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Part I - Escrow

 

 

 

            I gasped as I stumbled back, momentarily off balance, and fell on my butt. Everybody stopped talking momentarily to look at me, sitting there on the floor in a most undignified position, legs spread out and him towering over me. All seven and a half plus feet of him.

            "I'm sorry if I startled you," he rumbled deeply and a little drunkenly as he bent over and extended his hand. "Allow me."

            I ignored the hand. "You want ME?" I asked shocked, and frankly a little scared. He was huge!

            "Yes, I want you. What could be wrong with that?" He spoke slowly and carefully, enunciating his words. He had obviously had more than a little to drink. Who knows what else he had in his system as well. They didn't put too many restrictions on the morphs who worked the mines, they pretty much got whatever they wanted.

            "You sure you wouldn't rather have somebody else?" I said quietly looking him over. He was a strong one, weighted four hundred if he weighed a pound, all muscle too. I looked around at the bouncers, they were ignoring the whole scene, obviously they weren't going to mess with him. Everybody else was watching to see what would happen next.

            "No Foxy," he grinned as he said that, showing a very well kept set of fangs. "I want you tonight."

            I took the hand and let him help me up. I was obviously just a feather to him. He pulled me close, not that I had any say in the matter, I couldn't have refused him if I had wanted too.

            I looked up into his face as he wrapped his arms around me, I thought I was going to be crushed, but he was surprisingly gentle. I only came up to his chest, so he carefully lifted me until I my face was even with his.

            "Well Foxy?" He smiled. "My cred's good."

            I thought about it a moment. He did smell good, his fur had a nice musky scent to it. But then I'd been a sucker for cats ever since, well since I got sent here. And I never had done it with a tiger before. He was paying, and I probably would get in trouble if I refused him anyway.

            Plus there was no telling how he might react if I refused him as well ...

            "Why not?" I grinned back and gave him a hug, "Just don't crush me to death okay? I'm just a little fox you know."

            "Don't worry about a thing," he smiled and gave me a buss, then a kiss.

            For my part I kissed him back. Why not? He was paying for it and I always tried to enjoy my work.

            The crowd noticed the apparent agreement and went back to other things. The bouncers noticed me again, now that there wouldn't be any trouble. And my new friend carefully set me down. I led him out the back to my room. It was a good distance from the bar, furthest of all the working rooms. I liked the distance and the greater privacy.

            Once there I led him in, and helped him out of his coveralls. Not that he needed the help, he seemed to be in fairly good control, even if his breath told me he should be otherwise. After nine months of working at this job I had become a fair judge of intoxication. But I enjoyed my work, like I said. I could have ended up in the mines after all, and at a hundred and ten pounds, I wouldn't have lasted a week. It's tough work and I just wasn't built for that kind of thing.

            Next he surprised me by helping me remove my clothes, then carried me over to the rather large bed in my quarters. All the workers here had them, sometimes we 'entertained' more than one, and some of us were a bit large. Normally one of the bigger girls would have taken care of this one. Why he wanted me I had no idea.

            He quickly allayed my fears of being crushed, or of any other injuries for that matter. Sex with any of the Cats is often a very physical event. So is sex with another fox for that matter, and I enjoy it very much. But for all that he was the biggest damn cat I had ever made love to, he was also the most gentle. Combine that with the way he would so easily move me to where ever he wanted, that totally unconscious display of strength so far beyond that of anybody I had ever slept with before ...

            Well I enjoyed myself quite thoroughly, and made damn sure he did too!

            Afterwards, quite a bit afterwards actually, he had a lot of stamina. Anyway afterwards I awoke from a short nap to find him holding me in his arms, his whole body literally wrapped around mine. I could feel as well as hear the contented rumbles coming from deep inside his chest as he slept. I looked at the orange and black striped fur of his arms, were it crossed over the red of my own fur. I found it interesting that the black of my hands and feet were the same shade as his stripes.

            I looked over at the clock then, and gave a small start of surprise. Over three hours had gone by!

            "Hey lover boy!" I gently prodded at him with an elbow.

            No response.

            "Hey! wake up!" I yelled and hit him with the elbow as hard as I could.

            "Hmmm?" I heard sleepily.

            "You gotta go now, urrr, whatever your name is. You have to leave."

            "Wha' for?" He grumbled sleepily, "I'm paying aren't I?"

            "Yeah you're paying, you're paying to sleep right now too! They charge the same whether you sleep or screw."

            "So? What should you care?" He asked waking.

            "I don't like to see my clients get errrr," I didn't think the word 'screwed' would fit here. After all that is what I wanted to see my clients get. "soaked," I finished. "Besides, I enjoy my work and I don't want you to feel cheated. I'd rather earn my pay."

            "Do you?" He looked down surprised, "Enjoy your work that is?"

            "Yes I do, I picked this job." I didn't mention that the other choices were very few, and far worse. "And after that last little work out you gave me, I think it would be obvious!" I grinned at him and started to use my hands to their best advantage.

            "All the other cats told me the same thing, that's why I decided to try you. But why did you pick this? And here of all places?" 

            "That's none of your business," I said gently and changed the subject, "and just what is your name anyway?" I smiled disarmingly.

            "I'm Jack, Foxy." He gave me a lopsided smile.

            "It's Dialene, not 'Foxy'. And how did you end up here Jack?"

            "I like Foxy," he rumbled and shot me an embarrassed grin. "and I apologize for prying."

            I gave him a little pat, "Well it's time you went back to work, Jack."

            And he did too.

            Later that evening I finished up with my last customer, another cat, this one a Leopard. A lot of cats ended up here in the mines, they would fight too much and get into trouble sooner or later. A few years working here supposedly made a lot of them think twice when they left. For the most part though there were very few foxes anywhere on this chunk of rock. Foxes weren't really equipped for this kind of labor.      Also most foxes were too smart to get into the kind of trouble that would earn you a tour in this hell hole.

            Or at least too smart to get caught! I amended when I thought of all the things I had seen my old friends do.

            I sighed as I headed back to my room. For a job that you did laying down, and in bed, it was pretty tiring. Collapsing on the bed, I didn't even bother to change the sheets, the smell of my last customer and our mingled scents easing me into my sleep.

            After what had happened back then, I hated to sleep alone, so when I had to I preferred to at least have the scent of another if not their actual body. 

            I awoke later feeling refreshed. I sat up and noticed Gena at my door smiling at me.

            "Boy this place reeks!" She teased. "Don't you change sheets?"

            "Oh, you know how I love the smell of cats," I teased her back. Gena was a Mountain Lion morph herself. The only reason she was here and not in the mines was due to an extreme allergic reaction to the dust that was everywhere down there. Up here at least it could be managed without endangering her life. 

            I think she enjoyed all the attention too.

            "So what happened with that mountain that decided to climb you last night?" She laughed as I followed her to the showers. Her coated smelled strongly of Rottweiler I noticed. 

            I though a moment, "Oh you mean that tiger, Jack."

            "That his name? I thought we'd see you in the med unit after he left. He's a monster."

            "You mean you haven't slept with him before? I figured he'd been with all the cats here before he tried me." I said surprised.

            "You think a guy like that has any problems finding what he wants among the Queens working in the mines? I've never seen him here before and I doubt there's a bigger cat, or carnivore even, on this whole damn rock."

            "So why did he want me?" I asked confused as we entered the showers. We both shared a stall, cleaning one's fur is always easier if you've got someone to do your back.

            "Oh I don't know," she smiled with a look that told me she did know.

            "Give kitty!" I barked and grabbed her tail and pulled.

            "Okay! Okay!" She laughed, Even if she was the smallest of the cats working here, she was still bigger than me. "You've made it pretty clear that you like cats," And she gave me a wink. "And all the Toms are just interested in checking you out."

            "And some of the Queens too!" I laughed back at her, "But honestly what's a fox to do? There aren't that many male foxes here, and lets face it most canines are just too slavish. Even the wolves are packers, I like individuals."

            "Yeah, yeah, you've told me that line before," she replied exasperated, then hit me in the face with one of the water jets.

            "But don't expect me to believe it!" she laughed as I retaliated.

            We tussled a little longer before getting out and drying off, then we got dressed and headed out to the kitchens. I greeted the others as we arrived, then got to work.

            I didn't mind the kitchens too much. True it wasn't as much fun as drinking and screwing all night. But the company didn't want us to just be sex machines. We were officially called physical sex therapists, or something like that. We were supposed to help relieve stress and whatever, for pay of course.

            Actually we were just hookers in a bordello. There was a 40 to one ratio here. This was a penal camp of sorts and most females didn't get into the kind of trouble the males did. Most of those that did got the option to do less lethal work.

            It wasn't the greatest thing in the world, but to be honest we were treated a lot better than most corps would have treated us. My old corp would have just worked everybody in the whole damn place to death and not given a damn. But then they were always having labor problems. Even here in 'jail' most of these folks were better behaved then back where I had come from.

            Anyway, we made the dinners and a lot of the deserts as well. I had to admit four hours a day cooking did a lot for my state of mind. Even if I was afraid to be alone anymore, it was nice to be able to be alone in my thoughts among the other workers. It was also a good rest after the twelve hours of the bar and the bed.

            Like I said before, who would have thought that sex would be such demanding work?

            "So Dialene, how was Jack last night?" One of the other girls called out. It was Trell, a white wolf who had been here quite a long time. Had a following of her own too. More like a pack actually, her card was always full and she was able to pick and choose her customers.

            "You know him?" I asked looking up from the dish I was preparing.

            "No, but I asked some of my males about him when I saw him corner you. Just in case."

            Trell also considered herself our protector. As she could easily get thirty to forty wolves to beat up on anybody she wanted, everybody was more than happy to encourage it. You never knew when you might need help after all.

            "What did you learn?" I asked curious.

            "He's very picky about who he sleeps with," She told me walking over to discuss it in a low voice. Gena was close enough to hear, but she wasn't one to gossip.

            "What does that mean?"

            "It means that in the three months he's been here he's only slept with one other than you. And not often either."

            "Really?" I asked curious, "who?"

            "One of the smaller female Tigers working the mines. How was he? The rumors aren't exactly kind."

            "He was wonderful actually," I stopped and smiled as I thought about it. While I had developed quite a thing for cats, I still preferred foxes. That was until last night, he was right up there with ... I stopped that thought, he was dead now after all.

            "From the look on your face I guess so," she grinned back.

            "What's he in for anyway?" I asked curious again.

            "Nobody knows, and he isn't telling."

            "Nobody?" I asked surprised, in this place secrets were hard to keep. Especially from Trell, she slept with a few of the free staff as well.

            "Nobody, not even the Warden. Rumor is that he's from one of the special op's groups, and that he's too important to dispose of. He was quite ruthless about letting everybody know that he wasn't to be messed with."

            "Really? What did the guards think?"

            "That they were better off not getting involved, what else? He didn't kill anybody."

            I went back to working again. "Well thanks for the info Trell, I appreciate it."

            "No problem hon, anytime." And she walked back to her spot.

            I returned to the relaxing stirring and mixing of the dish I was cooking. I wasn't much of a cook when I got here, still wasn't really. But there was something enjoyable about the simple actions of the easier dishes I prepared. True a lot of it was rote work, but I didn't mind. I got to socialize with my co-workers and some of the others in a more relaxed environment. 

            Work was fun, but it was hard to talk to people when all they really wanted was some very physical, albeit enjoyable, entertainment. Especially when many of them had been drinking, snorting or inhaling something. Socializing meant a lot, yet it wasn't something you could buy.

            I continued my routine for the day after I finished with my duties in the kitchen. Next was the cleaning and preparing of The Club and my room. The Club was only open the one twelve hour shift we worked, it was one of the few operations here on the rock that didn't go twenty-four hours a day.

            I nodded at Chet, the llama who worked the bar. He had been sent here for stranding four mountain climbers he had been working with. He had cut the line and left them stranded on a plateau on a mountain range somewhere. The reason he gave was that they had been threatening to eat him. I supposed he wouldn't have ended up here if one of them hadn't frozen to death. 

            He worked the bar now because he had completed his sentence, but had elected to stay on. He claimed it beat the hell out of working out in the cold all the time. I wouldn't know myself.

            I spent an hour working around the bar, I didn't talk with the others much today. My mind was on other things for a change, and not bad things either. So when I was done I had an hour until we opened, and went and found Gena.

            "What's up pussycat?" I asked smiling.

            "Oh nothin' much really," she smiled up lazily from her bed. Gena loved to nap more than anyone I knew.

            I dropped next to her on the bed and started to massage the side nearest me.

            "Ooooh," She sighed and closed her eyes. "You're in good spirits today."

            "Yeah, I guess so." I grinned at her as she stretched and curled under my hands.

            "Any Particular reason?"

            "Not really, just happy to be alive I guess."

            "That makes two of us then," she purred. "Ooh that's it, lower!" 

             I complied and massaged her until I got tired.

            "Your turn!" I said flopping down next to her and stretching out.

            "Ugh, now you want me to move?" Gena sighed, "Selfish!" 

            "Yup," I chuckled, "I expect service and nothing but! Now hop to it!"

            She spent a little while working my kinks out, and then it was time for work.

            That night was fairly standard. I had seven customers, four of which were cats, all of which left very satisfied. I was already developing a small group of 'regular' customers, mostly among the felines. I enjoyed them immensely, they would always spend time afterwards talking about what was new in their lives and the mines.

            It wasn't very much mind you, they were wage slaves just as much as I was, only with a much more dangerous job. 

            I also spent some time socializing in the bar with those who came for different reasons. Management didn't care much for that kind of thing, we only made money when our time was paid for. But if you didn't do it too much, or too blatantly nobody would complain. 

            For the most part, things were still the same, as always. Nothing much changed around here, though a ship was warping its way insystem to pick up some more ore. That would mean a few new faces as the crew mingled with the 'prisoners'. But it was doubtful any would end up paying customers. The male/female ratio on the ships was much more equal, plus they worked hard at keeping moral high. More likely the temporary influx of females would draw some of our regular business away, which meant we'd be seeing people we normally didn't see as much. 

            The ship docked about halfway through the week. I gathered that loading started immediately and continued for two days pretty much non-stop. When they were done their crew got liberty, though there really wasn't much to see on this rock. The Club got very crowded and there were a few more incidents then normal as folks quarreled over their imagined turf. Nothing major though, there was more socializing then fighting, and a lot of the fems from the ship enjoyed a much higher level of attention then they'd normally see.

            Which meant that I didn't see many of my regulars for the next few days, after all why pay when you can get it for free right? Even a lot of the females who actually worked in the mine charged, though it was more favors and the like. They couldn't charge as much as us in the club because after working all day in the mine they weren't usually in the shape to entertain. That and everyone who worked in the mine was pretty big and pretty tough. The accident rate was pretty high, the hospital here did a thriving business. People died here too, at least one a week, and not always from accidents either.

            So I was really hoping that when Jack's next break cycle came around, they were once per week, he'd stop by. Business was slow and some of the clients I was having to deal with I usually tried to avoid. Some were a little rougher then I cared for, and some just had a few too many screws loose.

            It was a week to the day when the tiger showed up again, the last day the ship was docked. 

            "Hiya Foxy!" He smiled cheerfully.

            I looked at the time, it was pretty early, I had only had one customer so far. I looked at him and took a sniff, "What? Not drinking tonight?" I smiled.

            "Nope, found something better!" He grinned back.

            "Oh? And what would that be?" I asked interested.

            "You!" He laughed.

            "I had a feeling you'd say that," I grinned back.

            "Good! Shall we?" And he offered me his arm, which I accepted.

            "Of course!" And I led him back to my room.

            It was a thoroughly enjoyable time, even better than last time. This time he stayed the rest of my shift, all ten hours!

            "You sure you want to do this?" I asked carefully. "This'll cost more than you make in a week!"

            "Sure, money isn't a problem. Besides, I have a whole week of the mines to work out of my system."

            "I'd say you already worked out the entire month!" I laughed.

            "Well, then let's start on next then!" He grinned.

            And we did too.
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            The next day I walked around in the best frame of mind that I had seen since I got here.

            "You're looking fairly happy today," noted Charda as I worked in the kitchen.

            "She spent the night with that tiger again," supplied Gena.

            "So? What's so great about that?"

            "The whole night Charda. He bought the whole sheebang."

            "Ahhhh, I see. So, think she's in love?"

            "Come on guys, really now." I interjected. "He's just another customer."

            "But one who's spending more money on you than he makes!" Grinned Charda.

            "And he's a real looker too!" Added Gena.

            "Well, yes there is that," I giggled back. "But it's so nice to have somebody who's interested in some of the finer aspects."

            "You mean not just wham-bam and thank you mamm?" Laughed Charda.

            "You got it. Sometimes just being held is more enjoyable than all the screwing in the world."

            "You got that right," she sighed. "Must be nice. Think it'll last?"

            "Oh I doubt it." I sighed myself, "He'd be a fool to continue to spend all his cash on me. I'm pretty much stuck on this rock for a long time to come. And it's obvious that he's not."

            "What makes you say that?" Asked Gena surprised.

            "His attitude, its totally short time. This entire thing is just a vacation to him. He's totally unaffected."

            "Maybe he's just the type that accepts his fate."

            "No, I don't think so. He's not the type to accept anything that goes against what he wants."

            "And he wants you, huh?" Charda grinned cockily at me.

            "For now, and I for one am not complaining. It's nice to be wanted, I thought I would never be again. So I'm gonna enjoy it while it lasts!" I said the last bit determinedly.

            "That's right, live for today sisters!" Gena sighed, "Cause yesterday got us in way too much trouble and tomorrow is far, far away."

            "That's truth all right," Charda replied. "Well back to work, breaks over I guess."

            By the week's end I was looking forward to Jack's visit, hoping he'd show up again. He did alright, he was one of the first ones in through the door and made a beeline for me. 

            I was surprised by how much he obviously was interested in me. I thought about teasing him a bit for a moment, but the way he was focused on me I just couldn't do it. It would have been cruel, and besides I wanted him myself.

            "Hi Foxy, miss me?" He grinned confidently.

            I smiled and looked up at him, "As much as you missed me," I whispered quietly. "And you did didn't you?"

            He looked abashed for a moment, "Does it really show?" He replied just as quietly looking around to see who was near. He needn't have worried, hardly anybody was inside yet, and those that were weren't inclined to get near him.

            "Only to someone who cares. Buy me a drink?"

            "Sure, what are you having?"

            We sat and had a drink while making small talk. Once another cat walked over and started to ask if I was free. I knew him, he was an occasional customer. But when he noticed the look Jack was giving him, he apologized quickly and moved on.

            "Really got them snowed huh?" I snickered.

            "Not really," He grinned back evilly. "I can be very determined when somebody stands in the way of what I want."

            "Oh? I don't see you rushing to drag me back to my room?" I asked all wide-eyed an innocent.

            "But I've got you," He purred, "So what's the rush? Unless of course you're in a hurry?" And he gave me a friendly leer.

            "Hurry? Noooo. But this is where I work, and I would rather go back to my rooms and be comfortable. Of course if you're short on money this week, I'll understand. 

            "I do want to spend my time with you Jack, but you must remember I am a working girl." I sighed.

            "Oh, I haven't forgotten." He smiled gently and stood up taking my hand in his massive one. "And I don't want you to get in trouble with your bosses. 

            "May I stay the night Dialene? And don't worry about the money, I can afford it."

            I was shocked, "You actually used my name!" I gasped in mock surprise.

            "Yeah well, I though you'd like it Foxy," He grinned again.

            "Of course you can stay, you're paying." Then I jumped up and wrapped my arms around his neck and got his chest in a scissors lock, he didn't even move. "And," I whispered in his ear so nobody else could hear, "I'd have you stay even if I had to pay!"

            He put his arms around me and gave me a quick buss, then just carried me all the way back to my room. I got quite a few winks from the other girls as we passed.

            I awoke several hours later, comfortably wrapped in Jack's arms. I sighed to myself, "If only this could last!"

            "Ah, awake I see," He rumbled quietly, nuzzling my ear tips.

            "Ummm," I stretched and rubbed back against him. For his part he just rubbed his face against the crown of my head.

            "So just how long you been here now anyway Foxy?"

            "Not that long really, about nine months."

            "Why in the world did you pick this place and this business?"

            "Who said I picked here? I was only given a choice what to do, not where." I grumbled a little, he was definitely taking the fun out of it.

            "Ahh, that hit a sore spot. So what did you do to get sent here with the rest of us?"

            "I survived, I got captured. Okay?"

            "Oh," He was silent for a moment. "Your company didn't ransom you huh?"

            "I don't see how they could have," I retorted bitterly, "I worked for a 'so-called' franchise. A franchise that was vaporized lock, stock, and starship. If one of your company's fighters hadn't decided to check for survivors ..."

            "So they made you a whore," he said sadly.

            "Now listen!" I said angrily, taking a rather firm hold of a sensitive piece of his anatomy. I saw him stiffen, my claws may not be as sharp as his, but they were sharp enough! "I was sitting out there in a broken shuttle, my navigator was dead. I had watched him die. My ship, my friends, everyone I knew was dead. I had watched as they were vaporized. I myself was wounded, and I only had enough air for ten hours.

            "I sat there, with no radio, no beacon, no power at all! And waited to die. Why the pilot of that other shuttle decided to check for survivors, I'll never know. After all, we had attacked them, my Captain had decided to play pirate that day. But he did, and I decided right then and there that I was going to be grateful. As grateful as I could be! And that I was going to do my damndest to enjoy whatever I ended up with. I knew then that captured contracts are never given a good job.

            "So I made a choice. I like people, after that incident I like them close, real close. And I like sex, who doesn't? So rather than work in the mines where I would have died, I chose this. And why not? I make a lot of sad people happy. I give them pleasure, and they it turn give it back to me. Sure I'd rather be doing something else, but I can't. Neither can you or you wouldn't be here either. So don't pity me, in forty years my contract is up and I'm free. Will you live to see the end of your contract?"

            I stopped and took a deep breath, then looked up at the shocked and slightly pained expression on his face. 

            "If you don't let go, you won't survive the night!" he growled.

            "Oh!" I gasped and released him, "Sorry!" I grinned, a little scared.

            "Ohhh, better." He sighed and relaxed back on the bed. "Sorry about touching what's obviously a very sore wound." Then he laughed, "I would never have expected such a small thing as yourself to stand up to me like that! You've got gut's Foxy, lots of them!"

            He put his arms back around me and gave me another buss. "And I apologize for calling you a whore. It was insensitive."

            I smiled at him, "Why? I am one. I don't mind that, I just don't want peoples' pity. All things considered, life is pretty good. My old corporation wasn't the greatest place to work, and the death rate was high. So I'll never make buyout here ... they gave me a fixed length contract when they could have shafted me with an open ended one.

            "And every once in a while I find someone who makes me happy," I smiled and put my hand back where it was before, "And it's time you went back to work!"

            "Actually I have six hours yet," he said looking at the clock.

            "Not that kind of work!" I grinned and started to massage away the pain I had caused.

            The next day dawned clear and bright. Okay, it didn't really, after all I did live in a subterranean mine complex on an airless rock in deep space. But I sure felt like it was clear and bright. Jack was grumbling about being tired and his tail was definitely low to the ground when I finally sent him off to get some rest. 

            "Why can't I get it here?" 

            "Cause I'll play sick and stay here and keep you busy!" I leered. "And I'll get fined for not being at the kitchen."  

            "And it'll all be my fault, right?" He yawned opening his mouth wide, showing off that impressive array of ivory again.

            "Hey if I'm only gonna get you once a week, can you blame me if I want it all to be quality?" I replied looking at him. Damn, his teeth were huge! But then so was the rest of him, I watched as he snapped his mouth shut chopping off the yawn. It made a loud 'Snap'.

            "Well, I guess I really should get some sleep then. See you next week Foxy?"

            "I'll be counting the days," I grinned. More like the hours! I gave him a hug, then we went our separate ways. Too bad I couldn't see him more often, but the mines were definitely off limits to me. Besides, the anticipation was half the fun, having something to look forwards to was always nice, you have to take happiness where you find it after all.

            The next few months went by fast, the time between Jack's visits just flew by. It was nice having somebody again, someone who cared. It would have been even nicer if we could get away to spend some time together in a place other than the bar or my room. But I didn't have any time off coming for at least another six months, and he was an inmate here. So he was even more limited in what he could do or where he could go.

            But neither of us really cared, like they say; we had each other. And for now it was enough.

            The other girls teased me about it some, but then they all had their favorites as well so we all were equal targets on that score. For the most part, other then having Jack to look forward to once a week, life continued on as normal. My customers didn't change any, though some of the other tiger's started to check me out. None were as large as Jack however. I asked one about it and he told me that Jack was a Siberian derivative, which wasn't as common as the Bengal that most came from. 

            He also told me that Siberians were one of the few types popular on earth among the Humans there.

