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Chapter One

 

 

I came to slowly. My body ached all over and it was hot, way too hot. Bright was the next thing I noticed, before I had even opened my eyes. 

Then I remembered where I was and what had happened.

“Argh” I growled and opened my eyes, lifting an arm slowly to block out the sun. I undid the remaining restraints while my eyes grew accustomed to the light, the hull had been sheared away all down the side, and looking aft down the hatch I could see that the ship appeared to have broken up as well. I was lucky to be alive, that much was clear. Once I had gotten free of my harness I painfully turned and looked forward to Pan’s station. 

It wasn’t pretty. Apparently one of the rocks we had hit that were hidden beneath the sand had buckled the front of the ship in. Directly into her command station. The pool of blood beneath what was left of the command chair made it clear there was no hope for her, her body had been crushed by the console as it had folded back into her.

I took a long moment to gather myself. I’d know Pan for two years now, she’d been the Captain and lead pilot of the P45, one of the companies many fast packet ships. She was one hell of a pilot, I’d learned a lot as her second and I don’t think anyone else could have landed us on a planet after we took that hit.

We had been coming into the system to make our yearly data pass by Pharoh, we had a pretty standard route and it wasn’t by any means a highly classified secret. Fast Packets are the way information and mail moves between planets, so you have to have an idea when we were due in so you can queue up the mail in the comm laser facilities. We also pack a fairly potent comm laser of our own, so we could download the data that had been tagged for whatever system we were transiting. But no weapons and no cargo.

So we broke out at close to .7c, like the name says we’re fast packet ships, we cross the plane of the ecliptic, spend a few days in real space receiving and transmitting, then back into jump space and we’re off to the next stop. The downside of course is Einstein, he makes everyone else move faster than we do, relativity and all that, so if we’re attacked the other side has minutes to each of our seconds.

But hey, we’re too fast to hit, right?

Wrong apparently. We took a near miss within a minute of break-out. Someone had been laying for us, why I have no idea. We carry data, and not a hell of a lot else. Our jump drive went tits up immediately, and Checkov took half the remaining systems with it.

But Pan had still managed to pitch us over and fire the main engines, burning all of our mass in a ten g deceleration curve that whipped us around Pharoh’s moon in a gravity braking maneuver and then back in straight for a dead in approach. 

I’d been worried that we’d be drifting at .7 for eternity, and I suspect the rest of the crew had as well. Not like anyone could have caught up with us before we popped out the other side of the system in three days.

But apparently there had been more damage done then we had realized, and ten g’s for almost 40 hours straight had pushed the ship past its limits. Hitting atmosphere things started to come apart and die. We saw an open stretch of sand and made for it. But just like water can hide a reef, this sand had hidden a shoal of rocks beneath it. I passed out when we hit the first one. I hoped Pan had as well.

My watch told me I had been out for six hours. I was shocked that no one from Pharoh had come to get us yet. Pharoh wasn’t heavily settled, just about ten or twelve million. But still it was enough and they had to know we were here. I also wondered why after going to all the trouble to tag us in the first place, whoever had gotten us hadn’t come by to finish us off?

That made little sense as well.

 

It took me a while to work my way out of the wreckage. I wanted to give Pan a decent burial, but with all of the sharp pieces of metal from the wreckage all over the place I quickly realized that my own survival was still in jeopardy and Pan would have called me an idiot for even trying.

I had a couple of moments then, but eventually I put it behind me and got on to the serious business of staying alive. I was able to rescue a water container that was still full, but other than that, nothing. The ship had broken up into at least a dozen pieces, and some will still burning rather merrily. Engineering had left a fairly large crater, I guess that section exploded when we broke up. I couldn’t find any sign of Jesse, though I did find Hank’s watch. It was still attached to his arm, which I also found. Not much else though.

I looked around at the desert. Pharoh was mostly desert, and it was hot. Damn hot. I was panting already, fur coats were great in the winter, but I wasn’t made to be a desert creature and it was a 130 out here easily. With no shade.

I had no idea which way to go. I only knew it was past solar noon. So deciding I’d rather walk away from the sun than into it I set off to the ‘east’. My flight suit wasn’t the best thing in the world, but at least it would keep the sun from burning me under my fur.

 

When nightfall came I still had no idea where I was or where I was going. The water was gone, I hadn’t been able to keep from drinking all of it. It was just too hot and my tail was dragging in the sand behind me now. But with sunset came momentary relief as the sand cooled and the air cooled as well. Picking a star I continued in the same direction, trying not to shiver as it got later and much much colder.

 

 

When the sun came up the next morning I was about ready to just give up. I’d been walking for almost a day. I was sore, I was tired, I hurt, I was hungry, and by the managers of the holy corporate cafeteria was I THIRSTY! Oh yeah, woe was me and I was wallowing in it wholesale. A regular pity party. What I really wanted to know was where in the hell was the local rescue? A space ship crashes into your planet and you’d think someone, somewhere, might just take a little interest? Especially like the company that owns it? 

It was then that I noticed the rocks. The Sun was no longer blinding me, and was starting to cast shadows, and shadows meant something other than this damned desert and sand. I stopped and looked. 

“Rocks!” I yelled hoarsely and turned to the north a little and started to head for them. I didn’t know if there would be anything there beyond shade, but shade would be enough.

It took me a few hours. They were farther away than they looked, which also meant they were bigger. And meant there were little rocks that I had to skirt and trip over before I could get to the really big rocks. 

Pan had also taught me how to curse, and I spent a lot of time doing her memory proud as I stumbled tripped and dodged through to a nice cool patch of shade.

I must have slept the whole day away, because it was dark and I was getting cold when I finally woke. I was more thirsty than I had ever been in my life, and my mouth was so dry I think my tongue was starting to crack. I know my lips already had. I was having trouble concentrating on what I was doing, but I knew if I could get up into the rocks maybe I could see something. Of course it was equally possible that my genetic heritage was just making its love of high places known, but I had a goal and I went after it.

And thankfully, it paid off. It was probably two or three in the morning when I saw a light. Good old man-made artificial light. Much stumbling and several painful falls later I was well on my way towards it. As the Sun came up I made a note of the angle so I wouldn’t lose my direction, and kept plodding on.

I don’t know how long it took me. But I got there. It was a small building, kind of a rectangle, with a large antenna array next to it. I could hear the air conditioner going at it with a vengeance. I took me a minute to circumnavigate it, and find the door. Which was locked of course.

I would have swore of course, if I could have worked up enough spit to speak. Who locks a door all the way out in the middle of the desert? There wasn’t even a phone or any other kind of communications device outside. I checked my pockets, and my multipurpose tool was still there. Quite a few minutes longer than it normally would have taken I showed that door just why I had been assigned to fast packet duty in the first place and stumbled into a little slice of paradise.

Not only did it have air conditioning, it had a bathroom, with running water. 

Heaven never looked so good.

 

 

I woke up hours later and found the emergency gear, which included deep space rations (‘may taste bland, but guaranteed to last to the heat death of the universe!’ -  I’m not kidding, it said that on the back of every box), I knew that some where in the great beyond the ever mystical HR Spirits had decided to throw me a bone.

 

 

*     *   *   *   *

 

After a day of recuperating, well make that two, I’m naturally lazy, I decided to start looking around my new found home. I was in a machine room for some kind of remote sensor array. There was a computer screen, and it didn’t take me long to start prowling around the system. The thing I love about passwords is the way people write them on the wall. Like the people who might work in this place really need to know what Joe Livingston’s call number is.

But this did leave me with a quandary. What do I do?

Normally I’d just call for help, and wait until someone bailed me out. My company would claim me in fairly short order, and everything would be taken care of. 

But I’d just had a Seven Hundred Million Plus credit ship blown out from under me, crashed it into a planet, (spreading nuclear material all over it as well I’m sure), missed our data drop and pickup, and oh, did I mention we were broadcasting our distress all the way until we hit?

And no one had come. No one. Nada, zip zilch, not even the local Government Greenie who was sure to fine my company a million for having crashed there in the first place, destroying the habitat of the local grub worm or something equally stupid.

Something was wrong. And the last time I stuck my furry nose into something wrong I had gotten my ass most severely chewed. And earned a four year assignment that was supposed to keep me out of trouble by locking me in a ship that only stopped once a year. It normally took weeks to accelerate a Fast Packet to its cruising speed, so each trip was eleven months long. Eleven months in a small ship with only three other people, I think you can draw the chart.

So caution came to mind, I didn’t want to end up like my shipmates. I called up a map on the computer. It was only twenty miles to the next relay in the chain. Twelve after that there was a mine of some sort, and a road. Another fifty there was a city. If I rested up another day I could easily make that next relay station. Once I hit the road if I got lucky I could get a ride.

 

 

*     *   *   *   *

 

Four days later I was trudging down along the road towards the city. It was still hot as a jump drive outside, but the cap I was wearing at least kept it out of my eyes. I had found the cap along with a new set of overalls at the second relay station. My own flight suit was pretty ratty by that point, so I tossed it. Plus it made me look like more of a local.

I heard a vehicle approaching and turned to try and flag it down. It was a large hauler, and appeared to have a large stock of cut rock on the bed. The driver quickly slowed and pulled to the side only a short way past me, so I didn’t have to jog too far in the heat to catch up.

“What’s up?” he asked leaning out of the cab. 

I looked him over, he was a monkey of some type. Gibbon I think, but monkeys have never been one of my stronger points. Species prejudice I guess. 

“Broke down back at a relay station. Can I hitch a ride in?”

“Sure,” he said and popped the door behind him on the cab. “Couldn’t they send someone out to get you?” he asked as I climbed in and closed the door, moving up to take the seat next to his.

“Eh, everyone is out in the field today, no one to spare. Figured I’d trust my luck and hope for a ride with one of you guys.”

He nodded, “Yeah I can’t see anyone letting you walk it. But still seems kind of odd that they wouldn’t send someone.”

I shrugged, “You may have heard we had a few problems last week. We’re still dealing with that.”

He looked at me surprised. “I hadn’t heard. What happened?”

I looked back at him, then back out the window. “Umm, if you haven’t heard then how about we just pretend I didn’t say that? I’m already in enough trouble or they wouldn’t be sending me out to the more remote sites.”

He laughed and settled back in his seat. “Nice to see that even you cats get the shit once in while.”

I shook my head ruefully, “The grass may look greener, but that’s only cause they’re using our blood as fertilizer.”

He nodded, “That sure is the way of the world brother.”

I leaned back in the chair and pulled my hat down a little lower, closing my eyes. I didn’t know a damn thing about Pharoh, I’d never been here and obviously had never gotten the standards and practices briefing. My heart was beating so fast I though I was about to have an attack of some sort or other, as it suddenly had occurred to me that I had no idea at all just what I was talking about or saying. And if I didn’t shut my fool mouth soon, he’d realize it. 

So I took a nap. It’s a cat thing, and sometimes I thank Pyrex for stereotypes and decided to be one for a while.






  







 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

I woke up when the driver stopped, looking out the window I could see we were at some sort of job site.

“Well, you should be able to get a taxi or something from here.” He said shutting down the rig and pulling out some sort of manifest. “Think you can find your way?”

I nodded and opened the door, “Yeah I think I can find my way back to the office. Thanks for the ride!”

He nodded, but his attention was mostly on the paperwork at this point.

I slipped down the side of the rig to the ground and threaded my way past the workers who were already moving to take the load off the back of the hauler. The blocks on the back of the truck were fairly large, and I suspect fairly heavy as well. I had never really seen such large slabs of rock before, and as I turned to look at the construction site, I could see that a lot of stone blocks had already been used, at least externally, to construct the base and the walls of the building. 

Heading down the street my attention was drawn to the fact that nearly all of the buildings appeared to be made of stone, which was rather curious. Most places only use stone for the outer façade, and that was pretty rare. Concrete ruled from what I had seen in my past.

But walking down the streets here I was impressed with the stone work. Lots of really large blocks primarily, but used in methods and manners that were only possible with the power and technology of modern times. It took me a while to place the style, after all I grew up a company conscript and didn’t have the education that humans and some of the freeborn were entitled to. What finally gave it away were the people, the clothes they were wearing, the styles. It was Egyptian, a lot like Daren Hawthorn and Merriam Loesner had worn in that movie they made a few years back about the pyramids and all that. 

At least I didn’t think there would be any mummies attacking people in the streets, or minions of Bast and Anubis running about. I looked at my reflection as I passed a storefront, well maybe just a few minions I thought with a chuckle.

