to anybody who starts to engage in wild or erratic behavior, to those who don’t fit in, or who can’t control themselves.”

I felt a strange tingling in my hands, and suddenly noticed I’d clenched my fists so tightly that my claws had dug into my palms. I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “How often do they do this?”

He shrugged, “Hard to say, I think it depends on the company. My brother was the only cull in my crèche group; he was about five when they got him. He had a violent temper, and turned it on anyone nearby, including me. But remember not all of them get killed, a lot make it to adulthood.”

“So why tell me?” I asked again.

“Because the corporations usually keep track of the culls, the ones that haven’t been put down yet. They make good soldiers, but there’s always that chance.”

“You think I’m one, don’t you?” I whispered.

He nodded, “Yeah, you’ve been like a machine when we’re out there fighting. I can tell you’ve got a lot of anger and hate driving you, but you’ve got it focused on the task at hand.”

“So, I should be in the clear, right?”

“You’re a pretty good kid, it’s nice to see you didn’t go down the path my brother did. But what happens when they’re all gone Warrant? What then?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

“Well surely there has to be someone out there it’s worth thinking about it for.”

“Not anymore,” I sighed and hung my head closing my eyes.

“Just because they’re not here anymore, doesn’t mean you still can’t do it for them,” he said getting up. “I need to make the rounds, talk to you later."

I just nodded and sat there, trying not to cry as I thought about what he’d just said. I’d lost my reason’s to go on past my revenge. Or had I? Cassy would want me to; I’d be a fool to think otherwise, even for a second. And then there was Herza. And my cubs. Hell, even Helena.

I shook my head and took a couple of deep breaths to get myself under control. He was right, part of me wanted to rage against what he said, to yell out that I had no reasons no one to do it for. But that would be a lie, both to her memory and to myself. I’d have my revenge, I’d kill every last bastard that they’d let me kill. But after that maybe I still had a life, maybe I still had people who loved me and needed me. I couldn’t let them or Cassandra down, could I? Maybe I could go on.
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The next week was pretty rough. The other major bases didn’t fall as easily as the first one had, the toughest of them held out for almost seven days until the defending commander set off a tac nuke. The response from orbit was pretty harsh and left a three mile wide crater where the base had been.

That didn’t slow down any of the fighting around the towns and villages we had to take, but at least no one went to the nuclear option again. The town next to that base was destroyed along with the base, killing the families of everyone who worked or was stationed there. None of the remaining people were stupid enough to want to see their families incinerated. They knew the corporations had to play by rules, even if they didn’t. But they at least recognized that if they uncorked the genie again, they’d be exterminated from orbit with no chance of surrender or rescue.

Two days after my conversation with the Sergeant I was returned to my unit. We had a new job now, to help pacify the smaller outlying towns. Even after the fall of the other bases and the one being vaporized, some of them still put up one hell of a fight. In some towns we faced men, women, and even children armed with clubs and knives. 

What made it tough was that we were under orders not to shoot them down unless it looked like there was no other option. So we ended up having to go in with rifles slung and use batons, shock rods, tear gas, sleeping gas, and the other typical riot gear. It was hard work and we all picked up a lot of minor wounds in the process. If you get close enough to hit someone, they can hit you back. And hysterical people don’t go down as easily when you do hit them. At least there were no fatalities on our side. I didn’t count how many we caused, I know I killed more than a few, but I wasn’t trying to. 

It took a month to take the planet. Pacifying it would probably take many more, but at least that wasn’t my concern. By the end of the month garrison units started to show up, along with engineers and other supporting units. Rumor was that the place was going to be turned into one big prison camp. That sounded a bit strange to me, but we shipped out a few days later so I didn’t get to find out.

 

 

“Man is it great to be back home,” I sighed as I lay back on the weight bench and started in on my first set.

“I think you missed that thing more than you missed me,” Aruba grumbled walking over. We had the ‘gym’ to ourselves still; most of the block was enjoying the rare opportunity of being allowed to sleep late.

I grinned and pressed the bar to the top, after almost three months of not having a gym available I was tempted to tell her I did.

“You know this is the first time we’ve been able to talk alone since you got back to the Block?” She said coming over to stand by me.

“What about last night?” I grunted letting the bar down.

“I don’t recall much talking going on last night,” she laughed. “But I wanted to ask you about something.”

“Oh?” I grunted pushing the bar up. “What?”

“Namely,” And she hopped up on to the bench and put a foot on the bar as it came down, then pressed all her weight down on it, “what in the hell were you thinking when you pulled that crazy stunt at that base?"

And then she put her other foot on top of the bar, balancing on top of it with a hand against the wall and pinning me under it, pushing it down to the stops, which was just barely at my neck. I could still breathe, but it wasn’t comfortable. I growled.

“Don’t give me any of that shit! I told you no more stunts and you go pull an even bigger one than last time! I don’t need any heroes in this outfit, I need good competent soldiers!”

I braced my feet on the floor and growled louder grabbing the bar tight and started to push.

“You aren’t getting up until you answer me!” she growled back.

I growled louder and pushed harder. The bar started to inch up slowly.

“Answer me!”

“You,” I gasped and pushed another couple of inches. “Are,” a few more, “pissing,” more, “me.” And then I shoved it all the way up and locked my elbows, “OFF!”

She glared down at me from on top of the bar unfazed, “Like I’m not? I ordered you to behave, and you didn’t.”

“You ordered me not to do anything stupid, not to behave!” I growled panting; it was a lot of weight.

“And attacking that base wasn’t stupid?”

“Get off the damn bar if you want to have a conversation!” I growled louder, I wasn’t sure if I could get out from under the bar before it came crashing back down and I was starting to get angry, very angry. I could almost see myself tearing the bench from the floor and beating her with it. But I didn’t want to lose it again, I didn’t want to hurt my friends, I didn’t want to rage at her, I didn’t want to lose control and I would be damned if I was going to give into my anger one more time! I wasn’t going to lose it this time no matter the cost; I wasn’t going to ever lose it again!

“Answer me dammit!”

I came to a decision. 

“On the count of three I’m going to let the bar go. If you’re still on it the extra weight will probably crush the stops and kill me. Your choice.”

“You wouldn’t!” She snarled.

“One”

“Don’t you dare!”

“Two.” I closed my eyes and forced my hands to open.

“Raj!”

“Three!”

I let go and grit my teeth. I heard a loud groan and opened my eyes. Aruba had hooked her feet under the bar and was trying to move it into the locks, holding on to the top of the machine with her hands.

Now that the extra weight was off I reached up and was able move the bar back to the locks for her then slid off the bench as she panted.

“I can’t believe you’d do that.” She said staring at me and sliding down to the floor.

“What other choice did I have? Lose my temper and pound on you until there was a grease spot on the floor?” I sighed and sat down on the end of the bench. “That’s no way to treat someone I care about."

I took a deep breath then and pushed back against my anger, calming myself and feeling it drain away.

“How about just doing what I tell you to?”

I looked at her, “It’s not going to happen Aruba, if I see a chance and I think I can get away with it, I’m going to take it. Every time. I’m not going to try and kill myself; I don’t have a death wish. But I’m not going to play it safe.”

“Why Raj? You’re a good soldier, you have leadership potential, you’re even fairly bright.”

So I told her about Cassandra then, and told her of my need for revenge. And then I asked her to never bring it up again, it was still too painful.

She agreed and I finished my workout then hit the shower. I did look at the bright side however, for the first time of all of my battles with my temper, I had finally vanquished it. I didn’t walk away mad, I wasn’t grumbling, I wasn’t even carrying a petty grudge; I had just walked away. And for me that was by no means a small victory.

 

 

The mood on the Falcon was happy as we headed out for jump space. We’d engaged in the first major action of the war, and we’d won. True the losses weren’t light; they’d lost a lot of people when the nuke had gone off, several hundred from what I gathered. But the counterstrike had wiped out thousands and both Tri-Star and Hudson Trinity were going to make sure that the word spread around on that, so next time the enemy commanders wouldn’t be so quick on the trigger, or at least maybe their subordinates wouldn’t go along. Assuming of course that they valued the lives of their own civilian population. You never knew with fanatics.

We jumped then for our next strike. In the month we’d been taking the planet company intelligence had come up with some good information from one of the bases we had taken. They wanted us to act on it before it became too old.

 

 

“Okay everyone,” Captain Johnson began once we were safely into jump space. “Our next target is an airless moon in an undeveloped system. The planet it circles is barren and dead, and there are two gas giants further out in the system. We’ve managed to confirm the identity of the system with data in our own survey records. It hasn’t been visited by anyone that we know of in fifty years.