            "Why's that?" I asked curiously as we snuggled in the afterglow for a few moments before he left.

            "Supposedly they almost never lose their tempers, no matter how much of an ass the human they're dealing with is."

            "Well that can be said of a lot of species."

            And then he said something I found interesting.

            "Yeah, but would you trust your life to any of those?"

 

            A week or so later while working in the kitchen Tess came skipping into the room positively radiant.

            "What's with you?" Asked Gena. "Find a new boyfriend?"

            "Better! I just got official confirmation, my time is up and I get to leave on the next ship!" she bubbled, tail wagging happily. Tess was a collie morph, and quite a looker as well. Her crime was a rather minor one, but she had kept going back to it every time she got punished. So they upped the ante hoping to get through to her the idea that rolling ship's captains was frowned on. Even if they did work for the competition. 

            Personally I didn't think she was going to learn myself. But I think that maybe she'll be a bit more careful in the future. Then again maybe that was the point they really wanted her to learn. After all they had only sent her here for six months.

            "Congratulations!" Gena said smiling. "I'm out of here too."

            I blinked and looked over at Gena shocked. Gena was the closest friend I had here, and would share my bed whenever the nightmares got too bad. "What?! You're leaving?"

            "Don't look so upset Dialene," she smiled, "I was going to tell you."        

            "I'm sorry," I said with a sigh, "I am happy for you, I really am."

            "I've had a long talk with Adrian, she promised me she'd make sure you weren't left alone."

            I smiled and nodded and gave her a hug. Adrian was another long timer like myself. 

            "Still it is a bit of a surprise. I didn't know your sentence was almost up."

            "Yeah, well it didn't turn out to be as bad as I thought it was. Turning out allergic to the dust on this rock was probably a good thing, if I had been working hard labor like I was originally assigned, I'd probably be cheering to get out of here too. But working up here didn't turn out to be so bad. All things considered.

            I laughed at her. "And being the center of attention to a large population of horny males didn't hurt either, did it?"

            "No, that didn’t hurt at all," she grinned. Then she turned a bit more sober, "I'll miss you hon. You don't really belong in a place like this. You're not a trouble maker like the rest of us."

            "I heard that!" Trell called out from the other end of the table.

            "Oh look who's talking, Miss I can supplement my income by robbing warehouses when no one is looking!" Gena grinned.

            "IS that what you're in for?" I asked surprised. I hadn't heard Trell's story yet, for all that I'd been here nearly a year now.

            "Yeah, they figured I had stolen about ten million worth when they caught me. Just glad it was the company and not the local's. That would have been bad!"

            "What could be worse then here?" I blinked.

            "I still have all my company contacts," she grinned. "And give me a few more years and I'll be running this place!"

            "Better not let the Warden hear you say that!" Put in one of the others.

            "Hell, the Warden is on her side," Laughed Gena, "Or hadn't you noticed?"

            Trell just looked smug. "Well, I am a good business woman."

            "And a born leader of men," Gena giggled, "I've seen how you lead them around too!"

            "Well they do have that convenient handle after all…" Trell snickered.

            "Remind me to stay on your good side," I smiled, "cause I'm gonna be here at least as long."

            "Oh I wouldn't worry about that Dialene" Trell smiled.

            "You know something I don't?" 

            "Maybe."

            She wouldn't say any more then that, no matter how much I tried, or Gena teased her.

            






  







 

 

3

 

 

            When word that the next ship had entered the system and was headed for the dock came, we planned a little party for Gena and Tess. It wasn't anything too big, but we all enjoyed it none the less. 

            I helped Gena pack and gave her a hug the day before the ship was due to leave. She wasn't working anymore and had to be aboard ship in a few hours. 

            "Good luck Gena, try not to get in trouble again," I grinned, "But if you do, ask to come here again, so I can harrass you for it!"

            She laughed, "I think my trouble days are over with, sorry Dialene. You take care of yourself, okay?"

            I nodded, and helped her with the last of her stuff. We said the last of our good-byes to each other and then I went off to work. I was a bit sad over Gena's leaving, but at least tonight was Jack's night, so I was sure I'd get through it.

 

            Nearly half-way through my shift, I had taken care of a number of customers and Jack still hadn't shown up. I grabbed Trell after a bit and asked her if she had heard anything.

            "No, not a world. So he couldn't have gotten into any trouble." She told me. "Want me to look into it?"

            I nodded, worried. "Could you? Please?"

            "You know he might have decided to break it off. Or found someone else."

            I nodded and stifled a sigh. "Yeah I know. But I think he would have told me. Jack's not the type to leave you hanging."

            She gave my hand a pat, "I'll check into it. Now don't worry."

            I nodded and went back to work. The guys who I hadn't seen in a while due to Jack's monopolizing my time on this off shift were pretty well lined up, so I wasn't lonely. But I was worried about him, quite a bit.

 

            Trell came over as my shift was in its last couple of hours.

            "Well? You find him?"

            "No," she said looking puzzled. "No one knows where he is or has seen him since the ship docked. Even the Warden's office can't tell me anything."

            I looked nervous. "You don't think he's trying to jump on that ship do you?"

            She shrugged, "It's happened before, but I don't see how he could pull it off. He'd stand out like a sore thumb. Besides, they didn't see too concerned at the Warden's office when I asked over there."

            "What about the Warden?"

            "He's busy with the ship, and no offense Dialene, but I'm not about to risk my relationship with him over your missing Beau."

            I nodded and sighed, "I understand Trell. Thanks for your help."

            "Well if he turns up, I'll have my boys let him know just how upset he made you." She grinned.

            "Ummm…" I shook my head. "I think I can handle that one myself."

            "Up to you hon. Now I need to get back to work."

 

            My shift was just about over, and the customers where all making their way out when I heard him enter behind me. 

            "Hey Foxy, sorry I'm late!"

            "Jack, where have you…" I started as I turned towards him.

            It was him, and it wasn't him. Or rather it was him dressed as I'd never seen him before. And he was armed. Not even the guards carried anything more then a club and he was wearing a large combat pistol strapped to his thigh. Of course the thigh, as well as the rest of him was clad in a suit made of what I could only guess was silk.

            "What's a matter Foxy? Never seen a guy in a suit before?" He grinned.

            I looked up at him and smiled, "I'd kick you in the shin for making me worry, but I'd hate to ruin your pants. Now would you please tell me what's going on?"

            "Oh, well it seems that it's time for my vacation to end and for me to get back to work." He smiled ruffling my ears with a large paw.

            "Oh," I said. I looked down at his feet. I could feel my eyes starting to water. "Well I'll miss you Jack. Good luck."

            "I want you to meet my Boss Foxy."

            I looked up, "Huh?"

            "I want you to meet my Boss."

            "Why?" 

            "Because. Dialene, this is my Boss, Ms. Samantha Harten, Vice President of Operations for Tri-Star."

            I then noticed the woman that had walked up from behind him. Her outfit was understated, but obviously expensive. The kind of thing that says, 'I have it, and I don't have to flaunt it'. She was a little taller then me, but not much, and had the same kind of well proportioned athletic figure I did.

            "Um, Hello Ms Harten." I said a bit bewildered. 

            "Hello Dialene." She said looking me over with a critical eye. She then turned to Jack and looked up at him.

            "So is this the reason you made me fly all the way out here to get you?"

            He nodded.

            "What?" I asked looking from her to Jack and back again.

            "You know she's a redemptory, right?"

            He nodded again.

            "Excuse me?" I asked, a little louder. By now the bar had cleared out and other then Chet who was putting things away, and Trell who was keeping a discrete eye from behind the bar with Chet, there wasn't anyone else here.

            "It seems," she turned towards me, "that someone who was supposed to be on the previous ship sent a note instead saying that I had to come and get him personally."

            "You mean you could have left here a few months ago Jack?"

            "Yup"

            "So why didn't you?" 

            He grinned.

            "You don't mean?"

            "Yes, he does mean." Ms. Harten growled. "It seems he got it into his rather thick skull that you should be my new pilot."

            "WHAT?" My jaw was just left hanging open.

            "My sentiments exactly!" she growled looking up at Jack, who was just standing there smiling.

            "Why me Jack? Why me?"

            He reached down and stroked my face, "Because I know I can trust you. And that Samantha will be able to trust you too."

            "That's all?" I blinked.

            "Well I won't lie to you and tell you that I don't like you, or that I don't care about you. I do. But I wouldn't have made Samantha come here if I didn't think you'd be worthy of the job."

            "I don't know what to say."

            "Say yes."

            "Yes! Of course I want the job. Especially if it means I get to be with you!"

            "Damn," Ms. Harten said under her breath.

            "What?" I asked turning towards her.

            "I was hoping you'd turn him down."

            "Why?"

            "Do you have any idea how much paperwork this is going to take?" She looked very unhappy.

            "Then why are you doing it?"

            "Because I asked her to." Jack smiled. Almost evilly too, which made me blink. I couldn't picture this woman being bossed by anyone.

            "Damn furball blackmailed me!" she grumbled in a voice so low that only Jack and I could hear it.

            "Now Muffy," he whispered back, and I saw her turn completely red, and not in anger, but embarrassment! "You know I have always put your best interests first, even ahead of my own. May I remind you who was right about Mr. Green?"

            "But She's a redemptory!"

            "Which means she's untouchable by any other company factions."

            "But…"

            "And her being seen with me will allay all those other suspicions you keep worrying about."

            My ears perked at that and she looked daggers at me for a minute.

            "Okay, Okay! Pack your things Dialene, the ship leaves in four hours and I have to go pay a visit to the Warden to make sure the paperwork gets filed properly." 

            And then she leaned in real close and whispered in my ears so that only I could hear it, "And just remember, I'll share him with you, but he's mine dammit!"

            Curiouser and curiouser was all I could think.

            Jack grinned and picked me up giving my bewildered body a hug and a kiss. Then he set me down and gave my butt a pat.

            "Go pack, We'll collect you on the way out." And with that he followed Ms. Harten out the door.

            I blinked and looked around. "Did that just really happen?" I asked of no one in particular.

            "Sure did hon!" Trell said coming over and giving me a hug. "Congratulations and let me help you pack."

            "Thanks Trell. Was she who she said she was?"

            "Sure was. I thought I recognized him, now I'm sure of it."

            "Huh?"

            "He's her personal bodyguard. She takes him everywhere. Sometimes corporate politics gets rather nasty. I guess he must of did something she couldn't totally gloss over so they sent him here to make it look good. Now that the heat is gone I'm not surprised she came to get him back. It's just your good luck he likes you."

            "I'm not so sure she does though."

            "Oh I'm sure that will change, you're a good kid Dialene. Just remember that in Tri-Star loyalty is always rewarded. Look at me, they should have turned me over to the locals for what I did. But for all my crimes I was still loyal to the company and never betrayed them, and I had lots of opportunity too."

            "But you're still in jail Trell."

            "Yeah, but I’m queen of the jail, and when I get out I'll still have a large bit of money stashed away. Sending me here was a reward, for all that I had to be punished. Your only crime was that they don't know if they can trust you."

            "I understand." And I did too.

 

            Two hours later, Jack came and got me. Samantha was already shipboard dealing with a number of issues there he told me.

            "Am I the cause of these issues?" I asked embarrassed.

            "Oh don't worry about that. No one's gonna blame you at all."

            "Except your Boss."

            "Oh no, she blames me!" he laughed. "I told her that if my judgement wasn't good enough for her, she'd just have to wait until my sentence was up because I couldn't in good conscious leave early."

            "And how long was that?" I asked though there was another question I wanted to ask as well. Namely why she should care how long he was there.

            "Ten years." He grinned.

            "Ten Years? You risked Ten more years of that hell hole to get me out of it?"

            "Foxy," He smiled, "I want you to understand that I do care very much about you, okay? But I want you to also understand that if I didn't think you'd be the perfect choice to be Samantha's pilot, I would have kissed you and said goodbye."

            That stopped me. "What?"

            "You heard me. My first and strongest loyalty is to Samantha. I picked you for this because I knew it would be right. That I care about you is just an added bonus for me, okay?"

            I thought about that a bit. On the one hand he made it clear that Samantha came first. On the other hand he made it clear that he cared about me as well.

            And she had said something about sharing. Which while cryptic still sounded good enough to me.

            "Foxy?" 

            "What?"

            "Just wondering if you were still with me. Your eyes looked a bit glazed there for a second."

            "Yeah, I'm still here, this whole thing is still a bit confusing for me. And oh, I love you Jack."

            He grinned, "Yes I know. I think you'll feel the same about Samantha once you get to know her. You're both a lot alike."

            "So what happened to her previous pilot?"

            "Him? Oh I ripped his head off."

            "What! Is that why they sent you here?"

            "For that? Oh no, it was for killing the twit in upper management who was paying him to help kidnap Sam. I take a very pro-active stance to bodyguarding. If the guy's uncle hadn't been on the board at the time, I wouldn't have even had to go to jail."

            "Geez, maybe I should have stayed in jail Jack."

            "Oh, and it's not Jack, it's actually Sabre."

            I grinned, "Okay Jack. Anything else I need to know?"

            He laughed, "Everything."

 






  







 

 

Part II - Dividends

 

 

            Being on board a ship again was a real thrill. I hadn't been on one since I had been dumped on that rock, and I hadn't exactly been in good accommodations that time either. Now I was not only riding as a passenger, but first class as well! My room was attached to Ms. Harten's suite. Which was huge! I didn't know they had such rooms aboard a starship. Of course I was sharing my room with Jack. Or rather Sabre. There were two beds in it, but it was bigger then my room at the club was, so I couldn't complain. Not that I would have minded sharing a room half the size with him.

            I didn't have a lot of things with me really. Most of my clothes were working outfits. Which meant they really weren't for shipboard life. Or much of any other life I could think of. I had left most of my outfits for the other girls, and just took a few of my better ones. Better as in I could wear them and not get arrested, I might want to show off for someone someday. Otherwise I had two very plain coveralls that I used for Kitchen work. 

            Ms Harten took one look at those and sent me off to ship's stores with her credit card. When I came back she took a look at what I had and sent me back out with instructions to buy more expensive stuff.

            "You now work for one of the richest and most powerful women in the corporation. You need to look like it. People are going to look at you, and I want them to like what they see."

            So I put my recent brothel experience to work and bought the best of what they had. I put on one of the outfits and Ms. Harten nodded and smiled.

            "Much better, don't be afraid to make the men drool a little. Keeps them on their toes."

            I nodded, "Thank you Ms. Harten."

            "Ms. Harten in public, Samantha in private."

I nodded, "Thank you Samantha."

            "Now go down to flight ops and get checked out on the simulators here. I want you familiar with everything this company has that flies by the time we make port. Which is in two weeks."

            "Yes Samantha." I nodded again and headed off to get myself checked out.

            Twelve hours later I dragged myself back up to my room. I hadn't flown anything in over a year, and there was a lot of rust to clean off. The flight director knew I was coming out of 'detention' as he called it, and told me he was going to be hard on my ass because he knew I hadn't done any flying there and he knew I'd thank him later.

            It had been fun, it also had been a lot of hard work. He spent the first four hours going over technical stuff, and never once stopped grilling me on it, even while I was flying. If he was this hard on the rest of his pilots I suspected the people here were top-notch.

            I dragged myself into my bedroom, and noticed unhappily that Jack wasn't in his bed yet. I climbed into mine and went to sleep, I figured he'd show up eventually.

 

            My dreams were horrid. Nasty nightmares of death and suffocation all alone in the cold darkness. I woke up with a start, shuddering and crying. I noticed Jack's bed was still empty and the clock said I had been asleep for several hours. Getting out of bed I headed out to the main room feeling lonely and scared. Once there I looked around unsure of what to do. Back at the Club I could have gone to sleep with another of the girls there. Then I remembered that Gena was on board, I hadn't seen her yet, but I could probably call and ask her.

            I was looking around the room for the phone when Ms. Harten  came out of her room, in a bathrobe looking a little disheveled. 

            "What are you doing up Dialene?" She asked yawning.

            "I'm sorry Ms. Harten, but I couldn't sleep." My voice sounded shaky even to me.

            Her eyes quickly came into focus and she moved over to me and looked at my face. 

            "Sam. And you don't look so good. What's wrong?"

            "Nightmares," I shuddered.

            "Well you're out of that place now hon, so don't worry about it anymore."

            I shook my head, "It's not from there. It's from when I got captured."

            She looked at me a little funny. "What happened?"

            So I told her.

            When I was done she nodded and looked at me, "That sounds bad alright. Did you ever tell Sabre about this?"

            "The nightmares? No, why?"

            "Cause I'd crack his skull open if he knew and hadn't told me that you don't like to sleep alone. Maybe you'd better come with me." And she stood up and took my hand leading me to her room.

            "I really don't want to impose Samantha," I protested weakly, but the fact was I did want to impose. Some of the images were still floating through my head. "I'll just wait for Jack… Err Sabre to get back. Where is he by the… Oh!"

            I looked up into the dark bedroom as she dragged me in and there looking back at me, eyes glowing in the dim light was Sabre. I also suddenly noticed the scent in the room and all over Samantha, which I had not been paying attention to, as for the last year it was typical for all the other women around you to smell of sex.

            I looked at her, and at him and at her again.       Sabre for his part looked a bit confused.

            "She gets terrible nightmares when she sleeps alone because of the wreck."

            Sabre's eyes opened wider. "Oh! I didn't know."

            "In the bed…" Samantha directed.

            "But… Where," I looked back and forth as she dumped the robe and Sabre held up the covers.

            "You can have the middle tonight, if he gets randy try not to wake me, I have an early meeting tomorrow."

            I crawled in under the covers and my ears flattened in embarrassment. "I didn't know."

            "Of course not, no one does, though a few might suspect." She yawned and snuggled up against me eyes closed already. "But I'm sure you would have figured it out by morning. Like I said before, I don't mind sharing, but Sabre's mine."

            "And," Sabre added, snuggling along the other side of me, giving another one of those massive yawns of his. "Sam's mine. Just keep it to yourself."

            I nodded and put my arms around him, confused about a few things, but content for the moment and happy to just be quiet and enjoy the company.

 

            Sabre did get a bit randy during the night, and I can't say I was any better. But we did manage to keep from waking Samantha. That or she could sleep through an earthquake. After she had left for her appointment in the morning we got a bit louder and more physical. I would like to have done it a few more times, but I had to run off to my sim training and Sabre had duties as well.

            "Why didn't you go with Samantha this morning?" I asked.

            "She's pretty safe onboard the ship, especially up here in officer country. Plus she wanted me to spend a little quality time with you."

            "She's pretty trusting." I said ruffling his fur.

            "She lives in a different world then most people, to the elite who often marry for money and business, casual sex is just casual sex. Plus as no one knows about our relationship, she has to be seen with other people and all that kind of thing. Otherwise people might look a little too close."

            "It must be tough at times."

            He shrugged, "If she wasn't such a high ranked executive we'd have probably gone to one of the colonies where no one really much cares, but as she has to live on earth to do her job, well, we get by."

            "So how'd it happen?"

            "What?"

            "You two falling in love."

            He grinned, "We're both two very ruthless cold blooded nasty people, especially when we're focused on something. I was focused on keeping her alive, she was focused on climbing the corporate ladder. We had so much in common in our behavior that I guess it was inevitable."

            "Neither of you seems very ruthless or cold-blooded to me!" I laughed.

            "Well, falling in love teaches you how to be nice to each other, as well as other people. But we can both be very dangerous people, don't think otherwise. And when we fight, I suggest you find someplace else to be very quickly."

            "I'll keep that in mind." I nodded, though I couldn't see how either of them could be that bad.

 

            My day was pretty much like the one before at that point. Only I spent sixteen hours running sims. I was surprised that the fight ops director let it run as long as he did and told him so afterwards. 

            "Not much else to do while we're under drive Dialene, and you need to be up to speed here soon. Besides, I can sneak out for coffee when you're running those sim flights." He grinned.

            I grinned back and put my gear away, then headed off for a very late dinner before going back to my room. 

            I was just starting in on my desert when I spotted a familiar tawny colored figure.

            "Gena!" I waved, "Over here!"

            I smiled and sat up waving to her.

            "Dialene?" she came over with her tray looking very confused, "What are you doing here?"

            "You won't believe it!" I smiled, "Sit down and I'll tell you all about it."

            "You better!" she smiled, "I can't believe it. So what happened?"

            "Well it turns out that Jack is a bodyguard for one of the execs in the company."

            "Is that the one onboard? I heard rumors we were packing some brass."

            I nodded, "Yeah, his boss."

            "So how's that explain you? They allow him a pet or something?" She asked.

            I grinned. To anyone else that would have been an insult, but considering what we had both just come out of it would still have been a major step up.

            "No, turns out his boss needed a new personal pilot, and Jack got me the job."

            "You're kidding!" She gasped, "But your background?"

            I shrugged, "He seems to feel that it's not a minus, that I'm less likely to have any attachments that can be used to bribe me. I think they're more worried about other execs then other companies." I took a sip of my drink, "Inside politics and all that."

            Gena nodded and grinned slyly, "And he gets to keep that cute little fox he was so hot about around too." 

            I laughed. "Well, I'm not complaining! You know how I feel about him!" I confided, figuring that wasn't really that far from the truth, but as close as Sabre would probably want me to get.

            "So what did his boss think?"

            "They obviously agreed with him. I just know I'm gonna do my best. I don't want to make a liar out of Jack."

            Gena shivered, "I wouldn't want to do that either! That tiger may be a pussycat to you, but I've seen what a pissed off Siberian can do. They don't get mad, they just tear you into tiny little pieces."

            "Oh I don't think Jack has that kind of thing in him Gena, but even if he did, it doesn't matter. He's taken a chance on me and done me a big favor, I pay my debts."

            "And besides, he's hot!" Gena snickered.

            "And good in bed!" I giggled.

            "So where are you off to Gena?"

            "Hobson's Choice. I volunteered for an agricultural project over there."

            "I thought you were a deep space construction worker?"

            Gena nodded, "I am, but if I do the agriculture project they'll let me cross train into water treatment plants and hydroponics."

            "Why the career change?"

            "Well after being closed up on that rock for 3 years they agreed with my request to work outdoors for a while. Plus I think if I stay out of construction I won't backslide into my old habits." She grinned lopsidedly at me. "And the company counselors agreed with me on that one too."

            "Well, I hope it works out for you."

            "Yeah, I hope things work out for you as well Dialene."

            We chatted some more after that, just idle gossip about the old job and such. I asked how her love life was doing on board ship and she laughed. 

            "There are quite a few cougars on board. Also quite a few foxes as well you know."

            I nodded, "Yeah, but I'm way too busy with re-training. And I do have Jack.

            "Yeah, but you should stop by a clan meeting or two, just to get in touch with your own again."

            "Clan meetings?" I looked at her, "What's that?"

            "They didn't have Clans where you came from? I thought all the companies did that."

            "They didn't invest much in us," I sighed, "Beyond work related stuff."

            "Huh. Well anyway, every group on board and at every facility has a Clan. They're mainly species based and have weekly meetings. The senior member keeps an eye on all the rest and they try to head off trouble before it starts. Doesn't always work, but it helps."

            "Didn't help you much did it?"

            "Well, I wasn't one for listening much. But I know you missed your own kind, so you should go."

            "Thanks, I'll check it out."

            "Well time for this cat to get to bed, I have training classes of my own to go to, plus I'm on the cleaning detail. No idle hands on this trip."

            "Yeah, I hear you. See you around."

            I finally walked back to my room and cleaned up for bed, it was pretty late by now and I had to be back at the sims in about 6 hours. When I went into my room I saw a note on my bed.

            'Please feel free to join us if you want'. I smiled and thought about that for a minute. Then I lightly tapped on their door.

            "Come in Foxy," I heard Sabre rumble softly. I smiled again and went in. That night my dreams were all good ones.

 






  







 

 

5

 

 

By the time we made port I had been checked out on every type of shuttle and aircraft the company had, as well as several they did not, but which were popular with executives. The simulators were so good, that I wasn't worried about the real thing. After all I was an experienced pilot, it had just been a while since I had last flown.

My relationships with Sabre and Samantha had become a bit clearer by then, but not much. I slept with Samantha and Sabre at least half the time. The other half I still ended up there halfway thought the night due to bad dreams, or I was with Gena who admitted to being a tad lonely herself. I felt a bit guilty about intruding on them all the time. But Sabre told me not to worry about it, that I really wasn't.

Anyway, being in bed with the two of them is a little strange. After a year at the Club I'm a pretty jaded individual and there's little I haven't done or tried. More than once. But with them there, at times I almost feel like a peeping tom. That they care for each other, deeply, is evident when they make love. It almost makes me jealous with the way I feel about Sabre, but then I never went into our relationship expecting more then a good friend and lover, and he's still that and more. 