It took me a couple of hours to find a public caller. Not that they weren’t common, they were. It just took me a while to figure out that the funny round pillars scattered around were actually hollow. Once I found that out I was able to get some information. It took me a while to wade through the listings, not having any money I couldn’t place any calls or pay for the assisted look up services. But I did find out where my corporation’s offices were on planet. And they weren’t in this city. They also weren’t accepting any collect calls.

So with a few choice obscenities muttered under my breath I looked for a public library. Sure enough, I found one, and made that my next stop. I needed to find out a little bit more about where I was, and where I was going. It was possible I might just end up being here a bit longer than I had first suspected. 

I also had an issue that I sorely needed to address: My continuing personal survival. Only it wasn’t about eating or drinking at this point. Sure I was broke, and didn’t know squat about were I was, but I didn’t think I was in danger of starving to death or baking in the hot sun. No, someone went to a lot of trouble to shoot us down, as the sole survivor I had to figure that those same people might not want me to continue being said survivor.

Fast Packets carried data, we didn’t carry anything else. The only reason I can think of to attack one is to either steal that data, or erase it. Now all the data is encrypted, and anyone with a halfway decent budget, say a small fraction of the cost of the missile that hit us, could easily snoop on the data when we broadcast it. So that meant they wanted it erased.

Problem was, I had a cylinder on a chain around my neck with the entire data payload on it. The Captain and the First Mate, namely me, always carried a copy. Well the data was all pre-addressed and the library would have a reader. So if I plugged it in, all the data would go where it was supposed to. At least that was the theory.

Also with the data delivered, any concerns for my feline hide would also be rendered moot. At least that was my theory. I just hoped it was a valid one.

The trip to the library only took an hour. I probably could have gotten there faster, but it was pretty hot out even in the city. Once I got there I was able to gain access to a public terminal. It only took a minute to fit the cylinder into one of the data receptacles. I triggered the load software, its a bit obnoxious; it’s a high powered virus the company maintains that seizes hold of the network to guarantee delivery. Then it exits.

That brought over a librarian, some sort of Orangutan.

“Just what do you think you are doing?” she inquired looking just a tad upset.

“Sending some email, that’s not a problem is it?”

“These terminals are not for email purposes. Your download is saturating our connection! I demand that you stop this minute.”

I looked at the counter on the screen, three Gigs down, six to go. It was moving pretty fast, I guess they had a pretty good network here.

“Give me another minute and I’ll be done.” I said giving her my best smile.

“No! Not another second,” she said and reached for the cylinder.

I grabbed her arm, stopping her a good several inches from her goal.

“Listen,” I said softly, “if you don’t like it, bill my company. But let’s be reasonable here, because being unreasonable isn’t going to be very enjoyable for either of us.”

She glared at me and pulled away, “I’m going to call the constables!”

“You do that,” I sighed as she turned and headed back to her desk. Another look at the screen showed it was down to three now. I got up and looked around. I had wanted to look up some information on this place, but my welcome had obviously been worn out and I really wanted to leave before the law showed up.

The counter was getting lower and I could see her on the phone now. 

I scoped out the nearest exit and looked around the tables to see if there was anything of interest on them. Nothing caught my eye, but the counter was down to ten seconds now, so I started for the exit. She could keep the cylinder, the company would clean up that mess I was sure. She dropped the phone and made for the computer, but I knew it would be done before she got there, so I continued my escape.

I looked back as I threaded my way quickly through the other pedestrians as I made my way up the street. She was standing in the doorway holding the phone again trying to spot me in the crowd. I took off the hat and bent over a little, darting down the first alley I came to.

Another crisis averted. They’d know now that someone had survived the crash at the office. But what next? I still had no way of getting any money, my personal effects, which included my ident and credit disk was in my quarters, which were in a part of the ship that no longer existed. I was afraid that if I just walked into the local office of the people in charge they might just decide I was a rouge animorph and put we to work on the public works here for the rest of my days, or worse. There’s always an ‘or worse’ in places where a lot of the morphers you see are wearing slave collars. I certainly did not want any part of that, especially the ‘or worse.’ I might be property, but ownership always gets hazy the further you get from earth and the core worlds. Also there is that old saw about ‘possession being nine tenths of the law’.

 

 

It was well after sunset, I had been wandering around town all evening and I still really had no clue as to what I should do next. I was trying to get an idea where the poor folks lived, figuring there at least I might gain a clue as to how to go about getting a handout. Maybe a soup kitchen kind of place or something similar. But there didn’t seem to be anything like that around here. 

The streets were getting steadily more crowded the later it got however. And with a much more varied mix of animorphs like myself, and humans. During the day there hadn’t been a single human on foot in the heat, and while those stone walls looked impressive, they sure did help to radiate the heat as well. But as it started to cool down the whole city started to undergo something of a transformation. Hidden lights played along the stone walls, in lively pastels, setting off lines and carvings that had barely been visible in the bright sunlight of the day. 

The clothing had changed too. During the day it had been more worn work clothes, and the people wearing them obviously the working class, a large number of which were simian’s and other monkey types. But now the clothing was much lighter, more colorful, more for show, and the people wearing them were more of the leisure class and merchant classes. The animorphs were more of the feline, canine, and equine races as well. The way they dressed made it clear that their work wasn’t in the mines or anything equally backbreaking. Though quite a few of the larger cats and canines were obviously employed as security or guards. 

That last might have explained why there appeared to be so little crime. With that much private security running around, they probably were just dying for someone to do something so they could catch in them in the act. I knew I didn’t want to be that someone. 

I did notice that I got a certain amount of deference from the monkeys and other simians. Even a little from the equines and wolves. I guess there was something of a class structure here even among us, though I had a feeling that my dusty coveralls weren’t going to be helping much as it got later. I needed another change of clothing and I didn’t know how to go about getting it.

“You look lost.”

“Excuse me?” I asked as I turned around and looked at what I hoped was my personal salvation for the night.

“I said you look lost.” 

I smiled back at a female leopard. I knew when I was being hit on, so I hit back a little. “Well I was, but I think I just got found.”

She smiled, “Just getting home from work?”

“Something like that, only home is a couple of hundred miles away, my wallet’s gone missing, and the office closed early today so I’m at a bit of a disadvantage.”

She cocked her head and looked at me disapprovingly. “You lost your wallet?”

“It’s been a bad day,” I sighed and did my best to look pitiful. Which considering that I was right now, wasn’t too big of an acting job. “I got shipped over here to help with a problem in the desert, and well, by the time I realized I had forgot my stuff everyone had gone home for the day. So I’m stuck until morning.” I shrugged and gave her my best helpless look.

“You sound like the kind my den mother used to warn us about,” she said shaking her head.

I winked at her, “Well, yeah, but the responsible types are dull and boring. At least I know how to have fun.”

“Definitely trouble,” she was starting to smile again.

“Definitely.” I agreed, “but I clean up well and I don’t leave the lid up.”

“Oh really now? And what makes you think I want to clean you up?”

“Hey I just want a shower, I never said you had to be in it. Aren’t you going a little fast? After all we did just meet.”

“Me? You’re the one talking about showers.”

“There you go with showers, you really must be dying to get nice and wet with someone, aren’t you?” I smirked.

She opened her eyes wide and started to retort, the battle was joined.

Twenty minutes later I was enjoying a truly nice hot shower, with my new and very cute friend. Her place wasn’t terribly large, but the food was good and the bed was comfortable. Salvation all right.

 

 

She had to leave rather early in the morning, for my part I just collapsed and slept in, she might not have been big, but she sure wore me out! I gathered from her that people took noontime naps here while the heat of the day was at its worst. Then went out much later on to finish up for the day and have fun. She worked for a household, apparently nearly everyone worked for a household, that was the way things were structured here. The only exception were those who worked for the government, which according to the uniform I was now wearing, I did. 

There was apparently a little bit of status involved in that as well. I made sure I cleaned up my clothes rather well while I lazed about her place, I didn’t want to look shabby, it wouldn’t go with the outfit. Fortunately today was the end of the week, so with a little bit of clever lying on my part, I could easily parlay myself into a nice three-day holiday with Kamara. She’d already asked if I had to go back today or if I could stay for the weekend. 

So I’d told her I could call in sick, but that meant I wouldn’t be able to go to the office and get my things. She liked that idea, so I got to take it easy, enjoy her hospitality, and not have to make up any more excuses as to the lack of cash. I also used the time to find out the name of the town I was in, the name of the town I was supposed to be from, I used the one the company had its offices in.

I held off calling them though. Yes I could have easily picked up the phone and called them, but well, she was rather attractive, and it was the weekend. I did my duty and sent the mail, surely no one would begrudge me the weekend right? Besides, I’m sure they were all looking forward to theirs back at that office as well. If I called up, I’d probably only be spoiling it for them. Monday would come soon enough I was sure. 

Plus I was still a little nervous about my situation, after everything that happened holing up with a warm, live, and very feminine body was doing wonders for my nerves, which to be honest were completely shot. As well as keeping darker thoughts and dreams at bay. Yes, waiting for Monday would be best.

 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

I felt a little guilty Monday morning. Kamara was a nice fem, and lying to her wasn't exactly the nicest thing to do, but on the other hand, if I told her I came from a crashed spaceship just outside of town, well, I don't think she would have bought that at all. I know I probably wouldn't.

So while she was in the shower I borrowed her phone and called in.

"Hello, Tri-Star Corporation, how may I help you?" Asked the lupine receptionist looking back at me on the phone. I was a bit surprised, I had expected a computer, not a person.

"Umm, hi. I'd like to report a spaceman in distress?" I said a little dumbly. I'd never had to call in a crash before. I had no idea where to start.

She peered at me a little closer, "Are you a Tri Star employee sir?" I could see her hand moving towards what I felt was the cut-off. "Because if not, Pharoh's laws require all space faring incidents to be reported to the proper government office."

"Yes!" I almost shouted it out, "I'm an employee."

"I see," she looked me over again, "You do realize that pretending to be an employee of the Pharoh government is a crime carrying severe penalties?"

"What are you ..." I looked down at my clothes, "Oh, I can explain that ..."

She interrupted me, "Your employee identification number please."

 ..."What? Oh!" I rattled off the string of digits and letters.

When I got to the last one her ears suddenly perked up and she looked up at me with a mixture of surprise and impressiveness. "Well, I must say." She shook her head. "Hold on one moment, this is a bit beyond my level."

With that I got a hold screen, which showed the company logo drifting around a star field while soft music played over the phone. I was getting a little worried, Kamara would be out of the shower soon, and I did not want her to see any of this. 

"Ah yes, Sergeant Koen I believe?" I looked back at the phone, an older wolf was looking at me.

"Yes, that's me. Look when can you send someone to get me?"

"I've already dispatched a car, they should be there in about four hours. They'll pick you up at the place you're currently at."

"Umm, I don’t think that will work, my umm, hostess has to leave for work shortly and I suspect it wouldn't look good if I was to keep hanging around."

"Ah, I see." He looked me over, "You do know that the uniform you're wearing belongs to the Pharoh Royal Technical Service, do you not?"

"Well, I do now ..."

"I'd suggest going naked. You'd be better off."

I must have gaped at him, because he laughed.

"Trust me, you'll get some looks, but it would be a wise move." He read an address then, which I wrote down. He told me they'd pick me up there.

"One thing," I asked, stopping him before he hung up. "Why didn't anyone come out to the crash site and rescue me? Or better yet, why didn't anyone try to help us out in space?"

"Well as for the latter, Pharoh has a small Navy, and it was more interested in trying to catch whomever was shooting at you then rescue a small ship staffed only with morphs. Also you were moving way too fast for them to do an intercept given their relative state at the time of your incident. As for the rescue,” he shrugged on the screen, “Pharoh does not allow any ships other than their own to go out into their deserts. Your ship, even though in was an emergency, violated that rule. So they sent their own team, which I suspect didn't even get out of their aircraft, and whom promptly declared no survivors ..."

"Typical", I sighed.

"Yes, very.  By the way, we got your data on Thursday. Any explanation as to why you waited to Monday to call us?"

"Well I ..."

I felt a pair of arms slid around me from behind and give me a hug. "Who are you talking with hon?" Kamara said as she peeked over my shoulder.

"Oh, work stuff. I'm just discussing an appointment for an inspection with this gentleman here."

"Ah, I see," the wolf said smiling rather predatorily at the screen, and me. "I guess I will see you later today then sir?"

I had a feeling I was going to be paying for my little vacation after all.

"Certainly," I said with a bravado I did not feel and cut the connection.

"Such a busy cat," Kamara purred in my ear, I turned and noticed she had not yet dressed, probably giving that wolf a fair idea of just why I had not called. Even if she was covered in fur.