“The purpose of this base is trans-shipping people and supplies to and from the movement’s home world. We’re fairly sure that they have one at this point by the way.”

He paused and let that sink in for a moment.

“So the goal of this mission is to take this base and see if we can learn the location of the home world. That location is kept highly secret, we’ve not been able to find it in any of the databanks we’ve captured, or from any of the people we’ve interrogated. Those who we suspect have the information have suicided in every case.”

He turned to the display on the wall, which had a small moon on it, along with some other information.

“Now according to the intelligence we were able to liberate, the moon’s primary defense is stealth. So there shouldn’t be any warships on station. The system is heavily covered with sensors to detect incoming vessels, so working our way in will take some time. On the bright side, our intel types tell me that there shouldn’t be any serious defenses either. They did uncover some information on the base’s layout and construction, the location of the base’s hangers, and they are fairly confident that the number of personnel stationed there is small, most likely under a hundred.

“The plan is to go in stealthy, bring us as close as we think we can get without being detected, then move over the surface on foot until we’re on top of their entrances. Then we storm them with overwhelming strength and superior firepower. Our goal is to take the base intact and try to gain as much intelligence data as possible. We’ve taken on four intelligence specialists for this mission; you may have seen them around though they’ve been birthed up front with the ship’s company. They’ll be going in with us. So please don’t let them get shot, I promised we’d take good care of them!” He smiled and a few chuckles ran through the Block.

“Okay, now you know the basics. I’ll be sitting down with the Lieutenant and the squad leaders to work out the details tonight. We’ll work up the assignments next and you can start training.”

“Dismissed.”

I didn’t have to take part in the planning, as I still held the second spot in the squad. So I spent the next work period inspecting my squad’s gear and cleaning or repairing my own. When the next work period came I sat down with John to go over what our squad’s duties would be, what our part of the plan was, and what things we felt we needed to train for or practice. On a ship as small as a frigate practice space was at a premium. The hanger cum assembly room cum gym wasn’t terribly large so only one unit could practice anything in there at a time. However the ship’s passageways weren’t that much different than a base’s often were, and we got the Captain to turn the gravity down to what we expected the moon’s to be while we practiced.

That last bit was always interesting, gravity had to be the same throughout the ship, so if they turned it down for us, they turned it down for everybody. And if you were in the midst of something and the gravity suddenly changed it could get interesting, or fun. At least they always warned us before they turned it back up. Otherwise someone could have gotten hurt.

It took us three weeks to get to the base, and once there the Captain brought the ship out of jump well outside the system, farther out than I’d ever heard of being done normally. It took us another two and a half weeks to move in close to the moon, and several times we had to run shuttles out to have our technicians play games with one of the sensors we had to sneak by. 

In the time we were there we witnessed one ship arrive, and it and another one departing in opposition directions a week later.

When the time came we loaded up into two drop ships, they’d identified a number of possible entrances, and after we landed we’d split up into four teams. We picked the three entrances most likely to be closest to the command center for the first three teams. The fourth was going to attack the hanger; the shuttles would blow a hole in the hanger doors once they were in position. 

The hanger structure was under the surface of the moon, with the doors camouflaged to look like the surface. Fortunately we’d been able to pinpoint its location when the ships that had left earlier exited the hanger.

The landing came off without a hitch; we managed to touch down about a mile out without any signs of being detected. 

It took us about a half hour to all get into our positions. At the appointed time the first three groups blew their assigned entrances to the base and a shuttle flew overhead and put a missile into the hanger bay doors, blowing a nice hole in one. Aruba was leading her unit and John’s into the hanger, so of course that’s where I was. The Captain was leading the other three into the main complex.

We quickly scrambled across the door and looked down into the hole. Atmosphere was streaming out so John tossed a rope in and I repelled down it head first as fast as I could with the rest of the unit following in quick succession. 

I scanned around for signs of anybody moving, but the hanger appeared deserted. It was a good hundred feet to the floor and when I got with in twenty feet of it I let go of the rope and swung around to land on my feet. 

“No hostiles,” I called out as the rest of the group landed and we spread out, Aruba and our one intel expert looking around and comparing what they saw with some maps they had.

“This doesn’t match up at all,” She said. “Everyone, spread out in halves and search. 

We split up then and headed to the four walls. Just then the alarms came on; there was still enough atmosphere in the hanger to hear them.

“Got an exit!” I head John call.

“Got one here too!” Marko called and I headed his way.

“Tobias, join up with John. Track it down John, I’ll take Raj’s half.” She ordered.

“Roger that.”

I looked into the exit Marko had found. Straight, long, lots of service conduits, and no branches. It must go someplace. I looked at my inertial tracker while I waited for Aruba to catch up with her half and the intel person, a red fox by the name Riala. The passageway led away from where we suspected the command center was. 

“By two’s, use your scopes, that’s a long hallway.”

I nodded and pointed to Marko and we led the way, Hess and Tobias next, then Aruba and Will, with Riala bringing up the rear. There was an airtight door behind us so we were in atmosphere now.

We got about halfway down the hallway when I saw the door at the other end open up through my scope as we moved down it. Several armed and armored soldiers started through it coming up short as they saw us. 

“Down!” I called as Marko and I opened up on full auto, burning out our clips as we tried to put as many rounds through the opened door as possible before it slammed shut again.

As soon as the enemy soldiers in the hallway were down I got up and sprinted for the door, Marko hot on my heels. They got the door shut and bolted before we made it there however.

“Hess, the door. Raj, Marko, back.” Aruba ordered.

We turned and sprinted back twenty feet than dove to the deck, at which point Hess fired at the door with his grenade launcher, using one of the breaching grenades we all used for storming bases.

The floor shook and I could feel the blast on the soles of my feet as I rolled around and peered through the smoke, moving in a crouch with my gun held ready as we moved forward to the doorway again. 

It was another hanger, and it was open, and a very large ship was leaving.

“Oh shit,” Aruba growled and hit the emergency com the officers carried.

“Pan, Pan, Pan, we have a Frigate launching! Repeat, we have a Frigate launching. Do you copy?”

None of use heard a reply.

“Must be the ground. Raj, clear a path, I want to get out into that hanger and try again.”

I nodded and pointed to Marko and Hess to go right, waving the other two in Aruba’s half to take the left as I moved forward towards the equipment in the center of the hanger.

We encountered resistance immediately, from a number of places at once. I dove flat and slid into the equipment before me scanning for the sources. There were five of them, well spread out and behind cover. 

“Hess, Marko, see if you can’t flank them. Everyone else pin them down!” I called over my com and popped up to start taking pot shots at the two closest to me. They put up a stiff resistance, and had the advantage of position on us. We weren’t making any progress and the ship was almost clear of the doors.

“I need results Raj! I need them now!” Aruba ordered.

“Charge on three!” I called on my comm. “One, two, three!” And I burst from cover firing my grenade launcher then opening up with the gun in short bursts on one of the positions. The other four moved as well, Aruba taking up the position I had just left.

I took several hits as I moved forward, one actually penetrating my armor and taking me in the left arm. I dove then going up in a high arc to shoot down at the enemy. He followed me up with his gun, but missed as I swung my tail and tumbled sideways. As I revolved the second time however I got him, and then hit the wall behind him, sliding to the floor momentarily dazed.

I heard Marko call out in pain over the comm, so I started crawling around towards the next guy and shot him in the back, the next guy was already dead and Hess was trying to give first aid to Marko, who had been shot in the head, his helmet cracked.

I looked around for the other two defenders, Aruba and her half were finishing them off so I looked for an emergency shelter.

“Take Marko in there,” I pointed out what I found to Hess, there was a control room that looked airtight, “and get that helmet off.”

He nodded and went; I turned to Aruba who was calling the ship again. The Frigate was had cleared the hanger and was picking up speed.

“Pan, Pan, Pan, we have a frigate launching from the base. Do you copy?”

“Shuttle One copies, relying.”

“Marko’s hit bad,” I told Aruba, “I’m going to check on him.”

She nodded and I went to follow Hess, the control room had an airlock and it took me a minute to cycle through it.

“Anything interesting in there?” Riala radioed as I moved over to Hess.

“Just looks like the hanger controls, and an Aid station.” I called back, going over to where Hess had Marko’s helmet off and was trying to use a medkit on him. I grabbed one from the Aid station and did what I could to help, but without a medic there wasn’t much we could do. Marko died about a minute later.