As for Samantha, well at this point we're still working on how we feel about each other. Or maybe I'm the one still working on it. After that first night she's been treating me almost like a friend. And I only say almost because she doesn't talk about company business with me around. Though even that is slowly changing. I'm just a little more cautious I guess, because of who she is. Shallow I suppose, but just as Sabre's actions describe how powerful he is physically, hers describe how powerful she is in her own right. I'm a little bit afraid of her I suspect, unlike with Sabre who I'm not afraid of at all. Maybe because I understand Sabre better? I don't know.

At night when we're together I'm a lot less timid, I guess I consider a bed my home territory. And I suspect the word timid isn't in Samantha's vocabulary. I do know that I'm almost as comfortable in her arms when I wake from a bad dream as in Sabre's. There is a power and a level of care there that I never encountered before. I don't think that we'll ever be lovers, I just can't see either one of us going that way, but I think we could become good friends.

These were my thoughts that as we disembarked at the Saturn Processing Station. Sabre told me that Sam had rerouted the ship's delivery so she wouldn't have to spend too much time out of the loop.

"Why didn't she just take her private yacht? Doesn't she have one?"

"Because I told her to avoid such things until she gets another lead bodyguard as good as me or I'm back on the job. Someone powerful is after her, possibly someone on the board, and we still don't really know who."

"What about that guy's uncle?"

"No, I looked into it. Was a false trail."

"So where are we off to now?"

"Shopping, and then a quick flight to earth and your new home."

"Shopping? Again?" I quirked an eyebrow. 

Samantha looked back at me, obviously she had been listening to our conversation. I'd noticed she was often able to listen to several at once with no problem at all.

"The stuff on that ship was okay, for on that ship, but I want you to show up in something better. Once we've gotten home I'll set you up with my tailor, but until then appearances have to be maintained. Especially as this is the first time anyone is going to see you and they're going to be looking pretty closely. 

"Now one of the reasons for changing here is that a lot of ships dock here everyday and it's easy to confuse just where you came from and who you are. Now this won't work on the other executives, but it will confuse the hell out of the press, who I'd rather not have know that I just 'busted' my bodyguard out of jail and brought along his 'prostitute' girlfriend."

She grinned, "No insult intended of course."

I shrugged, "None taken. I was one after all pretty much, even if they do call it 'sex therapist.'"

"It's a rough job, but somebody has to do it." She sighed

"Oh, not that rough," I chuckled looking at Sabre.

"So let’s go shopping" Sabre said suddenly changing the topic and leading us off into the complex.

We spent about an hour going over clothes, Samantha it seems knew exactly what she wanted me to show up in. Basically it was a modification of the standard company captain's uniform with some non-regulation accessories and a re-tailoring job that was rather flattering to my body, and definitely non-regulation.

Next we headed down to one of the smaller docking bays. There was an abundance of small craft there. Quite a few of which where armed. All were armored.

"Pick one," Sabre told me.

"What?"

"Pick one. I said we were flying back to earth from here, well you're the pilot, and one of those craft will be what we're taking."

"Can I pick one of the armed ones?" I asked wistfully. After all that I'd heard I felt that might be best.

"They're all armed actually. Just pick one that's not openly armed."

I nodded. "Where are the spec sheets?"

He led me over to a console and called them up for me. A few minutes later I had what I wanted and pointed it out.

"Okay, how long will you take to get it ready?"

"About an hour to go over it to be sure it's safe, another hour to pre-flight it."

He nodded, "Sam and I will go have dinner then."

"Sure, bring me back something, okay?"

"You can count on it."

He then went up to the office where Samantha was arranging for what we were taking and they headed off while I got to work on the ship.

I used the card Samantha had given me to order some things to be sent over immediately while I went over every square inch. The ship itself checked out flawlessly, but I wanted to be sure before I trusted it with my tender furry butt. Not to mention Sabre's and Samantha's. The ship was basically a converted assault shuttle, which had a lot to do with why I picked it. It was fast, had a good range, a lot of armor and redundant systems, and the cargo bay had been reworked into a not that small, but comfortable room complete with a fold out bed and fresher for cleaning up. 

As the trip to earth from here was a long one, I wanted something comfortable. With three people it would still be roomy enough. With some fancier food and rations the trip would be nice enough. I had just finished up with cleaning up the 'stateroom' portion and stowing the extra supplies when our baggage showed up. I got them put away and was making a last minute re-inspection of the outside when Sabre and Samantha showed up.

"We ready to go?" Samantha asked.

"Yes Mamm," I smiled and saluted smartly. There were a few others on the docks. Workers mostly.

"Good, lets go."

I nodded and showed them both onboard sealing the hatch behind us. I felt good when after she looked around she turned to me smiling.

"This is pretty nice Dialene. Especially the bed."

"Well it is a twenty hour trip at full burn, and I figured you'd want to show up well rested."

She smiled and grabbed Sabre's tail and started to drag him off towards the bed.

"Very thoughtful. Well rested indeed. Carry on dear I believe you have things well in hand."

"Yes Mamm!" I grinned and closed the door between the flight deck and the stateroom. I then checked the artificial gravity levels, a nice addition on a craft this small. I next got us towed over to the exit port, put on the sling, and checking with the flight deck activated my flight plan, bid the station adieu and felt that thrill that I always got flying free and clear.

 

I spent the next several hours negotiating traffic, space may be vast, and the small spacecraft big space theory may hold true, but it only takes one mistake to ruin your whole day. So I wasn't about to put my trust in the autopilot and collision avoidance routines in an area as busy as this. I worked my way through the nice dinner that Sabre had left me before they had disappeared down below.

Eventually I was satisfied that things were as they should be and I secured the controls and turned things over to the computers, sliding my seat back and relaxing. I surprised myself by falling asleep and not having any nightmares. I had been afraid that when I finally got back in the saddle, that they'd get worse. Instead they were no where to be found. I slept soundly until I heard the door open and Sabre joined me in the cockpit. A quick glance at the chronometer showed that we were 8 hours into our trip.

"Sleep okay?" I asked grinning.

"You always fly in the buff?" He asked eyeing my body.

"Well I didn't want that nice new uniform to show up all rumpled, and I didn't want to disturb you by going in the back to get my flight suit." I looked over my shoulder. "Besides, you should talk."

"Well you can come back and join us for dinner I guess. Samantha got into the stuff you bought and is cooking up something on that small stove back there."

I turned the chair around and looked up at him. "She cooks?"

He nodded. "Pretty good too. Come on."

So we all sat around a small table, on the floor and had a dinner that tasted far better then it should have based on what the packets I had ordered said, even if I had ordered the best. It was interesting, the three of us, eating like that. How many people eat dinner in a bedroom that reeked of sex, with their boss, and their boyfriend, with everyone stark naked? The oddness of it all made me laugh and when I told them what I thought was so funny, they had to laugh as well.

"I'm starting to feel Sabre was right about you Dialene," Samantha said. "He's always been telling me I should let him pick my business staff. It's nice having another person I can relax in front of."

"Thanks Samantha, I'm honored."

"You can just call me Sam hon, I don't mind and I don't think we'll get much more private then this."

"Better yet, call her Muffy!" Sabre grinned.

"Why you Furball!" Sam laughed and threw a pillow at him.

"I think that's better then what he calls me." I chuckled.

"What's wrong with Foxie?" Sabre asked still smiling.

"Other then being one of the oldest stereotypical slang phrases for us foxes?" I asked hitting him with the pillow I had been sitting on. "I'm surprised you managed to come up with something as different as Muffy."

"He didn't!" Samantha said picking up another pillow to beat him with, "He got it from some old movie we were both watching at some charity event years ago."

"Now girls, quit ganging up on this poor old tiger," he rumbled ducking back and away from the table.

"Charge!" I yelled and we both chased after him with our pillows attacking. I had some crazy idea we could take him in a pillow fight and I think Samantha had the same idea.

Ten minutes later we were laughing hysterically as he tickled us, having pinned us under one large paw apiece. I thought it was unfair that he used his tail to tickle us so, who would have thought tigers were so versatile? After a while we all settled down and snuggled on the bed. Sabre put on a holo that we watched, and when that was done I used the receiver to tune in a local earthgov news broadcast that was piped out to the local spacelanes. I must have drifted off, because I awoke several hours later to Samantha working on her portable computer unit which she had plugged into the com unit now, probably going through her email and other business stuff. Sabre was laying across the foot of the bed sound asleep and apparently protecting Samantha's feet from the cold. I checked the time and decided to hit the fresher and go back up front, we had about six hours left and I should probably start driving again.

The fresher was a good one, and while not as nice as a real shower, it still did a decent job on cleaning my fur and removing scents. After I finished I returned to the cockpit and started in on my checklists. I looked at the destination that Sabre had given me, it was one of the company's fields on the North American continent. I called up what information the computer had and planned my approach. The very typical and very boring part of the job. The flight space was starting to get a lot busier and more congested as we got closer to the Earth. As we got inside the orbit of the moon I was now having to talk to flight controllers and had to reduce my speed more then I would have liked. I buzzed them in the back and told them that we would probably be another hour now.

Sabre came up and took the navigator's seat and started to look over the radar scans of the traffic in the area.

"Anything wrong?" I asked.

"I don't know. Just surprised that we're not getting priority clearance. Executives normally are given the top priority, it's one of the perks."

I nodded, "Well, so far we haven't picked up any tagalongs. I've been watching for others taking this vector."

He nodded, "Well keep an eye out. I'll be back up here in a few to help out."

I looked over my shoulder at him.

"What?" He asked.

"You do know how to work that gear right?"

"Of course I do."

"Well you can work the com and detection gear, but keep your hands off of the weapons and ECM."

"Now Foxie…"

"Don't Foxie me Jack!" I growled. "I'm the pilot of this boat and you're not. I haven't trained with you so I don't know what you'll do. So, you either do it my way or I'll lock your striped furry butt down below with Sam. Understand?"

"And who," He growled, "do you think is in charge here?"

"Me, and don't you forget it. You hired me for this job, so you had better let me do it. Unless you want to fly this thing yourself." I growled back

He put his hands up. "Okay, this is not the time and the place to deal with this. But we will deal with it eventually. For now we'll do it your way."

"Better."

"But," He warned, "I'm not happy about this Dialene."

I grinned evilly, "Oh you are gonna be a lot unhappier before we land cutey. You should have asked my squadron nickname before you hired me."

He paused on his way back to get dressed. "What was it?"

"The Bitch," I sniggered lowly, "I always got my way when it came to flying."

He face palmed and groaned loudly as he left.

 

By the time he came back we had picked up a straggler. They were trying to be discrete, but when I called for a course change, he made it as well a few minutes later.

"I have his course particulars and basic vehicle info set up on your number two viewscreen Sabre."

"I see it." He acknowledged.

I put my helmet on, I already had donned my own uniform again. Like any pilot I preferred the helmet displays to the console ones. I unlocked the weapon's panel and brought all the systems to life, though I left the targeting systems in the warmup mode. I didn't want to spook anyone yet, or let them know we had teeth.

"Arm all the ECM modules on your board Sabre."

"This far out?" He asked surprised.

"Some of those systems take a while to warm up, and the power profile change will be noticed once our friend gets in closer. I'd rather not give them anything to think about."

I saw his big furry head nod in one of my small cockpit mirrors as the power lights for the ECM went yellow. 

For the next 30 minutes nothing happened. Our 'friend' started to draw closer, not fast, but rather slowly. I used a handheld set of binoculars to get a closer look at him, I didn't want to turn the ship or otherwise use the active sensors.

"It's just a Tug," I said, "Lots of engine but no apparent armor or weapons."

"Probably hidden," Sabre growled.

"Or they're just here to keep tabs on us for someone else. Maybe even drag away the evidence afterwards."

"Good point." 

I continued to watch our friend as he drifted closer. At a mile I told Sabre and Sam to strap in, for imminent maneuvering. When he hit a half mile I killed the artificial gravity, and went to full throttle. I killed our IFF and set the ECM to active making a sweeping turn to circle our foe. Not an easy task when you consider that there was no air to 'fly' against. Such maneuvers are not typical of space flight and throw off most low grade computers and pilots.

This guy wasn't any different, he started to track our turn, which was an easy pivot on his axis. But when I added a second vector and stopped curving he over compensated and I was suddenly looking at his engines. Not good for him. I triggered the chain gun and sent about twenty non-explosive armor piercing shells into three of his four engines. It wouldn't kill him but those engines wouldn't last much longer and he'd definitely be out of my hair. I spun us on our axis and moved quickly away from him, setting the ECM back to passive and turning the IFF back on.

"Earth Approach, this is Tri-Star Tango two-five. We have an emergency at this time." I said keying the mike. I could see Sabre's head pop up, I waved him back.

"Tri-Star Tango Two-Five, this is Earth Approach, please state the nature of your emergency, number of souls on board, type spacecraft, and your intentions."

"Earth Approach, we are a Mark Three-Zero-Five shuttle, we have three souls on board, the nature of our emergency is a loss of cabin pressure. We seem to have encountered some form of space debris. Our intentions are to enter atmosphere immediately and if possible land at our destination."

"Acknowledged Tri-Star Tango two-five. You are cleared on your present vector. Squawk Seven Seven Three Eight Niner Alpha."

"Roger that, and Tri-Star Tango two-five out."

I turned to Sabre, "You were saying?"

"Nothing. Someone is gonna complain about the tug getting nailed though."

"Space debris, terrible stuff. They must have hit the same patch we did." I snickered, "And none of the flight data records will show differently, or the tracking records. Their pilot will most likely get cited for failing to maintain a safe distance if he bothers to complain."

"Yeah but we're not damaged at all." He pointed out.

"We haven't landed yet either. Now we'll know for sure though if he had any friends. Everyone is tracking us now."

"Is that a good idea?"

"Trust me on this one Studmuffin." I grinned.

"I think I preferred Jack." He grumbled.

Sure enough five minutes later Earth Approach called again. "Tri-Star Tango Two-Five, this is Earth Approach, we are tracking a fast moving object on a collision course."

"Could you give us a range and vector Earth Approach?"

"Tango two-five, range is four zero miles and closing fast, vector is 275 apparent, five degrees above you."

"Roger that Earth Approach."

I turned the ECM back to full active and powered up the targeting systems. I had the incoming on my system as soon as they told me where to look. I started evasive maneuvers. I also killed the IFF.

"See? They have much better radar then we do." I looked to see what other traffic we had in the nearby vicinity. Nothing much really, so hide and seek was definitely out.

"He's ten miles," Sabre commented.

"If he's any good he'll launch his first missile at five. Probably a spread."

"Yup, he did."

"I see them," I started dumping disposables, ECM stuff that worked on missile tracking systems.

"You have the ECM panel. Screw up and I'll be the one giving the lecture!" I growled and turned the nose around to come at the missiles and our attacker head on. He probably expected us to run, the missile salvo was aimed to cause us to bank down and away to avoid it. I was having none of that, this was my dance not his.

"More missles!" Sabre called again.

"Shut up, I see them." I growled and punched his com unit off. I didn't need anymore distractions.

A quick flip and a roll at the last minute got me past the first batch. I decided to fire one of my own now as my thumb was punching out disposables as fast as I could push the switch. The radar alerts from his targeting computer made his missiles out to be fairly cheap ones. I only had two myself, but they were the best Tri-Star made, and as soon as it jumped clear I could imagine what his own radar was going to tell him.

Sure enough he jumped, straight up and then a twist back over as he tried to break lock before the missile had him solid. He was good and it worked for him, however his own missile bays were away from me now so he couldn't launch on this pass. I pulled up and did my best to ram him as we passed. He twitched again, I think he thought I was actually trying to do it.

We both went 'vertical' as we crossed, cockpit to cockpit almost. I looked up and could see their helmets, they were that close. They were in a Nippon Series 8 short range strike fighter. If they had waited till I was in the atmosphere, this would have presented a lot more problems. But for all that I was bigger, here in space without any real atmosphere my bigger engines made up for that. I hit the selector on the stick and kicked the whole ship around on its pitch axis. I hit the chain gun just as they were starting to react. Twenty millimeter HEAT rounds into a cockpit at a hundred yards range isn't a pretty sight. Unless you're the one firing them.

There wasn't much left of the cockpit, or its occupants as I banked away and turned my nose back towards the earth. The other ship continued full throttle in the opposite direction. I must have missed the flight controls by some fluke, obviously the flight computer was better armored then the cockpit.

"Earth Approach, this is Tri-Star Tango Two-Fiver, please stand advised we are proceeding direct to Tri-Star corporate field Delta-Niner."

"Tri-Star Tango Two-Fiver, that is an affirmative, we track you clear, and former intercept now on an outbound vector. Do you require any assistance?"

"Negative Earth Approach, please notify Continental Control that we will be entering their airspace shortly."

"Have a good day Two-Fiver, Earth Approach clear."

"Have a good day Earth, and thanks for the heads up."

I leaned back in the chair and arched my back, stretching up and cracking my back. I tilted my head back and looked over at Sabre who was smiling.

"Oh, you can turn the ECM back to standby," I said.

"Already done. You know you look good like that. I'd almost forgotten just how nimble you were."

I stuck my tongue out at him, "Get free tonight and I'll be sure to remind you myself. So," I asked settling back down and starting the re-entry procedure. I was planning on going in fast and hot, something assault shuttles did well. "Any comments, questions, or praise? I recommend a lot of the later, personally."

He laughed. "That was very well done. I think I did pick the right person for the job after all."

I nodded and went back to flying by hand. We were entering the outer atmosphere now, and it wouldn't be long until we were there. 

"Why don't you go check on Sam and see how she's doing? I'll turn the artificial grav back on now."

Sabre unstrapped and when back down to check. By the time he came back up he was dressed smartly in his suit again and we were five miles out from the landing beacon.

"Everything's fine." He confirmed.

"Good, you better sit down for landing maneuvers."

"So what are you going to tell them about the loss of Cabin Pressure emergency?"

"Oh, thanks for reminding me." I reached a hand back over my seat, "Loan me that hand cannon of yours for a sec."

I pulled it around as he handed it to me, the thing must have weighted twenty pounds! I put the muzzle up against one of the side panes of the canopy.

"Better cover your ears, this is gonna be noisy."
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            We got quite the reception on the ground. Company guards were in full force and they escorted Samantha and Sabre off to her office. There were some press there, the word that something had happened on the flight must have spread quickly.

            I got some cold looks from the port officials as I went over the shuttle. I cleaned up the more incriminating evidence of what went on, not that there was much, but I figured being thorough was better then being sloppy. Over all there wasn't much damage. Some burn marks from things that passed a bit too close, a few dings from when I hosed the other ship and got some splash back. I turned it all over to a maintenance engineer who spent more time looking at my chest than my face. Not that I'm complaining mind you.

            Then I stood around there looking confused as I tried to figure out just what I was supposed to do next. Security had hustled Samantha off so quick I hadn't had time to ask what to do when I got the ship put to bed. And I had no clues at all.

            So I spent a good ten minutes standing there on the tarmac before I finally walked into the flight ops room and found a magazine. Eventually a somewhat flustered man walked in, and spying me came directly over.

            "I'm Nathaniel Lentz," he said showing me his company ID. "You must by Dialene. If you'll come with me please I'll run you through the Standards and Practices briefing, and then find out where you're due next."

            I set the magazine down and stood up, "I thought everyone had forgotten about me. And I think I'm due at Ms. Harten's office next. Where ever that happens to be."

            He looked a bit flustered and led me down the hall to a small room. He pulled out a small pamphlet and handed it to me. "This should cover most of what you need to know. But the basics are that on Earth people can be hostile towards most animorphic types. You must carry ID at all times, must appear clothed in public, be ultra-polite and stay out of any places marked off limits. And there will be quite a few. In any kind of an emergency call the company first. Failure to do so can lead to large fines."

            "I think I can remember that."

            "Good, now sign here to show you were briefed and let’s go see if we can't find out where you are supposed to be.

            I signed the paperwork and followed him out to the hallway again. It didn't take him long to track down where Samantha was and fifteen minutes later he had me in a company van headed off to some other part of the complex.

            When I got to her office, she wasn't there. Turns out there was some kind of meeting or other that she had to attend. Her secretary showed me to my new office, well more like a broom closet, and showed me where things were. The previous tenant had left quite a few things laying around, I guess after getting his head torn off no one thought to come here and clean up after him. There really wasn't anything interesting, but there was a list of her personal vehicles and their passcodes. I couldn't believe the twit actually wrote them down.

            I checked with Barb, the Secretary, who was actually human. I'd never seen a human secretary before, but then I'd never been in any corporation's headquarters before either. Anyway, I checked with her and found out that Samantha's meeting would run at least another two hours, so I got someone to show me where her personal car was stowed and went to take a look at it. Sure enough the keycodes hadn't been changed, so after taking the time to go over the car, and discard a few things that shouldn't have been on it, I changed the codes and had a little chat with the guy doing security about allowing bombs in the building. At least the rest of her vehicles were at her home. Well except for the shuttle which would have to stay here. I called up the hangar when I got back to the office and had a little chat with them about how I wanted it stored and how I didn't want anyone doing anything to it without talking to me personally. We'd see if they listened or not.

 

            By the time Samantha and Sabre got back from the meeting I had my nice little office cleaned up to remove any effects of the previous joker, and a number of plans as to how to deal with things. When Sabre came in he smiled at me, looking around.

            "Not bad, almost as big as mine." He grinned.

            "At least it has a door," I grinned back.

            "So how do you like having an office?"

            "Well," I leaned back in my chair and stretched. I noticed his eyes watching appreciatively. "I think it needs to be properly christened."

            "Oh? With what?"

            "Close the door and I'll show you," I smirked.

            Turns out the door locked as well.

            

            "So Sabre tells me you found a few things on my limo?" Samantha asked as we headed down to the garage a few hours later.

            "Yes, I also changed the keycode and plan to change them on every vehicle you own as soon as I possibly can."

            "Why's that?"

            "Don't you want to know how I got them?"

            "I want to know," interrupted Sabre.

            "I found them all on a sheet in my office. Wouldn't surprise me if other people had found them too."

            Samantha nodded. "Okay change them."

            I unlocked the car when we got to it, did a quick check of the interior while Sabre re-checked the exterior. I noticed there were now two guards on duty instead of one. Sabre had told me that there were some strict unwritten rules about how company infighting was to be carried out. The use of company personnel was forbidden, and if you went after people in their offices, and it got found out, there would be repercussions even from your allies. So this basically meant that security could be trusted. But they weren't always the best, a good operator could get around them. Also it seemed this foe was bending or breaking those unwritten rules.

            We all got in then and I drove us down the ramp and out of the garage and headed off to Samantha's estate. I had spent some of my time studying local area maps, and while I didn't have all the landmarks down yet, I knew where I was going. We reached her place unmolested and I gave a sigh of relief as we rolled into her garage.

            As we stepped out of the limo the house guards came up to meet us. I stopped and looked up at them, surprised. Tigers, all of them. And not just any Tigers, but Siberians. They all saluted Sabre and there was quite a few warm handshakes. I just stood back and tried not to laugh.

            "What?" Samantha asked as I stifled several giggles.

            "Do I detect a theme?" I snickered.

            "Siberian's make excellent bodyguards, everyone knows that."

            "Big, tall, well built male Siberians?" I grinned at her.

            "Actually the guards are males, the house staff are females." And she looked a bit indignant. "Besides, I didn't actually pick them."

            "Oh? Sabre did then?"

            She shook her head, "No, my dad grew this bunch personally, just for me. They're all Sabre's crechemates."

            I stopped and looked at her, "All of them were made just for you?" I guess I gaped a bit.

            "Sure," she nodded, "My dad wanted his daughter well protected. So he made them, raised them and had them specially trained." She had the good grace to blush, "I don't think he intended me and Sabre to, well, become so close."

            Something about being confronted with the fact that everyone here was built on spec, and raised on spec as well, for some guy's daughter just so he could sleep at night is shocking. At least it is if you were built on spec yourself, and that daughter is your boss.

            I was saved from saying anything stupid by Sabre coming over and introducing me to his Men. Or should I say brothers? Hard to say.

            "This is Dialene. Dialene, this is Chuck, Tigg, Al, Pen and Slash."

            "Hi, ummm, is it true that other then me and Ms. Harten that everyone here is a Tiger?"

            Sabre grinned at me, "Well, the backup pilot is a leopard, but otherwise yes."

            "How many is that?" 

            "Sixty three," he said nonchalantly.

            My mind boggled, her dad had Sixty Three morphs made for her. That was something like two thirds of a billion dollars! 

            "Something the matter Dialene?" Sabre asked looking at me carefully.

            "I think I just realized that my boss is far richer then I can possibly conceive." I gulped watching as Samantha went up to each of the tigers and greeted them warmly. They weren't just employees, they were property.

            "Just think of her as royalty." He chuckled, "That's how we handle it."

            "And you're all her faithful servants?" I asked a little sarcastically.

            He looked at me, "Hey, you've been around her almost a month now. You know better then to act like that."