"Yeah well, calling in sick got me behind, and I knew I'd have to pay for it one way or another. 

"Well if you ever make it back out this way, don't be a stranger."

I smiled and gave her a kiss. "You can count on that."

 

 

I felt a little weird sitting outside at a table waiting for the car to show up. Sitting in your bare fur does tend to get you looked at. Twice I was approached by the local constables. I told them the simple truth, that my clothing was ruined and that my employer was making me sit here until someone showed up with a replacement to punish me for my carelessness.

Okay, so it wasn't the truth, but it sure sounded like it, so after being laughed at they wandered away. 

When the Tri-Star car rolled up I was opening the door before it even stopped.

"Hey, woah! I hardly even know you!" The driver, another leopard like myself, said laughing at me as I jumped in and closed the door.

"Oh shut up. You got any clothes in this bucket?"

"Somebody sounds just a might testy" he chuckled pulling back out from the curb. "Know anyplace to get some food around here? I could use a break."

I growled at him, "Clothes first, then you can eat."

"What's the hassle? Nudity isn't a big issue round these parts."

"Fine then give me your clothes, and your wallet too, and hey, maybe your ident chain while we're at it?"

"Ah, you're no fun. In the back under the seat."

I crawled over the seat to the back and flipped the cushions up. Sure enough there was a set of company coveralls.

"Well that was nice of them."

"Well yeah, Sue mentioned you were wearing stolen clothes, so we figured you'd need something. Lost your ID too?"

I nodded, then noticed he was watching the road and not me, "Yeah, all my personal effects were destroyed in the crash, along with the rest of the crew."

"Bad deal that," he sighed, "usually no one picks on the Packets."

"Any idea what was all so important that they didn't want us to make our delivery here?"

"Not a clue. We've got a heavy freighter due in next week. We'll send the information out with them. Next Packet isn't due past here for forty more days."

"Well whatever it was, at least they weren't successful."

"Yeah, Ed told me that you got the data on the net last week."

"Ed?" I asked puzzled.

"The wolf you talked to. He's in charge of operations here. He told me you managed to hook up with quite a looker too." He turned to leer at me for a moment, "of course if I had just crashed a ship, I'd be looking for a life reaffirming time as well."

"Watch the road," I said ears flattening in embarrassment.

"Don't worry, Ed's okay. You got the data out right away, and that’s all that matters really. Ah found it!"

I looked back up.

"Found what?"

"Lunch! This place is good, was here last time I was in this town."

"I'm broke remember?"

"Well, then you can buy dinner. Come on, I'm starved."

 

 

The rest of the ride was uneventful. My driver, Clem, filled me in on the particulars of Pharoh, the rules, what have you. It was basically like old Egypt. There were Kings and lords and all that, they were just called Pharaohs and such. Slavery was legal for animorphs, and probably ninety percent were, the ten percent who weren't were still sworn to a house or were government workers. Yes most construction was heavy stone, and some of the higher classes could get a bit bloodthirsty at times. If I had been caught wearing that uniform, for example, I could have been whipped to death. Or stoned to death, or drawn and quartered, or ... well it all pretty much ended up in death no mater how you looked at it. 

"It's not so much as they want to stamp out crime," Clem laughed, "It's just that they like blood. Pretty blood thirsty lot at times. Pretty lusty too," he flicked an ear at me and winked, "but I suspect you already figured that part out."

When we got to the small complex he took me to Ed's office and left, promising to find me around dinner time.

 

 

"So, just what happened?" Ed asked coming in a few minutes after Clem had left.

I told him everything that had happened since we had dropped out of jump space, and I even played it straight. When I got to the part about Kamara I stopped and asked if he really had to know the details.

"I'm surprised you even offered to tell them," he replied making a point of tapping on the display tablet laying on his desk that had my files prominently displayed.

"Pan was a good Captain, she treated me well." I shrugged and looked away, truth was Pan was more than just my Captain. "The others were pretty good too. They all deserve a fair accounting, plus I still have no idea why anyone would attack us."

"Afraid they might be after you?"

I shrugged again, "Maybe. Though I can't think of a reason why they'd be after any of us."

"Well you can rest assured that it might have been you, until you delivered the data. Though as far as we can tell there wasn't anything in it that mattered. Not that we have access to the private stuff we were payloading with the company data."

I nodded.

"I've conveniently forgotten to log the uniform you were wearing when you called in today. You didn't know so I don't see why we should make a case out of it. As for your little 'lost weekend' there, well, not many folks walk away from a starship crash. So I just had your little absence written up as being disorientated in the new environment."

I nodded.

"Anything else?"

"I need a new ID, my company credit card, and all my stuff got destroyed in the crash."

"I'll have Sue help you out with all of that. I'll see if we can't get you some kind of hazard bonus to help cover the cost of what you lost. But that has to go through Corporate, so I wouldn't expect to see anything for six months at least."

I nodded again, "Thank you Sir."

"Thank you for getting the data out. And congratulations on surviving, you may want to stop by the med facility for a check up."

"I think I'll be okay."

"Well then, it's an order. Dismissed Sergeant."

I stood and nodded politely and headed out to find the receptionist.

 

It took Sue an hour to get me a new ID and several standard sets of company clothing in my size. She also got me a credit card, toiletries, tools, and pretty much all of the standard stuff I had lost. For a receptionist, she was being squandered here and I told her so.

"Yeah, I know, but I'm cute and the executives like having someone around that they can depend on."

"You should be in supply. You have the logistics thing down pat."

She smiled at me, "I was in supply. Eight years," She shuddered, "playing ditzy secretary for the customers is a lot easier and more enjoyable than working in some dank warehouse on an airless moon."

"Good point."

"And besides, here I'm an exotic. There are few foxes on Pharaoh. They're not in the accepted history. So I get lots of interest. If you know what I mean ..." she laughed and flicked her tail at me as I gathered up my belongings and headed off to the visiting crew quarters.

"Don't forget your appointment in medical!" she called out after me as I left. I assured her I wouldn't.

I tried to of course. But they were wise to that gambit by now I guess. It wasn't the actual physical examination that I was worried about. Over all I felt fine if a little sore in spots still, and they confirmed that I was healthy.

No it was the psych-eval I didn't want any part of. I hadn't had the time yet to sit down and figure out just how I felt about the three people I'd been living hand in pocket for the last two plus years all suddenly dying. Especially when one of them I had been particularly close with. Nothing like seeing your girlfriend squashed like an overripe tomato, with body parts and innards everywhere.

I particularly did not want to think about that. I did not want to talk about it, and I was hoping that I wouldn't start dreaming about it either. So far I'd been too exhausted for dreaming, but that was soon going to change I was sure.

"So how are you feeling?" The doc asked. He was a nice old guy, Human not surprisingly, most of the Psychologists were.

"Fine. Just fine."

"And about your friends?"

"I really don't want to think about that right now. Eventually it'll pass. For now I'd just rather not think about it."

"It'll be better to talk it out you know."

Oh yeah, sure it will. Where do they get these guys?

"Doc, I only saw what happened to Pan. I didn't go looking for the others. I really didn't see any other bodies, so I can just imagine that they went 'poof' and may show up again someday."

"And Pan?"

"Doc, lets not go there okay? It wasn't pretty and it's too soon to deal with it."

"Well if you want to talk about it ..." he offered.

"Yes I know, your door is always open." I said and got up and left. Like I'd ever talk to a human about it! They didn't understand, well strike that, some of them understand, just most of them don’t, especially the ones with psych degrees, they most definitely don't. When the time came to talk about it, I'd find a clan head, maybe at a clan meeting and unburden my soul there. They at least would know how to deal with it. Humans didn't lose their co-workers, friends, or lovers to violent deaths very often. For morphers like myself, it was a statistical certainty that you would. 

Hard jobs lead to hard lives. 

I went and got a lot of coffee. I suddenly didn't feel like sleeping tonight.

 






  







 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

The Hampton Lanes made breakout the following day, and warped its way into orbit a little more than a week after that. They unloaded took shore leave, loaded, and left. And I went with them. There were no jobs for me on Pharaoh, and staying there was a risky proposition if I wasn't working. Plus company base salary, assuming they were willing to let me sit on my furry ass all day, was pretty worthless for someone carrying as much debt as I was. 

I was happy to be gone from there anyway. I had a few bad nights when it finally caught up with me that the others were dead, and the last vision I had of Pan, splattered against the bulkhead woke me up screaming one night. Sitting idle just wasn't good for me. 

Billets on the Hampton Lanes were limited, at least the ones I was best qualified for. They had their full complement of shuttle pilots, and they were all better trained than I was. WSO's were pretty well stocked too, so I couldn't worm my way into those positions either. However the 'Lanes had a pinnacle, a rarity among the Company's cargo ships, but the 'Lanes was one of the biggest cargo haulers they had. So I got assigned as first mate/backup pilot/gunnery control. My backup onboard job was ship's weapon systems, which in my case ended up turning into a weapon's tech and general roustabout.

Reporting in had been a less than pleasant experience however.

"Sergeant Koen?" The ship's Captain addressed me as I stood at attention in his office.

"Yes Sir! Sergeant Koen reporting for duty Sir!" I kept my eyes straight ahead. I needed this position. He had to take me, the regs said so. But he didn't have to give me a decent position.

"I've just spent a rather interesting half hour reviewing your record, and I have to say, that even just the highlights were an interesting diversion."

I swallowed as my ears twitched, "Yes, Sir."

"Normally I'd not even let someone with a record like yours set foot aboard my ship."

"Yes Sir." I tried to hold my tail still and keep my ears up.

"I can only imagine the finer points that it must hold if I took the time to review all of it, and then I'm sure there are the multitude of things they suspected you of, but I can see that you were never caught."

"Yes Sir!" I said, fighting the urge to find a hole to crawl into.

"Manager Matthews on Dryson is a friend of mine you know."

"Y ...Yes Sir!" I gave up on my tail and tried not to let my claws dig too deeply into my palms. Things were just going from bad to worse.

"So Sergeant Koen, why should I allow you to come here and get a paying position? Especially when you're still supposed to be on penalty detail for another," He glanced down at the screen, "Eighteen months?"

"Sir?" I asked a bit unsure.

He smiled and leaned back in his chair, "Permission to speak freely Sergeant, it's probably the last time you'll ever get it under my command."

I nodded and licked my lips, "Sir, it wasn't a pretty crash and well I need something to help keep from thinking about it all. I'm sure I'll probably end up causing you problems, I'm no model worker, all I'm asking is that you work me rather than let me sit idle. Please sir." I said the last a bit quietly.

"So you expect to get in trouble then?" He looked up at me a little surprised.

"Sir, I'm ..." I shrugged breaking my posture for a moment, "I'm a fuckup, I know it, you know it, everyone who's worked with me in the past knows it. I'm not gonna promise to change cause I don't want to lie to you. Right now I'm just happy to be alive, even when I wake up at night and wish I wasn't."

"That bad huh?"

I nodded.

"Close?"

I nodded again, "Very Sir."

"I had a ship shot out from under me once. Years ago. Two hundred dead, out of two hundred and thirty eight crew."

"I'm sorry to hear that Sir."

"So, Sergeant Koen, don’t think I don't know what you went through. I'll take you on, and I'll make sure that the exec rides your ass. I'll keep you busy alright. And you're going to be under a microscope."

"Yes Sir!" I said pulling myself back to attention.

"You're on punishment detail for the next month," He smiled, "That's for Matthew's hair."

"Yes Sir!"

"Dismissed!"

I saluted and left his office, once outside I noticed I had driven three of my claws through the skin of my palm.  

 

 

Sure enough it wasn't pleasant duty. I was allowed only six hours off time per day. Most crew got twelve, and when you consider the 'non-duty' things you need to take care of during that time, usually you only got half of that to yourself. I was fortunate when I was able to sleep for four of those six hours. More than once I only got two hours. When I fell asleep while climbing a ladder access and consequently fell thirty feet and broke my ankle they cut back my duty just enough so that I got four hours a night, and six on Sundays. But I still got in trouble for falling asleep on duty and had my punishment detail extended another month.

Clan meetings were nice, and being a problem case I was required to go of course. Not that I would have stayed away. It was the only socialization I had time for. The clan head was a little wary of me, she told me the Captain had warned her in great detail as to my past behaviors. However they all knew about Pan and what had happened, so I got a lot of sympathy as well. I also got some female company which was also greatly appreciated. It wasn't the celibacy I was having forced on me by the schedule that was tough, it was the loneliness. At least I rarely dreamed, and with time the painful memories did start to weaken.