“Shit.” I growled.

“Damn, always thought I’d be the one to go first,” Hess said leaning back against the wall.

“I thought you both said I’d go first?” I sighed and shook my head.

“No, you’re too crazy to die… Hey, you’re hit!”

I noticed I was bleeding pretty well and sat down hard as Hess patched me up, berating myself for stupidity. If I had patched myself first and then gone in there, things wouldn’t have been any worse for Marko. 

“Give me a stim,” I said feeling a little dizzy.

He handed me a preloaded needle from his medkit and I stuck it through the skin suit and injected myself. My head cleared quickly and we stripped Marko’s corpse of anything worthwhile, leaving his body behind.

“What’s the situation Lieutenant?” I asked as we headed back towards the first hanger.

“I got a relay back from the ship while you were trying to save Marko, all hell has broken loose, they need us ASAP.”

I nodded.

She looked at my arm and switched to the NCO channel that the others couldn’t hear and asked if I was okay.

“Yeah, I’ve had worse. Anyone else hurt?”

“Kim got winged in the leg, she’s okay.”

We caught up with John about ten minutes later; they were pinned down in the hallway, unable to move forward, unable to move back. He’d already lost two of his people and had one wounded, plus himself. We poured supporting fire down the hallway over his head and they were finally able to crawl close enough to toss a few grenades in to the next room. The defenders retreated at that point and we made it into the room taking up a defensive position at the other exit.

“These don’t look like regular station personnel,” John said nudging one of the bodies with a boot.

“Let me look,” Riala said moving up.

“Are you able to raise Captain Johnson yet?” I asked Aruba on the NCO channel.

“No, and it worries me. They should be a lot closer to here by now. The shuttle said they were meeting stiff resistance.”

“These aren’t station personnel,” Riala said. “They’re combat troops, part of a company.”

“A company?” Aruba asked incredulous.

“Apparently. Second Assault according to the unit patches.”

“Oh great,” one of the others mumbled.

“Now what?” John asked and just then the ground shook heavily and the lights went out.

“They attacking?” Aruba asked the two stationed at the door.

“No Mamm!”

“Then what the hell was that?”

Suddenly the ground shook again, and a blast of dirt, rocks and gasses blew in from the hallway knocking as all to the ground.

“Sound off!” John called on the comm as the room filled with dust, we still had atmosphere apparently.

As everyone sounded off I looked at the hallway back to the hanger. “That’s no longer an option.”

“Damn,” Aruba sworn, “Only one way out, lets get going while there’s still an option.

I switched to infrared and moved to the doorway,

“They still holding up ahead?” I asked Hess.

“Two are. Don’t know how may others.”

“Okay, Let’s get ‘em,” I growled and started into the next room opening fire right after Hess did.

 

Twenty minutes later we had made it to an airlock that led back out to the surface. We were having to fight every foot down the hallway, and I’d picked up another wound, and Hess had been hit as well.

“Raj, you and Hess come up last,” Aruba said, “John come with me to check it out. Everyone else sit tight until I signal.”

We all nodded as she went into the airlock. Five minutes later she was back.

“It’s clear, everyone out now, go!”

She waited till it was just Hess and me, then started up. I let Hess go next then tossed a few grenades down the hall and followed, leaving a timed charge at the door as I went through last.

Coming out of the airlock I saw I was at the bottom of a long ladder. Using my hands only I quickly pulled my way up it. I was almost to the top when two grenades flew back down past me, and then John grabbed me and yanked me out. 

“Lock’s cycling.” He said over the comm.

I nodded, then tossed my last grenade down as well.

“Just in case,” I chuckled.

“Now what Lieutenant?” John asked.

“I just got the Captain on the command channel. We’re pulling out. They’ve gotten pretty badly chewed up and the Corporal was right, there’s a full company here. The Falcon’s been hit, but it’s still effective, the drop ships that landed us are gone, one of the two reserves was destroyed, the last one is going to land and pick up the Captain’s group once they get clear. We’re to head south and the remaining shuttle will get us once we’re clear.”

“Remaining shuttle?” I asked.

“Yes, they lost the other one as well. Apparently there were more defenses here than we were led to believe.”

I took a mirror and peaked down over into the hole, the grenades had collapsed the walls, no one would be following us that way.

“Let’s move out,” Aruba said, “before we get anymore company.”

We nodded and got going.

 

When we finally made the Falcon the Captain ordered the Shuttle to be scuttled, the drop ship had already been jettisoned. I didn’t see how the ship looked from outside, but Dave told me it wasn’t good. He’d survived fortunately. The Falcon however had been hit pretty badly, the base had launched the frigate and four shuttles. The frigate had been one that had escaped from the same planet we had come from, fortunately it had been damaged there, but the two ships had slugged it out at close range and low speeds. The shaking we had felt was its crashing and then exploding.

The attack shuttles had made short work of the drop ships, and the Falcon had already been holed by then, it got beat up some more before the attacking shuttles were destroyed, but we lost the other attack shuttle in the process. As we broke orbit from the moon the Captain launched two nuclear tipped torpedoes back at the base, though it was pretty deep underground so most likely it would only slow them down for a little while.

We spent the next two days patching the ship so we could get an atmosphere inside it. The only places that had one when we docked were the ship’s small medical area and the engine room. We patched the large assembly room first, we had too many wounded to fit into the medical bay, and leaving them in their vacuum suits wasn’t an option for some of the more seriously injured. And we had a lot of injured. Of the thirty three survivors in the block, only five were unhurt. Of the four intel specialists, three made it back.

The Captain ran the Falcon at full throttle to get us back into jump as soon as possible, having expended much of the ship’s weaponry in the fight, and with the damage we had taken the Falcon was now only to make half normal speed. It took us four days to make jump, and an enemy ship jumped in a day before we left, though fortunately for us it was too far off to make an intercept. 

Once we were in jump word was passed that we were heading to our home base, Tau Delta thirty-eight. The trip only took two weeks, we were running fairly light and the jump drives hadn’t been damaged. Those of us who weren’t seriously injured spent our time either caring for those who were injured or fixing the ship.

“We got our asses whipped,” I sighed a week later when Aruba and I managed to actually get to bed together. Two more had died from their wounds, everyone was in a very somber mood, and morale was getting lower every day.

“Yes, we did.” She said pushing back against me as we lay in bed together; I squeezed her tight in my arms until I heard her give a little grunt.

“How long do you think it will take them to fix all this and turn us around?”

“I’ve no idea. The ship probably a few weeks, as a warship it’ll be a priority job. But I wonder about the block. We lost a lot of people in one shot. It’s been hard on unit morale.”

“How did a company end up there anyway? Anyone figure that one out?”

“The intel types guess that one of those outgoing ships brought them, and with our taking that planet they had no place to go, so they just left them there.”

“And with that frigate there, they knew where they couldn’t go.” I sighed.

“Exactly. Fortunes of war.”

“I don’t want them to break us up,” I growled. “We may have gotten our asses handed to us, but we’re still a good team. We took on that company and we survived.”

“I don’t know if it will be up to us,” she said. “Unless maybe we can turn the morale around.”

I thought about that as I rubbed my chin over the back of her head thinking.

“You’re always most dangerous when you’re quiet,” she said yawning.

I rumbled and yawned myself, “uh-huh."

As I fell asleep I thought about motivation, I knew what motivated me. 

 

 

The next day Captain Johnson called a meeting for the Block, or what was left of it. I looked around at the faces of the rest of the people there, the all looked beat, defeated. Even the Captain didn’t seem as optimistic as I remembered him to be.

“As you all know,” he began, “we’ll be making Tau Delta thirty-eight in a week. Several have asked about the future of this unit, of Falcon Block, after our losses.”

I had a pretty good idea where he was going; I could almost see it in his eyes. I raised my hand and stood.

“Yes Raj?” He asked.

“I’d like permission to address everyone before you continue Sir,” I said quietly. He looked at me, then at Lieutenant Aruba who just nodded.

“Permission granted.”

I nodded and walked to the front of the room and turned to face everyone.

“I don’t know how many of you know the reason why I’m here, or even care. I’m here because those people hurt my family, my friends. They were executed, raped, tortured, murdered, and I didn’t just hear it in an official notice, I saw it, I was there when we retook Timpleton. I got to see the kind of people that drive them, the ones that make the decisions, the ones that we’re fighting.

“We’re a good team, those of us here in Falcon block, those of the crew of the Falcon. We’ve had a lot of successes, and we’ve kicked a lot of ass. 