            I watched as she headed up to the house waving at another tiger standing at the doorway who was waving back, looking happy to be seeing whoever it was. You can't fake that. But then you can't fake holding a scared fox who's woken up in the middle of the night with a terrible nightmare about suffocating in space while siting next to her now dead mate.

            I looked up at him, "You're right, I do know better, she's got to be worth billions, owns this place, you, probably me, and she treats us like equals when he could just treat us like property."

            "Actually she's worth one point two trillion, but you didn't hear that from me."

            "Where'd she get all that money from?"

            "Her Dad, he's the former president of the company, and since he died she holds thirty two percent of the stock. Second biggest stockholder."

            I shook my head, "And I'm her personal pilot? You are insane letting me even get near her Sabre. You should have just grown your own."

            "We did," he said soberly, "She's dead. There were originally sixty four of us."

            "Oh. I’m sorry, I didn't know." I said and gave him a hug.

            "That's okay. You couldn't have." He hugged me back. "Now let’s head inside and I'll show you your rooms and introduce you to the rest of the inmates in this asylum. I think you'll like it here, we're all very close."

            I nodded and followed him in. At least they were all very attractive cats. So things shouldn't be too dull. 

            He took me for a tour of the main house. It was substantial, there were the usual dining rooms, kitchens, guest rooms, living rooms, etc. There were also the staff quarters, gyms, pool, firing range… The list went on. Then there was the carriage house. I don't know why it was called that, it was where they kept and repaired all the estate vehicles. I got a tour of that one, which was separate from the large garage I had parked the car in. There were a number of other outbuildings too numerous to mention, and I looked over the map of the estate, which covered a very large piece of ground.

            "So, here's your room," Sabre smiled finally showing me where I was to live.

            "So who am I sharing with?" I asked looking around. It was two rooms, several closets and a very nice private bath.

            "Whom ever you want to, it's your room after all."

            "No, I mean, who is my roommate?" And turned to face him, hands on my hips.

            "Oh! No one. This is your room."

            "Wow…" I said shaking my head. "This is really something. A fox could get used to this."

            He laughed, "I'm sure one could. Dinner is at seven, dress is casual unless we have company. Attendance is usually voluntary, but I highly suggest you show up tonight and meet everyone.

            I nodded and he excused himself to take care of his own things. It didn't take me long to unpack, I didn't really have that much. So I looked at the time and decided to take a nice long bath before dinner.

 

            Dinner was a comfortable affair. I got to meet most of the staff, I didn't even try to remember any names. Everyone was very happy to see Sabre again, and Samantha as well, though she'd only been gone two months. Everyone cheered me when Sabre recounted my performance on the flight in. I blushed, but I admit I enjoyed it. There was a lot of talking and joking around the table, when several of the fem tigers teased Samantha over her missing Sabre, I was shocked at first. But her response told me that this was normal behavior for them. She might not have been much bigger then I was, but she was as much one of them as any of the group. 

            It was easy to see why they loved her, I don't think her father had had much to do with that. After dinner her tailor came up to my room. A six foot female tiger isn't what I expected, but she was good. She told me it would be a few days before the outfits would be done, so she'd have my one uniform cleaned tonight for me. She gave me some fashion tips as to how to dress, and for where. For the most part the uniforms I got on the trip here were fine. But around headquarters, social events, and some local places, I should wear the fancier stuff.

            When she left it was starting to get late. I heard a knock on the door and ran over to answer it, pulling it open, my heart sank almost immediately. I had hoped it might be Sabre, but instead it was the backup pilot, a male leopard. We'd been briefly introduced at dinner though we hadn't talked at all.

            "Umm, hi. Sabre asked me to come by and talk with you a bit, go over the way we do things, and answer any questions you might have."

            "Did he say anything else?" I asked looking him over. He wasn't bad looking, and was pretty well built. I guess living with tigers keeps you in shape.

            He had the good grace to look a bit embarrassed.

            "Yes, he told me to tell you that he wouldn't be by tonight." 

            "What else?" I asked leaning a little closer.

            "Well," he looked me in the eye, "He told me that you don't like to sleep by yourself, you like cats, you're a kick-ass pilot, and whether I like it or not you're the senior pilot and if I pissed you off, after you got through with me he'd pound on what was left. So can I come in now?"

            "Why?"

            "Cause going over things in the hallway will be a pain."

            I nodded and let him in, he walked over to the table and dropped a data cartridge on my table and took a seat. "Most of the stuff you need to know is on there. I spent the afternoon writing it all down. That cartridge isn't to leave your personal possession and destroy it when you've memorized it. There are some more things that I won't commit to anything but memory, I'll tell you them myself once you're comfortable with this bunch."

            I nodded, "So did you come in here looking to fight or to fuck?"

            He grinned, "Both, neither, it all depends. Yeah you’re the only fem here that's smaller than me. Guy can get a complex after a while when all his female lovers are as big or bigger then him. On top of that you're good looking, you'll have your pick of anyone here, if you want them. But…"

            "But what?" I asked.

            "I don't know you, up to now I've been the top pilot. I'm a pretty good pilot too so I'm not just gonna roll over and bow to you because Sabre says so, no matter how many bones of mine he threatens to break. I take my job seriously and while it sounds like you're good, I want proof. If you're better then me, I'll admit it. But I'm not taking anyone else's word for it."

            I nodded, "Okay, so what do you want to do about it?"

            He grinned, "I have two sim units linked together in the basement, and one of the team to run them. Five dogfights, I pick two setups, you pick two, the computer picks one."

            "And if I lose?"

            "I'm senior pilot."

            "If I win?"

            "Then I'm your cat. I don't have a problem with you being senior pilot, as long as you can show me you deserve the job. This isn't just ego, I owe Ms. Harten's Dad."

            I grabbed my gear bag and nodded, "Let's go."

            He led me down to the basement, where sure enough, there were two rather high quality simulators, with the attendant consoles and equipment. There was one of the Tigers from the staff sitting by the control panel. He waved hello to both of us and we climbed into our units and closed the hatches.

            "I'll let you pick the first one Cam," I told him, "So I'm ready when you are."

            "Okay Dialene, Standard arms load, a Tri-Star Series III fighter."

            "Sounds okay to me. Let's go."

            "Okay run the first program Trent."

            And we were flying. His first set up was a typical head to head combat flight. He was good, but I was better. Five minutes later I tagged him one of my two missiles.

            I spent a few minutes talking with Trent and got him to load a space scenario in an asteroid field. That one took a bit longer but I managed to tag him again as well. 

            The third scenario involved combat in a populated space lane, in close to an L-5 facility. I was getting cocky, and he took me down a peg for it. I was impressed with his style, though I still felt I was better.

            For the fourth test I picked armed aircars and put us in heavy rush hour traffic. I managed to get him first, but had taken enough damage that I was in the process of crash landing when Trent pulled the plug.

            The computer generated one was… A replay of the action I had flown that morning.

            In this one the first ship was armed, and taking it out was a lot harder and used up one of my two missiles. I tired to make some changes as to what I had done but the computer wasn't allowing it. So I was still stuck coming in against the fighter I had bested, only this fighter knew that I had a missile left, and a gun as well. 

            He came in much like the original guy had, but made a few minor changes. I was able to dodge his first missile salvo, but the second one didn't respond to any of my ECM and I barely avoided getting nailed. When I fired my remaining missile it blew up before it had fully cleared the rail! I cursed the damn thing and went into a dive trying to make for the atmosphere where his missiles couldn't maneuver as well. 

            It turned into a tail chase with him behind me trying to catch up. Then one of my engines failed and there was no way I could continue on that course so I whipped around hard to go head to head with the gun. We crossed and tangled and I thought I had a clear shot twice, but couldn't seem to tag him. We jinked a few more times, and my second engine went out. About then he fired another missile, and this one I couldn't break lock on. 

            I cursed under my breath as I shut down the sim and climbed out. I was tired and needed a shower. Sims beat you up almost as much as the real thing.

            "Well I might have beat you three to two Cam, but I don't think I can really claim that much of a victory over you," I said walking over to him as he leaned against the other sim unit. "Though I don't think the last one was exactly random," I added with a grin.

            "Well, as it's the only sim currently in the machines memory, it didn't have much of a choice." He said smiling back at me.

            "So, what do we do now? I think you're pretty good, I was pretty impressed by a lot of what I saw. However I still think I'm better, though maybe not as much better as when we first climbed into these things. It's not like I decisively waxed your tail, or you mine."

            He nodded and smiled, "True, but think of how much better you might have done if I didn't start telling Trent to degrade your systems and abilities on the fourth and fifth tests."

            "You didn't?"

            "Sure did. Wanted to see how good you really were, and how you'd act if you lost. Well you still won on one of those, and on the other you put up a pretty good fight. Now if you'd come out and copped a bad attitude, I would have kept my mouth shut and taken the senior job."

            I thought about that a little, "I bet the rest of the people here don't appreciate your deviousness at all, do they?"

            He laughed loudly, leaning back against the sim unit again, "Oh you don't know the half of it. They just don't understand the joy of deceit, trickery, and downright sneakiness."

            "Somehow I have a sneaky suspicion that you've been doing your best to teach them too." I grinned shaking my head.

            "Come on up to my room and I'll show you my little collection of trophies sometime," he snickered.

            "Throw in a shower and a backrub and I'm there," I sighed stretching. I noticed he watched my stretching with typical male interest.

            "You," he smiled, "Have a deal."

            I surprised him by leaning up against him as we walked up to his room. He was about as sweaty as I was, but he smelled good, so I didn't mind. Besides, I liked cats.
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I woke early the next day and went back to my room to take a shower and get ready for the day's work. Cam was still snoring quietly as I left, but by the time I had made it to the table downstairs for some breakfast he was already there. Of course he wasn't wearing anything, so maybe that had helped him.

"I thought clothes were required on Earth?" I asked leering at him. Hey, he did look good in the buff.

"Have a donut. And when it's just family around here, no one cares. Especially in the morning. Sam's family has been working around animen since they were created, so she isn't offended by fur."

I nodded at that as one of the tigers sauntered in also sans clothing and grabbed some bacon and eggs off the table. The cook was clothed, and was cooking up a storm. But then I suspected there would be a lot of big appetites every morning here. I found an open spot and sat down to dig in with a relish. I was almost done when Sabre and Samantha came in on each other's arm, dressed for work.

"Ah Dialene, sleep well?" Sabre asked smiling.

"Oh not bad," I smiled back, and then said in a lower whisper, "I do miss Jack though, ask him to visit sometime."

"Oh, I think you can expect him on his regular weekly schedule," he smiled.

"He working in the mines again?"

"Only during the day," he ruffled my ears, "Cam's a good guy, I'm glad to see you two are getting along. Just watch out for his tendency to play tricks on folks."

"Like the time he got a certain tiger to bathe in lime jello?" I sniggered.

Sabre sighed, "He told you about that, huh?" 

I smiled toothily, "You know he even has a picture? You look good in green."

He growled slightly, "I think I'm gonna have a talk with him about that."

"Oh I already did."

He suddenly looked worried.

"Yup, it's my picture now. You want it back, you'll have to earn it."

"You're right," he sighed, "I was insane to hire you."

I laughed and handed him a sausage. "I gotta go get the limo ready. We going to the office?"

He nodded, "No big plans for today. It's Friday so things should be relatively slow. Heads up for Saturday though, we have a major dinner engagement, tell Talis in the shop to have the Benz ready."

I nodded and gave him a kiss then headed out the door, giving Samantha a hug as I passed.

 

The day passed rather quietly for me. As Samantha's personal pilot I found out that I wasn't really expected to play limo driver all the time, a number of the tigers were well trained in that aspect, and one would sit in front with me on the drive. There were also one or two cars with backup always somewhere in the traffic around me. 

Cam's job was to fly backup craft whenever I fly Samantha anywhere, and he was second pilot if we took the yacht out. The yacht turned out to be a converted destroyer, which didn't surprise me anymore. All of this I learned from reading that data cartridge he had given me. There was a lot of other stuff in there was well, procedures and codes and countersigns. A lot of which changed on a regular basis. I made a note to have everything that was in place when the last guy was here changed.

I asked Sabre why there was so much more security today then there had been yesterday.

"This is actually more along what she normally has. Yesterday was light because we didn't want to clue people in that she was arriving by having a lot of guards here waiting."

"Didn't seem to work, did it?"

He shrugged those massive shoulders, "Well, yes and no. The guys upstairs I suspect where waiting for weeks. But no one made any moves down here. We were escorted yesterday, you just didn't see them."

I nodded and went back to studying my book and maps.

"Why do you have Earth Maps?" He asked curiously just before he left.

"Never been here before. Don't know a thing about it." I mumbled while trying to find all the major corporate offices, there were lots.

"Really? Well, welcome to Earth."

"Thanks!" I smiled.

 

That evening we all spent watching a movie with Samantha and Sabre, of course the estate had a first class theater. Though there weren't any seats, just lots of cushions. Tigers were sprawled out everywhere as we watched some brand new release. It was cozy and a lot of friendly cuddling was going on. I stayed close to Sabre and Samantha, and enjoyed myself thoroughly. Sam and I chatted quite a bit afterwards and teased Sabre until they went off to bed. I watched them go feeling a bit lonely when Cam slid up behind me and gave me a hug.

"Walk you to your room?" He purred in my ear.

"You only want me for my body," I sighed, flicking my tail and leaning back against him.

"Well I think I already have your friendship, and someone else has your love, so what else is there left for me to chase?" he whispered nibbling on my ear.

"Good point." I smiled.

 

The social event on Saturday was a date. Samantha was seeing a man it seemed, an old lover who she continued to see for appearances sake. And also because she genuinely liked the man. Sabre was a little restless over it, he confided in me that he didn't care for sharing very much, but understood the necessity of the situation. When I pointed out that Samantha shared him with me, he said it was different.

"How?" I asked.

"I'm a hypocrite," He smiled. 

But I knew there was more to it than that. Sabre cared about me, but I knew enough about cats to know that if she said she wanted an exclusive deal he'd be all over it. Some cats are just that way and Sabre was definitely one of those.

So we chauffeured the dating couple to a fancy restaurant, then an opening night play. I looked great in my custom uniform, Sabre looked resplendent in his own outfit. Of course Samantha and her date, James, looked splendid too. And there were lots of rich people and celebrities there as well as the press. So for the most part Sabre and I were in the background, as were the rest of her security guards, and a few of her date's as well.

They spent the night at his place. Once Samantha dismissed us for the night, Sabre set his team to watch and dragged me off to my room. The first time we made love was rather fierce, me because I hadn't had him to myself in so long, and him because he wanted someone else. After I bit him on the nose and made him yelp he slowed down and made love to me instead of a phantom. It was a much more enjoyable night after that.

And that was our schedule for the next several months. I'd sleep with Cam, or one of the tigers during the weeknights. Saturday Samantha would have her date and I'd spend the night with Sabre. Oh, they didn't always end up at his place. Sometimes they went to the mountains or the coast, or New York or LA. In those cases Sabre and I ended up in a room down the hallway, but the only thing that changed was the location, not our passions. There were some occasional overnight business trips, and quite a few day trips to special meetings. And there were a few attempts on Samantha, most were pretty amateurish however and Sabre's security hardly flinched taking care of them.

Samantha and I talked a lot more too. I was included in a lot more business conversations, and whenever her and Sabre had an argument, which did happen, she'd end up in my room of all places and we'd talk about Sabre of course. She wasn't very happy about the way their life was going either. She wanted to settle down with him, tell the world to go to hell, and raise a family. His family.

Mixing species is never an easy thing, and it's harder if one is a human. I told her my own experiences, mixed species was more common among us animorphs. But I couldn't really give her any answers. All I could tell her was that I knew Sabre felt the same way. I'd had some of these same conversations with him as well. 

Sometimes I wondered what they talked about, or if they talked at all. About anything other then business that is.

On about the fourth month I was there, someone made a serious attempt on Samantha's life. It was early Monday morning, we were on our way in to her office, and I was driving as usual. The first clue that something was wrong came when I spotted an explosion in my mirrors. My com unit came to life, it was one of the back up cars, it had just taken a rocket. 

I hesitated a second, and then acting on impulse I spun the car around and started heading against the flow of traffic. The limo could fly, it was modified enough, but I didn't want to try taking to the air right now. The main reason we drove instead of flying was that flying was highly regulated inside of the city. I didn't care for it much, but the mayor had been making a campaign issue of it so we had to comply. I weaved in and out of the on-coming traffic.

"There a reason for this?" Sabre asked over my com unit, I noticed he had pulled a large nasty looking weapon out from under the seat.

"Maybe, are both cars following today?" I replied in my mike.

"No."

"Damn."

He popped the sunroof and stuck his head out of the car, a moment later I felt the car shake and could see bullet trails leading away from us.

"Got a target?" I asked

"Pegging the guys attacking our backup."

"How bad's it look?"

"Bad, but they're still moving. We can't stop."

"I know. Hold on." 

I turned hard and slewed us down a side street, and through two more corners hard. "I'm gonna take us up, but not here, get your head down its low clearance."

"Roger," and he popped back down on the seat.

"Anything?" I asked turning to Slash, who was sitting next to me.

"Well, Chuck is driving the other car and he doesn't see anyone else, Cam is scrambling one of the fighters and will be here in about five minutes. I got an air born feed from a TV station's traffic Camera that's following the fire on the road though, and two cars tried to pull a u-turn shortly after you did, I lost them off the screen as they zoomed in. So you can count on company soon."

"Thanks. Hold on everyone!" I called out as I floored it. Samantha was laying down on the floor in the back, out of sight and I cut through three more side streets and back out onto another main road when I found what I wanted, a parking garage for one of the stores I liked to shop at. I cut the limo in, sending up sparks as we bounced over the speed bumps. It had a low ceiling and I winced as we clipped a few light fixtures. 

I hit the ramp to the next level and just kept us going up and up and up until we hit the open top level.

"Get your guns out! And strap your ass in this time!" I called out as Sabre stood back up and laid that gun back on the roof.

"Everyone secure?" I asked as I rocketed out on to the roof level.

"Everyone's strapped in, now go!" Sabre told me.

I fired the emergency rocket boost and got us in the air. 

"We got company!" Called out Slash who now had the car's low powered radar up and scanning. "Coming in fast from behind us."

"I see him!" Sabre said calmly. "Standard aircar, they're only lightly armed."

"Great, so where's the other one?" I asked diving down between the buildings and flying as low as I dared with all the wires and crap down there.

I could hear Sabre's gun firing again. Short controlled bursts as we barreled down the streets, cutting left and right. Sabre told me they were firing on us, but I was moving too much and flying too low for them to get many clear shots.

We turned left up a street and suddenly I heard Sabre growl excitedly and then Cam's voice was in my ear. "Splash one, and you'd better turn left now!"

I hauled the stick over hard and a moment later saw a flash and felt us shake as something went off nearby. Sabre collapsed in the back and I floored it again."

"What was that?"

"Missile, Big one." Cam's voice answered. "Give me five seconds."

I turned to Slash, "Unbelt and check him!"

He nodded and dove in the back.

"Got 'em!" Cam's voice came back. "Now, where to?"

"Office. I think we may need a medic, Sabre's hurt."

"How bad?"

"Not too bad," Came Slash's voice from his com unit. "Nasty gash on the head, didn't go through the bone though, he'll live."

"Any word on the backup car?" I asked Cam.

"Yeah, two injured seriously, one casualty."

"Fuck!" Came a very unladylike expression over the com in the voice of my boss. No one said anything for the next minute as I rose up higher and made a beeline for the company's offices. I knew they had a hospital there. I looked up and could see Cam shadowing us. He stayed with us until I landed us in front of the hospital. Then waggled his wings and went off to cover the other guys I guessed.

Some security type came running over and started to tell me I couldn't park here, until he saw Slash hauling out a bloody Sabre. I didn't even get a chance to open my mouth before he was grabbing the other arm and helping Slash get him out of the car. 

"You okay mamm?" he asked Samantha, noticing that there was blood on her as well.

"Yes, I'm fine. It's his."

He nodded and then helped Slash carry Sabre inside. I reached under my seat and pulled out the sub-machine gun that was there and checked the ammo, then followed Samantha inside as well.

"I don't think you'll need that here Dialene." She said.

"I'll put it down when Sabre says I can and not a moment before Ms. Harten."

She just nodded and we trooped down the hallway and into the emergency room. The entire staff was human and they looked very surprised to see us.

The nurse looked up and said, "Morphs down the hallway." And pointed.

Samantha walked up to her and said, "Not today."

She replied in a soft voice that brooked no argument at all. "They need special gear mamm, special doctors, trust me, you want him there." 

Samantha blinked, then nodded and we trooped down another short hallway and by the time we walked in, there was a gurney, nurses, doctors, about what you'd expect from an emergency room. 

I could see what the other nurse had meant. Sabre would have crushed a normal gurney, if he could have even fit on it. It took several orderlies on one side with Slash on the other to get him up on it. It didn't take long for the doctor to come over and check him out.

"I can sew up the head wound and seal it in a few minutes. His skull's a little cracked, but not broken. Some bone glue will handle that as well. However he's got a concussion, and someone's going to have to watch over him for the next day. We can do that here, or lend you a nurse and take him somewhere else if you wish."

"Patch him up, and put him in a room here for now. I'll have him moved someplace else later on." Samantha replied. "How long will he be unconscious?"

"He's not actually unconscious now, he's semi-conscious. He can hear us, maybe even understand us. He just can't move or talk. Concussion's are like that. He'll be out of it until tomorrow unless I give him a stimulant. I don't recommend that though, could really mess him up."

"Okay, we have some more injured coming in soon. You'd better get ready."

"Already on it Mamm. I'll keep you informed."

"Thanks Doctor." She smiled weakly.

She leaned over and whispered something in Sabre's ear and then stood up and headed for the exit.

"Don't worry, I'll keep her out of trouble," I said giving his leg a pat.

"Come on Slash, we got the duty now." 

"What about him?" He nodded over at Sabre, not wanting to leave him defenseless.

I looked him over, he had quite a bit of blood on himself as well, and an attack on Sabre would definitely hurt Samantha.

"Good point, and you're probably too bloody to stand duty upstairs. Give me a status update every ten."

He nodded and I trotted to catch up with Samantha before she left the room.

"Are you going to carry that thing all day?" she asked nodding at the gun.

"You going to change your clothes? You've got quite a bit of blood on them." I asked changing the subject.

"When I get to my office."

I nodded. "Follow me this way then."

"But the car is this way."

"And no one's been watching it. I have a better idea."

She nodded and followed me. I took us around to the back of the building, where the shuttle vans stopped. I looked out the door and around. Then I dragged her down a side hallway and found a storage closet.

"Here, put this on over your clothes, and wear this cap."

She nodded and when we walked out to the Van, she didn't stand out like a sore thumb. Once we got inside I told the driver to skip the rest of his route and head straight to the main building. He saw the slung sub-machine gun and nodded. I think he also recognized Samantha once she dumped the doctor's coveralls.

We got to the office without any further problems. Security was out in force and one had the gall to ask for my weapon. I just growled at him and he let me be. About twenty minutes after we had left the hospital the rest of the crew turned up there. Slash informed me that Tigg was the casualty, he had been sitting in the front seat next to the driver when the missile had hit the door. Pen and Al were the two seriously wounded, but it looked like they'd be okay now that they were at the hospital. Al had been driving and had to be pulled out of the seat so Chuck could take over. All of them were wounded, though the rest were still mobile. Chuck was Sabre's backup, and from what Slash told me he probably wasn't in any shape to fill in yet.

"Clean everybody up, and let me know when you think they're ready to move. Don't rush anyone, take your time, make sure the doctor gets a good look at each of them. Keep a hold of Tigg's body too, we'll take it back with us."

"Roger, out."

I then called the estate and told Cam to fly out the Beta team, and to bring out some techs to sweep and recover the cars.

"And I'm gonna need something to come home in tonight. Whatever it is, give it legs and firepower."

"You can count on me Dialene!" he said and signed off.

 

I looked up as Samantha came out of her private bathroom, I was in her office standing where I knew Sabre usually stood. She had changed her clothes and cleaned off the blood from when Sabre fell on her.

"You okay?" I asked

"Sure, how bad are the two who were injured?"

"I haven't gotten any details yet, but they should be okay. The rest have minor injuries. I'm going to send them all back to the estate once they're ready to move."

"And, who… who died?"

I sighed, "Tigg. It was instant."

She nodded and sighed sitting down behind her desk.

"Why?" She asked looking down. I knew she wasn't asking me, but I responded anyways.

"I think they figured if they took out the car in the back, we'd run forward without thinking into their ambush, without any backup."

"Is that why you turned around?"

"I just wanted to do whatever I thought was the least predictable thing there was."

She nodded. "This has got to stop."

"There was a lot of this before Sabre got sent off, wasn't there?"

She looked up at me and nodded again, "Four Attempts. But none after he left."