 

 

Three months after we had entered jump space we broke out. It was the Iverly system, the same system that coincidentally was the next on the list for the P45.

And all hell broke loose.

"Battle Stations! Battle Stations! We have multiple contacts! Repeat we have multiple contacts, inbound! All hands to your stations!"

My head came up as the alarm went off and the intercom came alive. I could feel the ship shake as the assault shuttles were launched from their watch stations. I was down in the ship's pinnacle, all weaponry and ship's craft with weapons were manned during breakout. It was our most vulnerable time.

"Get the systems up!" The pilot ordered, a wolf who was so old as to be past his best years of combat shuttle flights. 

I turned everything from standby to active and went down the checklists with him and the two crew members. The pinnacle was armed to the teeth, with two gun stations, four weapons emplacements, and a fairly large number of torpedoes. The reason for the later was that when they ran out of things for me to do, they made me load extra's. Suddenly I took back all those sworn oaths as I saw the launch command light on our consoles.

"Blow the hatch!" I heard the pilot command and the pinnacle rocked as someone on board the 'Lanes did just that. A moment later I triggered the explosive release in tandem with him and we were away and flying fast.

It was a blur after that. There were a lot of targets inbound, a lot. I counted twenty at one point, and there were only six shuttles from the Hampton Lanes, and our pinnacle. We had the better trained crews fortunately. Otherwise none of us would have survived. The Hampton Lanes immediately went to full throttle and burned for jump space. She got tagged a few times with some of the smaller missles, one of her cargo pods getting blown off and forcing the Captain to jettison the rest. That move probably saved the ship, because they obviously wanted the cargo and had to stop shooting for a few minutes as five spiraling pods played havoc with their missiles. 

Four of the assault shuttles got pasted that I could see. I lost track of the other two during the combat. For our part we took a beating as well, but our over abundance of torpedoes helped even the score. We were able to keep up with the 'Lanes until she made jump, the disruption causing some damage to our pinnacle, adding to the hits we'd already taken in combat. At that point we flushed our missile racks, and turned to disengage from the two surviving enemy shuttles. Fortunately they had the same idea and were turning to regroup with their mother ship which was burning to meet them.

"All systems run cold!" Our pilot commanded.

I shut down everything on my board and checked my suit. We'd lost atmosphere early in the battle. We'd also lost one of our gunners.

"Now what?" I asked quietly to no one in particular.

"Well, we lay nice and quiet and hope they decide to leave us alone."

"Shouldn’t we be like surrendering?" I asked. "I mean they won, so they have to take us in."

"You want to die Koen?" He said to me over the suit's comm.

"What? Die?! There are rules for all this. Aren't there?"

"If they were another corp, yes. But these are the fanatics we're dealing with here. They must have hit Iverly three and taken it. They don't take prisoners, accept as slaves. And a big male leopard like you they'd shoot in a heartbeat." He turned to look at me, "Where the hell have you been?"

"I've been on a packet for the last two years. We don't get much news on those things."

He nodded. 

"I guess this explains why we got shot down too."

He looked up at me again, "How's that?"

"This was our next stop. If we hadn't gotten out of here, people would have investigated. Or worse yet, we would have come through here and seen what was happening and reported on it."

"Good point. Let's go check on Jimmy in the back."

"Yes sir," I sighed, we'd have to check up on Seranna, or what was left of her, as well. I wasn't looking forward to that.

 

It was twenty hours later, we'd committed Seranna's remains to space, patched up the hull and gotten pressure in the forward and central cabin. The engine spaces would have to remain in vacuum, but structural damage didn't seem too severe.

"So, here's our situation," Ralf, our wolf pilot started off. "We have enough supplies to last us six weeks. Fuel stores are low, but not exhausted. We're inbound towards the system as we still have the basic track that the Hampton Lanes was on. Koen?"

I filled them in on what I had learned from the passive systems. "Iverly Three has definitely been taken. And there's a pretty big force holding it I'd guess from the amount of traffic that seems to be surrounding it," I had spent some time with the pinnacle's telescope as well as listening to radio chatter, even if it was in code. "They've already got a crew working to corral those cargo pods and no one is coming after us that I can see."

"Jimmy?" Ralf asked.

"Well, the engines are okay, but the portside power converter is gone and the portside APU is gone, but we can rig a line over from the starboard side APU to bring up the systems there that were isolated in the hit that got Seranna."

Ralf nodded, "I test fired the attitude jets, they're still working and I've nudged us onto another course to hopefully frustrate any attempts to track us."

"Why bother? It'll be months before the 'Lanes can even tell anyone what happened here! We'll have starved to death before then! Better to just die quick and clean!" Jimmy was getting a little anxious. Horsemorphs were like that. Especially when locked in a small ship with two carnovores and a limited food supply.

"I won't eat you Jimmy," I tried to smile. The idea was making my stomach turn.

"No one is eating anyone, and we're not going to starve to death." Ralf said quietly. "I've done the numbers and we can make Iverly Three in two weeks at this speed. Landing will be a problem because when we fire up the engine we're going to stand out like a union organizer at a board meeting."

We all smiled at that.

"But I have an idea for dealing with that too."

"So we make it down to the planet, then what?" I asked.

"Well, I doubt they have enough troops to garrison the whole planet, probably just the company installations. That's what, two percent of the surface? We find a place to hide and wait until the company comes and takes the place back."

"If they take the place back," Jimmy complained.

"When." Ralf said firmly. "Letting anyone take stuff away from us is bad for business. They'll be here. It just might be awhile."

 

 

*     *   *   *   *

 

Two weeks later we were close enough to Iverly three that you didn't need anything to help you see it, or the landmasses on it.

"Okay let's do it like we rehearsed it!" Ralf commanded.

"Ready on the ECM!" I called.

"Ready in Engineering!" Jimmy called.

"Engines, Full thrust, in 3 ... 2 ... 1 ... fire!"

We were all pinned into our seats as the ship shook heavily.

"Search Radar!" I called as the indicators started to flicker on my board.

"Engines, twenty percent on my mark!" Ralf called again.

"Targeting Radar!" I called as the indicators started to climb.

"Ten Seconds."

"Targeting Lock! Looks like launch control radar"

"Five Seconds."

"ECM going to active!"

"Mark!"

I almost bounced against the harness of my seat as the thrust reduced. "Multiple separations! I make three inbound."

"Jimmy, move to guns." 

"Roger that!" Jimmy called on the comm.

I dumped the last of our decoy units. I had been surprised that we'd even had any left, and watched to see if the missiles took the bait. Two did.

"Evasive!" Ralf called out and as I fed information to Jimmy and continued to work the ECM.

"Got it!" Jimmy called a moment later.

"We have more separations, I make it five, no six inbound." I called out.

"Running time?"

"Sixty seconds."

"Okay, let move! Abandon ship!"

We all made for the main airlock and grabbed the packs there.

"How much time?" Ralf asked.

I checked my suit timer, "Twenty eight seconds."

"Okay, we jump at ten. Count us down."

I watched the numbers running down. "Twenty ... Fifteen .... Thirteen, twelve, eleven, JUMP!" and we all pushed off the side of the ship. Ralf triggered his remote as we did so and the ship went to full throttle and started to spin.

I pulled my visor down and curled up into a ball to present the least amount of surface area as fifteen seconds later one of the missiles hit the ship and it went up in a huge fireball throwing pieces everywhere. Going to full throttle had bought it a little more time, and a lot more distance. We were probably two miles away when it went up, the last minute spin throwing wreckage everywhere and hopefully obscuring us in the cloud as well.

I was starting to feel like we had pulled it off when a large piece of wreckage flew by so close that I could have touched it. When I turned my head back Jimmy was gone. I shuddered and looked at Ralf. He shrugged. I nodded. There was nothing we could have done. At least we'd turned our suit comms off when we'd jumped, so no one had heard anything.

We coasted like that for a while then, trying to watch out for any other pieces of wreckage that might be coming our way, but the odds were against it. When I found myself starting to spin slowly I realized I was moving into the atmosphere. Ralf was now a good hundred yards away. It was time. 

What we were about to do wasn't really that hard. Of course I'd never done it before. Except for daredevils and stupid rich human kids, few had. They called it 'atmosphere surfing', and the principle was simple. I used my suit's tracker to face into the direction I was moving and fired the re-entry unit's rocket until its little single purpose brain told it to shut down. Then I rotated until my back was facing 'forward' and activated the heat shield. It deployed from the pack in my back and hardened into shape as it filled with special thermal foam. I checked the target sight displayed on my helmet and spent the next twenty minutes making sure it stayed where it was supposed to. I pissed myself when the fireball totally wrapped around the small pocket the heat shield made. Thankfully the suit had plumbing.

When the heat shield's brain recognized I was safely in atmosphere it disintegrated in a burst of pieces and then I just fell until the chute opened up. At that point I was able to see where I was, and what was there. I was over the main continent, near the mountains. There was an establishment to the north according to my suit's display. So I turned to the south and shut my suit down, cracking open the face plate so I wouldn't suffocate, and hoped that I didn't show up on anybody's radar screen.

I hit the ground and rolled, gathering up my chute and stuffing it under a bush as I then stripped my suit off. I spent another ten minutes getting my survival gear together, then dug a hole and buried the suit and the chute. That done I covered my tracks and started to move out. I had no idea where Ralf was, we'd all made plans for places to try and rendezvous depending on where we came down, but the plain truth was he could have landed almost a thousand miles away. So the odds were against it. And the way things had gone so far, well, I wasn't hoping on any long odds anymore. 

 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

I'd hit the ground running and three weeks later I still hadn't stopped. They had sent out some aircraft to do a search for me I guess. There had been a flyby of my landing spot about an hour after I had come down. And there were a few more passes made later that day, but there was a lot of cover here, so there really wasn't anyway they'd find me if I didn't want to be found. That was a good thing in my mind.

But I still hadn't made it to the settlement, moving through the heavy ground cover wasn't easy, though I was learning. I suppose my distant genetic ancestors would have laughed at the problems I was having, but except for survival school, I'd never been in a forest, much less a jungle, in my life. Thank the CEO for that schooling though, otherwise I'd have starved to death by now, or worse yet, fed something even hungrier than I. 

I was getting closer however, just what I was going to do when I got there was a bigger question still. I probably should have just holed up somewhere out in the frontier, I'm sure no one would have blamed me, not much one morpher can do against a whole army, is there? But I knew Pan would have wanted me to try and do something. The nightmares were after all, rather specific about it.

It's not like I was a coward or anything, I'd just always felt discretion was the better part of valor and cheap shots were only cheap when they happened to you. But here I was anyway, heading straight into the line of fire. What I was going to do when I got there I hadn't the slightest idea, the only skill I really had was an innate ability to cause trouble, and a well practiced ability to not get caught in the act.

The jungle itself started to thin a bit the next day as the ground started to rise in elevation. The whole local installation I was heading to was on a large elevated plateau, some sort of geological up welling that was pretty rich in gems and minerals. At least it was over five thousand square miles, so I'd have room to hide. But cover did start to thin out a bit. On the other hand so did the predators. That helped a lot, I was getting tired of convincing them that I was not their lunch.

 

 

It was a few days later when I could see the signs of the installation off in the distance. Not the central installation, one of the outlying operations. I wasn't about to try and tackle the big stuff, nightmares or no, I wasn't suicidal and I needed to learn just what the local setup was if I was going to try and get some revenge on these bastards for killing Pan. 

One thing my years of getting into and out of trouble had taught me was how to be stealthy, and how to bypass most alarm systems and sensor fields. I came across two different and distinct systems. The first was typical company, looked like its main purpose was to alert anyone to any large predators in the area. Considering the problems some of them had given me, I wasn't surprised at that. The second was something else entirely. It wasn't as high of a quality as some of the company gear I'd run across in my career, but it was designed solely to keep people in. As I was already out, dealing with it was no big deal, however I made careful note of my path in because I'd have to take the same path out again.

I snuck in that night and spent some very careful time sneaking around the edge of what was obviously an open pit mine. I even managed to liberate some food, which was a nice change from what I had been eating. Those predators tasted really bad, and of course I couldn't even cook them. So if nothing else that paid for the whole trip. I snuck my furry butt back out before sunrise, and found a good spot in the distance to observe the goings on.

I continued to do that for a week, opening up a different pathway in each time, and scent marking them. Scent markers are one of those things that are considered 'impolite' in ‘civilized society’ because we can smell them, but humans can't. Plus some people just find it rude when you piss on things. But I wanted to be sure I could find my way out in a hurry, as well as anyone else I happened to bring along. And there were quite a few people to bring along. I counted at least a hundred working the mines, female morphs mainly, some males, and shockingly some humans as well. I guess the enemy tarred everyone with the same brush.