“A lot of ass.” I growled, “Including on this last mission which you all mistake as a defeat. And it burns me to see you acting like a cub running with its tail between its legs.”

I noticed everyone’s heads had come up, they were all looking at me, and many were glaring. They were mad.

“Yes we got nailed; yes we lost a lot of our friends and comrades, good people, good soldiers. But we didn’t lose. We came up against a company. An entire company of well trained fresh assault troops. Probably veterans like ourselves, and we not only survived those twenty to one odds, but we gave far better than we got!” I growled louder.

“We destroyed a frigate! We shot down four of their attack shuttles. We trashed an entire complex! And we killed at least a hundred of their men, probably more! We went down into their rabbit hole and grabbed them by the ears, and we kicked them in the ass! 

“And now what? You’re feeling beat? You think we lost? You want to break up the block and crawl home to lick your wounds? What would the rest of the Block say? The ones we left behind? Do you think they’d approve? HELL No! Of course not!” I almost yelled staring back at each of them, meeting their glares one by one.

“So the question is simple: Do we crawl home like a kit with its tail tucked, crying, ashamed, and beaten? OR do we stand tall and take it like an adult? Yes we got in one hell of a fight, but we didn’t come off second best and we’re NOT gonna quit until we’ve avenged the death of every last member of this block. Until we’ve had our revenge!”

I had them now; I could hear growls coming from all of them, they didn’t want to be beat, they didn’t want to be losers, or even thought of as losers, anymore than I ever had.

“When we get off the ship at dock, I don’t want them to see a group that’s been beaten and broken. I want them to see a Block that’s come through the fire and is harder for it, tougher for it, and has the will to WIN. The will to keep Fighting! I want them to see a Block so full of pride and spirit that they won’t even think to break us up! I want them to see what we are; I want them to see winners!

“So what’s it going to be? FALL OR FIGHT?”

“Fight!” They replied.

“WHAT?” I yelled at them.

“FIGHT!” They yelled back.

“ARE WE GONNA RUN?”

“FIGHT!"

They were on their feet now and suddenly nobody looked like a loser anymore. 

“FIGHT!” They yelled again.

I stepped back as they started to chant, the Captain smiling and stepping back forward as he waited for them to settle down.

“There is no doubt in my mind, now or ever, that I have been given the honor of leading the best troops in the history of our corp, hell, of any corp!”

They cheered that, I noticed even the wounded were standing or propped up.

“When we dock I want us to march off this ship looking sharp, the sharpest we’ve ever been. I want them to see just how good we are, I want them to know what WE know! We’ve got a week, lets get our gear in order, and make this place SHINE!”

“Yes Sir!” they all chorused together.

“Dismissed!"

Everyone fell out and strode off with a new sense of purpose, and no one had their head hung low.

“A moment Raj,” the Captain said walking over to me.

“Yes Sir.”

“I’d like to thank you for that, I was even starting to doubt myself and I think you put into words what we all needed to hear. Plus it sounded a lot better than what I had planned to say.”

“Thank you sir,” I felt a glow of pride. “I wasn’t sure how anyone was going to respond to what I said, but I had to say it.”

He nodded, “In order to keep the Block alive I’m going to have to shuffle a few people around to replace those who we lost. So I’m moving John to my top NCO spot to replace Hamilton, and I’m moving you into his old spot.”

“Thank you sir, I’ll do my best.”

“I’m sure you will, I’m also promoting you to Warrant 1st Class. Your actions today I think did more to save this block than any in that last action.”

I flicked my ears in embarrassment and saluted. “Thank you again Sir.”

“Thank you Raj, dismissed.”

 

A week later we marched off of the Falcon in perfect order, in full dress uniforms with every thing polished to a shine and every crease pressed sharp. Those who still could not walk we carried on stretchers in formation behind us. The Block’s quarters onboard the Falcon were also spic and span and shipshape. Everyone had worked hard around the clock for the last week to make everything perfect, to show we still had our pride. Captain Johnson marched us down to the head administrative office and put us at parade rest in the park across from it, and then both he and Captain Avera, who had also worn his dress uniform, went inside to report.

After a half hour someone came out and told Lieutenant Aruba that the Captain would be some time so we could be dismissed. Her reply was that the Block would await their Captain’s return.

It was several more hours before the Captain came out, accompanied by a human we’d never seen before. The Captain was smiling however so I know I felt better.

“Block, Attention!"

We all came too.

“This is Mister Castello, he is in charge of corporate operations, he’d like to address the Block.” Captain Johnson turned to him, “Sir?”

“Thank you Captain. I just want to say to all of you, the members of Falcon block, that Tri-Star Mining and Mineral appreciates your esprite de corp, your spirit, and your willingness to face hardships for the corporation and not let it sway your determination or pride. It makes us all proud to see you gentlemen standing tall, even in the face of your most difficult challenges. I agree with your Captain that such a unit should be kept together.

“The Ship will take ten days to repair and re-outfit, I’ve put it on the top of the priority list. I’ve also opened the call for replacements and volunteers to return your Block’s strength to its full complement before you leave. Keep up the good work; you’ve made us all very proud.”

He turned and nodded to the Captain, “Thank you Sir for the privilege. Good day.”

“Good day Sir!” The Captain saluted and turned back to the Block.

“Dismissed!”

We all took a step back, turned, and yelled together as we fell out.

“FIGHT!"
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Eighteen months later I was still serving on the Falcon, and the war was still going on. We had continued to raid the humanist movement's installations of course, and had dealt them a lot of damage. Lately we had been getting involved in some major battles as we finally located the rest of their primary bases. The campaign was obviously drawing to its conclusion at this point, and the rumor we picked up at every base we stopped at was that the final assault wasn't far away. 

It had been an enlightening process of course. We had been working closely with the member's of two other major Corporations, and several of the Unions were giving quiet support as well. In the last two years two minor companies had been totally wiped out in the fighting and Corporate maneuvering. Tri-Star and its allies were responsible of course, this had encouraged all of the other covert supporters of the humanists to drop them and get as much distance between them as quickly as possible.

Some of the other interesting things that had turned up on a few of the primary bases were prisoners. It seems that the humanists had taken some after all, using them to perform slave labor on their major installations, but only those places under the worse conditions and attrition at them we learned was high. About a thousand had been liberated, the movement at its height had taken several large groups but killed thousands more. The raid that had gotten Cassandra was the first of many that had taken place, and while that month’s strikes were primarily directed at Tri-Star, several other Corporations had been hit as well. Nobody really knew yet just how many of the smaller concerns had been completely wiped out by the humanists in this war either.

I was still sharing the room with Aruba, and she was still the Lieutenant in charge of the second platoon. I was still her second in command and had been promoted again bringing me up to Senior Warrant officer after a continuing string of outstanding performances. I wasn't taking insane risks anymore, but I was still taking a lot of calculated ones. 

Falcon block had done exceptionally well during this time too, earning numerous company citations and a lot of bonuses. Since our low spot after that moon base attack, were we had lost so many, our morale had never sagged again and our determination had reminded solid. As a group we were gaining a name for ourselves and getting the harder assignments, which further served to bolster our reputation and pride. Unfortunately this didn’t come cheap, out of my original squad only John, Clem, and Hess were still alive. From the time the unit had been formed nearly sixty percent of the original members had died, and of the replacements we had received, probably another eighty percent of them hadn't made it this far. That was a lot people, some of whom I'd known quite well.

We were now leaving Tau Delta thirty-eight once more, having taken on troops and supplies. We had taken on an additional sixty, besides the ten replacements we had needed. And had strapped on two more drop ships, the shuttles having been removed. With a hundred and twenty troops on board it was crammed. Troops were sharing eight to a room, and even Aruba had to share with the Lieutenant from the other block. At least we were on opposing shifts, so it wasn't too bad. I was glad I wasn't in a regular room however, the idea of hot bunking was never one I really enjoyed.

It was obvious of course that we were going somewhere big this time. Everyone was so keyed up that even having to spend three weeks in jump didn't seem to matter much. I managed to find out that we were going well outside of settled space and rendezvousing with a lot of other ships, I told Aruba as much later one night.

"How'd you find out that?" she asked, "Even Captain Johnson hasn't opened his orders yet."

"Simple, I held one of the ship's crew up against the ceiling and wouldn't let them down until they talked."

"If the Captain hears about that, he'll fine you for sure!" she laughed.

"I don't think the other person will talk," I smiled craftily.