"Really?" 

She nodded.

"That's curious."

"Very. We thought that we had gotten those in charge when Sabre took care of a few things. I guess we didn't."

"I think that when Sabre gets better we're all going to sit down and have a long talk about this." I sighed. "I don't like being a target either."

"If you want to be transferred, just ask," she sighed.

"What, and let you have him all to yourself?" I grinned, "You're not getting rid of me that easily!" I laughed and she grinned as well.

"You're going to have to do something about that gun you know." She said straightening herself up. "I don't think people are going to be comfortable with a fox who was raised by the competition holding a machine gun.

I smirked, "Wait till the Beta team gets here and they have to deal with Pete and Sean. I think they'll be even less comfortable."

"Not taking any chances, are we?"

"Nope, after all, you're not just my boss, you're my friend. Besides, Sabre would kill me if I didn't."

"Thanks, and you're probably right. Right after he tore me a new one."

Then she settled down to work. It was only an hour before the backup team showed up. I stationed Pete and Sean in Sabre's office and her bathroom, which both opened onto the office. I stuck the other two in the outer office with the receptionist, who thankfully knew them and wasn't the least bit bothered. I stood right there the whole day and didn't get more then ten feet away.

Sheer terror does a lot to help keep you awake, and I may have been joking before but I knew if they tried again today and I fucked up, that I would be better off dead then alive when Sabre caught up with me. Not to mention my own personal involvement in the matter.

It was late afternoon when the hospital cleared everyone to go back to the estate. Sabre and the two seriously injured had to go by ambulance, Cam assured me that we not only had one, but we had a doctor and several nurses there. 

As for my day in the office, it was insightful, and a bit interesting. I got some looks at several of the meetings I attended with her, but no one said anything and Samantha acted like it was nothing out of the ordinary.

When the time came to leave Cam flew cover. He'd had someone bring over an APC. I was surprised, but I wasn't complaining. We all piled in and I flew a dogleg course back, just in case.
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            I got the vehicle stowed and then went to see how Sabre was doing. Samantha was already there checking on him. Our own doctor, one of the Tiger's of course, filled us in on how everyone was. She gave us the short story which was everyone would recover, though for the two seriously injured it would be a few weeks. The company hospital had done an excellent job. Samantha then went with the doctor to visit personally with the other two. I went to find Chuck and Cam.

            "So what happens now?" I asked grabbing some coffee as the three of us sat in the kitchen. I wasn't worried about security here, Chuck had ordered a sweep of the house and the grounds, starting with this room. So except for us and the cook, it was deserted. Everyone was still shocked by Tigg's death and upset over the attempt on Samantha's life, and being around a bunch of morose and angry tigers wasn't healthy for them or me. So he gave them some work to do to keep their minds off of things. 

            "Good question." Said Chuck, "I guess we review our security."

            "That's a start," Cam put in, "But this attack was the heaviest we've seen since Sabre left."

            "Those attacks stopped when he left, didn't they?" I asked.

            They both nodded, "What of it?" Asked Chuck.

            "Doesn't that strike you as strange?"

            "You don’t think Sabre…" Chuck growled.

            I gave him a dirty look, "Of course not. But it's too strange to be a coincidence." I stopped and thought a minute. "It means there may be a pattern. If we can figure out the pattern, maybe we can find out who's behind it."

            "We need a war room," Cam said.

            "A what?" I blinked.

            "A war room. A private room with charts of all the attacks set up showing different things. Dates, places, styles. So we can do trend analysis. We can't let anyone know we might have found a pattern, or they'll try to throw it off."

            Chuck and I nodded.

            "But what do we do for now?" I asked again.

            "Well, you're my boss, you tell me." Cam said.

            I looked over at Chuck, he nodded. "Fresh input is always good, so I'm all ears."

            "Well, I think we're safe for a few days, that attack cost money and took time to set up. They'll have to relearn our security processes which they know we'll be changing. So I have an idea or two.

            "First, lets come up with three different security processes, call them huey, luey, and duey. Duey will be a false front, everything we do, we'll make it look like duey to the outside world, we make sure duey gets run by someone, and we hire a body double to sit in for Samantha in the duey runs.

            "However, huey and luey will be the security we actually run. And we alter at random times between them, anywhere from two to five days, or in case of emergency, unless one of them gets compromised. We run them behind scenes, and we don't brief anyone outside on them."

            "Sounds complicated," Chuck sighed.

            "Sounds devious," Cam grinned. "I like it."

            I shrugged, "Yes it's going to be complicated. But I think there are going to be a lot more attacks, and until we figure out who's behind it, I can't think of anything else to do."

            "So we play the shell game," Chuck nodded.

            "And Samantha's the pea." Cam agreed.

            "Who's a pea?" Samantha asked coming into the room, looking very tired.

            "You are," I smiled, then turned to the other two, "You know we're going to have to double Sabre as well. Though I think that won't be hard considering the number of tigers around here." I chuckled.

            "I don't want you risking anyone in my place," Samantha said walking over to the table.

            "Samantha?"

            "Yes Chuck?"

            "You're outvoted."

            "I'll get Sabre to tell you then." She pretty much growled that at him.

            "He's been outvoted too." Chuck growled back. "We handle security, and until we catch whoever is behind this, we're running the show."

            "Who do you think is in charge here?" She said frostily, I could see she was getting mad.

            Chuck stood up and glared down at her. "I am. And I have no problem at all with locking you in the basement if I think it will keep you safe. And don't even think to complain to Sabre about it, because there are sixty one other people around here who feel exactly like I do and are just as bound and determined to keep you from doing anything stupid when it comes to protecting you. You may own us, we may love you, but we all promised your dad we'd do whatever it took." His voice continued to get lower and more commanding as he talked.

            "And we will all honor that promise even if it costs each and everyone of us our life. So don't make this any harder then it has to be!"

            She had been looking angrier and angrier until he mentioned dying for her, then she suddenly wilted and turning on her heel she stormed out of the room.

            Chuck collapsed back into the chair with a huge sigh. "Gods that woman is worse then Sabre sometimes."

            "This happen often?" I asked.

            "When Sabre isn't around, about once every few weeks or so. How he makes her toe the line I'll never know."

            "I think she just doesn't like feeling helpless."

            "Samantha's anything but helpless. Trust me, I've caved into her more times then I like to mention and she's not afraid to try and kick your butt either."

            "Yeah, you'd think she'd been raised by a bunch of thick skulled, stubborn, ass-kicking tigers," Cam said grinning.

            "Well there is that…" Chuck grinned back.

            "Let's reminisce later," I said, "We have a long night ahead of us if we're going to get these plans worked out."

            They agreed and we got to work. 

 

            We decided to knock off about 4AM. We had pretty much all of huey and duey worked out. Luey was only partially done. We figured another day and then we could start training everybody on the procedures. Chuck would handle finding the doubles, Cam would handle some of the new hardware. We spent the last half hour working out changes for tomorrow, we still had probably two more days to deal with before we could switch to the new system.

            I headed down to check on Sabre, and wasn't at all surprised to find Samantha down there with him. 

            "The Doctor says he's out of danger of slipping into a Coma," she told me. "He should wake up in the morning, they have him on a mild sedative now."

            I nodded and reached over to ruffle his ears a bit remembering when we had met.

            "You know, the first time I saw him, I thought to myself that he was a crazed monster?"

            Samantha looked up at me from her seat by the bed. "Why's that?"

            "Well look at him, he's huge. And he was drunk, and he was making it clear he wanted to spend the night with me and didn't want to discuss alternatives."

            "So what changed your mind?"

            "Who said my mind's been changed?" I grinned at her. "But he was gentle, considerate, and pretty damn good, so I decided that maybe he was safe after all."

            She smiled and nodded at me. "I've known him since we were kids. I was about twelve when my Dad brought them all here. It was nice, I went from being lonely half the time to suddenly having a bunch of new friends. There was a group of us who became really close though. Chuck, Sabre, Justine and me. They were about the same age as me, well mentally at least, I guess they were only about six physically. Anyway, we used to get in a lot of trouble…

            "Justine? I haven't met her."

            "She died several years ago."

            "Oh! I didn't know. How'd it happen?"

            "My Dad had just passed away, he was pretty old when he had me to start with, part of the reason he gave me the tigers as a gift I think. Anyway, someone tried to kidnap me basically. It went bad and Justine stood up and got in the way when they tried to kill me."

            "Sounds pretty bad."

            "She was Sabre's mate."

            I looked down at her, "So is that why?"

            She nodded, "Partially. I was torn up, and he was devastated. I went to comfort him, and well, one thing led to another. I guess we both needed a lot of comforting. After a while, well," she shrugged, "once we got over Justine's death we just discovered each other."

            I nodded, "He is sweet, isn't he?"

            She smiled, "Yes he is."

            "So when are you going to marry him?"

            She sighed, "I wish I could."

            "Samantha, you've got more money then I can imagine. And a lot of power as well, plus brains. Figure something out. You can't keep doing this to him or yourself forever. Hell, I'm not much on mixed species matings myself, but I'd sure as hell give it a shot for him."

            "Yeah I know, 'Crap or get off the pot'." She yawned.

            "Come on, it's late, lets get to bed. We've all got a busy day tomorrow." I grabbed her hand and dragged her off to sleep.

 

            The ride in the next day wasn't bad. We used the APC again and took a different route than the day before, with Cam flying cover once more. We went in late, Samantha needed the sleep, and I didn't want to leave before Sabre had opened his eyes and she and him had talked a little. Plus it threw off the schedule, which helps when you're worried about attacks.

            By that evening Sabre was up and walking around, though you could see he had one mother of a headache. Chuck, Cam and I filled him in on what we were doing and how far along we were. 

He nodded. "Sounds good over all, though I don't know if you can talk Sam in to using a double, you know she hates that kind of thing."

We all grinned.

"Don't worry about it," Chuck said, "We already took care of it."

He looked at us and smiled, "Well I think getting knocked silly might have been worth it if I missed that argument. Keep working the procedures, I'm going back to bed before Sam or Doc Kisha finds out I'm not still in it."

"Later Sabre," he waved.

We worked on our plans for another six hours until we finally felt we had things covered. The hardest part was making the two plans look like the one fake plan. It meant we'd have to swap our real people for their doubles and back again, without people noticing. We also didn't want the hidden originals being mistaken for the security backup teams. 

"Tomorrow we'll pass out the operational plans to the people who need to know." Chuck said. "But I guess that's it."

"Now that we're done I have something I want you two to see." Cam said getting up from the table.

"What?" We both asked.

"Come on and I'll show ya'."

So yawning we both got up and followed him downstairs to one of the back storage rooms in the basement.

"I had Nikki working on this all day. Other then her and us, no one knows its here, and the combo is 631." He opened the door. "Come on in and take a look."

Chuck and I looked at each other and shrugged and followed him in.

It was a small room, about 10 feet on a side. There was a small table in the center with a small computer and 4 chairs. One wall was covered with a large map showing where each of the attacks had taken place. There was a calendar on another wall, and a third had charts showing where the hardware they had used had come from. A fourth tracked the species of the attackers.

"Nice job Cam," Chuck said.

"Yeah, it is." I added.

"Nikki did it, I just told her what we wanted. The computer has all the intell we have on each of the attacks, and you can graph it there anyway you want. The wall charts are up to date as well, and if you can think of anything else you want up there just tell Nikki or leave her a note here."

I nodded again, "Tomorrow I'll look at it. For tonight I'm off to bed. I need to sleep."

"Good idea. See you in the morning," Chuck said following it with a great big yawn. "Night."

 

We used the APC again the next day, and got a lot of complaints from the police department. The Mayor's office lodged a compliant as well. After all it was Wednesday now, a full 48 hours had gone by! Jerks. I'd heard that in New York and Los Angeles as well as Chicago they let all the major companies' execs fly in however they wanted too. I don't know why Dallas was so opposed to it, strange.

That evening was busy. We had our doubles, we had our procedures. Everyone was briefed, and re-briefed. We did a number of dry runs on all of them, talking our way through radio calls, attacks, responses. We had the whole crew working it till midnight, then we called it a night.

The next morning, we all did a quick review, then Chuck introduced us to Samantha's double. We all already knew Sabre's double. We all mounted up then and ran our route to work. I was driving 'duey' as I had to be seen with the doubles. We had a plan to deal with that too, I'd only be seen some of the time, we had installed one way glass on all the vehicles. So you couldn't tell who was driving. I usually didn't get out or in with the doubles anyway, so I'd just do an occasional trip in 'duey' to convince anyone watching that I was indeed there.

We got hit two blocks out of the gate.

It was a pretty bobbled job, I guess they thought we hadn't changed our system from last time yet. It was over pretty quickly, we had changed all of the cars so that they could quickly be made to look alike by flipping a switch. Once that was done, the other three chase cars that were laying 'dormant' in the traffic, shuffled with us and the doubles laid down on the floor. Suddenly they couldn't tell which car it was, and being this close to the estate our air cover was there immediately.

            Also our 'chase' car, the one that was supposed to be carrying our muscle was actually empty and being driven by remote. So they could attack it all they wanted. The rest of the drive in was without incident. So we decided to just continue on with our plans. 

 

            For the next several months we got hit about once every twenty days or so. Once we did get hit two days in a row, but otherwise the attacks were at least a week apart. Our own people were getting hurt, but we kept making all sorts of strange changes to the duey plan that they just couldn't seem to keep up with. One week we didn't even put the doubles in the cars, just drove them all there apparently empty with a clever switch at the destination to make them think that Samantha and Sabre had been laying down in separate cars. 

            Cam had the idea of putting Samantha's and Sabre's doubles in different cars to see which one they'd go after. They went after both. Something to think about.

            So after losing six hit teams and about forty people they stopped trying to hit Samantha on the road to work. They tried her office, but company security was way too tough for that, the only thing that came close was a missile launched at her office, it actually got within a hundred feet before it was destroyed. Didn't scratch the windows though, those were well armored. They gave up on the office after only three tries. They didn't lose as many men though.

            But our Intell people were starting to get some information on the attacks. We learned that the supplies and people were coming out of Brazil, even though the people weren't always Brazilian nationals. Mostly they were various people from the criminal classes there, but it was suspected some were being recruited from Europe.

            After giving up on the office attacks, they tried hitting the estate a few times. That was pure folly, as the estate was armed to the teeth and the tigers enjoyed it more than the video games in the arcade room.

            It was about four months since the war room being set up that Chuck called me and Cam down there to a meeting.

            "What's up?" I asked Chuck, looking at the charts on the walls. There had been quite a bit of information added to it.

            "Well, I think I've found a pattern, and I want the two of you to look at it, and see what you think."

            "Sure," Cam nodded, tail tip twitching excitedly, "What have you got?"

            "Not that quick!" He smiled, "First I want to see if you come to the conclusions I did on some other issues. Now first, remember those few amateur attacks after Sabre got back? I added them back in under the assumption that they were actually part of the whole."

            "A probe of our defenses?" I asked.

            "But that would be stupid," Cam said, "They had a fairly good idea of things when Sabre left. Why start over just cause you had a one year cease fire?"

            "Bear with me Cam, and yes, exactly that Dialene.

            "Now look at this next point, all the attacks have been small, the biggest had fifteen operatives, but for the most part it’s been eight to ten man teams. And almost all humans as well. What does that tell you?"

            "Well definitely not a corp, they'd never risk human lives like that, they get animorphs a lot cheaper."

            "Correct Dialene. Anything else?"

            "Well," Cam said looking up and his ears perked up and swiveled forward. I could tell he had something. "They've burned through what, eighty or so people by now. If they had just gotten say thirty up front, they could have overrun us easily on any of the street hits, and saved a fortune. Hell they'd give the company or the estate a run for its money if they'd thrown eighty at once!"

            "And that means?" Chuck smiled.

            "It's not only not a company or corp, whoever is behind it has no military experience or advisors!" Cam grinned.

            "Or refuses to listen to them if he does." I added. "And here I thought they were just suffering from hiring bad help and using cut outs. But Cam has a point, after the first failures, why not just a big push? We know now that whoever is doing this has deep pockets."

            "Exactly," smiled Chuck. "Now, look at this next piece." He pointed to the calendar, we both turned to look. "This is when all the attacks took place, what do you notice?"

            "None on Saturday's!" Cam and I both said and then looked at each other.

            "That's right, and the only one on a Sunday came when a certain person was out of town."

            I looked at Chuck, then back at Cam, then back at Chuck again. "That would explain why things stopped when Sabre was away. But why isn't he trying to hit just Sabre?"

            Chuck shrugged, "I'm not a psychologist."

            "We had damn well better run this by one before we tell Sabre," Cam growled. "Cause the high and mighty Mathew Morrisey isn't going to live very long once he sees this."

            "Do the other facts fit in Chuck?" I asked.

            He nodded, "Mathew has no military experience or advisors. He doesn't care very much for the military, truth be told. Further he has no animorphs on staff, and no strong big company ties. All of his money he inherited, and he's got a rather large trust fund."

            "So what do we do?" I asked, "Suspecting is one thing, but we need proof. We need a trap."

            "I know. You two are the sneaky ones. What do you think?"

            Cam and I pondered that one a while. 

            "I have it!" Cam finally said grinning.

            "What?"

            "You know that small beach house Samantha used to go to before she became VP?"

            Chuck nodded, "Yes, that would be perfect."

            "Care to fill me in?" I asked.

            "It's a place out off the coast of South Carolina. Samantha loves the place, but it's a security nightmare. If we slipped that she was going there to him, well it would be the perfect place."

            I nodded, "Sounds like a plan."

            "I'll get  a discrete surveillance set up immediately." Chuck said. "Now how to we tell him, without telling him?"

            I smiled, "Why not tell Samantha that you want to do some work on the house defenses the Saturday after this, so why doesn't she take her friend and make a holiday of it out at the coast?"

            He nodded, "Not bad, she'll have to call him and invite him, or ask him this Saturday."

            "Tell her to ask in person, less chance of eavesdropping."

            "Good point. But she knows the security is bad there, so what do I say if she asks about that?"

            "Tell her we'll have the double highly visible around the house or some such." Cam put in.

            "Okay, sounds like a plan. And Cam, I'm putting you in charge of getting some kind of psych eval of him done by a profiler."

            We left then in much better spirits then we'd been in since Tigg had died.
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            Sabre came and asked me what was going on when Samantha mentioned the trip to the coast to him. He said he was about to ask Chuck what was he thinking when suddenly someone painfully stepped on his tail.

            I laughed, "Trust us. You don't want to know, yet."

            He growled, "Maybe I do."

            "Oh no, not yet. Remember how Chuck told you we threatened to lock Sam in the basement if she didn't behave?"

            He nodded.

            "Well that same threat applies to you this week. So you just wait."

            "Well I don't like it!" he growled again.

            "Well, maybe you'll like this?" I snickered and applied my skills to diverting his attention.

            "A-hem, I have work to do you know."

            I grinned, "Then get back to it and don't ask questions we can't answer."

            "Can't or won't?"

            "Can't."

            He sighed and walked off grumbling.

 

            "Okay," Chuck told us Tuesday, "Mathew just called to tell Samantha that he's going to be showing up a few hours later then her. Seems he has a family function to attend that morning, but he promises her he'll be there by one at the latest."

            "Yeah, suuuure…" I snickered.

            "What did you uncover Cam?" Chuck asked.

            "Well, I had one of our own psych eval people go over it, as well as an old friend of Samantha's father who I remembered. And who coincidentally has some fairly good sources of information. Turns out our Mathew is something of a spoiled rich kid, with some strong prejudices about 'fraternization' as it were."

            "So why'd he stop when Sabre left?" I asked.

            "Maybe he thought she would straighten out."

            "Then why keep seeing her now that he's back?"

            "Cause he likes to get laid? I don't know. Read the reports if you want to know more." Cam replied.

            "Did you tell this old friend of her father’s about Sabre?" Chuck asked looking concerned. And when a large tiger looks concerned, I worry.

            "Of course, but don't worry about it. He's not about to say anything that would hurt Samantha. He was okay with it."

            "So how do we keep her from showing up, without raising his suspicions?"

            "Cold." I said.

            "Huh?" They both asked.

            "She gets sick, something mild, something that would make her want to stay home. Cold, flu, diarrhea. Come on we have access to a doctor, we just put something in her food Friday morning, by that evening she calls him, tells him she's sick and calls it off. Or if we haven't seen any signs at the beach house, we do it to her Saturday morning."

            They both nodded. "Good idea."

            I grinned. "Hey, that one was easy."

 

            We got the report Thursday that our surveillance team had picked up a crew moving into the beach house. The photos they provided were pretty damning. We dosed Samantha Friday morning, and by the time the evening came around she was so miserable that she called Mathew without prompting and called the whole thing off.

            What was even more damning was his trying to convince her that the beach would do her cold good this time of year, and he wouldn't even mind taking care of her if she didn't feel better immediately. He tried very hard to talk her into it, and I was listening in, hard not too when she called him from the kitchen. She was almost about to give in when I nudged her and shook my head. She turned him down and hung up and looked at me.

            "You know, that was almost starting to sound good. So tell me why I told him no."

            "Thirty percent chance of rain," I lied. "I saw it when I was checking my flight plans. If you go there and it rains you'll really get sick and probably miss work Monday."

            "Oh!" She smiled and ruffled my ears, "Thanks, yeah it's not worth the chance. I have that big kick off meeting to preside over Monday. I'd hate to miss it." And she shuffled off to bed, sneezing.

            Cam came up and snickered, "Now that, was quick thinking."

            I grinned, "A life of unclean living. So what's your excuse?"

            "Years of hard work."

            We both had a laugh and went to brief Chuck on what had gone down. As all estate calls were taped we had no problem verifying the phone conversation.

            "So what next?" He asked with a sigh.

            "We tell Sabre, what else?" I said.

            "Yeah, I guess you're right." He started to get up.

            "Hey!" I pointed to the chair, "I didn't say we tell him right away!"

            "So when do we tell him?"

            "I believe that we are all going to New York City for some charity affair next Saturday, and that our friend Matt will be attending as well. I say we get everyone in a room and tell him then."

            "You know what will happen, don't you?" Chuck said.

            "Do you have a better idea? Let's just be prepared to deal with it. Besides, he only takes two guards with him, and they're pretty pathetic compared to what we mount. A whole lot easier than letting an enraged Sabre lead a strike team to his estate, right?"

            "Good point." Chuck nodded. "I'll bring in our best trained, and make sure we're ready for anything."

            We made some plans after that. Most of them dealt with cleaning up the mess we were sure that would be left.

 

            Saturday came and the three of us were all very uptight. Sabre gave Chuck and me a look that made it clear he knew something was up. We just shrugged.

            The day went well, the whole charity thing went well. We were back at the hotel, Samantha and Matt had eaten dinner and retired to his room. Sabre came into the room we were supposed to share that night down the end of the hall.

            "Okay, now what the hell is going on? You and Chuck promised me an explanation, and I see you packed the entire Alpha team. So what's up?"

            "Don't take your jacket off, come on."

            "Where are we going?" he asked following me out of the room.

            "To answer all of your questions." I keyed my com unit, "Alpha Alpha check."

            "That was not the standard radio check," he said softly.

            "Nope, we have someone we want you to meet. Just remember that we have to clean up the mess you make, and try to be neat."

            "I don't know if I like the sound of that," he growled again.

            "Oh trust me, you will." I stopped outside of Samantha's room and knocked on the door.

            He looked at me strange. "Where are the door guards?"

            "Busy."

            The door opened, it was Samantha, she was still dressed. "Dialene? What's going on." 

            I pushed the door open and Sabre followed me into the room. Matthew was standing on the other side of the room, his coat on the bed, a drink in his hand.

            "What's the meaning of this intrusion?" He said rather indignantly. "Samantha, you really give your pets way too much free range!"

            "I have no idea what's going on either Mathew, and please don't refer to them as 'pets' you know I despise that term."

            Well two points for Samantha, I thought.

            "Well Dialene, what's going on here?" Sabre asked.

            I noticed Samantha had had the good sense to close the door. I pointed to Mathew, "There's our man. He's the one who's been behind all the attacks on Samantha."

            "What?!" Cried Samantha, sounding very upset.

            "What!!" Roared Mathew, but his body language was more fear then outrage.

            "You positive?" Sabre asked in a very soft voice, his eyes narrowing on Mathew.

            "Yes. We've been onto him for several weeks now. The clincher was the trip to the coast, he was the only person Samantha told, and in private. Yet three days later a team of people mined that place with a lot of explosives. And when she canceled, he tried real hard to talk her into still going."

            "What are you talking about? I've done no such thing!" Mathew said sputtering indignantly. He turned to Samantha, "I've always told you they hated me Sam! Can't you see? Listen to these insane lies! I'd never hurt you, you know that!"

            "Dialene?" Samantha said, I turned to look at her.

            "Yes Sam?"

            "You're sure it's him, aren't you?"