As for guards I only counted about a dozen, but they all had body armor and automatics. You don't need much more than that when dealing with unarmed and unarmored people. I noticed they were quick with punishments, but otherwise didn't get too close. It was obvious they were working folks pretty hard too.

 

 

I snuck in again that night, I had the guard’s routine down fairly well by this point. I made my way to the barrack’s house that had the largest concentration of leopard fems. I figured if I was going to be a hero tonight, I’d make for the biggest reward. Why not after all, if I’m going to risk my life, right?

I worked a little magic on the rather cheap lock and slipped inside. The response wasn’t exactly what I thought I’d get, but then I hadn’t really known what to expect. Twenty sets of very hungry feline eyes regarded me in the darkness, wary at first, then surprised as they saw what I was. But none moved an inch, they were tired, hungry and nervous.

“Don’t all say hello at once now,” I chided softly.

“Why are you here?” One of them whispered softly, sitting up on her bunk. One of the older females, I’d noticed her before, still rather attractive though she was rather gaunt and tired looking.

“I thought you might want to leave. I’ve marked several trails out of here. We could all be gone before morning.”

“What of the others?”

“What of them? Another night another escape I’d guess.”

She shook her head, “You don’t understand. If anyone escapes from here, they will kill five times the number from those left behind. If all twenty of us were to go, I suspect they’d kill everyone else in the camp. These are harsh and cruel men.”

“So you’re saying you won’t come with me?” I blinked surprised.

“We will not sacrifice our friends to save ourselves.”

“But if you stay here, all will die. Isn’t it better to save a few than to lose all?”
 She looked at me, proud and defiant. “All or nothing. You save all of us, or you save none of us.”

I looked around at the others, they all nodded slowly, even the really pretty one I’d had my eye on, the reason I’d picked this particular hut in the first place. I never said I had purely altruistic reasons after all. I sighed.

“Okay, if I can get everyone out, will you come with me?”

She looked around at the others and they all slowly nodded together. “Do you think you can?” she asked.

“Doesn’t look like you’re giving me much of a choice now, does it?”

“No, we’re not. How many of you are there?”

“The same as there always has been. Just me.”

She looked surprised, but didn’t say anything.

“I’ll be back in a few days. Warn the others to be ready if you think it will help.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Beats the hell out of me. But I’m sure I’ll come up with something.”

She nodded. “Good luck Tom.”

I nodded back and slipped out the doorway and back the way I had come. I was somewhere between annoyed and relieved. Annoyed that I was going to spend another night alone rather than the single male hero with twenty females I had just saved. Relieved for pretty much the same reason. 

 

I sat and puzzled all night long, the following day, and the next night and day as well. There really was no other way around it. If I was going to get all of them out of there, I was going to have to kill someone. Several someone’s. All of the someone’s.
 I’d never killed anyone in my entire life. Well, not up close and personal. In the little battle we’d had to fight for the Hampton Lanes I’d killed people, or rather I’d killed their ships and they’d died as a consequence most likely. But that was clean and distant, no different than a hundred other simulations I’d done in the past. Just push a button and ‘zap’. 

This was going to be close and personal. So close and so personal that I’d feel it.  So close and personal that I’d probably get their blood on me. So close and personal that it might even be me that dies and not them.

I tried not to shiver too much at that thought, and instead practiced the moves with my knife. I had a really nice one, I’d spent a lot of cash on it and was pretty good at waving it around so I’d look like someone nobody wanted to mess with. Knives were common, they were safe on space ships, and you were allowed to carry them most places for protection. I’d just never thought I’d have to use one. Like I said before, discretion had kept me out of a lot of nasty fights.

 

 

The next night I made my way in again. There were exactly eleven guards at the installation. One who was obviously in charge, the rest who worked the prisoners in two shifts of four, with a two person night patrol. They all wore body armor when out among the prisoners or on duty. They all carried one automatic rifle, and a side arm. More than enough to stop overworked, underfed, and unarmored people. More than enough to stop me, if I gave them a chance, which I intended not to do at all.

My first goal was the two night guards. They patrolled on a fairly fixed schedule, not very imaginative, but with the sensors they’d set up they didn’t need to do more than that. Wasn’t like they were expecting a rather disreputable, trouble causing, character such as myself to come around. 

The first one I caught up with well after midnight. I made sure I had him alone, and waited for the perfect moment. I snuck up close enough behind him that I could hear him breathing in his helmet. He had the visor down and locked, the full set on. This was one paranoid guard, I got a firm grip on my expensive nickel molly knife, guaranteed to be harder than anything I’d ever want to cut through and plunged it with all my might through the back of his neck, at the base of the skull, where the spine met as I grabbed him from behind.

He moved of course and my knife deflected off the side, the sharp point slicing through the built in comm lines which was probably the only thing the saved me from having him rouse the whole camp with his startled cry. I almost panicked then, but as he tried to turn and shoot me I grabbed him tight around the chest from behind with one arm while I tried to stab him with the knife again. This time I struck square and the craftsmanship of a thousand plus years of Japanese knife makers paid off and he crumpled as the blade slid home to the hilt.

I divested his corpse of his weapons and gear, that which I could use, and quickly went in search of his counterpart. This was going to be a bit more difficult as while one walked rounds outside, the second usually stayed inside. I made my way to the command shack and made my way inside. Knife again at the ready. The guns they had weren’t silenced, so again this wasn’t going to be easy. Using the first guard’s key I got inside rather easily, then almost lost it when I came face to face with the other guard who was coming out of the bathroom.

His expression of shock no doubt mirrored my own, but he had his helmet off, probably figured he was safe inside the building, and with a fast slash of my knife I opened his throat, his neck being much softer than combat armor it poised no problem for the blade. He fell at my feet grasping his neck unable to talk or breath as he bled out, covering me with blood in the process. I was too scared to throw up, so I got his weapons and went to the main console where I shut down all the security systems for the compound. I then when and found the hut of my last visit.

They all looked up at me as I entered, eyes widening at the blood on my coveralls.
 “Are they dead?” asked the same one as the last time.

“No, just the two night guards. All the security systems are off, I want you to go get the others, all of them, and leave.”

“What about the other guards?”

“They’re still asleep.”

“Are you going to just leave them there?” she growled softly.

“No,” I shook my head, “But there’s only one of me. So get everyone and go.”

“I’ll help,” one of the others said and slipped off her bed. I looked at her and handed her the rifle I’d gotten from the second guard. She wasn’t the really pretty one I’d seen, but was still rather hot.

“Me too,” said another, and I handed her one of the pistols.

“Oh why the hell not,” said the one who had first spoken and I gave her the last pistol. 

“The rest of you get the others and head to the southeast. Keep your ears open.”

They all nodded and we filed out and headed back to the guard’s barracks.

They never had much of a chance. We all snuck in quietly, and carefully positioned ourselves, with the older one going into the commanders separate room. On a three count we all opened up at once. One bullet each and five seconds later they were all dead. I gathered up the weapons with Sharon, which was the name of the one who’d taken the other rifle. The other two went to get the rest and raid all the food stores that they had. The one who had done all the talking, Elsa, had been quick to point out that feeding a hundred wasn’t going to be easy. I agreed.

 

 

It took us two hours to get everything together, weapons, food, corpses. The last was my idea, if they didn’t find any dead, they might assume we held prisoners and that might give us an edge if they caught up with us. Cleaning up the mess in the barracks was a bit difficult, but fortunately it wasn’t my job. I did make use of the showers to get all the blood out of my fur and coverall before we left. I didn’t fancy the idea of smelling like dead human. 

As we headed out of the mining camp I gathered my thoughts. All things considered the whole thing had gone a lot easier than I had ever thought possible, not only that, I was still alive! I was still congratulating myself when Elsa came up to me.

“Well now what Tom?”

“Koen, my name’s Koen,” I said.

“There’s a place a few hour’s walk from here where we can rest a few and sort things out.”

“How long until you think they come looking for us?”

I stopped and looked at the line of prisoners trailing along behind me. “How long does it take to fly here from the main installation?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“When does the first shift start?”

“They get us up at sunrise, why?”

I looked at my watch, a little over seven hours until sunrise. “I’d say twenty minutes after sunrise.” 

“So what are you going to do about it?” Elsa asked looking at me.

Stall, I thought to myself, what else? 

“Everybody!” I called out, and suddenly I had a lot of eyes on me. “Those of you with any woodcraft, fall to the back of the column. I want you to cover our tracks, but don’t do that good a job of it. When we find a good spot I want a few of you to lay a false trail, and I want the rest of you to be real careful after that for a while.”

“Smart,” was all Elsa said, but at least the ones around us agreed.

“And pass out some of those rations, I want everyone to eat, pass the wrappers back to the people at the back. Don’t be afraid to ask for seconds, but remember we have a lot of walking to do tonight!”

“Is that wise?” Elsa asked.

“You got a better idea?” I asked curious as to what she would say. 

“I think we should ration it, once that’s gone, we’ll have to forage to eat.”

“All that would do is make everyone hungry longer,” I said. “We’ll have to forage eventually no matter what, better to do it on a full belly than an empty one.”

“So you want to start foraging sooner then?” She said looking surprised.

“Don’t you?” I asked looking at her. I was using my best ‘isn’t it obvious’ face and trying to look confident. I didn’t know a thing about how to feed a couple of hundred people.

She puzzled a moment, “I guess you’re right, the rations will run out no matter what we do, so the sooner we start gathering our own food the better.”

I nodded like I had it figured out all along, “And we need to get away from here as quick as we can. Starving everyone isn’t going to help us survive right?”

Elsa looked up at me and nodded slowly. Sharon smiled at me, so did several of the others including that really hot one. 

“Guess you know what you’re talking about,” she conceded.

I didn’t know what I was talking about at all of course, but I’d always had a good gift for bullshit and talking through it this even made sense to me. “Oh I’m sure you’d have figured that out pretty quickly,” I said smiling, “lack of food just slows the thought process down is all.”

Elsa smiled at me then, suddenly she looked years younger.

“Now, lets get a moving again.”

 

 

Four hours later we were well and truly away from the area, I had taken us to a likely place I’d found a week ago. The people I’d set to work on obscuring our path were pretty certain that they’d done a fairly decent job, and I did go and help the those I had laying a false trail, deception was one of my strong suits after all.

We’d have to keep moving of course, the further away we got the better. I wasn’t sure of the best place to go, but I’d talked with Elsa, Sharon, and two others from the compound who knew the area fairly well as we’d walked. Between the five of us we’d figured the best place to go for now. Surprisingly they all seemed to be happy with my leadership, but they were all tired and hungry and we all had a nice meal before laying down to sleep.

I made sure everyone was under cover then went and found a spot myself.

“Hey, is this space open?”

I looked up, it was Sharon. She had a large smile on her face and wasn’t wearing her coveralls, or anything else for that matter. I smiled back at her, “Sure, care to join me?”

She not only joined me, but joined with me. Yeah it was outside in the brush using our coveralls as bedding, but I had no complaints, she was rather attractive and definitely interested in me. As for myself, well any fem who could wield an automatic rifle like she did was definitely worth getting to know a lot better.

 






  







 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

The next day the plateau in our area became a beehive of activity, I got everyone up after just three hours of sleep and made sure once again that everyone was spread out and well hid. I wasn’t going to try moving anyone in the search that I knew was coming, and come it did, about an hour later than I had predicted. First it was a single high altitude pass, followed five minutes later by a lower slower one. That aircraft then took up station orbiting the area and a half hour later two large troop ships came in and dumped a squad of soldiers on the site.

I could see much of what they were doing, from my vantage point, even without the nice pair of binoculars I had liberated from the camp’s commander. But it wasn’t long until they started into the brush. This is the part that worried me the most. We had done what we could to blaze a false trail while having the others leave as little trail as possible. I’d even set a few simple booby traps out there along the false trail. When they hit the first of those traps things got even more exciting for a few minutes as the orbiting aircraft hosed the area down with some impressive firepower.

I watched for the next eight hours as they searched and searched, but never picked up our real trail. We were pretty far out, thankfully we’d been able to make it ten miles in our little forced march last night. As darkness finally began to settle in I climbed down from my perch and hiked back to rejoin the group. They were all anxious but fed and well rested now at least.

“Now what?” Elsa asked.

“We get as far away from here as we can and set up a base camp. Preferably someplace in that area of the hills in one of the caves you gals mentioned.” I said grabbing a ration bar and starting to eat.