"Oh? Why not?"

"Because the Exec probably doesn't want to admit to the Captain just what I was doing in her quarters." I smirked.

"Raj! You put the arm on the Exec!" she laughed again, "She's going to be out for revenge you know!"

"Hey, I told her a long time ago that I was going to get even with her for that joke she played on us last year. I just collected, that's all."

"I guess this mean's that they probably tracked down another big target," she sighed, "I hope it's the last one too. The fighting’s been a lot tougher this last year."

"Yeah, we've got their backs up against the wall at last."

 

 

Several days later we broke out of jump. We were in deep space all right; I snuck into one of the drop ships and looked out of the pilot's canopy to see for myself. I could also pick out the lights of six other ships; this was going to be a big one for sure. Later that shift both blocks were assembled in the hold. It was a pretty tight fit and quite a few ended up in the halls.

"Okay everyone," began Captain Avera, the Ship's Captain, "As you probably guessed already, this is it, the final assault."

There was quite a bit of applause and cheering at that, especially from the old timers in Falcon block. A lot of us were really starting to get tired of the constant fighting. We'd been through thirty separate actions since I'd joined.

He waited until everybody had quieted down. "We will be part of a force of thirty two ships," he began, "twelve of which are ours. The other five frigates as well as the two destroyers are here. Plus two troop transports carrying fifteen hundred a piece. That make's roughly over thirty seven hundred troops, and that's just from Tri-Star. The other two ships are the company's new cruisers; they'll be protecting the rest of us as we go in."

I hadn't heard that the company was building any cruisers! And from the looks on the faces of those around me, neither had anyone else.

"That's right the company built two heavies just for today," he smiled at the assembled troops who were beginning to like the idea. "Also there’s our two allies who are here as well, they are also contributing over three thousand troops each, and a lot of heavy artillery of their own."

Our two allies were The Lartansys Digital conglomerate, and the Hudson Trinity Corporation. Neither was in direct competition with the other, or us; the main thrust of each Corporation's business being in a different area. But all had extensive operations covering large amounts of space, and each had been hit pretty hard. So it was an alliance that worked out well. There were even rumors of a possible merger floating about of course, but I doubted it. The Earth government probably wouldn't let three of the larger corporations like that merge; they could end up being stronger than them.

Hell, the only reason they had allowed us to ally for this war was that while they didn't like humanists, it was too politically hot a subject for the Earth government to get involved in and deal with it themselves with the much larger Earth Fleet. That and the distance from Earth, they didn't like the idea of getting involved in a war that was primarily on the fringes of settled space. That was fine by us, it meant we got to keep what we took, plus I got the added pleasure of personally making the bastards pay for what they did to Cassandra and Nepal!

"So here's the scoop," the Captain continued bringing me back from my revery, "We are two days jump from the system and tomorrow, we will all enter jump together. We will come out three days drive from the target, with the other two groups coming out at approximately the same time in separate areas.

"This ship will then drive in with the Cruisers and the other Frigates and Destroyers. The Falcon and the Marconi will both make close passes to the planet, at which time both ships will drop four blocks of troops. We will then retreat as the others continue to soften up space based defenses. Your jobs will be to help soften up key ground targets so that the Main body of troops will be able to land three days later."

"Now your individual Commander's will be handing out your objectives and your orders. I don't need to tell you that you will be performing a key mission in the attack, but I will tell you that I have every confidence in you. Good luck!" He stepped down then, and Captain Johnson took his place.

"Okay everybody, as the Captain said, this is it. I will be distributing orders to the squad leaders after this briefing is over and Commander Thero will be doing the same for Eagle block. This action is going to be a squad action, and everybody will be carrying a lot of explosives. The primary Goal is Ground to Air defenses; the secondary is their command and control network. Once the main vanguard of troops has landed, you will be allowed to decide on your own targets. But don't go crazy okay? Let the other guys have a little glory, they haven't had all the opportunities we have, and I know they'll be upset if we don't leave something for them!"

Everybody laughed, only eight of the attacks in the War so far had required large troop actions.

He continued on then, and showed us the intelligence they had on the target planet on the screen behind him. It was a pretty well established settlement. According to our intel, it had been settled over a hundred years ago by the movement's founders and had been heavily fortified over the last five. It was definitely going to be a tough nut to crack.

After the primary briefing was over, I got my orders and went to a meeting with the other squad leaders and our two officers. I learned where we would all be dropped, and what my squad's target would be, a sensor installation used for both Ground to Air defenses and Orbital tracking. There was some kind of town nearby with what looked like a small military installation and some factories as well. They were my second and third targets.

We were going to be spread out pretty thin it seemed. Forty squads over a continent, with the next nearest being a hundred miles away. It could have been worse however, John's squad was being dumped four hundred miles from number five, which was itself two hundred away from the rest! 

One of the other companies was also sending in an advance team, but their troops would be hitting targets on the planet's other major continent, which had some settlements as well.

I spent the next several days drilling my squad and going over our objectives. They were all experienced veterans, even my 'newb' had already been on two missions, and so I knew I could count on them. I helped the Lieutenant organize the platoon's signals for the raid, there wouldn't be too many, we would be spread too far apart to give each other any aid. Then I helped her inspect and check the troops, after which we retreated to her cabin for a long goodbye.

We boarded our drop ships when the Falcon was still six hours out. If she got hit anytime during the pass, all of the drop ships would be immediately jettisoned to save as many of the troops as possible. Of course the chances of a drop ship surviving without the Falcon were fairly small, but it was better than nothing. 

The ride in was pretty rough, we got tossed around a lot, and pinned to the bulkheads a few times as the Captain made evasive maneuvers. But both the Falcon and the Marconi made it in to the upper atmosphere where they kicked us loose and then ran like the dickens. The drop ships then made their runs, dropping us at ten miles up, so nobody on the ground could tell exactly where we were dropped or where we were going. Once out of the ship, we were almost impossible to track with the large amounts of decoys dropping as well.

The only thing I wondered about the whole way down was where were the drop ships going after they dumped us? Both the Falcon and the Marconi would be passing the orbit of the outer moon by the time they finished the unloading. And I knew they didn't carry that much fuel.

During free fall I gathered my squad together; we formed a chain and headed for the area I had picked off of the intel maps. We made our landing without incident and after burying our parachutes and pressure gear, started the forty mile trek to our objective. We planned to get there by tomorrow, spend another day reconnoitering the installation, and then attack that night. We would then go after the military installation while the troop ships where still a half day away.

The trek in was very interesting, several times we had to take cover as patrols flew by overhead. I guess they knew we were out here somewhere, I just hope they didn't know where we were going. I found that kind of hard to believe however.

We would have to skirt the town to get to the sensor station, and as we neared it the over flights increased dramatically. I was forced to skirt the area about ten miles further out than I wanted to. Once we started heading away however, I noticed the flights didn't follow us. It seemed they were more worried about the town's environs.

I brought my squad up on the hill closest to the installation at midnight, and we set out to do our reconnaissance. That morning we found shelter and compared notes. It was pretty well guarded all right; there were two layers of sentries around the place. Both my second in command and myself had managed to get by the first of these without being noticed. The second line was a lot tougher however. We finally worked out a plan, and then went to sleep for eight hours so we'd be fresh that night.

We stashed our extra gear in the bushes where we had slept, taking most of the explosives. It took us about an hour to work our way around to the spot where my corporal had crawled through last night, we had both agreed this was the better of the two places. When we came up on the guards on the second line, we waited for a good fifteen minutes until there were only two. Then I put three throwing stars into the throat of one, while Brasile my corporal, threw his knife and got the other.

After moving up and retrieving our weapons, we hid the bodies and waited for the other two sentries to return. Ten minutes later they were dead and no alarms had been sounded. I had my squad take up the sentry's positions then, it was dark and unlit, so nobody should notice the difference unless they looked closely. As we were in the inner ring now, everybody else would hopefully be looking the other way.

While Brasile and the other three kept watch, Hess and I went to work on one of the ventilation shafts that led into the underground building. I worked on the welds with acid, while he bypassed the security systems. 

After about fifteen minutes of paranoia, the vent came open and four of us went down inside. We split up and started carefully looking for places to put our charges. Each explosive weighted one pound and had a timer, they were all preset for later tonight, so we just had to find them a home. 

I crawled quietly through the vent work, occasionally climbing out into an empty room to hide a charge or two. When I found the room that contained the emergency fuel cells, I hid six of them just in case. My other major coup came when the vent led to a room that was next door to the armory. I left five charges in there; hopefully it would set off a chain reaction.