            "As best as we can figure it out, he doesn't like your and Sabre's relationship, and that you're soiled goods, better off dead."

            She turned to Mathew. "Is this TRUE Mathew?"

            "Of course not Sam!" He was sounding desparate now, Sabre had move closer to him, and was softly growling and showing his fangs.

            "I've always told you what would happen if you didn't get rid of these animals! That they'd corrupt you! Now they want to kill me, after all I've done, they don't want me to save you!"

            "Alpha Beta Check" I whispered into my com.

            "You did it didn't you?" Samantha said shocked. She paused a moment as she walked closer and her voice changed, and took on a much nastier tone. "You Bastard! After all these years! I thought you were my friend Mathew!"

            "I could never be friends with someone who sleeps with animals!" He sneered. 

            "I can't believe you would betray me like this Mathew! People died! How could you?

            "So some animal got killed, big…" That was the wrong thing to say, Sabre growled and grabbed him by the throat, cutting him off mid sentence and dragging him to the center of the room.

            "Remember what I said about making a mess Sabre!" I hissed.

            Samantha walked over to Sabre and placed her hand on his arm.

            "I'm sorry hon, this is all my fault. I didn't know any of this was going to happen. But I've learned my lesson." She looked up at Sabre, "Will you marry me Sabre? I can see now that you're the one who really cares."

            I was watching Mathew's eyes. He had thought I guess that she was talking to him. But when she asked Sabre to marry him, his eyes bugged. And from the smile on Sabre's face, I think he might have noticed it too.

            "Of course love." He leaned over and kissed her, still holding Mathew by the neck, at arm's length.

            "What do you want me to do with this piece of trash?"

            "Kill that bastard," she growled. "He needs to pay for what he did to Tigg, and what he tried to do to us."

            "Yes love," He smiled and I saw his arm flex and heard a loud cracking noise. Mathew started to jerk and kick, his whole body going into convulsions as his hands tried to tear at Sabre's hand. 

            Sabre just stood there and smiled as Mathew suffocated, his windpipe crushed. I could smell it when he died and messed himself.

            "I need a kit Chuck," I said keying the com unit.

            "That clean enough Dialene?" Sabre growled.

            "Yes Sabre, thanks. Now pack your things Samantha, we have to move quickly now."

            She nodded, and Chuck entered the room with a body bag.

            "Gee, this wasn't as bad as we feared." And he took the body from Sabre and bagged it. He tossed me a small grenade. "Got this from one of his men."

            "Good, I'll pack his stuff. We're still on plan I guess."

            "Okay, see you back at the estate." And picking up the now full bag he left the room.

            I went and started to pack Mathew's stuff up, it didn't take me long before I was finished. I handed the bag to Sabre and set the timer on the bomb for fifteen minutes and slipped it under Mathew's side of the bed.

            "So what's the plan?"

            "Sam, you call the front desk now and inform them that Mr. Morrisey was called away suddenly and you've decided to check out early as well."

            She nodded and did exactly as I asked. I checked my watch, ten minutes.

            "Okay, head for the landing pad on the roof, we need to do this just right."

            I grabbed Mathew's bag, looked around to make sure we hadn't missed anything and followed them out. Sabre held the elevator door for me, and we made the roof in two minutes. We climbed in the aircar and the last two of the security team followed. I signaled Cam and he took us off. We'd gotten about a hundred meters when the bomb went off, blowing out the windows of that room and starting a fire there.

            I gave the code for an attempt on Samantha's life, and we set up our emergency routes and high-tailed it back to the estate. We only made one little side trip to drop some trash in a bin, that mysteriously burned up.

            "So what about his body? The car? His guards?" Sabre asked me quietly once we were back at the estate and alone.

            "Taken care of. There's nothing to be found, and only Cam, Chuck, Myself, and three of the team that was with us know anything about what happened. Everyone else thinks Mathew left early. The bomb was clearly planted on his side of the bed, and everyone knows someone has been trying to kill Samantha. We made sure a few clues were left around. It'll take them a while, but we think they'll figure out what Mathew was up to."

            "Yeah, but that makes us prime suspects!"

            I shrugged, "So? There's no body, and no evidence of a crime. He may have just gone underground because he knows how corporations react to people who try to kill their Vice Presidents. Anyway, once they figure out what he was up to, I have a feeling their whole investigation will lose steam."

            He nodded and gave me a hug, "I'm gonna miss Saturday nights with you hon."

            "You and me both," I sighed. "I'd try to talk you into one last fling, but I don't think you will."

            "Well the truth is Foxie," He grinned and picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder, "Sam told me to have one last night with you to thank you for everything."

            I smiled, "She's such a sweetie."

            "Isn't she though?"

            It was definitely a night to remember.

 

            I yawned and prodded Sabre's side with a foot, "You still with me Hon?"

            He yawned and opened a bleary eye at me. "Just barely. I think you've been rewarded for not only everything you've done, but anything you may have thought about doing as well."

            I snickered and yawned again myself. "Oh and you didn't enjoy that at all?"

            He snagged my foot and pulled me over for a hug. “Oh I enjoyed it all right. You small gals are deadly!"

            I laughed and ruffled him someplace private. "By the way, why is the fur down here a bit shorter the normal?"

            His ears splayed and he kind of grinned, embarrassed. "Well, Samantha kind of had me modified."

            "What?" I asked shocked.

            "Oh I agreed to it, I actually liked the idea."

            "Oh? I didn't notice anything different."

            "You won't. You know she wants children, right?"

            I nodded.

            "Well she had some work done on my genes. Pulled out all that was tiger, and replaced it with the closest human analog there was. Not that hard really, we're still like 60 percent human. She had a picture made of what I would have looked like as a human, not bad really.

            "And what does this have to do with shorter fur on part of your privates?"

            "Oh well," He did that tiger blush thing again. "She had them clone me a testicle with the new sequence and well I had one replaced with the new one last Monday."

            "So now you can get her pregnant?"

            "Yup. I had just suggested we go with in vitro, but she said she's an old fashioned girl and wanted to do it the old fashioned way."

            "Yeah right, 'old fashioned way', with a tiger no less."

            "Hey I didn't hear you complaining."

            "Good point," I grinned. "Well how about one last one for the road? Just to be sure the equipment still works?"

            "Well, maybe just one…" he purred.

 






  







 

 

Part III - Force Majeure

 

 

            I stood in line at the company spaceport waiting for my ship to board. It had been a tearful goodbye, but I had to leave for a while. Neither Sabre nor Samantha wanted me to go, not to mention Cam or several of the others. But seeing Sabre all the time and not being able to, well, do any of that anymore, was a bit rough. Three months had gone by and it still made me miserable and moody at times. 

            So I told them I needed to leave for a while, work someplace else, some other assignment, until the fires waned a bit and I could get a little mental distance. 'Besides,' I had confided in Samantha, 'you two should have some time to cement things without anyone trying to distract you. And I know if I stay, I will try to distract!'

            She had smiled weakly and nodded and told me I was probably right. Though she hoped I'd come back when I found someone. I told her I would.

            As for her and Sabre, well, they were leaving earth, moving out to Hobson's Choice. It had the biggest company presence off of Earth, with several large shipyards, space docks and other operations. Samantha was taking over as manager of the whole operation. It wasn't as prestigious as being a Vice President here on Earth, but on Hobson she and Sabre could legally marry and no one would give a damn. Well, no one of any importance at least.

            She had gotten me an assignment as a shuttle pilot out at one of the company's deep space operations. This one was fairly tame as the mining operations went, plus it was near a settled planet as well as several other mining operations.

            I boarded the ship and settled in for what promised to be an unexciting trip. About four weeks was what my orders said. I was drafted by flight ops to work on their shuttles, and to do general maintenance like everyone else of course. And I was expected to get some sim missions in to keep current. 

One of the nice things was being treated like a regular person. Coming off a job working for a company VP and having several citations for duty 'above and beyond' and helping to save said VP's life several times did a lot to make the security types friendly, and even got me dinner at the Captain's table one night. Sure I've heard that a lot of the Captains at Tri-Star did that with guests, but it didn't change my feelings. I was grateful.

            What should have ended as a quiet trip however, didn't. 

 

            Something I'd heard only rumored back at the mines, and which was rarely mentioned on Earth because it was so far away, was that Tri-Star was at war. Of course back on Earth they weren't referring to it as a war, just an unpleasant set of circumstances. There had been some ships damaged, some places hit, etc. I'd heard very little about it and paid even less attention because we were busy with more important things, and Samantha was not one to engage in idle talk about company business.

            When we got there, the first thing that happened was we were challenged by a small group of company fighters. As we got closer we found there were some more company ships, one was a destroyer, the others were freighters like ourselves. This I all learned at the all hands briefing later on. But basically the mine I was going to had been hit, and was severely damaged, it would be at least a year before it could function again. Several other mines had been hit, though not as bad. And the planet had been hit as well, though that attack had been repulsed with little damage. 

            What it meant to me was that I suddenly didn't have an assignment. I was called into a meeting with the twenty five others who had been coming here with the equipment delivery to post to new assignments.

            "As you've all heard, the mine is closed, and will be for some time. Most of the survivors of the attack are heading over to the other mines to help get them back up and running sooner. But there are still too many personnel here for what needs to be done. So all of you, plus the excess personnel and the wounded, will be shipped over to the Luxembourg for transport to one of the company's central routing hubs."

            "What will happen there, any idea sir?" Asked one of the badgers in the group.

            "Sorry, I haven't a clue. You'll probably be re-assigned as per the best interests of the company. These attacks have destroyed or damaged a number of facilities. So I don't doubt that there'll be a number of choices for you, there's a lot of work going on."

            "Any idea of which hub we'll be going to sir?"

            "No, sorry. Dismissed."

            We got up and filed out.

            "Well this sucks," I sighed to a male Zebra I had gotten to know on the trip out. I'd never seen a Zebra before and his stripes kind of reminded me of the tigers so we'd become casual acquaintances. "I was really looking forward to all the stick time I'd get out here."

            "Stick time?" he grinned.

            "Oh give it a rest!" I said whacking his butt, "Is that all you males ever think about? I meant flying time. I'm a pretty good shuttle pilot and flying mines is tricky stuff. I was looking forward to the challenge again."

            "Never thought of a mine as a plum job." He said.

            "This one was, I've seen the other end of the spectrum, so I know what I'm talking about." I sighed.

            "Well, only thing we can do is pack and catch the shuttle to the Lux, and see what happens when we get to where ever it is they're sending us."

            "I guess."

 

            The Luxembourg was crowded. There were quite a few people being re-routed and there were also a large number of wounded. Because of the crowding we were four to a room, and we were all assigned to help care for the wounded. The most serious patients were tended only by those with real medical training however. 

            I did my best to help cheer up the patients I worked with. I was sorely tempted to resort to the methods of cheer from my Club days on a few of the really bad cases. Losing a limb or three is something that can be repaired, same for many other serious injuries, but it takes time in a hospital. Until then there was a lot of mental anguish, and I really felt sorry for many of them.

            Quite a few did not survive the trip either, though all of those were among the most serious cases. I came across a doctor one night who was sobbing in the cafeteria well after everything had closed. He'd lost yet another patient I found out, and wasn't able to deal with it. I took him back to his room and spent the night there. Yeah I could have gotten fined for it, after all he was one of the human doctors, but at my originating company I never saw a human cry about an animorphic once. And this poor soul was devastated. He deserved some solace if ever anyone did.

 

            When we finally got to where we were going it was definitely one of the company's larger installations. It was a fairly earth normal type planet with a large settled population and quite a respectable defense force. A good place for the injured to convalesce.

            I made my way to the personal office and waited in line like everyone else. There were about three hundred of us suddenly dumped on the place, so I expected them to take a while to get to me. About five days later I got to finally see a counselor.

            "Let's see Dialene," he said looking over my records, he was an elderly wolf. Probably been with the company longer then I'd been alive I guessed.

            "You don't really have a lot of experience with us, do you?"

            I sighed, "I'm an expert pilot, primarily shuttle but I'm licensed up to fifty thousand tons and I'm qualified in all aircraft and air cars."

            "But you've only been doing that for the last year really." 

            I looked up at him and he was looking over the top of the screen at me.

            "So I've got more time on my back then on my butt with Tri-Star. After my last assignment I think it's safe to say my loyalties aren't questionable. At my previous employer though I spent eight years as a pilot, and my licensing data backs that up.

            "So Sir," I said ignoring his name plaque, "What appears to be the issue?"

            "The issue, is that I don't have any regular shuttle pilot jobs." He stated flatly.

            "What? You're kidding me! There were openings all over the sector when I was assigned to the nickel mine. What happened?"

            "What happened was that a lot more senior pilots from the mine, who came in on that ship got those positions. That's what happened."

            I thought about that, I suppose he could be telling the truth.

            "And even though I may be more experienced, they have the tenure," I sighed then remembered something, "You said regular shuttle pilot jobs." I leaned closer, "What exactly did you mean by that?"

            "Well, we do have a number of combat positions open. Now I don't think I can get you one as a combat shuttle pilot, company policy is not to stick people from your situation into those."

            I didn't say anything, on the one hand I felt more loyalty to this company then the previous one, but on the other hand I wasn't sure I wanted to fly combat anymore.

            "But those frigates they're running around in take two pilots. Which means they crew two helmsmen and you could definitely fill the number two slot if you're interested."

            I thought about it and shrugged, it was closer to combat then I might want to be, but perversely it was probably a lot safer.

            "It also pays a bonus," he smiled, "Not as much as a combat shuttle pilot, but nothing to turn your nose up at."

            "I'm on a fixed length contract," I said, "so the bonus bit really isn't important."

            "Actually it is," he smiled, "You get your time reduced."

            I nodded, "Well sign me up I guess. When do I leave?"

            "Immediately. It's the frigate Hawk and they're in port until this last position is filled. Here's your orders," he pulled a card out of a writer on his desktop. "Good luck with your assignment."

            "Thanks," I said taking the card and heading off to my room to get my gear.

 

            I found the Hawk's shuttle waiting at the local spaceport. The ship was riding in orbit getting ready to get underway. I rode up in the troop/cargo bay with a number of other last minute appointments. From what the shuttle pilot told me the ship was only half manned when they made port, only the combat teams onboard were fully effective, but they were short shipboard crew and were sent here to fill out the rest of their billets. Now that the last of us were aboard we'd be breaking orbit soon.

            The shuttle pilot directed us all to the Captain's office. I knocked and went in first.

            "Pilot Dialene reporting for duty Sir," I said saluting. I wasn't exactly used to military.

            "At ease Dialene." He said looking up from my folder.

            "I see that your military training could use some work. I'll have someone assigned to help you with that."

            "Yes Sir."

            "Now going through your records I must admit I'm a bit concerned over your origins. However Ms. Harten's recommendations are rather sterling, and the company does seem to feel that you're rather trustworthy. However I'd like to hear it from you as to why you feel I should trust you to be a member of my crew Pilot Dialene." He steepled his fingers on his desk and waited for me to speak.

            "Well Sir, I have no love for the company that spawned me, especially given what they left me to. I'm sure you're probably familiar with the way they treat their employees as well. Yet this company has treated me fairly, far better than I think I deserve all things considered." 

            I shrugged, "But I can't give you any reason to trust me Sir, I'll have to earn that."

            "Fair enough Dialene. For now I am assigning you the rank of Warrant Officer 3rd Class. That puts you over the enlisted, but at the bottom of everyone else. Do a good job though and I'll advance you quickly, normally someone of your experience would be 1st Class by now."

            "Thank you Sir."

            "You're welcome. I run a fairly easy ship as far as rank and protocol's go. However you'll find the Block Commander is a bit tougher with his troops, so make sure you respect that. Do a good job and we'll get along fine. Do an excellent job for me Dialene and I will personally see that you are rewarded. Dismissed."

            I saluted again, "Thank you Sir and I promise to do my best." I turned and went out the door to find my new quarters and get settled.

            The Hawk was a bit smaller then Samantha's yacht, but then her yacht was an old converted destroyer. It was one hundred yards in length and just twenty yards across at its widest point. There was only one bay, and it was barely large enough to fit a shuttle. There were two shuttles which rode on external mounts, access being through the shuttle's dorsal hatch. There were another four external mounts for drop ships, and with the full compliment of troops on board all four drop ships were currently attached. 

            It didn't take me long to get situated. I found that I was rooming with the other pilot, which wasn't bad as we'd normally be on opposite shifts. The room wasn't that big, but for a ship this small I wasn't going to complain.

            I found the bridge easily enough, and made my way to the second helmsman position. We were already underway, I'd felt us break orbit as we'd disembarked from the shuttle. I looked over the controls, there wasn't anything out of the usual. 

            I turned and looked at the other pilot, the lead pilot, he was a possum. I'd never seen a possum before, he was kind of different looking.

            "Hi, I'm Roeson," he said, "You must be Dialene."

            I reached over the console to shake hands, "Yes, I just came onboard."

            He nodded and checked his console, "We're accelerating outbound on a fairly constant vector, no course corrections for a while. I don't know how familiar you are with the ship, so take a few hours to review the spec's and after I make the final vector changes we can go over ops together. Sound good?"

            "Sounds okay to me." I smiled and sat down at my control console. It wasn't that much different than the one I had trained on for Samantha's Yacht, only there was the shuttle mounting pylons and the engines looked a bit larger. I wasn't that surprised to see the fire control wasn't different than the yacht's though. But I didn't have much control over that on ship this large, there were weapons systems specialists for that.

            "Let me introduce you to the other person on the bridge," He continued after I'd sat down. "Over there at the communications and weapons systems panels is Clare,"

            I nodded to the fem otter.

            "The Captain’s still greeting the other new arrivals, and you've already met him anyway. I suspect there'll be an all hands meeting soon enough for you to meet the rest of the bridge crew, and the engineering crew."

            "I haven't met the First Officer, what're they like?"

            "Ben? He's okay. Just look for a large black bear and that should be him. I wouldn't address him by his first name while he's on duty however. He's Major Antara."

            "I'll try to keep that in mind."

            "Oh, he's not a bad sort, but I think he feels he needs to be a bit more strict as the Captain is fairly easy going."

            "What do you think?" I asked curious.

            "Well, this is a pretty small crew, and there isn't a lot of security on the boat, so I can understand his desire to let his exec take the heat," Roeson grinned, "But don't underestimate the Captain's ability to be a hard one either. He wouldn't be here if he didn't have a proven track record. The company doesn't just hand its weapons out to anybody."

            I nodded, "Good point."

            We didn't chat much more after that, I wanted to look over the specs and other operational stuff. The ship was pretty fast from what I could see, we could make twelve lights fully loaded, fifteen if we dumped the drop ships and the sixty troops we had onboard.

            I had no combat training at all myself, so I found the layout of the troop structure very interesting. The whole group of sixty was called a 'Block', which had the same name as the ship, so they were 'Hawk Block'. The breakdown was fairly uncomplicated: the block broke down into two platoons of thirty, the platoons broke down to five squads of six troops each, and the squads broke down further to two three person half squads. There were two officers, one in charge of each platoon, the ranking officer was in charge of the whole block as well. Each of the squads that didn't have an officer in charge had either a warrant or an NCO. So with ten squads that meant three Warrants and five NCO's. 

            Looking a bit closer I saw there were a few more NCO's and Warrant's in the block. They were more junior, and in command of some of the half squads. I think they were also specialists of one sort or another. 

            

            The first leg of our journey wasn't terribly exciting. The Captain held an all hands meeting in the ship's hold, I got to meet all the other members of the ship's crew, and a few of the members of the block as well. It was here where we were informed of the first target. We were going to attack a fuel and supply depot that had been discovered. It was a bit off the usual trade routes, and to cover where we were heading, we'd drop out of drive a few lights out of port, and make a heading change. The target wasn't expected to be too heavily defended, so this was thought to be a good first strike for the Hawk.

We all settled down into our own routines for the next two weeks. For the most part we lived up in 'Officer's Country' where the troops weren't allowed to go. But on such a small ship I found myself mixing with the troops quite a bit. They were a tough looking group, most of them at least. But after hanging around Sabre and his family for a year, and my times at the mines before that, I actually felt more at home with them then with the crew. 

            This of course didn't go unnoticed. As there were a lot more male troops then female, it was about a five to one ratio, they loved having me around. And even though I didn't suffer from the nightmares as badly as I used to, I still preferred not to sleep alone. Which of course didn't go unnoticed either. 

            At first it was just comments from the other fem crewmembers about how I should be more careful around 'such dangerous characters'. Then it graduated to shocked questions of 'you're not sleeping with them, are you?' I didn't feel like sharing my past in the mines, nor elaborating on my now ex-boyfriend, I'd just smile and say they were pretty much nice guys and not to worry. 

I was only sleeping with a few of them actually, since I had left the mines I didn't really want that many lovers. But I did like to flirt with the men, and while they enjoyed it, I suspect some of the others may have gotten the wrong idea. When the Exec eventually got wind of it I was called into his office.

            "Warrant Dialene," he started, sitting behind his desk and looking up slightly at me. I guess he realized that trying to stand and look intimidating wouldn't work as even though he was larger then me, I'd been hanging out with people on my off time that made him look small.

            "Yes Major?" I asked keeping my eyes straight ahead. I still wasn't perfect on the military stuff, but I had been getting better.

            "What's this I hear about you fraternizing with the members of Hawk block?"

            I blinked and looked down at him, "Excuse me Sir?" I asked surprised.

            "You heard me Warrant. I want to know what this is all about!"

            "Begging the Major's pardon Sir, but what I do when I'm off shift isn't any of the Major's business if I'm not violating any of the company's rules." I paused a second, "Sir."

            "Don't go giving me any of that," He growled, "I have full access to your files and I know what you did before coming onboard this ship."

            I looked at him feeling rather confused. "I have absolutely no idea what you're trying to say. As second in command I'd expect you to have access to my files. What has that got to do with anything?"

            "I know about what you did in the mines Warrant!" He growled.

            "So?"

            "I will not have you doing 'Business' on my ship!"

            I froze, I couldn't believe what I had just heard him say. 

"I don't know where you got the idea that I am selling myself, or my favors," I said through clenched teeth, "I would suggest that maybe you have a talk with the ship's doctor about the parts of my file that are obviously not open to you. And if you ever accuse me of such a thing again, I'll rip your balls off and stick them down your throat, Major or NOT!" and I turned on my heel and stamped out of his office not waiting to be dismissed.

 

            I was still seething an hour later when I reported to the bridge for my shift.

            "You don't look very happy." Observed Roeson as I took my station.

            "That damn Antara butting in where he's not wanted and jumping to wrong conclusions!" I growled.

            "He accused you of something, didn't he?" Roeson asked quietly. Only Tina was on duty, so it was pretty empty here which was normal under drive conditions.

            "He sure did," I growled back softly. "He thinks I'm whoring myself to the troops for money! Can you believe that crap?"

            He blinked and looked shocked, "You're kidding!"

            "No, and I got so pissed off I threatened to rip his balls off if he ever did that again." I sighed, "Probably not the wisest thing I could have said."

            He laughed softly. "I can't say I blame you though. But rumors abound as to just why you, such a pretty little fox, spends so much time with the troops and so little with your crewmates."

            I sighed, "Not you too?"

            "Me?" He shrugged, "I'm curious, I'll admit it, but I wouldn't believe what he suggested."

            "Well, truth of the matter is, I've hung around people who make most of these guys look tame, so I'm not prejudiced like the rest of you all seem to be."

            "Ouch!" He said and grinned.

            "Well it's true."

            "I'll keep that in mind. So that leaves one other question."

            I nodded, "Let's just say I don't like to sleep alone, and I enjoy making people happy. And" I blushed, ears flat in embarrassment, "I have a thing for cats."

            "Oh!" he said grinning. "Yes there are quite a few cats among the troops."

            I nodded quickly, still embarrassed, "Yes, yes there are."

            He got up, "Well, I think things will settle down. Ben is overly paranoid about some things, but he's not stupid."

            "Well if he doesn't I just might ask my friends to tell him that they're not paying me," I sighed, "I would have already, but I'm afraid they'd be more than a little upset themselves."

            "And that would be a bad idea. Trust me."

            "Yeah, I know. Well, enjoy your off time."

            "Quiet shift to you Dialene!" he smiled and headed out.

            Standing watch when we were under drive wasn't that big of a deal really. Only one person had to be on the bridge, and as there were two people assigned we could trade off to take care of other jobs, whatever. With the shifts being twelve hours long you'd think it would get dull, but it rarely did. There was always something to check, or fix, or reports to write, and training courses to take. I could also lock out my control panel and run simulations on any number of things, and was required to do just that for at least one hour during my watch. Tina, or Clare if she was on watch, would normally take part in these exercises so we could work on teamwork and other things.

            So it was never boring. I'd also work on shuttle training sims an additional hour most shifts. I was qualified as a backup pilot for both the assault shuttles and the drop ships after all and wanted to be sure I didn't get out of practice.