“A base for what?” She asked looking at me a little sideways.

“A non stop orgy as you all thank me for being your hero ...” I laughed at the expression on her face, “Get real. To figure out our next step. See if we can’t liberate some more camps, maybe start a guerilla war.”

“Oh,” she nodded and looked at Sharon who shrugged.

“Personally I was all for the orgy,” Sharon said smiling.

I looked a bit shocked, and felt more so as well.

“Yeah, me too,” said Elsa and smiled at me. “It’s been months after all!”

“Umm, yeah. Welllll.” I hesitated and looked around. I noticed the really cute one whose name was Cheryl, was smiling and looking me over too. “Lets spend tonight getting a lot farther away from here, then a little party for a few days wouldn’t hurt anyone I’m sure.” I smiled and showed more confidence than I felt, I was pretty well outnumbered here.

We did manage to make good time through the night, all of us morphers had excellent night vision, and we led the few humans with us who didn’t. There were several flybys during the night, one which even gave me a worry when it went almost directly overhead. But by morning we had put at least another thirty miles between us and the place. One of the humans had been a surveyor and knew a good spot with caves and the like for us to hole up in and set up camp. It didn’t take long to get everyone situated and start on some defenses. We had a dozen rifles, a dozen pistols, a few grenades, a couple thousand rounds of ammo, a lot of knives and rations for a month.

I found a nice little cave for my own use that was set a bit a way from everyone else, and was just getting comfortable when Cheryl arrived surprisingly.

“Where’s Sharon?” I was forging a decent friendship with Sharon and despite the temptation wasn’t sure I wanted to piss her off.

“She said she’d be up later,” Cheryl grinned and purred leaning up against me, “much later.”

“Oh,” and then “Oh!”

She definitely paid me back for being the hero all right. And about a hour later Elsa nudged me awake and did it all over again. By morning there were quite a few leopard fems in my little cave before I called a halt to the proceedings and got some sleep. They let me have four hours of it before they put me to work again. It was definitely one of those ‘careful what you wish for moments’, and I probably lost five pounds before it was over, but there were very few males around of any species, and only one feline one. 

At least Sharon, Cheryl, and Elsa eventually put an end to it. Mostly at my request. I didn’t feel comfortable having a constant orgy when there was a war going on and we were in the middle of it.

Plus Pan had started showing up in my dreams again and she made it clear that I had better get back to work or she’d cut off my ‘you-know-what’ and then there’d be no more fun at all! Now while I didn’t think I was in any physical danger, I didn’t want to explore the possible ramifications of her threats, nor did I want to be on her bad side - even in my dreams. 

 

 

The next two weeks was spent setting up our defenses and our escape paths, drawing a crude map of where we were and where everything else was. There were two more mining camps within a week or so of walking distance. I picked the further one as the next place to attack.

Sharon was interested, so were a few of the others, mostly the leopards. There was one rottweiler as well, so that made seven of us total. I told Elsa she would be in charge while I was gone, and she accepted.

That was the weird thing, I was in charge. I’d never really been in charge of anything in my life and avoided command of anyone and anything like a company avoids a government audit. Yet I was in charge here, and I made it clear right from the beginning I was. I knew there were a lot of folks here who outranked me, but I didn’t care and I didn’t tell them. 

Maybe it was the sex, I was living the life of a harem owner those weeks. Or maybe it was the dreams. Pan talked strategy to me every night while I slept, and every morning I’d remember it. Either my subconscious had developed some strange quirks lately or I was being visited by the dead.

I wasn’t sure which one to be more afraid of.

But one thing I knew, and I knew it instinctively, I was in charge, I had to be in charge, and there was no way I was giving that up. This was my war and they were going to fight it on my terms. Period. 

 

 

“So how much farther do you think we have to go?” Sharon asked as we woke up that evening. We’d been sleeping days and traveling nights. 

“Well, if our maps are at all right, we should get there tonight. Lore, what does your nose tell us?”

“I’d say a day is about right Koen.” Lore replied.

Lore was the one non leopard in the group, the Rottweiler, she had a better nose than we leopard morphs, most canines did.

“Okay, let’s string out and take it slow. I’ll take point and I want ten meter intervals. No chatter from here on out, they have to know that we’re coming eventually, let’s not tip them off.”

The girls all nodded and after a brief hug with each of them, even Lore, we headed off into the woods. I smiled to myself, if I didn’t get myself killed, this war could take all the time it wanted to, the fringe benefits were excellent even if the food stunk.

We slogged quietly through the woods, stopping once to eat and drink and take a short break before moving on. About an hour before sunrise we came to the outskirts of the camp. I pulled us back into the woods then and we found a good spot to camp for the day. The girls took turns watching the camp and getting a head count while I slept. Later after the sun had gone down I went and surveyed the camp, checking the alarm systems and the layout.

“Well what did you find?” Cheryl asked when I came back around midnight. I was surprised she had volunteered to come along on this raid, but not at all unhappy about it.

“There are better systems deployed, looks recent too, but nothing to worry about. I already made two breaks in it, so getting in isn’t a problem.

“But?” Sharon said looking up from cleaning her rifle.

“But we’re dealing with a lot more sentries this time. There are four on duty, one of which is in a guard tower with a machine gun emplacement.”

“Leave the one in the tower to me,” Sharon smiled, “I’ll take him out.”

“Quietly?” I asked.

She shrugged, “Hopefully. Depends on how he falls.”

I sighed, “Okay. Lore, Cheryl, Tress, I want you to come in this way,” I sketched on the ground before me, “I marked the way. Lain and Jing, you come with me. Targets of opportunity once you get in position and the balloon goes up. Remember to be quiet, there are a dozen guards inside, we don’t want to let them know we’re here yet.”

“What’s the signal to go?” Cheryl asked.

“When Sharon hits the guy in the tower, if you haven’t gotten your guy yet, get him then. Sharon, once we’re in position, wait until you have your best shot. Don’t rush it.”

Sharon ‘thppted’ at me. “I got the easy part, you be careful.”

I nodded and we all went off to our assigned spaces. 

I stalked the guard carefully, I had my knife out, and Lain and Jing flanked me just in case. I barely heard the gun shot that Sharon took as I closed the last few feet and got the guard from behind. This time I had no problems at all, it went just like the old training sessions. I looked up and saw the guard fall out of the tower and pointed at the other two as we made for the guard shack.

Just as we got there the door opened and there was sentry number four, gun at the ready and me nicely framed by the light spilling out behind him. Before I could do anything something whizzed by my head and a knife was suddenly sticking out of his throat. A moment later a second one took him in the eye and he collapsed quietly to the ground.

I breathed again and turned to see Cheryl behind me smiling.

The others just shrugged.

“I knew there was another reason I brought you along” I purred.

She responded with a rude gesture, but was still smiling.

We filed into the guard shack then and set about overriding the remotes and the alarms. Then Jing went to work on setting up some rude surprises for the folks who’d show up in the morning as the rest of us went to mop up the guards in the attached barracks. We killed them all again, there had been some debate about taking prisoners, but after I had heard the way they’d behaved in their conquest of the colony I agreed it was a wasted effort. We still made sure to remove the bodies however, we didn’t want them to know we weren’t taking prisoners, there could be reprisals after all.

An hour later we had freed everyone, stripped the camp of everything we could use, and slipped off into the woods. I sent three of the girls off to lay a false trail, while the other three and I made sure we wouldn’t be followed. It was harder this time because there wasn’t a stream or river nearby to help us out. But I wasn’t as worried as before. I’d found a few hand held ground to air rockets in the armory this time as well as some grenades and explosives. We had a lot more weapons now. When sunrise came Sharon, Cheryl, Tress and I set up a nice ambush on our trail as Lore and the others continued on. 

If they found our trail, there’d be a few nice surprises in store for them.

“Do you think they’ll find the real trail?” Sharon asked as we waited.

I shrugged, “hard to say. But I don’t want to take any chances.”

She nodded.

We waited and listened. They showed up around sunrise, following pretty much the same procedure as last time, only the two troop filled transports came a lot sooner. They found one of our booby traps in town, we heard it go off. Then things quieted down for a long while as we waited some more.

It was nearing dark again when I heard them approaching. They were being a lot more careful this time than last time, I guess the booby traps had put them on guard and we never heard any of the others going off. After this little ambush I hoped to teach them not to try tracking us again, I wanted them to realize that we owned the jungle now, not them.

I checked my ammo, my weapons, and then the others and took my place. We waited until they were abreast of us, there were twenty of them, they were traveling in full strength.

When the last one as just past me I opened up with my rifle, causing them to scatter and run for cover away from me.

Right towards Tress and Cheryl who had the heavy machine gun we’d gotten from the tower set up. They opened up on them and mowed them down as Sharon picked the stragglers off one at a time. Meanwhile I got the rockets out and waited.

It didn’t take long, one of the gunships quickly headed over and I motioned for the others to run for their lives. Everyone in the enemy platoon at this point were either dead or heavily wounded, they definitely weren’t going to bother us just now. I waited till he got close, he opened up on the trees as he came in, so I moved closer to the platoon, hoping he would be trying not to hit his own people. I sighted him in and waited, and waited, the tree in front of me exploded and I pulled the trigger and then dove for cover as my missile flew up at him. The bullets went wide as the pilot banked heavily away, throwing the gunner’s fire off as he tried to get clear. But it was too late, he’d gotten too close and the gunship exploded in a large ball of fire as I flattened on the ground.
 My ears were still ringing as Sharon and Cheryl came and got me, helping me to my feet.

“The platoon?”

“Dead,” Cheryl smiled, “I even recognized their leader, we had a few words before I finished him off.”

I looked at Sharon, “Do I want to know?”

She looked pained, “He sent Cheryl to the camp when she bit him while he was raping her. After beating her to a pulp with the help of a few others.”

I closed my eyes for a moment and thought about that.

“Cheryl, I don’t care what you did to him, just do me one favor,”

“What?” she replied cheerfully as they helped me gather up their weapons.

“Don’t ever talk about it, to me, or anyone else.”

“Oh please, all I did was ...”

“Stop!” I held up my hand. “I really don’t want to know.”

She shrugged and Sharon gave me a look that told me I had done the right thing.

 

 

It took us a good ten hours to catch up with the escapees, we were weighted down with so much armament, and even some armor now, that it was slow going for us all. I was happy to see how much distance they’d put between themselves and the camp. When we got back to base camp eight days later we had an impressive four hundred and eighty three refugees. And I had weapons for ninety two of them. 

Elsa, and quite a few others, were very happy to see me back. Some of the newly freed prisoners also decided to show their gratitude as well, and for a while there I wasn’t up to much of anything beyond my cave. When I was able to get away for a while I rounded up Elsa and the other erstwhile clan leaders.

“Okay,” I began between bites of food. I wasn’t going to pass up this opportunity to get some fuel, “we’ve got way too many people here at this point. We need to send out some scouts, we need to find some other places to live. I want to keep the new camps to a hundred or so, to make sure if any of us get found, we don’t all go. Also it’ll be easier to live off the land in smaller groups.”

“Who put you in charge?” one of the new arrivals asked, he was a male human. For the most part the only males here were humans. I didn’t like the sign of that, but one of the refugees said that most of the morpher males had been sent to the ore mines, which were a lot more dangerous and took more strength to work.

I picked up my knife and stuck it in the table, “This did. You think you can creep up to these guys in the middle of the night and slit their throats, while getting covered in their blood while hoping the next one doesn’t shoot you before you can gut him?” I growled out the last slowly.

He blanched a little, “Still, I have to protest ...”

“Listen bud,” I growled again, “Guerilla movements don’t work well as a democracy, and they can’t be led by people who aren’t allowed to go out there and get their hands dirty. So just sit tight, relax, and see about getting laid some. We’re trained for this shit and I’m not going to risk any of you Humans because you’re not trained for it, and the corporation would nail my hide to the wall if I let you get anywhere near a firefight, much less hurt! Okay?”

He shut his mouth and sat down. I smiled.

“Don’t worry, if we need your help, or advice, we’ll ask. Plus you do get to put a word in at these councils.”

He nodded and the others tried not to smile. I suspected this was the first time he’d ever been talked down to by a morpher.

“So, it’s been almost three months since my ship dropped me off here and went to get help. Depending on how fast they can put a force together, I’m suspecting that anytime from next two or so months on we might see a counter attack. I think the best use of our time and resources is to scout out the enemy. Determine their strength’s, their weaknesses’, find out what they’ve got set up where. So when our people show up we can give them up to date intelligence.”

“Isn’t that risky?” Harlie a mare from the horse clan asked.