Almost an hour later we crawled back out; that nobody had discovered the missing sentries was a testament to the skill of the two I had left behind. They had killed the two officers that had come out to check up on them ten minutes ago. We left immediately then, our luck wasn't going to hold much longer.

I looked over at Brasile as we worked our way out through the outer perimeter, I could see he was covered with blood.

"Are you okay?" I whispered once we were through.

"Yeah, I'm fine, this isn't mine."

"What happened?"

"I lucked out and found the main computer room. While I was placing charges some Tech came in. I had to hide his body in the vent, so I got covered with his blood," he smiled.

We spread out then on the perimeter, and when the charges went off, the whole outer line turned to watch in surprise. Four hundred pounds of high explosives does make a nice display. We took advantage of their distraction to open up on the group of sentries nearest to us, cutting down quite a few before they took cover. We then used the added confusion to take off for the hills, and made it back to our impromptu camp without incident. Gathering up the rest of our gear we headed off for the military installation in town. I secretly hoped it was as small as it looked on the map we had been given, we had been terribly lucky so far, but it was only four hours till dawn. I wasn't sure we'd be able to continue with our plans once it was daylight now that they knew we were here.

 

It was fifteen miles to our next target and we constantly had to hide as copters flew overhead looking for us, this was slowing our movement considerably. We finally headed down by the road, as we noticed they weren't concentrating as heavily on that. We made better time there, even though we had to stay off of it and in the bushes most of the time. At least you could keep walking in the brush, the trucks going by made so much noise that being heard was the least of our worries.

We figured we were passed by about a hundred troops as we headed in. They must have been pulling everybody out to look for us. I wondered if they had any idea how few we were? Probably not, at least that station was going to be out for a long time. We had left the dishes and the grids intact of course. It was easier to go after the people and the machinery that ran it. But even if they were ready for this, it would still take a few days to connect all that stuff to new equipment. I hoped they'd waste the personnel trying myself.

Our luck not only continued to hold, but got better as the night went on. We came across what appeared to be a lone staff car coming down the road in our direction. I quickly shouldered my rifle and put a single round in the rear tire from the bushes. I had the rifle set for subsonic, so it didn't make enough noise for them to hear. 

After the driver had stopped and got out to look at the tire, I used hand signals to get my squad in position. When he bent over to look, I put a round in the side of his throat and he went all the way down. When the back door opened a second later to check on what happened to the driver, three knives flew in and the two people inside quickly stopped moving.

It turned out to be one of the local military and I think the mayor. We dragged the bodies into the brush and quickly changed the tire. I let corporal Brasile drive then, while looking over the equipment in the car.

"You guys see anything of interest in the back?" I asked as I examined the comm unit and rummaged through the map compartment.

"Just a thermos of coffee and a few sandwiches. Want some?"

“Sure.”

I had a drink, but left the food to them. The comm was a pretty simple affair, really just a basic radio, so I turned it up and we listened. It wasn't too hard to tell that they were looking for us, but they were keeping the talk to a minimum. I guess they were smart enough to know that we might be listening.

I directed Brasile to turn off on a side road as we got near our destination, when we got close enough we found a place to hide the car, then started walking again. When we finally made it to the installation, we had less then two hours before sunrise, the car had made up for a lot of lost time.

"Something look strange to you?" I asked Hess as we looked at the place through Binoculars. 

"Yeah, it's too close to the town, and the town's surrounded by a fence with lights facing in instead of out."

"Prison camp?" I asked looking at the towers spaced around the 'town'.

"Looks like, I don't see anybody on the streets though, so I wonder whose inside?" he continued looking at the streets.

"Too bad there isn't any breeze tonight or we'd probably be able to smell it." I stopped scanning the camp and turned my attention to the military compound, "You know, those towers are all automated, I bet it really doesn't take a big force to hold this place."

He looked at me thoughtfully, and then smiled, "and we've seen a lot of troops heading in the opposite direction."

"I bet once the shooting starts, they won't even think about trying to take back a place like this either." I said thoughtfully. I motioned the others up then and gave them a quick summery of my ideas.

"Well," said Brasile, "The main installation isn't fortified against any kind of outside attack, it should be pretty easy."

"Okay, let’s do it then!" I smiled at them and everybody smiled back. The idea of rescuing prisoners was always a popular one, unfortunately in this conflict there had been too few to be saved.

We took all of the remaining explosives, about fifty pounds worth, and started out by placing charges on the six towers closest to us. That would open up an escape hole for the prisoners should our efforts fall short. Next we circled around to the far side of the installation, sunrise was now only thirty minutes away and the false dawn was already beginning to rob us of cover.

There were only four sentries on duty in the compound, two at the front gate, and another two at the gate to the camp inside. We were able to find and identify all of the external sensors pretty quickly. Finding an area that was covered by only one camera, we started in, the other sensors were easily bypassed or avoided. On my signal one of my troops shot the camera out with her silenced rifle, and the rest of us then charged down to the fence and in less than twenty seconds had bypassed the sensor strands and cut a hole. I then sent Hess and Jan to take out the two at the front and Brasile to get the two at the back. Grabbing my last troop I started sneaking around the buildings and we placed the last of our charges on the most likely looking ones.

Hess and Jan caught up with us then, and we took cover as the charges on the towers started blowing. 

The camp's lights and alarms all went off at once and people started running out of doorways just as the buildings we had mined started to explode. There had only been enough charges to cover about six of the structures so we quickly found ourselves in a firefight with about thirty of the enemy troops. Kay our sharpshooter was picking them off from her position on the rise behind them, and Brasile had a good flanking position as well. With the remaining four of us concentrating fire from the front, it didn't look too good for them. But I was still surprised when they started waving a white flag.

"Hold your fire!" I called over the comm circuit.

"You sure you don't want us to just finish them off?" Came back Brasile's reply on the comm.

I looked at the buildings that they were still holding, if they retreated back into those they could hold us off for hours, and I still had no idea which one was the control center. "No, let's take 'em prisoner. I don't want to sit here all day. Be careful though everybody! I don't want to fall into any traps.

"Throw down your weapons and stand up with your hands on your head!" I called out, and watched carefully as they complied. "Okay, now march single file over to the perimeter fence!" I again watched as they followed orders.

"Kay," I spoke into the comm, "If they try anything, cut 'em down."

"Sure thing Sir," she replied quietly.

"You two go and start a building to building search," I pointed to two of the three with me, "Take it slow and careful, if you're not sure toss in a grenade or something okay?"

"Yes Sir!" and they started off across the grounds.

"Cover me Hess, I'm going to check these guys out," I said as I started cautiously over towards the prisoners. There were actually about sixteen of them and none of them looked like real soldiers, about what you'd expect for a prison camp detail I guess. I checked my watch; it was still about four hours until the main forces were due to hit. 

"Okay, who's in command here?" I growled at them. "Keep your hands on your head!" I yelled and pointed my rifle as one started to raise his hand.

"I am sir," he said putting his hands back. "I am Colonel Ulm of the Work Camps division. I run this camp."

"Unn Raj," I heard the Corporal's voice on the comm, "We got people starting to come out of the buildings and they're headed this way."

"What are they?" I asked,

"Looks like a real mixed group from here, both Hum's and ani's. Mostly ani’s though. Any orders?"

"Not yet," I turned my full attention back to the Colonel. "Okay Colonel, is this all of your staff?"

"All that survived, that building you destroyed over there had another six in it, and I don't know what you did to my four guards on duty."

"Where's the command center?"

"It's the building your men are checking out," he nodded with his chin in its general direction.

"Fine, now what is the purpose of this camp?" I was scanning them over carefully. A few seemed pretty nervous about the whole thing. I made sure I had my rifle on full auto in case anybody tried anything. They all looked at me as I flipped the selector.

"You're not going to execute us are you?" the Colonel started shocked, "We're prisoners!"

"Just answer the question," I growled, "Your side is the one that goes in for executions."

He looked a little nervous for a second, "The present purpose of this camp is to provide workers at the factory inside the camp."

"What do they make?" I asked curious.

"Computer chips, and optical equipment. Nothing dangerous, just thing's we need for our economy."

"And war effort too, right?" I stated bluntly, at least it didn't sound too bad.

"Sir, you should take a look at this!" Came Tran's voice over the circuit, "I found skins in the commander's office, Cat skins!"

"What's the name on the door?" I asked.