 

            The next two days were fairly quiet, and I didn't see Antara even once. No easy feat on a ship this small. But on the third day, which was the day before we were to breakout on our first strike, he came onto the bridge as I was waiting for Clare to return with lunch.

            "Major," I said nodding from my station. One didn't salute when working their duty station.

            "Dialene," he nodded back. "I just stopped up to let you know that I'm not going to say or do anything about your remarks in my office. I did do some checking, like you said, and like I should have before insulting you like that. I'm sorry."

            "Apology accepted Sir," I replied, "however I would appreciate it if you wouldn't jump to conclusions where I am concerned again Major."

            "Obviously Warrant, I do not make the same mistake twice. Carry on." And he walked back off the bridge. 

            It might not have been much of an apology, but it was enough for me, I was happy.
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            We made breakout the next day. The depot we were going to hit was a small one, and the defenses weren't believed to be that great. A handful of assault shuttles, and a bunch of fixed emplacements. It was on a small moon orbiting an uninhabital planet. All and all not much of a piece of real estate.

            We came in quiet of course. No need to let them see us coming after all. It took us almost a week to sneak up on them, but the planet helped a lot, we approached from the far side of it. Also we had a lot of stealth gear going, and from the looks of it they weren't that worried about this place getting hit. Probably why we were hitting it.

            So it was a full crew on the bridge as we made our approach. The drop ships and shuttles had been dropped a few hours earlier to come in on a different vector, while we came in one a more direct approach. The plan for us was simple, let their shuttles 'drive' us off, the others would take out the ground emplacements and attack the facility while we had the shuttles chasing us. At which point we'd open up on their shuttles with our own weapons.

            The key point was making them think we were a survey vessel, which all things considered wasn't that hard.

 

            It all came off like it was supposed to. When we were first challenged we gave our name as the survey vessel Trinidad for Tri-Star. They didn't even try to sweet talk us in closer, they just launched their shuttles and attacked. We made sure we didn't run too fast as they chased us. Once we were about an hour out we turned the tables and showed them what a nice set of missile launchers and particle beam weapons we had. 

            It did take us a while to take them all out, we had a bit of a chase. Roeson turned out to be quite a pilot and I was impressed by how well he handled the ship. I was better with the shuttles and airships, so I didn't feel too bad about admitting to myself that he flew the Hawk better then I could have.

            The ground battle went well too. The assault shuttles took out the ground defenses quickly, and the drop ships landed shortly afterwards and disgorged their troops. As it was an airless moon, the troopers all had to wear skinsuits under their armor. Skinsuits are basically a skin tight rubber suit that kept the pressure in, with a special fitting that connected to the standard combat helmet. They weren't as nice as the flight suits we wore on the bridge or in the shuttles, but you could wear armor over them and they weighed less.

            So by the time we got back there, the troops had wiped out all of the defense forces and were gathering intell. We spent about a day raiding computer systems and gathering whatever papers the ground forces could find, before mining the place and blowing it all up. 

            Once we'd gotten back into drive space there was a little bit of celebrating Hawk Block's first successful strike. All of the crew was invited of course, and those off duty did show, but I was one of the few to stay until my next shift. Of course some of my celebration was done in relative private, with one of the troops. The next several days I didn't get much sleep while off duty, I guess I let myself get caught up in the mood, and a couple of beds as well. I mean, I liked these guys, and they sure liked me. I wasn't sleeping with that many of them, heck compared to my days back in the club I was positively chaste. But I was flirting and joking around with quite a few of them, and probably let myself get talked into a few things I maybe shouldn't have.

            Of course I'd be lying if I didn't say I enjoyed it at least as much as they did. I'm something of an attention whore I admit, and they were pretty talented and vigorous. What more could a girl ask for? It wasn't that long till things went back to their normal routines anyway. There was always more work to do, so we couldn't play around in the sack all the time.

            Our next stop was a rendezvous with a larger ship to replace supplies, drop off our intell, and get orders for the next strike. So two weeks in drive space, two days out and then back in for ten days as we prepared for our next attack.

            This target was a fuel processing plant, on the surface of a habital, though barely, planet. They also had a mine there as well. Information wise this was a pretty big plum. Our goal was to destroy as much as possible, and grab any information we could find.

            Defenses were a bit more indepth at this facility though. They had two ships on station, destroyers each. Now both were apparently fairly old from the data we had, but either one would be more then a match for the Hawk. So the plan was that the ship we had rendezvoused with would come out of jump on the edge of the system and start to drive in at full power. This would lure off the two destroyers and we'd sneak in from another vector. Timing in this mission was crucial, we'd have anywhere from eight to twelve hours to get in and get out, depending on how they reacted.

            We coasted in again, same as the last time, engines shut down and our stealth systems active, and watched.  Ship's breaking out of drive space usually dumped a lot of kinetic energy depending on their exit speed and vector, the effect was like a flash bulb going off all over the spectrum. We avoided it by coming out very energy weak, and on the far side of the star. That of course added to our insystem transit time, but the stealth systems hid our normal space drives at those distances. So we waited and watched as we drew closer. It didn't take us long to pinpoint the destroyers in orbit. When the Rio broke out they didn't make much of a flash, but enough for anyone who might have been watching, and our friends in orbit certainly were.

            About twenty minutes after they observed flash, which was almost an hour old when we saw it, they broke orbit and went after the Rio. We were still quite a ways out, and had a while to wait. The Rio would signal us about an hour before they planned to turn and break off, our attack would start shortly after. The goal was for the two destroyers to get recalled, which would help the Rio in its escape, and for us to be gone before they got here. How long they took to get back was dependent on how far out they were, and what kind of vector they took back. If they came back fast, they'd be here quick, but would have to make a single pass and loop back for another shot. If they came in slow, they wouldn't have to loop, but it would take hours longer.

            So we waited and listened, we had a general idea of when they would signal, so everyone got ready to go as soon as the signal came. 

            The signal came about when expected. We started our mission clock, and brought the engines on line. By this time we were only a few minutes out and the Hawk came into the upper atmosphere before kicking the assault shuttles and two of the drop ships clear. The battle order was that each shuttle would drop two squads, the drop ships would drop three each. Then the shuttles would provide close air support, and at the end the two drop ships would go back down and pick up everyone. The other two drop ships were usually held in reserve, in case of emergency, or if one got so damaged from a drop that it couldn't safely make a recovery run.

            The drop went off without a hitch, we had fired a few long range torpedos before the drop ships and shuttles went in, to help soften things up. Only two of the torps made it through the defenses, but the shuttles all made it in unscathed. I watched the long range scanners and the feeds from the ships as the troops deployed and took up their positions. 

            That was the last part that went off without a hitch. Immediately reports started coming in that there were more ground troops then we had expected, and that they were better fortified as well. The shuttles also reported heavier air defenses then expected. The drop ships made it back up to the Hawk to refuel and await pickup as the battle raged below. We could tell it wasn't going well from the signals we were picking up, casualties were much higher then expected, the bridge was quiet as we listened too far away to help. 

            "Message from the Rio Captain," Clare reported.

            "What do they have to say?"

            "Both destroyers broke off and have turned for home," She checked the chronometer, "Fifty Seven minutes ago. I'm feeding the course and speed information into Dialene's console now."

            I looked at the data on my screen, I could see right off it wasn't good and I plugged it into the model of the system and crunched a few numbers.

            "How's it look?" The Captain asked.

            "Not good sir, the ships have taken different vectors. One is coming in hot, the other at a slower pace. The first one should reach here in six hours and forty three minutes, it's obvious that they're not planning on trying to catch us by looping back, so I expect they'll hit us with everything they have if we're still here."

            "The second ship?" 

            "He'll be here in eight hours and twenty minutes."

            "Not good."

            "No sir, it's not, the first one cuts off any vector for us in the inbound region, the second one may have the ability to come about to any outbound vector we may chose."

            "Analysis Roeson?"

            "If we leave in four hours we'll have no problems. Five hours and forty minutes and we'll be on the edge of his missile range for thirty minutes, if we leave earlier or later we'll be in the envelope longer."

            "What if we hide on the planet somewhere in atmosphere?"

            "Well, assuming we can survive it, and they don't have any of the really good nukes, then we'd have to leave at seven hours and fifteen minutes and we'd probably be in extreme range for a stern chase for about ninety minutes."

            "Okay, Clare, notify the commander that he has three hours to complete his mission before we need to extract."

            "Aye aye Sir," she replied.

            "Captain Hess has acknowledged Sir." She said a moment later.

            After that we all just sat there and waited.

 

            At two hours and thirty minutes we launched the drop ships to give them time to make a safer approach. By this time they had managed to destroy a good deal of the processing facility, but they weren't making any real progress with the mine.

            As the drop ships came in was when things started to go really bad. One of the drop ships took a hit as it came around and crashed on landing. They were able to get the pilot out but he was in pretty bad shape. They loaded him the wounded, the dead and everyone else they could on the other drop ship. That left nine troops on the ground, but either of the assault shuttles could deal with that. 

            The first shuttle flew cover for the drop ship, as they made for the Hawk, but as the second one turned to pick up the remaining troops it got tagged as a sudden resurgence from the mines started in.

            "Damn," Someone swore softly on the bridge. I looked over the situation and threat map on my console and triggered the programs to start warming up and fueling drop ship three.

            "Captain," I said, "We have a twenty minute window to launch number three and recover."

            "What's the status on Assault one?" He asked.

            "They're past bingo fuel and need to return to the ship. They can't turn around."

            "Captain," Clare put in, "The remaining troops have a visual on the weapons officer from Assault two. It appears he was able to eject before the shuttle disintegrated." 

            "And sign of the Pilot?"

            "No, they believe he's dead, and are moving to recover the WSO as soon as he touches down. They report that the mines are launching a counter offensive."

            I was watching the situation, I saw the location of the WSO's beacon as our computer picked it up. I swallowed, I was the backup pilot.

            "Captain," I said, "Request permission to launch in number three to recover."

            "Denied." Came the quiet response.

            I gasped! And turned around in my chair, releasing my harness. "Captain! I'm the backup pilot, it's my job."

            "I said denied. I don't like it anymore then anyone else, but we can't afford to lose any more people."

            I looked back at the board, sixteen minutes left to launch a recovery.

            "Captain, does this have anything to do with my not being company born?" I asked. 

            "No," He said fixing his attention on me.

            "Then Dammit Sir, let me go! I can get them out of there!" 

            "I said it's not worth the lives of anymore people Warrant!"

            I looked at the board again, and the names of the troops down there. I knew them, heck I had slept with some of them. And I knew what this enemy did to prisoners.

            I turned back, "Even one little fox who the company barely trusts because she's a redemption?" I pleaded, "I can do this Captain, I'm the best damn shuttle pilot on this ship."

            "Would you care for a return trip to the mines Warrant? I can arrange it!" He positively growled.

            "Fine by me sir! Because if you won't let me go down there and save my friends, it's gonna be the only thing I'm good for!" I growled back, "I'm not suicidal, I know as well as you do what's gonna happen if we leave them behind. So let me go damn you, you can send me back to the mines after I get them for all I care!"

            "We're going to have a little chat Warrant, I promise you, when you get back."

            "Thankyou SIR!" I yelled grabbing my helmet from the rack and running out the door. I was already suited up so I didn't have to stop for anything else. I made it to the shuttle in record time and started my checklist with six minutes to spare.

            I kicked the drop ship loose from the mooring and flipped it end for end, then jammed the throttles to full emergency power.

            "Hawk, this is drop three. Tell the troops to head for the ridgeline over by the burning fuel tanks. Give me minute by minute updates on their position, and enemy activity."

            "Will do drop three," came Clare's voice over the com.

            "Also, request supporting fire, two torps, max burn, bracketing now, two more in plus five minutes."

            "Roger," replied Trina's voice, "On the way!"

            By now the hull had hit atmosphere and was starting to scream and heat up. The hulls were pretty tough in these boats, made to stand up to straight in re-entries. Of course after a few hard ones, they had to be re-skinned. They weren't exactly meant to come in at full power though. 

            They also didn't have a lot in the way of guidance systems, and of course, no weapons at all. I did have a decent ECM suite, and the usual disposables, but not much else. I checked the radar altimeter, my internal guidance, and speed. I had the ship up at max V, hopefully it was built to spec. Crossing my fingers I checked to see where the missiles were, they accelerated a lot faster then I could and had easily caught up with me. I did what I could to match vectors, killed the engines and let gravity do the rest. 

            Trina kept feeding me info, they had made it to the ridgeline, but were pretty well pinned down there now from the counter offensive. The fires were still burning out of control nearby, and they only had six effective now, three were wounded, the WSO was unconscious, as far as they could tell there was nothing left of the pilot.

            I knew that they had managed to destroy all of the ground tracking system, so the only thing the enemy would have for anti-air would be shoulder launched stuff. But the two downed ships already showed how nasty that could be. The torps slowly outstripped me, but hopefully to anyone down there with the smaller sighting systems on the shoulder launched missiles, I'd look like a torp who's engine had burned out early.

            The ride down was fast, five minutes later I was passing fifty thousand feet. I could see the ground forces on my own limited console, piped down to me by a laser on the Hawk. I veered my position toward the burning tanks and flipped nose for tail, opening the engines back up to full emergency power once more.

            "Hawk Block! Incoming! Heads Down!" I called on the open com unit as the two torps jumped ahead of me and I rode down the second biggest heat source in the area and prayed no one would get a lucky shot.

            By the time the ECM told me someone was trying to target me, the torps hit and sowed a fair share of confusion. I was still trying to break, riding down on a pillar of fire my altitude dropping fast. I started to worry that I might have cut it too close when I slipped into the heavy smoke coming up from the burning tanks and buildings below. 

            I turned on the radar and locked on the beacon. With one eye on the engine temperature and another on the altimeter I slipped down to the edge of the flames, then using the manuvering jets I kicked over sideways and shot out of the smoke and flames like a ball someone just booted hard. I throttled back, flipped the ship again and hit the rockets hard once again to kill my momentum, flipped a quick ninety, caught the ship right over the beacon at hundred feet and dropped in hard.

            Hitting the switch to open the hatch, I could hear, "GO GO GO GO!" over the com. Looking over the shuttle's landing cameras I could see four running and carrying body's as two laid down a covering fire and backed up to the ramp. I checked the situation data that the Hawk was feeding me again since I was now clear of the heavy smoke. Thirty seconds until the next two torps hit.

            "If you're leaving you damn well better get in here NOW!" I called over the com.

            The last two turned and ran up the ramp and hit the door switch as I rammed the throttles to full emergency once more. I had a feeling the engineers where gonna have words with me when I got back to the ship.

            I kicked the ship on its side almost as soon as it rose up off the ground, riding the ground effect as I cut across the attackers. This low and moving this fast it shouldn't be possible for them to turn fast enough to get a lock. At five seconds to impact I nosed back up a little and gave a small sigh of relief as I saw the enemy diving for cover from the next barrage. By the time they stuck their heads back up I was out of range of their missiles and climbing for space.

            "Hawk, drop three, give me a vector."

            "Drop three, Hawk here, turn 138 true, nose up six degrees." I head Roeson's voice.

            I checked my course and looked at the ranging data they were feeding me on the laser. The Hawk was coming down to meet me, we'd intersect in upper atmosphere.

            "What's up Hawk?" I asked. By my clock we had thirty minutes until we had to burn for space before the first destroyer would be able to get us in envelope.

            "We just got an update from one of our intellsats," the intellsats were cheap little things we'd drop out at the start of a mission to gather extra info and be our eyes without exposing our exact position. 

He continued, "Apparently hostile one has managed to increase speed and will be within attack range in forty five minutes."

            I did the math in my head, if we left immediately when I got there, it would take the hawk thirty minutes to come up to full speed. They were already at full speed. We'd be in their outer range for at least fifteen minutes.

            "Understood Hawk. What are our options for recovery?"

            Docking a shuttle to the external mounts was a difficult proposition when a ship was under power. Every minute saved here would be one less we'd be within range.

            "Think you can put it in the shuttle bay drop three?"

            "Think you can hold it steady Hawk?" I grinned to myself, I had no doubts Roeson could hold it like a rock, even in the thin air we'd be meeting in.

            "Don't scrape the walls drop three, Captain says they're not due for repainting."

            "Oh ye of little faith," I replied then hit the intercom to the back of the shuttle.

            "Get everyone strapped in back there, backs to the front bulkhead. Gonna be a quick stop."

            "Roger Pilot!" came back up at me.

            "Hawk, request arresting gear, 10fps approach."

            "Roger drop three. I'll have the paint cans ready as well."

            I checked my nav gear. They were five miles out now, on a converging course. I slowed my approach vector, and dumped most of my fuel, just in case I crunched. I wouldn't have enough for a second pass though.

            "Fuel dumped Hawk. Hold it steady. Beacon on please."

            The beacon in the landing bay came on and I flew us right in into the nose snare.

            "Contact!" I heard someone call, probably the shuttle bay crew, as I was slammed into my harness. I watched on the nose camera as the wall came so close it blurred. I held my breath killed all the power and… 

            We were home.

            I collapsed in my harness as they sealed the bay, pumped in atmosphere, and started to unload the rest of the wounded. I waited until they were all out and then staggered to my feet and out of the ship. I felt like a very limp rag, I'd been pulling massive amounts of G's all the way down through all those flips and maneuvers. I was going to have some very sore spots tomorrow. The seats in the drop ships just weren't as good as an assault shuttle's.

            I had just pulled my helmet off when I was suddenly grabbed and hugged tight.

            "Dialene!" It was Serge, the Lieutenant who had been leading the squad and a half I had just rescued, and who was the leader of the second platoon.

            "Thanks for pulling our asses out of the fire, we owe you, and we won't forget it!" He growled picking me up and squeezing the air out of me. He was a rather well built black Jag.

            "Hey!" I squeaked.

            "Oops!" He laughed and set me down, "Sorry."

            "That's okay hon," I smiled, "Catch me off duty and you can repay me as much as you want!" I winked and smacked him on the rump. "But I have to get back to the bridge right now."

            "I'll be waiting," he purred giving my own butt a light smack.

            I was in high spirits when I returned to my duty station on the bridge. Those spirits dropped quickly however as the destroyer finally got range on us.

            The weapons used in space combat are many. But high power lasers, particle beams, and missiles are the primary ones used. Lasers weren't hard to defend against, sandcasters did a pretty effective job of that. Particle beams were a bit tougher to deal with. Fortunately the destroyer only mounted one, and it wasn't too powerful. In the next twenty minutes of jinking and maneuvering, they only hit us three times, and the damage wasn't too bad. If you don't count a drop ship being blown off of its mount as 'not too bad'. Being at the edge of their effective range helped that I know.

            The missile battle was a lot more worrisome. We launched a lot of our own missiles and anti-missiles at them. We did some damage, and that made us feel better, but we didn't escape unscathed exactly ourselves. Roeson's piloting abilities and those of our weapon's operators saved us from anything worse then a few holes in the hull that were quickly patched once we were safely out of range.

            I knew the reason we got those hits was because they'd let me go, and waited for my return. I winced when I thought about what the Captain had said just before I left.          

            "Well," I thought to myself remembering Serge's smiling face, "it was worth it."

            

            I was on shift for eighteen hours straight until we entered jump. The Captain had sat there the entire time, quiet except for his orders. I had to admit he was a rock and didn't even swear when the shuttle was blown off, or we took damage from the missiles that were intercepted so close that we took damage. He finally left the bridge shortly after we made jump. 

Roeson told me to take the first rest period then, said I had earned it. I shrugged and headed off to my rack, bone tired and collasped in it.

 

            I awoke suddenly from a dream, in the dark room. It had started out as my old nightmare, only this time, instead of dying all alone, freezing and suffocating, Sabre, Cam, and Serge showed up and laughing at my fears carried me away. I felt good. I looked at the clock, I'd only been asleep five hours, but I didn't feel like sleeping anymore.

            So I hit the shower, got nicely cleaned up. I dug into my packed belongings and got out one of my special outfits, the best one I had, and put it on. I checked myself out in the mirror, I looked wonderful. Grabbing a robe, I covered myself up, and padded out of the room and down to the end of the hallway, where it ended. I rang and waited, then rang again.

            "This had better be important…" The Captain said as he opened the door.

            "It is sir," I said, lightly pushing him back and stepping inside.

            "Sir, I want to thank you for letting me go."

            "You came here and woke me, to tell me that?" He growled half asleep.

            "Yes, and I wanted to also say that I'm sorry I stood up to you on the bridge, and I won't complain if you send me back to the mines. I was disrespectful and I apologize. I do want you to know that even if you do send me back to the mines, it was worth it and I'll never regret it."

            "It was worth the possibility of going back to the mines to a brothel job?" He asked eyes quirked.

            "It was worth far more to me then you may ever know," I smiled and reached behind me closing the door. "And as you're going to have me tossed off the ship anyway, I thought I would thank you in the way I knew best." So saying I opened my robe and let it drop to the floor.

            From the way his eyes opened and he straightened up, I could see he was interested. Of course his tail bushing up helped as well. Did I mention that my Captain was a fox? An extremely handsome and well formed one at that.

            "I'm not sending you back to the mines," He said looking me back up in the eyes. "So you don't have to worry about it, if that's what this is all about. You not only proved you could do it, but you're a hero to the crew now as well, for risking your life and saving the others."

            I shook my head. "Sir, I may have been acting the bitch up on the bridge, but you gave me permission that you could have withheld. In the end you had faith in me. By my code, I owe you. Besides," I giggled, "You're sexy. Now if you don't want me, tell me, and I'll leave."

            He smiled then and reached out for me, "Now who ever said I didn't want you?"

            I may have a thing for cats, but foxes were still my favorite…
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            I woke the next morning to the sound of the Captain's alarm. Yawning I sat up and looked around as the lights came up.

            "Time for duty," I yawned again.

            "Not for you," The Captain said getting out of bed and stretching. "You did combat duty, so you get three days down now, just like the rest of the assault team."

            "Oh?" I grinned watching him stretch. "This must be my lucky week, three days off, I'm not getting sent back to the mines, and I managed to seduce the hunkiest male fox on the ship!"

            "I'll remind you I'm the only male fox on the ship." He replied thumbing his nose at me.

            "You're without a doubt the hunkiest male fox I've seen in years." I grinned, "Come back to bed and I'll be happy to show you again."

            "Those damn uniforms of yours are distracting enough," he growled playfully, "After last night it's going to make life even more difficult."

            "Why?" I smiled and got out of bed sitting on the edge and watching him dress. "You want me, just tell me. Trust me, I'll be more then happy to comply."

            He actually blushed!

            "It's not just that I’m the Captain," He began, "It's also your attitude. Yes we foxes have our reputation, but you actually live it, you don't play coy, you go right in for the kill. It's a bit different."

            I sighed and helped him get his tail through his slacks. "Well, the circumstances of my rescue made me dislike being alone. Working at the mines I found that sex with another living being not only confirmed to me that I was alive, but reminded me of just how much I enjoyed being alive, and with another person. Maybe it's an over reaction, but right now it's the way I am, and if you want to do this again, you'll have to live with it. I'm sorry."

            He nodded, "I know, and for now I guess I can live with it. At least you're as good looking as you are brazen!" He snickered.

            "You better believe it. Sure you don't want to stay?"

            "I have work to do, and I have a suspicion that you want to go spend some time with your friends back in troop country."

            I nodded. "Yeah, but I'd be more then happy to make love to you again Captain," I smiled.

            "It's Ron in private, you can knock off the Captain bit."

            "I like Captain," I grinned, "it sounds so much more masculine. I'll save Ron for when we're off the ship."            

            He sighed, smiling back. "Well, I have to check the watch. Later Dia."

            I got up as he left the room and gathered up my things. I took a shower and then changed into something a bit less risqué and went in search of Serge and his friends.

            I didn't have far to go, I was pretty much one of the hero's of the week back with the troops. There was the usual post mission party going on, which was a pretty laid back affair, especially now that it had been going on for a day. It didn't take me long to find Serge and remind him of his promise. A few of his squad felt duty bound to assist of course, in rotation mostly. I guess I should have felt guilty for acting like a total slut, but it was just too much fun.

When I finally headed back to my room I was fully sated and nicely rested as well. Another shower and I hit the rack for a nice long nap before I had to be on duty. I felt a little sad about not having looked up the Captain on those off days, but he wasn't going anywhere anytime soon I thought with a smile.

            We made it back to base in only two weeks. With half the shuttles gone we were running lighter then normal. I made a point of spending almost all of those sleep periods with the Captain.

            "Aren't your friends going to miss you?" He teased me after several nights.

            "You should know better then to believe all the rumors you hear on a ship Captain!" I mock growled and nipped one of his ears lightly.

            He smiled, "Well I know you've spent a lot of sleep periods down in troop country. So what's a fox to think, hmmm?"