“Not for whoever gets sent here to save us,” I said. “They’re going to have enough problems trying to beat their way through the space defenses, would you rather they get beat up even more by ground forces and emplacements they don’t know about? Or wouldn’t it be better if there are no surprises and they kick the enemy’s ass?”

She nodded and sat back down. “Anything that helps the company win is fine with me.”

The others all nodded and I smiled. I’d heard all of the stories from the captives at this point. The company had never in its worst moment done anything like these scumbags had done to my coworkers here. They’d also killed Pan. I was going to do my best by the company and I could see everyone else here would as well.

“So, Elsa and Lena will sit down with the maps we have and with our surveyors and decide on where to best put the camps. I want you clan leaders to figure out who your best scouts will be, I want people who will not take chances and will be cautious. We’ll have at least two months, probably three or four, to size up the enemy.”

“What about liberating more camps?” Elsa asked me.

“I want to wait until we have the smaller camps setup, I don’t want to bring the next batch back here, that would be too risky. Also the next one is probably going to be a lot harder than these last two. Let’s let them wait a few weeks and get slack again. Maybe we can even stage a diversion. But until I get some intelligence on what we’re up against, I’d like to sit tight and get organized. Okay?”

“Yes sir,” they all said and nodded.

I tried not to let the shock show on my face. Me a Sir? Wow ...

 






  







 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

A little more than two weeks had gone by, it seemed like two months. I had gotten the smaller camps set up, I had what Elsa liked to refer to as my ‘command staff’, and I had moved both Sharon and Cheryl into my bed on a permanent basis. I felt guilty about that part at times, I’d even confided this to Sharon at one point. I told her flat out that while I liked her the most overall, I was just incredibly hot for Cheryl’s body. Considering that when we went into battle Sharon was usually somewhere behind me with a loaded sniper’s weapon, that might not have been the smartest thing. 

But I wasn’t keeping any secrets from Sharon. Actually I wasn’t keeping many secrets from any of the female leopards apparently. They pretty much shared all my secrets about as much as they shared me; which was often. If I hadn’t been so worried about keeping everyone alive, I might have enjoyed it more, though to be honest I did enjoy it. I also could have lied to them, strung them along, even played them off against each other to my advantage. But the facts were I felt a bit of an attraction to all of them, I liked them, so I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Then of course there was my friendship with Elsa, my very genuine affection and friendship for Sharon, but complete lust for Cheryl. 

“So why are you telling me this?” Sharon asked when I finally confessed to her.

I shook my head and looked at her, “I wish I knew. Maybe ...” I paused a moment and flicked my tail in frustration. I started again, “The last person I loved died horribly. And they haunt my dreams still. You’re important to me, I like you, I enjoy being with you.”

“And you enjoy screwing me,” She said wryly.

I flicked my ears in embarrassment, “Well yeah. But I don’t hear any complaints from you.”

She laughed, “Nor will you hon, I like it too.”

I nodded, “Sometimes I get weirded out by the whole situation though, being the only male here.”

“Yeah well. We all had a little discussion about it, and to be honest I’m surprised you mind at all. Most males would be all over this situation.”

I shrugged and held my hands up in a gesture of helplessness. “I enjoy it, don’t get me wrong, but I won’t miss it when it goes away. But I think I’m straying from the point here.”

She looked at me sideways a moment, “So what you’re trying to say is that you like screwing me, but you like screwing Cheryl more?”

“Actually I like screwing you both about the same,” I shook my head a little confused. Why was I even having this conversation? “It’s just that every time I see her I want to fuck her brains out.”

“And me?”

I looked up at her guiltily, “Maybe half the time, the other half I want to talk.”

She nodded and pondered that a few minutes then smiled, “You know, maybe Cheryl is the one you need to be talking to.”

“Why’s that?” I asked a bit confused.

“Well, it seems to me that I’m the one you’re treating like a girlfriend. You’re just treating her like a sex toy.”

I felt shocked at that, I guess it showed because she started to laugh.

“Calm down Koen,” she said still snickering, “if it’s any consolation she’s pretty hot for you too and likes your attention.”

I nodded slowly at that. “What about you?” 

“I don’t mind you sleeping with her, why should I? You sleep with all of us.”

“No,” I said and turned to her, leaning in and pressing up against her, giving her ear a lick. “What do you feel for me?” Suddenly I really wanted to know.

“Oh!” she purred. My paws were on her now, we were back in my ‘room’ and we both had some time to spare.

“Well?” I asked again.

“Can’t you tell?” she teased.

I growled and gave her ear a little nip, making her gasp, then nipped a little lower making her moan.

“Let’s just say that Cheryl’s not the only one hot for you who appreciates the extra attention.” She purred huskily.

I spent the better part of the morning making sure she got all the extra attention I could muster.

 

Much later she asked me if I loved her.

“Maybe later,” I said sadly giving her a hug, I could feel her stiffening just a bit. I think she wanted to hear that I did. “Maybe once this is all over with and I’ve put the memory of Pan to rest.”

She nodded slowly. “She really does haunt your dreams, doesn’t she?”

I nodded slowly, embarrassed now. If any of them knew the extent to which Pan haunted my dreams, they’d probably tie me up and find a gag. At least Pan wasn’t giving me crap about my sex life!

“Yeah, she does,” I said hugging Sharon again. This time she relaxed against me, “it’s been less than a year and we were very close. I guess I’m afraid to get to close to anyone else until this is all over. I don’t want to go through that again,” I said to her. Which was the truth, even dead Pan still commanded a lot of my love. I guess I still hadn’t fully accepted the fact she really was gone.

 

Three days later we set off to liberate the third camp. We were going as a much larger force this time. But with a different strategy. Six of us would take the camp, we were pretty sure we could handle it, but I was bringing another five who would help deal with the freed prisoners. Plus another dozen would set up a new camp for them before they arrived. I was getting more worried about the operation. The first was a surprise, the second still so really. But they would be expecting this one, and we’d have a lot of people running around in the forest as this camp was bigger than the previous two. I expected the response to be overwhelming, vicious, and immediate. I was hoping the month long wait would put them off, making the enemy wait would hopefully make them get bored and slack. I did wish I had more intelligence on the enemy, but we were still figuring out our intelligence operations, and Pan wasn’t going to let me sit on my ass until we had that figured out.

It all went well, the same as the first two, until the end. We were moving away from the facility, we’d made it about five miles from the site when I heard the gunship fly over it. I looked back and saw him pull up into an immediate climb, straight up.

“What the hell is he doing?” Sharon asked and the others turned to look.

I grabbed my binoculars and took a closer look, he was climbing fast. Then I saw it.

“Oh SHIT! NUKES!” I yelled and dove for cover. The girls were right behind me. I was scrambling for whatever cover I could find, and within seconds the rest of the escapee’s had gotten the message and were flattening too. Ten seconds later there was a flash so bright that even with my face pressed to the ground and the cover of the trees and rocks I saw it. A minute later the blast wave hit. Some trees went over, debris was tossed every where, and the noise was deafening. Even laying on the ground I was tossed in the air, my ears ringing. As I gathered my wits to try and figure out what had happened a second one went off, and as I literally tried to dig a hole in the earth with my paws, then a third.

The only thing that saved us was that they stopped after three. I was covered in dirt and beta dust, dizzy, ringing ears, and a burn on my back where something hot had landed on me and burned though my body armor before I’d gotten it off.

I looked around, there were dazed and wounded everywhere. Even a few dead, mainly from bad luck: either a knocked over tree, or something that landed on them that had been kicked up from one of the blast sites.

“Everybody!” I yelled, “Everybody! Look at me!” I saw a few dazed heads turn, so I grabbed my rifle and fired a few shots into the air, more faces turned.

“Everybody!” I yelled again. “We can’t stay here, we need to move. I want the wounded over there,” I pointed to my right. “Everyone else over here,” I pointed to my left. “If you see someone who can’t move, check them out then tell her,” I pointed to Sharon who was bleeding from one ear and had a wild look in her eyes. She was covered with dirt and white dust like the rest of us. I then went and check on Cheryl who was laying rather still on the ground.

She had a pulse, and a large nasty gash on her head. There was a chunk of half melted metal laying next to her with blood on it. I stopped the bleeding, checked for breaks, then returned to what was going on around me.

They had all gotten moving, but were all still dazed and confused. I gave Sharon a shake and that got her moving. Then I got the rest of my crew going. Two more were wounded worse than me. One was dead, Tress. A very large piece of concrete had landed on her. Visions of Pan suddenly swam through my head and I doubled over for a moment.

“Not now damn it!” I swore to myself, standing up slowly and wiping my eyes, “I have people to save.”

I took a deep breath and looked around, and suddenly noticed they were all looking at me. In my moment of weakness. Damn.

“Okay, who’s okay? Raise your hand.

A lot of hands went up, about three quarters I guessed from the size of the group.

“You’re A group.”

“Now, walking wounded?”

Another group, probably about seventy or so raised their hands. 

“You’re B group.” I turned to Sharon, “Take Lore and find all those who are alive but can’t walk, assign four from A group to each one.” I pointed to Lain and Jing, “Help me find the dead. We’ll stack them here by Tress.”

I looked around for our guides to the next camp, “Stacy,” I said flagging her over, “Split your team in two. Take half and get all of B group moving out. Grab fifty or so from group A to help.”

She nodded and staggered over to her people to get things moving. I noticed then that she was in B group herself.

By the time B group was gone we had all the bodies stacked, six dead, I was amazed we’d gotten off so lightly. But we had twenty wounded who couldn’t walk, and a few of them were pretty bad. At least we weren’t lacking for medical supplies or help at the moment. I picked up Tress and assigned others to carry the rest.

“We’re not leaving any of our dead behind,” I told them. “The rest of you A’s police the area for evidence of our being here. Then let’s go.”

Everyone was looking a lot less shaken now.

“Let me take her,” Sharon said, “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine,” I growled, “Lets get moving.”

She looked at me a little funny, “I didn’t know you cared that much about her.”

I growled again, annoyed, “I care about everyone here, especially my women.”

“Your women?” She said blinking.

I started following the rest of the group, we were bringing up the rear. “Well hell, do you think I don’t have feelings? It may only be sex and a quick fuck to the rest of you but to me it’s a whole lot more.” I was still a bit growlly, my head hurt, my back hurt, Tress reminded me too much of Pan, and everyone here who had died or gotten injured was my responsibility. My fault. I looked up and noticed that Jing and Lain were also looking at me, showing surprise as well.

“Damn, I didn’t know you cared,” Jing said surprised.

“Me neither,” Lain added.

“Well I suspected,” Sharon said putting her hand on my elbow and helping me down the small game trail we were following. I shrugged and shifted Tress’s body into a more comfortable fireman’s carry. We had a long way to go yet.

“I wonder what Elsa will say?” Lain asked.

“Probably be shocked he wasn’t carrying Cheryl.” Jing gave a choked laugh.

“Next thing you know he’ll set up some sort of Pride with all of us.” Lain bantered back, “There were another five of us in this last group, he’s getting quite the Harem.”

I almost growled at them to shut up but I knew it was their way of coping. 

“I can’t believe they used nukes,” Sharon said to me quietly as Lain and Jing continued on about my alleged prowess and my growing female retinue.

“I know. They’re getting mad at us I guess. But still, they’re definitely not a corp or corp backed. Nukes planetside are a huge taboo.”

“Not to mention against all the laws and agreements. They don’t even like using them in space combat.”

“And three. Thank everything holy and accounted for that they only used three, and that they were small tac nukes. We were lucky we weren’t hit by those two random shots as well. If they’d taken a few more, they would have gotten us for sure.”

“But why did they nuke the camp?”

I lowered my ears, “Probably thought that we might decide to hold it. Tactically that one was a good location. Elsa and I had discussed the possibility of doing just that.”

Sharon’s hand squeezed my arm for a second, “When was that? I don’t recall it.”

I smirked at her, “While we were fucking, when else?” I laughed weakly at her expression, “Gotcha.”

She whacked the back of my leg with her tail. “Ha ha.”

“Well our small talk tends to be things military or organizational.”

“So what does this all mean?”

“I think it means that we’re not going to be taking the deep mines,” I sighed. The deep mines were where pretty much all the males were. They would make a great addition to our guerilla forces. “If they’re willing to waste a few tac nukes in random shots at us, they’ll probably blanket the area around the mines.”

“Ah, you just don’t want to share your harem!” Jing chimed in.

“You girls are more likely to kill me than the enemy,” I growled at her then stuck out my tongue, “I was hoping there might be another tom or two in there so I could maybe sleep for a whole night, Miss ‘Harder! Harder! Faster! More!” 