"Colonel Ulm," she replied angrily.

"Colonel," I said flipping my visor up so he could clearly see what I was, "I've just had an interesting discovery reported from your office," I stared at him, "Any last words?"

"What? Those were from escapees! You can't execute me, I'm a prisoner!"

"Watch me," I said coldly and zapped him right there in front of his people. I started at the head and just cut straight down, "Any other junior taxidermist's in the group?" I looked at the others; one in particular wasn't looking too well at all.

"Maybe you?" I asked and started to point the gun at him.

"No please don't, I haven't killed anyone!" he was looking desperate.

I was aware of Brasile coming up behind me with several others; I guess they were from the camp.

"Soldier, please don't shoot that man!" I heard somebody say behind me. 

It was like being struck with lightning, every strand of fur stood up on my body, my tail went rigid and started to quiver. I knew that voice.

"Cassy?" I turned around and let my rifle point at the ground. I looked at the female Leopard standing with Brasile. Her coat was pretty ragged and she was thin as a rail, but it was her alright! 

"Raj?" she asked peering at me through half closed eyes, dull from malnutrition.

"Cassandra!" I yelled and grabbed her, "I thought you were dead!" I hugged her for all I was worth.

"Raj, please! Not so hard," she gasped, then as I eased off, "I didn't think I'd ever see you again either! It's been really bad; a lot of us didn't make it this long."

I turned and looked over my shoulder at the prisoners lined against the fence; both Hess and my Corporal were keeping an eye on them now. "So why shouldn't I shoot the rest of them?" I asked snarling.

"Please Raj," she said quietly, "let the others here decide what to do with them. But as to George over there," she pointed to the man I'd had been thinking of shooting next. "He was one of the better ones and helped a lot of people survive, including me."

"You, George," I motioned to him, "Come here!"

He walked over very quietly.

"In a few hours all hell is going to break loose, if you got any family I suggest you grab them and go hide in the woods."

He looked at me.

"You're free to go," I said quietly, "You saved her life, so I'm giving you yours. I suggest you take it." I then called out on the comm and told everyone to let him pass.

"Thank you both, very much!" he said, and then took off running like the devil himself was after him. Maybe he was.

"What happens in a few hours?" asked Cassandra as I started walking to the command center with my arm around her. By now the other former prisoners had picked up the discarded weapons and were searching the new prisoners. Some they weren't treating too gently either.

"Brasile, you're in charge out here. Tran go join Kay and keep an eye out for the enemy." I unkeyed the mike on the comm circuit and turned back to Cassandra, "In four hours the main forces are going to start their landing. The ships are probably entering orbit even now."

"How many do you have with you?" she asked looking around as I sat down in a chair by one of the security consoles. I pulled her down onto my lap.

"Just the squad, we were sent to take out a local sensor array. After that we came down here to stir up some trouble, I sure didn't expect to find a prison camp, or even you!" I started kissing her then.

"Oh that feel's nice," she smiled at me, "But I don't think this is the right time. Plus I'm really not in the best of shape right now," she smiled again.

"I don't care," I grinned myself. "But you're right; I've got you so I can wait a little longer." I started looking at the displays. The gear was all still active, so I started seeing what could be used to scan outside the walls. The automated guns on the towers would only face inside of course, but their cameras would scan outside as well. 

"So how did you end up here?" I asked keeping my arm around her and not letting her off my lap.

"When we were hit on Trundle, they came in such a large force that there was no way we could resist. Once we surrendered they took those that they thought they could use." She stuck her face in my chest then, "and they killed the rest!" She finished quietly. "It was terrible Raj, the things they did, and the things we had to do to survive. I did a lot of things I'm not proud of, believe me."

"Hey, as long as it kept you alive, I don't care what it was okay? I mean that, whatever you had to do is alright with me." I kissed the top of her head again. "You know you've got a nice little case of ringworm here?"

"Yes silly," She laughed, "I know all about it. It's one of the things they keep circulating around the camp to keep us depressed. They kept our claws cut to nubs as well, and threatened to pull fangs if you didn't behave."

"Ugh, what about the Colonel?"

"You mean the one you tried to cut in half with a rifle?" She frowned at me. "Yeah he was a bad one alright, so were a lot of his staff. I really don't think many of them will be alive come tonight. A few like George will survive though; he didn't like some of the things that were being done. Felt that if we were dumb animals like everybody said, then they had a responsibility to treat us better."

"I'm surprised they let him live!" I said shocked.

"He kept his mouth shut around the brass, believe me, he does have a family and didn't want them to go hungry. 

"So how did you end up in a special ops combat group?" She looked questioningly at me, "I thought you were assigned to a transport?"

"Well, about the time you got grabbed I was on a survey. The Astra got in battle someplace else and had to go straight to dry-dock; I guess it took a beating. Anyway things went bad on the survey and we weren't rescued for quite awhile. When I heard about you, you can imagine what happened. Then I volunteered for the worst thing I could find and this was it."

"You couldn't have been too bad," she snuggled a little bit, "I mean you're still among the living!"

"Only because my friends stopped me before I went too far," I admitted, "I was pretty bad there for a while though, did some pretty nasty things myself."

She looked into my eyes for a while then, "I don't know Raj, you look okay to me."

"Wait till you hear the stories the troops tell," I winced, "I even deserve a few of them!"

"Sir! I have a truck approaching on the road!"

"Damn!" I keyed the mike back on, "How far, and what's it got?"

"Look's like five minutes max and I'd say it was empty."

"Okay, get everybody under cover. If they come within range, open up on them. If they just see the damage they may think nobody's around, so don't show yourselves."

They didn't come near however, as soon as they saw the six destroyed towers; they backed up and took off. That was fine with me; I sure didn't want to have to defend this place.

"I guess we've talked long enough, I better go see about holding this place until we can get some reinforcement's here," I got up and sat her back down in the chair. "What condition are these people in? Can any of them fight?"

"Oh, they'll fight, don't worry about that Dear! They'll fight!"

We did manage to set up some defenses. It didn't take long to get the guns out of the towers and break into the small local armory. There were about five hundred prisoners in the camp, and I had arms for about seventy of them.

The only trouble we had though was when a copter flew over to check us out. We weren't able to shoot it down, but we did hit it. Shortly after that our forces’ main attack started, and I managed to raise one of the command ships on our radio. After hearing our situation they promised us some more troops and told us to sit tight.

Normally I would have been upset that I couldn't just go looking for trouble, but for once I was happy with the situation. The rest of my squad kept looking at me with disbelief, as I told them to relax, take it easy, and just keep their eyes open for any trouble. 

Maybe it was the idiot grin I had plastered on my face?

Out of the fourteen prisoners that we had taken, only four survived. I didn't ask the former prisoners what they did with them; I felt that was their business. The four they left alive we kept locked up however, I didn't want to take any chances.

Our reinforcements showed up about six hours after the invasion started, we got four squads of light infantry, one of which had a couple of handheld mortars. So I was fairly confident about the military situation. They also airdropped some supplies, and those with medical training among the former prisoners started treating everybody who needed it.

They never did come and try to take back the prison camp. We were there for ten days while the battle raged around the planet. We lost our four squads three days later when the area was declared secure. They set up a field hospital here though, taking advantage of the number of doctors that had been among the prisoners, so a lot of the walking wounded ended up on the perimeter keeping their eyes open, in case anybody did show up.

The battle ended quicker than a lot of us expected. Once they saw that they were going to lose, they turned on their leaders and executed them all, quite a few of the population suicided too. Then they surrendered unconditionally. The drop ships came in to pick us up four days later. The ice that was caked on the landing gear answered my question as to where they had hid out during the battles. 

Each unit was going back to its own frigate. I waited for the second trip myself and walked with Cassandra up the ramp. I hadn't let her out of my sight once since I had first put my arms around her, and had no intention of starting now.

"Uh excuse me Raj," said the drop ship's navigator, he was the same Wolf WSO that had welcomed me when I had first signed aboard. "But the freed prisoners are going back on one of the transports."

I looked at him real carefully and he started to get real nervous, "Excuse me Toumey," I said slowly, "allow me to introduce my mate Cassandra."

He looked even more nervous then, "I don't think the Captain's going to like this!"

"Let me worry about that!" I purred, and dragged a surprised Cassandra past him and into the ship. I found us a section of shock webbing that was unoccupied.

"Did I miss something?" she asked looking at me, "Just when did we become mated?"