            I huffed and pinched him, "Someone jealous?"

            "Maybe. I wanted you myself though, so I can't claim my motives are pure," he chuckled and pinched me back. 

            I squeaked and tried to retreat across the bed. He followed and quickly pinned me down with his body.

            "Well," I grinned as he started to nibble on some sensitive area's. "I hate to sleep alone, too many nightmares."

            "Oh?"

            I pushed his head back down, "Listen, and don't stop doing that!" I murrrred giggling as he did as he was told. "You know my past, and I'm not gonna make excuses. I don't think I have to. And with a hunk like you around, maybe I can be tempted to settle down a little!" I giggled and then squealed as he gave a few well placed nips and tickles.

            I retaliated and he of course did it again, and then some. One then led to another and then further conversation was impossible for quite some time.

 

When we got back we were immediately informed that we'd have at least a two week layover, while they repaired the minor holes in the ship's hull, fixed the one shuttle mount, and replaced the lost hardware. What was going to take even longer was replacing the lost troops. The first mission had taken light casualties, only three KIA'd. But that second mission we had seven killed, and nine wounded seriously enough that they'd need surgery and time in a medical facility. With a third of the block to be replaced, it would take a little time to find and fit in the needed people. 

            I spent a lot of my time with the Captain, Ron, when he was off duty. It was fun, I hadn't been with another fox in way too long. I was surprised that they had entrusted him with his own command, not many ships have animorph captains, and I suspected fewer warships had them. 

            He laughed about that, "I made buyout a few years ago, partially because of luck, and a lot of being in the right place at the right time. I'd already worked myself up to exec on one of the company's destroyers. Seems that someone felt my experience and luck were worth keeping around, so they made me an offer and I couldn't turn it down!"

            "Captain's of a warship must make a nice little bundle," I grinned.

            "Hell, I would have paid them! I never thought I'd get anything as sweet as the Hawk. Of course when the war is over I'll probably have to return to being an exec again. But at least I've had my shot."

            I nodded, "I'm still amazed that they're letting me fly combat again."

            "Well you proved yourself pretty trustworthy, so you shouldn't be. Besides, I approved it and I'm the Captain."

            "Oh really?" I grinned reaching for him.

            "Hey, you're a hero now, I had to reward you!" He snickered and started to kiss me once again.

            Yes, leave was quite enjoyable.

 

            It was closer to three weeks before we got underway again, some of the replacement troops needed more training then originally thought to fit in with the team. We were all happy to get back underway, itching to get back into the thick of it and pay them back for the beating we took on our last mission.

 

            The next nine months were busy. On an average we launched every three weeks. A lot of those missions were solo hit and runs, but on many we were teamed with either a larger ship providing cover against defending ships, or another frigate to increase the size of our ground force. The group we were up against wasn't as well equipped as they might have liked, and we were able to hit them hard when and where they least expected it on a regular basis. Casualties were still heavy at times, but we always gave better then we got.

            The troops still loved me, one had managed to paint 'The Bitch' on my shuttle somewhere along the way. Their love just wasn't based on my partying with them after a mission, I had cut back on a lot of that, and except for Serge and the occasional tryst with one or two of the others I mainly spent my sleep periods with the Captain now. No it was because I was relentless in my close air support missions, and had a reputation for using the chain guns on targets only a dozen yards or so in front of our advancing troops. When they heard me yell 'Down!' on the com, they ate dirt because they knew I was about to deliver, and literally right over their heads half the time as well.

            At first the Captain gave me a lot of grief over it, when I came in low, I came in low! I didn't just clip trees, I clipped bushes! The troops liked to brag that I used the wings to take off enemy heads, even though it was an accident and only happened once. Idiot stood up, probably figuring I couldn't be that close to the ground.

            Of course it was hell on the shuttles, I went through several, more then once bringing back bits of wood and leaves stuck in the leading edges. But I always managed to make it back to the ship. My WSO was a good kid, he learned really fast to paste the targets I gave him, which was good as a lot of times I spied a target only moments before making a pass on it. I didn't like to make a pass twice over anything, and he quickly got good enough that we rarely had to.

            I got several pieces of mail from Sabre and Samantha, the first was when they heard I had volunteered for the frigates. They told me not to do anything 'stupid'. The second was telling me not to do anything stupid 'AGAIN' after they learned of my rescue mission. But overall they were proud that I had done it, and that I was doing well.

It was in one of those letters that I learned that they had adopted me, the whole clan that is. There had been some talk Sabre told me in the letter, of doing it before I had left, and after they all heard about what I had done, they all decided not to wait till I got back. So I now had a last name, I was a Romanov! I wrote back saying I couldn't wait to thank them all personally. Even Ron was impressed.

 

            When our final mission came, I was pretty happy though. Way too many of my friends had been killed or wounded, and part of me was itching to get back to my 'family' and fly something a little less dangerous. 

The Corporation's intelligence group had finally pinned the location of their main settlement, a well settled planet way out on the fringes that no one had known about. It was quite the task force that formed up two day's jump out from it. As the lead pilot, and the Captain's close confident, well okay, lover, I had access to the battle plans, or our part of it at least. We were going in after the infiltration teams hit. Once they took out some of the key communications points, the heavies would start bombarding the main defenses, and Hawk block would slip in to take out some of the places that needed a more personal touch. 

            Personally I thought we should just nuke the place from orbit, but intell thought there might be some prison camps down there. They also figured that everyone down there couldn't be guilty, plus they felt the Earth Government might get a tad upset at that level of destruction.

 

            We launched during the second bombardment. Coming in hot behind the missiles, we had an extra assault shuttle, and three dropships. We were all packed tight with troops, 120 total, we'd been supplemented with a second block just before dropping. The Hawk had flown in dangerously close to let us all off, which made our job a lot safer, I just hope they didn't get tagged before they got out of range again.

            Coming in I found my objective and dumped my twelve troops right were I was supposed to. The other shuttles did likewise and the drop ships hit their mark just as I ordered my two wingmen to curve back to cover their deployment. The dropships weren't going to be taking off again until the battle was over, there wasn't going to be any retreating off of this beachhead. But we had long range fire support and could call for reinforcements. At least that was the theory. 

            "Assault One," came over the com, "We need a few tanks softened up."

            "On my way, Lieutenant!" I replied recognizing the voice and noting the com signature on my headsup. 

            "How many we got Stu?" I asked my WSO as I looked at the marker beacon the Lieutenant had set and banked around to come in low.

            "Four, the first two are in cover, I'm dialing up Lances, the other two are gunnable."

            "Good show," I mumbled watching out for the anti-air that was coming up all over. "We’re gonna have to do some suppression here soon."

            "Roger that"

            I popped up over the rise and saw the line of tanks, sure enough the first two were in cover and I saw the light on my display noting two lances firing off to take them out as I triggered the gattling gun in two short bursts for each of the other two.

            "Thanks Bitch!" came over the com and I smiled.

            "Anytime sexy!" I snickered and turned north.

            "Any idea where all that anti-air is coming from Stu?"

            "Yeah, I'm sending the targets to your display now, and setting up some cluster packets."

            "Good show," I replied and we spent the next couple of minutes pacifying those targets.

            "Assault two, what's your status?"

            "Assault one, we're supporting Hawk platoon 2. They've found the entrance to that artillery position and we're helping them knock on the door."

            "Roger that, Assualt three, what are you up to?"

            "Flying high cover for two, we're available for any fire missions you got."

            "Roger three, you see any radars or other tracking equipment, paste it. So far the anti-air at this end seems to be small ground emplacements."

            "Roger one. We make it to be about the same. Looks like the first bombardment took care of most of it."

            "One out." 

            With the shuttles squared away I raced around providing individual support to each of the groups as they called it in. When my stores started to get low I started to divvy the work out to Two and Three.

            After an hour I had Stu do a fuel and weapons check on the three of us. Three was still pretty flush, but Two and I were down to a handful of missles. Fuel was running low, but a landing zone had been secured by one of the other teams and I sent Two off to refuel and re-arm. Meanwhile the ground forces had started their assault on their primary objective, a command bunker that was suspected of holding major government officials. 

            It was then that they started their counterattack, I suddenly wondered if maybe we had the right bunker as what must have been a couple hundred troops suddenly boiled up out of several concealed emplacements and opened up with everything they had.

            My com filled with fire requests as my boys started to get pinned down from the onslaught. I ordered Three in on strafing runs as I did the same, I didn't even bother to tell Stu what to aim for, I was sure he'd use his best judgement as I was busy with the new arrivals and the sudden increase in anti-air as well.

            "Assault One, I'm out of ammo!" came the call from Three.

            "Three, how can that be?" I growled, he shouldn't have been dry that quickly.

            "My gattling gun won't work, must have taken a hit and the chainguns just ran dry."

            "Damn!" I swore to myself, "Okay Three, beat it back to the LZ and get whatever they can load quick, got it?"

            "Roger!" he replied peeling off and heading out.

            "Assault Two, what's your ETA?" I commed.

            "We're launching, fifteen minutes!"

            "Damn," I swore again, I was running low on ammo as well, my chainguns were dry, all I had left was the gattling gun.

            "We're running out of flares and chaff!" Stu called adding to my problems.

            I banked hard to avoid a shoulder launched and popped off a very short shot at where the smoke trail came from on the ground. "Eat this sucker" I growled fingers crossed. The gattling was good against tanks and armor, but didn't do as well against infantry. Which were peppering my shuttle with ground fire when they weren't shooting at the troops. I wasn't too worried about that damage, but after a while it would add up.

            "Assault One!!" Came the Lieutenants voice, it didn't sound good.

            "Serge! What?"

            "Bearing 240 from my position, that bunker that just popped up has us pinned. We’re exposed here, we need help now!"

            "Shit shit shit SHIT!" I swore banking over hard again to look at the target. I made my first pass almost head on firing the gattling gun and passing low overhead.

            "No joy," came the call from Serge.

            I arced around low and fast.

            "How long can you hold out? I'm almost dry here and it'll be ten minutes before Two shows up."

            "In ten minutes there won't be much of a Hawk block left! We need a strike now! They suckered us in good, I didn't know that bunker was even there until it opened up just now. We're taking heavy casualties and if this keeps up their perimeter troops are going to be able to flank the rest of the block!"

            I could hear the desperation in his voice, Serge rarely got worried, I knew this was bad. "On the way." I growled. Those were my boys down there getting shot, dammit.

            "We're out of ammo Dialene, now what?"

            I only took an instant to come to a decision. "Bail out."

            "What?!"

            "Bail out now dammit, that's an order!"

            I'll give him credit, the next thing I heard was a loud explosion and the ship rocked.

            "Serge, send a couple guys to pick up Stu."

            "What?"

            "You heard me." I leveled off, I could see the bunker off ahead. I climbed up hard and nosed over coming in at a 45 degree angle as I pushed the throttles to full AB and locked the Nav computer to the gunsite.

            "Dialene! What are you doing?" He yelled desperately.

            "No one fucks with my boys but me dammit!" I yelled and triggering the fuel dumps I hit the eject switch.

            Punching out of an aircraft going faster then the speed of sound is not recommended. Oh they say you'll survive, and that it's not that bad, but the reality is different. The seat guards aren't really that strong, and I could have sworn I'd hit a brick wall. I did see the shuttle impact the bunker with a blinding flash, and then a huge fireball formed as the dumping fuel spread out all over and the whole place mushroomed up in a large secondary explosion. I watched it all in slow motion as the chair's rockets tried to push me out of the way, the fireball grew closer and closer, until the shock wave hit me and sent me spinning as the flames engulfed me and the centrifugal forces knocked me out.

 

            "Easy on the stimulants corpsman, she's coming to." I heard as I felt something something stab my leg.

            "Got it Sarge, but she's gonna need some pain killers if we're going to get her mobile and join up with the rest of the troops."

            "What's the situation?" I asked trying to sit up, a mistake, the pain was incredible.

            "Lay down a moment yet." The voice I finally recognized as Joel, and my blurry vision cleared to confirm it as I made out the Wolf medic's features.

            "Well," I recognized the tiger as Sergeant Nice, her reputation of course was anything but. "Your near attempt at suicide took out the turret and everything underneath as well. From the size of the secondary explosions there must have been one hell of a bunker underneath."

            "The troops?" I sighed as the pain started to recede.

            "Serge is leading an assault team into the command bunker, you pretty much crushed the counter attack and he's pressing the advantage. We're to get you up and mobile to join with the rear guard."

            "Help me up," I said, groaning loudly as she easily put me on my feet.

            "You've got first and second degree burns all over your body," Joel told me, "You weren't in the fireball long enough to melt your suit, too much, but your fur baked inside and in a few spots melted I suspect."

            "That explains the sticky feeling in spots," I mewled as I felt something pull and then break free inside.

            "You also cracked your ribs and probably have a bunch of hairline fractures along your spine from ejecting, but that's normal."

            I nodded, painfully and tried not to groan.

            "So drink a lot of fluids, if you need pain killers or stimulants, don't hesitate to ask. Now take this and let’s go."

            I blinked as he handed me a carbine. I checked the action, made sure it was full and started off after Sergeant Nice.

            It was fairly easy going, She picked a good route and the fire was mostly sporadic. When we got to the opening into the command bunker, which had been blown off by something big, we linked up with several of the walking wounded. Joel checked their condition and Nice checked the situation out, talking on her com to the Lieutenant. 

            I couldn't hear any of what she was saying, as my suit com didn't have the frequencies or range hers did, my helmet being made a lot lighter so I wouldn't break my neck when pulling G's. Also my gear was meant to work with the shuttle, I wasn't a grunt after all.

            "Okay Dialene, you stay out here with the rear guard, and cover our back's with the guys here. We're needed inside."

            "Sure," I replied, "And Joel? A couple of shots before you go? My eyesight's a bit fuzzy."

            He nodded and shot me up again. "Here's an extra two, only take them if you're really desperate, in your condition these things aren't good for you."

            "Thanks for the warning," I groaned again as the stimulant countered the painkiller slightly. I then went and found a good piece of rubble to take up station behind as me and three others covered the entrance.

            It seemed like an eternity, like we were there for days. I honestly have no idea how long we really were there, by the time it started to get dark I had taken the second stim needle and was so jittery I almost shot Han's group when they showed up to go in and reinforce Serge. We had been fighting off attempts to dislodge us on and off for hours. None of them were well coordinated or very large. And with Assault Two and Three still hanging about we could call in all the air support we needed.

I couldn't hear what was going on, but Jeff, another wolf, this one rather huge, and I remembered some rather personal tidbits as my mind wandered from the drugs and the pain before I focused again… Jeff kept me informed on what was going on. Seems this command post was occupied, and with the amount of resistance going on, it must be by someone very important. Also it sounded like the place was huge and they were moving very carefully so as to not get cut off and flanked.

            I was really starting to be out of it when sometime after midnight a large group showed up and relieved us. By then I had given my carbine to one of the others as I was afraid I'd shoot the wrong person, my vision being none to steady.

            The four of us headed off for the field hospital catching a ride on a transport. One had been set up by then as nearly all the surface fighting had come to an end. I was happy when they led me to a bed and a doctor came over. I didn't recognize him and told him so.

            "Came off the Astra," he informed me. "Just got set up about an hour ago. Now I have some bad news for you, I'm gonna have to cut off your flight suit, and your helmet. But I can tell you that it's all ruined anyway."

            "Go for it Doc." I sighed. "Just go easy, I think a lot of me is stuck to the other side."

            He nodded, "They told me a little about what happened. I thought Foxes were supposed to be smarter then to play kamikaze?"

            "Yeah, you'd think that, wouldn't you?"

            He chuckled and shot me up with some painkillers before a few nurses started to cut up the suit and peel me out of it. They did my arms first so they could get some IV's set up. The smell of burnt fur was so bad I almost retched a few times.

            When they got to my legs the pain was overwhelming the drugs and I told them so.

            "Sorry Warrant, but we're almost done. We'll be careful."

            I was almost crying by then, they did finish up not too long afterwards. I was able to see that from the waist down I was a mess, and from the chest down I really didn't have any fur to speak of, which included most of my arms as well of course.

            "How bad is it Doc?" I asked, trying not to whimper too much.

            "You're gonna be furless for a few weeks, the skin should heal in a few days without any real scarring, we have enough of the regen drugs to make it grow back fast."

            "I thought they only used those on humans?"

            "Well, normally, but with burn patients it actually works out to be cheaper in the long run. Mainly because the pain doesn't go away until the skin finishes healing."

            "Thanks Doc."

            "No problem. Now try and get some sleep. Tomorrow we'll see if we can't get you airlifted out of here."

            I nodded and was surprised at how quickly I was able to fall asleep.

            

            It was more like three days before they could move me. There were others in a lot worse shape who needed it first, and the doctor decided he'd rather keep an eye on me. By then the war was over here, and they were engaging in mopping up exercises. The nice part was they airlifted me up to the Hawk and I was able to sleep in my own bed. My skin had healed but I had no fur below the neck. It would be a month before I got my full coat back, and my new skin was still pretty tender. I was more then happy to be confined to my bed for a few more days.
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A week and a half later the remaining troops of Hawk block filed on board and we broke orbit for Tau-Delta 38, an asteroid base located who knows where, the company's secret base for ships like this. It was announced we'd be disbanded and the ship returned to mothballs once we made port. 

            I didn't venture out of my cabin for several more days, until I felt my coat didn't look too bad. The Captain came and visited me quite a bit before I came out however, though the first meeting started off a bit rough.

            "Just what in the hell were you thinking!" He yelled at me.          

            "What, no 'I'm happy to see you alive?" I whimpered.

            He grabbed me and hugged me hard. "Of course I'm happy to see you're still alive! I thought we were going to lose you, that I was going to lose you! You scared the hell out of me! Don't you ever do that to me again, you hear?" He said, his voice working its way back down to normal as he finished.

            "Well, they were getting nailed down there, I couldn't let them get slaughtered." I sighed.

            "Still, that was a heck of a risk you took, not to mention one hell of an expensive bomb you dropped. You do know there will be an assessment hearing?"

            My ears flattened and I blanched a little. "No, I hadn't realized that."

            He hugged me again, "Well I wouldn't worry about it too much. From all the reports I've read it was worth it."

            I nodded, "Well thanks for coming to see me like this."

            He smiled, "Oh you don't look that bad, you've already got a nice bit of fur growing back."

            "I look horrible!" I whined. I was always proud of my nice coat and bushy tail.

            "I don't think so."

            "You're just saying that."

            "Oh?" And with that he proceeded to prove it. 

 

            When I finally did come out, I got 'ambushed' when I got to the mess area by the entire block. Seems they were very grateful for my almost suicidal stunt. The fact that no one seemed to mind my rather short coat lifted my spirits, and Serge and a few others went to rather nice lengths to show me exactly how they felt. So between them and the Captain, by the time we made port I was in my usual cheerful spirits. 

            Once we hit port there we were all mustered out, and had an awards ceremony for all of the crew and the Block. We were all rewarded, and a lot of commendations were handed out as well. I was surprised by the award I got for my actions on the last mission, as well as one for my overall service while serving onboard the Hawk. The shocking part was each of the rewards had a large monetary bonus attached, and in my case as I was on a fixed term contract, five whole years off of the term!

            It was a truly great party, and afterwards we all said our good-byes. Over the next week everyone would start getting their new peacetime assignments and shipping out. Though first I had to deal with my capitol lose assessment review. That was a twenty million credit shuttle I had crashed, I could end up paying for it. I shuddered at that thought.

 

            "Warrant 1st Class Dialene Romanov, the purpose of this hearing is to inform you of this board's findings in the matter of your using one type five assault shuttle in an unspecified manner. Before we begin, do you have any statements you wish the board to consider?"

            "Yes Sirs, I felt at the time, and I still feel now, that the cost of the shuttle, as well as the possible risk to my own life was far outweighed by the lives of my fellow troopers, and the mission objectives."

            "I see," said the man sitting in the center chair. The name plate said Smith. "Which motivated you more Miss Romanov, the mission, or the loss of life?"

            "Well Sir," I sighed, "The mission was important, but it was their lives that motivated me the most."

            "Quite a risk to take, isn't it? For someone not born and bred to this company." Asked another male human. His plate said Hastings.

            "Well Sir, I don't quite see it that way."

            "How do you see it?"

            "Permission to speak freely Sir?"

            "Granted."

            "Sir, I come from a company that I know people here don't like. Because of that I know I'm viewed by many with a certain amount of suspicion. But to tell the truth I have no love for the company that spawned me. The treatment I received there was that of a slave, and not a valued slave either. Yet here I have been treated fairly, always, even at the mines, a job that is considered punishment, I was treated well and fairly." I started off slowly, but picked up speed as my confidence grew in what I was saying.

            "At my subsequent positions again, I have been treated fairly, and rewarded when I earned it. This company, my co-workers, my superiors, have all accepted me, become my friends, my family. In all honesty I would rather work back in the mines then go back to my old company. Even there the treatment was far and away better. This is my company now, you are the people I want to work for, and my co-workers are my friends. And if I found myself in the same situation tomorrow, I would do the same again, even if you fine me the full amount of the shuttle."

            "No regrets then?" Asked Smith again.

            I smiled, "No Sir! I know I made the right choice. If I have to pay for it, I will."

            He smiled back. "Your Captain told us you'd say that."

            I nodded.

            "You may also wish to know that the entire company of Hawk block informed us via their Captain that if you were fined, that they would voluntarily take the burden."

            I must have looked shocked, "Excuse me Sir?" I gasped.

            He nodded, "You saved a lot of lives, they owe you and wanted to make sure we understood that.

            "Anyway Miss Romanov, I'll make this brief and ease your mind. We all feel that you made the right decision as well. A shuttle isn't worth more than the lives of our people, and we are all rather impressed by your actions. You've made it clear where your sympathies lie and how you feel about your friends and co-workers. In this company those sentiments are important and we like to encourage them. We consider ourselves a family and we have to admit that you are definitely a member."

            "So I don't have to pay for the shuttle?" I said with a sigh of relief.

            "No, you don't. We're also authorizing you a bonus to cover the cost of your gear that was destroyed in the crash. We'd give you more, but we can see in your file that you've already been rewarded for your actions by the company."

            I nodded.

            "Well, Good Luck Dialene, again, we're happy to have you as part of the company. Dismissed!"

            I saluted and left the room, smiling quite happily. I ran into Ron as I walked down the hall.

            "There, that wasn't so bad, was it?" He smiled.

            "You knew, didn't you?" I grinned.

            "Yup, they told me last night. But I couldn't tell you, they wanted the pleasure of that. They don't get to give out such nice surprises very often."

            "So what's gonna happen to you now hon?"

            "I honestly don't know. Commanding the Hawk was quite a privilege, I don't think I want to go back to only being the first officer again. But I don't think they've got any billets open for Captains on any of the regular deep space ships. Well nothing bigger then the packet ships."

            "Why not come back to Hobson with me? Meet the family," I grinned, "stay awhile."

            He stopped and turned to look at me. "Is that what I think it is?"

            "Welllll, this vixen isn't exactly ready to be a one tod girl yet. However I'm not looking to live up to the more extreme limits of my reputation anymore." I leaned over and kissed him. "Who knows, maybe you can get me to change my ways."

            "Now that is a worthy challenge!" He snickered giving me a swat on the rump and chasing me down the corridor as I squealed.

 

            So now I'm back with my adopted family on Hobson. Sabre and Samantha have already had one kid, and another I suspect isn't too far away. Kind of weird that whole bit. Cam and I still occasionally get together, but mostly it's just Ron these days. He's stayed on this long, and I have to admit I don't want him to leave. I'm working as Sam's pilot and driver again and Ron's been working as her executive assistant of all things! Seems he got in an argument with Sabre over me or something and read him the riot act. I guess Sabre and Sam figured anyone with that much spunk would be good for the job, supposedly too many of the previous assistants would panic when Sabre growled. Ron just gets in his face and growls back, Sam thinks it's because of his experience commanding a warship. Sabre claims it's his experience 'taming' me. I kicked him in the shins for that one!

Anyway, although it's a bit of a jump for Ron, dealing with company operations for a planet instead of just on a ship, Sam tells me he's pretty damn good. But he has confided in me that he misses being able to blast problems out of existence sometimes. 

            It's funny how things in my life have changed. I even ran into one of the two crewmen who saved me back in my damaged shuttle. He was rather happy to see that I had done okay. I was surprised to find out that they had worried about me! Can you believe that? One minute I had been trying to kill them, and not only did they save my life the next, but they were concerned about what would happen to me!

            Sometimes when it's late at night and Ron's not around I wish Neal was alive and with me. I miss him still, probably always will. But I'm not fool enough to feel sorry for myself. I'm alive, I've got a family now, good friends, and Ron, who loves me. And I honestly think I do love him more than I did Neal. 

            I wonder what he'll say tonight when I tell him I'm pregnant with his cub?
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