"When I saw you were still alive," I smiled putting my head in her lap. The ship was almost empty, so I took advantage of the extra room and stretched out. "Do you think I could possibly stand the thought of losing you again? Once nearly killed me."

"Don't I get a say in this?" she asked, "How do you know there isn't someone else?"

"Of course you do, and I sorry if I hurt your feelings by assuming that it was a yes. As for somebody else, just tell me who and I'll see that he gets a proper burial when I'm finished with him." I peeked then to she if she was smiling, she was.

"I bet you would too!"

"Of course, so do I get an answer to my proposal?" I looked up at her then.

"Yes and yes!" she leaned over and kissed me again. "If you're willing to take me when I look like this, I'd be a fool to pass it up!"

"Ah, a few pounds and you'll look fine."

"What about the Captain? What'll he say?" she asked worried as we lifted for the Falcon.

"He'll say yes or else!" I growled.

When we got to the ship the Captain actually met the shuttle, I was totally surprised, but I tightened my grip around Cassandra. He saw that and smiled at me, "Congratulations, I'm glad to see things worked out so well for you. Now grab your gear, I want you off this ship in six hours."

"Excuse me," I asked shocked, "Sir?" I added hurriedly.

He laughed at my expression, "Mated couples aren't allowed in special ops Raj, not that I expect this unit to be onboard after our next stop. I also have a feeling that several members of the crew aren't going to be happy to see you suddenly pulled from circulation, one especially."

I thought about that, I guess that Aruba pretty much had considered me hers.

"Anyway," he continued, "I don't want the crew to see the 'Terror of Falcon Block' walking around besotted, they'd be laughing too hard to do anything. So I got you a berth on one of the transports, the Captain was more than willing to cooperate. Good luck Raj, we'll all miss you!"

I saluted, and went to collect my things with Cassandra in tow.

I quickly packed my belongings, most of which was my combat gear of course, I handed Cassandra my extra rifle and tossed the stereo on top of everything in the duffel bag.

"Just one second soldier!" I heard a growl as I started for the door. I looked up and saw Aruba in the passageway.

"Hi Aruba, I guess you've heard the news by now right?" I asked nervously.

"Yes I did, and you better not be planning to leave without saying goodbye!" I thought I heard a note of pleading there.

"No of course not," I dropped the bags and gave her a big hug; it took me a minute to separate myself. She didn't want to let go. I then turned sideways in the door, "Aruba, let me introduce Cassandra, my mate." I looked at her while she examined Cassandra.

"I see they didn't treat you too well down there huh?" she replied in a neutral voice.

"No, it'll be awhile before I'm totally fit again," she said quietly. "Thank you for taking care of him for me, I'm sorry you didn't get what you want, but as long as I'm still alive he's mine!" She suddenly didn't look so weak anymore and Aruba backed off surprised, even I was a little shocked at how fiercely she’d said those last two words.

Aruba looked at the both of us then and smiled, "Well good luck, and take care of each other," she ducked into the room then as we cleared the doorway closing the door behind her.

"I really didn't want to hurt her," I said quietly as we headed down to the shuttle access way.

"Don't worry, she'll get over it I'm sure," said Cassandra as she followed me down the hall. 

I was surprised to see both my squad and John's there as we got to the access. Even Captain Johnson was there. They all wished me and Cassandra good luck; I think everybody knew the story about us by now. Then they told her a few of the more outrageous stories about me while I prayed for the shuttle to show up noticing some of the glances that Cassandra was giving me as they listed my various insanities. It did eventually and we waved goodbye and I dragged my gear aboard.

"They really liked you Raj," she smiled, "I see you have developed a good knack for making friends."

"Well, I try, believe me. They're the second most important thing I have!" and I smiled at her.

"How much of those stories were true anyway?" she asked looking very dangerous all of the sudden.

"Ummm," I said quietly, "More than I want to admit, take a look at my list of commendations sometime. Aruba used to get on my case about it all the time."

"Well," she smiled sweetly again. "That's all going to stop now, or I'll break your kneecaps! Understand?"

"I promise to behave," I said putting my hand over my heart and laughing.

"I've heard that one before!" she sighed.

At that moment the intercom came on and told us to make ourselves secure. The ride took only about twenty minutes; I had hoped it would be longer however, we were both enjoying the privacy.

The shuttle docked then, and they brought the air pressure up on the outside. When the door opened I picked up my gear and followed Cassandra out the rear hatch. I stopped and dropped my bags when I saw who was there.

"Terease, Banner, Balizar, Sharazad!" I started; I was back on the Astra! And surprisingly quite a few of my old friend's were still there, I saw Mist and Lyle, Ron the shuttle op's Chief, and some of the older flight crews, even Marcus! I introduced Cassandra to everybody of course, and Sharazad took her under her wing immediately.

Everybody wanted to hear the story about what had happened, and where I had been.

"The Captain told us only an hour ago that he had got you back on the crew, and that you had a mate now as well!" smiled Balizar, "So of course we all had our hopes up Raj."

 "Well, I'm glad to be back, that's for sure!" I smiled at everybody, "Does anybody know where our room is by chance?"

"Sure Raj, you're in five forward, E deck. Why?"

"Unfinished business," I smiled at Balizar, then recovering Cassandra from Sharazad, I picked her up left for our room. I could hear everybody laughing as we left the flight deck.

"What's the rush Raj?" asked Cassandra, eyes sparkling mischievously.

"Now that we've finally got some privacy, I want to consummate our lifemating," I growled.

We got to the room without further incident then, and both growled at anyone who knocked on the door for a long time after that.
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The Astra's next stop was going to be Hobson's Choice of course, the regular troops were all being left behind as an occupation force with the other transport and the cruisers providing support. We loaded up all of the freed prisoners that belonged to Tri-Star, and some of the ones whose companies weren't present. The trip back took about a month, the Astra was riding pretty light, and so the trip was a quick one. By the time we made port Cassandra had recovered most of her weight and was working on her strength.

Dave also wrangled his way back on the Astra before we left, I’d need a WSO when I went back to my old duties obviously, and with the war over he saw no need to stick with the Falcon. 

There was a lot of celebrating that took place once we were given leave. I saw Gabe and Karen, who were both very happy and still planned to marry. Kathy was very happy for me as well, Cassandra was a little growly at first. She was still being pretty possessive, but I know that if I had run into any of her old lovers right now, I'd have acted worse. She and Kathy had a little talk then, and I was surprised to see Cassandra's whole attitude change afterwards.

I found out later that Kathy was involved very seriously with Sunil of all people! Cassandra laughed when I complained about being beat out by my brother.

I later learned that when Falcon block returned to Tau Delta thirty eight they were given an award's banquet, during which everybody was heavily decorated. They then passed out the bonuses and dissolved the Block, striking the unit until such time as the company needed it again, and putting the ship back into mothballs. I received quite a few awards myself. The nicest was the company's distinguished service award, with clusters.

Everybody in my old squad got that one for rescuing the prison camp. It turned out that extermination orders had gone out to all the camps during the battle. One camp hadn't been so lucky, and nearly half the prisoners were dead by the time our forces showed up.

As for the money situation, I had gotten eighteen bonuses over the last two years, but what I got for saving that camp was more than all of that combined. It turned out to be a percentage of the value of everyone we had saved; I heard that even the companies that weren't involved in the battle kicked in!

Cassandra was fairly well off too. She had almost three year's back pay, with a severe hazard bonus added in, that last came from a raid on the movement's cash holdings, so it was a nice chunk too.

I eventually had to tell her about Herza and my offspring of course. I waited till she was recovered; I didn't want her to hurt herself. Her reaction was about what I expected; you can still see the scar on my nose if the light's right. But she forgave me of course, and then sent a letter to Herza threatening murder if she sold my children to the company. She was happy to find out the Herza had no intention to. I secretly feared the day those two met, in many ways they were both too much alike and if they didn’t kill each other, they’d surely kill me.

As for the future, I used all of the ‘brownie points’ my commendations had gotten me, plus the Captain's recommendation, to get into helmsman training. I would be able to do that onboard the Astra, and I know it made Cassandra happy. The thought that I was moving farther away from combat made her purr for a week. I was still flying shuttles of course; I would be for a long time I was sure, but a career path that led away from all things combat related really made her happy. I still did the bar fights and competed in the ship matches of course, Cassandra even came along to watch. I think she liked seeing me kick butt; she definitely wasn’t the passive type obviously.

Cassandra was able to find a berth in the ship's intelligence group, and was actively trying for a bridge position herself. So all things considered, the future was bright indeed. 
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