The insides of Jing’s ears turned a truly bright red and her tail curled in embarrassment. Lain and Sharon giggled. I shook my head, my life was just too surreal for words.

“So why did they only throw three at us? And randomly at that?” She asked trying to change the subject.

“Well, I think it’s obvious that militarily they’re lacking in expertise and strategy,” I said. “Which Elsa, Sharon here, and a few of the others have been saying. Also we didn’t pick any of the easier routes out of there. Maybe those bombs weren’t random and hit the more likely avenues out of there. We won’t know unless we go back and look.”

“When will that be?” Sharon asked.

“I’ll detail Elsa to figure that one out, when we get back.”

We eventually came to a stream on our trek. We washed off then, the dust from the beta radiation isn’t exactly healthy. We were engineered to be a little more resistant to skin cancers than humans. Plus the fur helped keep it off the skin, but still it wasn’t healthy. The rest of the trip was just a hard twenty plus hour slog. I wouldn’t let them take Tress’s body from me until we got to the camp. Of the heavily wounded, one died on the trip. Cheryl had regained consciousness, she cried when she heard about Tress. I hadn’t realized they’d been close. 

I sent them all to go rest but stayed up myself. I sorted through the people we had gotten out, figured out who to be in charge of the basics. Then I arranged a burial for the dead and dug Tress’s grave myself. The girls found me just as I was finishing up. We said a last good bye to Tress and filled the grave.

“You’re in charge here for now,” I told Sharon, “I need to sleep.”

She nodded, “You’re swaying and your tail is dragging. I think I can handle it for a while.”

“Of that I have no doubts,” I purred and gave her a hug then let the others drag me back to the little cave they’d found to curl up and sleep. Cheryl kept me company while the rest went off to help Sharon. There were six of ‘my’ girls here, and another nineteen back at our base. I knew the five in this group would probably join up with us. It wasn’t just that I was the alpha male, I was the only male, and leopards do get clannish in times of stress. And this was definitely a time of stress. 

But I hadn’t been kidding about the mines. Three was fun, five was exciting, ten was kinky. Thirty was going to be suicide, and I had enough of an ego and stupid male pride that I wasn’t going to turn anyone down. Instead of my dreams being nightmares about Pan’s death triggered by Tess’s, or Pan berating me for my mistakes and telling me what to do next, it was her mostly laughing at me for having all these women and not wanting it.

Talk about being careful what you wish for!

We spent three more days with the new refugees, helping them to get started before heading back to our own base of operations. The folks who had set up the camp before we got here would be staying to help for another week or two, but overall things were well in hand. Only four of the five female leopards joined us, the one who stayed was a cute little number, (but then they were all cute honestly) who was involved with one of the male humans at the camp. She was a bit torn, wanting to be with more leopards on the one hand, but not wanting to leave him either. I encouraged her to stay with him. Jokes about ‘Twenty-nine being his limit’ teased me the whole way home. Females are strange sometimes. 

 

 

“Okay, so what do we do next then?” Elsa asked as we sat around the table. It was her, Sharon, me, and the rest of the planning committee. The plan had been to move on to the deep mines next.

“How have the recon missions gone?” I asked yawning.

“The scouting missions? Pretty successful actually. We know where they’re at and what they’re holding. Another couple of weeks and we might even have some force estimates.”

I nodded wearily. “Ideas?”

“I think a bunch of small raids would be a good start,” Harlie said.

“I don’t know if we want to get in any firefights.”

“Oh, not those kinds of raids!” she smiled and nickered. “I was thinking more of the stealing kind. We have a bunch of fairly talented types here and I was thinking there are some outlying structures on the main installation that we might be able to get into.”

I nodded, “Sounds good. Get together whoever you need to plan it, then run it by me or Elsa and we’ll approve it.”

“But what about freeing more camps?” Asked one of the Humans, I kept forgetting his name.

“To be honest, I’m afraid they’ll respond with more nukes,” I said yawning again. “And until we figure out a way to counter that, I don’t want to risk getting more people killed.” I looked down at my hands.

“People die in a war Koen, it’s not your fault.”

I looked up at him, “Yes, yes it is my fault. I am responsible for every one of you.” I held up my hand to forestall his reply, “I took it upon myself to rescue all of you. Everything that gets done here, is on my authority. Now I know some of us are going to die when we go into combat, because we’re soldiers. But there are a lot of civilians here too, and I’m not going to risk them getting vaporized until I can do something about it!” I growled at that last line, more upset with myself than any of them. 

“Yes Sir!” he said and backed down. Everyone else nodded and we moved on then to the more mundane tasks and decisions. I let Elsa handle most of it, though twice I stopped to ask questions and get more information. Once was because I was really interested. Once was because Elsa nudged my foot under the table.

“So what was that all about?” I asked her as we headed back to our cave.

“Well Harold and May were arguing about that one a lot. If I made the decision, or appeared to be, they would have kept pushing on it.”

“But because I did, they’ll accept it?” I asked yawning again, damn I was tired. They’d all wanted to welcome me back last night.

“Exactly. You’re our leader and you’ve made it clear that once you’ve made a decision no one is allowed to argue it anymore.”

“I have?” I looked at her surprised.

“Pretty much, and I’ve helped encourage that belief,” She smiled. “We can’t afford to have politics, there’s a war on after all.”

I nodded, “True. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get some sleep.”

She laughed, “I had a talk with the new girls, I’ve worked them into the regular rotation. You’ll be getting more sleep now.”

I shook my head, “You make me sound like a character in some kind of cheap porno trivee.”

She laughed again, “You could tell them all no and limit yourself to Sharon and Cheryl.”

“Then I’d have a riot on my hands, and you’d be leading it.” I sighed, “If there hadn’t been so much killing by these assholes when they came in, most of you wouldn’t even be interested in me.”

She shook her head, “Don’t sell yourself short hon. You’re a pretty good war leader and a strong alpha.”

“If your mate was alive though you’d be with him, not me.”

She nodded, and looked downcast, “Of course.” She smiled at me then, “But you’re not a bad one even if you are a bit young yet.”

I grinned back at her. “Gee thanks, and that list would be three and not two. I enjoy you for more than just your mental abilities,” I said flirting back.

“You know if you live through this your life will never be the same, don’t you?” 

“It’s already different,” I confessed. “but how much of that is me and how much is just circumstance I don’t know yet.”

“Yes, it’s that old dilemma: ‘Does the man make the times or the times make the man?’” she quoted.

I shrugged and stumbled off to bed, yawning once more.

 

 

“You know all those women are going to want to breed soon, don’t you”? Pan said to me. We were sitting on a beach somewhere watching the sun set. We’d always talked about doing that one day just to see what all the hype was about. Now the only place it would ever happen would be in my dreams.

“Oh please,” I laughed, “why would they want to have my cubs!” 

“You heard what Elsa said. You’re the leader, she even thinks you’re a strong alpha. They’re already all sleeping with you. There are more instincts left in us than we like to believe. There is only one male left, survival dictates breeding ...”

The dream shifted then, it was me and a never ending stream of females, in heat. Twenty nine women? Average two days each? It was a divine torture that I was hardwired instinctively not to ignore.

I woke up shivering, panting with Sharon and Cheryl curled up on either side of me. I was seriously thinking of taking both of them as mates. I’d even been developing more of a relationship with Cheryl to see her more as a person than just an object of my lust. Leopard culture wasn’t big on multiple mates. And here I was thinking of two. Hell I was dreaming of thirty! It wasn’t just that it wasn’t right, it was going to kill me!

I untangled myself from the girls without waking them, and headed out of my part of the cave. Heading past all of the rest of my ‘clan’ I kicked Elsa’s foot as I passed her. A moment later she joined me outside.

“What’s wrong?” She asked looking at me as I stared out over the hidden entrances to the camp.

“We have to free the deep mines.”

“I thought you said it was too dangerous?”

“It doesn’t matter. It has to be our next target, and we have to do it soon.”

“What about the nukes?”

I turned and looked at her, “We need to figure out a way to deal with those of course. I’ve been thinking we could stage an attack on the airfield, keep them pinned down until we got away.”

She pondered that a bit, “Might work, we have a few pilots here, we might even be able to liberate a ship.”

I nodded, “I’m rated.”

“You’re too valuable, you need to be on the ground leading this whole thing.”

I shrugged, “Whatever. When some of the scouts get back we can make our plans then.”

“So what led to this sudden decision?” She asked and turned to face me now.

“We need the forces.”

“Oh bullshit Koen. You can tell that to the others and they’ll believe you. You’re worried. A lot more worried than about getting a nuke dropped on you. As your executive officer I have a right to know the truth.”

I sighed, “Look at how we’re living,” I gestured back towards the cave, “I really do have a harem. Survival instincts are cropping up. How many of those females in there have lovers and boyfriends in the mines? They should be with them, not with me!”

She blinked, “What exactly are you getting at?”

“I can’t breed twenty nine of you, it’ll kill me!” I growled.

“Who’s talking about you breeding all of us?” She looked amused.

“Sooner or later someone’s implants are going to expire. Maybe they’ll even pull them out. I don’t think I’ll be ‘gallant’ enough to resist. Then what? How long before others get jealous and suddenly things are out of control? I’m not an animal and I don’t want to be you gal’s private stud! There are males down in that mine who have far more claim on some of the fems here than I do. We’re backsliding and I’m not going to allow us to slide any further!” I hissed out the last. “Do I make myself clear?”

Elsa had retreated a few steps as my voice had gotten harsher. “You’re serious.”

“Completely.”

She turned away for a moment, and I walked up behind her.

“You know my mate and I never had cubs, we were planning to. That was why we took an assignment here. Planetside, good environment, the company was planning a nursery for those who wanted to exercise their option to breed.”

I put my hands on her shoulders, “I’m sorry.”

“Oh not as sorry as you’re going to be I’m afraid,” she chuckled. “You’re right, someone’s going to decide you’re the perfect specimen and they better get you before you get killed.”

I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

“You didn’t.”

“Yup, any day now. Sharon and Cheryl are okay with it.”

“The others?”

“We didn’t tell them.”

“Oh shit.” I whispered and turned around.

“What are you going to do?” she asked concerned.

“I think it’s time I had a talk with my Harem and laid down the law. I’m not going to have this nightmare come true.”

“What about me? Will you ...”

I turned and looked at her. Elsa looked desperate, not something I was used to seeing. “Yes,” I sighed, “I will. Of course I will. Not like I have much of a choice unless I start heading for the hills, now is there?”

“I didn’t think you’d mind to be honest,” she looked a bit embarrassed.

“You lost your mate,” I said softly and walked back to give her a hug, “And I do care about you. But next time, ask me, okay?”

She nodded.

I walked back into the cave. I looked around. There were a lot of females here. If I were a Lion I’d be in heaven. Hell once upon a time I’d have considered this the same. But I guess the time comes when you have to grow up.

“Everyone UP! NOW!” I yelled out angrily.

“huh? What?” I heard grumbled as they all sat up many still half asleep.

“Clan meeting. NOW! Up, all of you wake the hell up and pay attention!” I growled.

That got a response. Sharon and Cheryl came out of the area we had draped off and just stared. I beckoned them forward and pointed to the floor by me.

The noise level was rising, I had a lot of unhappy women on my hands alright.

“Quiet!” I growled.

They got quiet. Suddenly I realized I had a lot more power than had ever occurred to me. I looked around at all of them as they stared at me. Just how do you ask this question? I had no idea, I could only plow on into it and just hope to make it through to the other side.

“Just how many of you are seriously starting to think I’m prime material to father your cubs?”

Twenty-six pairs of eyes got really wide. Two sets of ears got really flat. Elsa was still outside.

“Show Of Hands,” I growled, “NOW!”

A lot of hands went up. Including those two with the flattened ears, Sharon and Cheryl.

“Now, let me give this to you straight. I am not a sperm donor. We are not animals. We are going to go into the deep mines and get your boyfriends, if they still live, out. I damn well hope that none of you have already gone as far as to pull your implants. This is not the end of the world, the company is coming. There are other males out there. Okay?”

I saw a lot of heads slowly nod.

“Look, I’m flattered that you all think I’m prime material. If we weren’t in the middle of a war I think I’d even consider it.” I looked around. “Now the question I’m dreading. How many of you have already pulled your implants or expect to come into heat soon?”

The two by my feet, Sharon and Cheryl both raised their hands. I looked around, one other hand went up, with a very embarrassed looking person at the other end.

“Jing?” I blinked, “Don’t tell me you’re part of this nonsense too?”

“It’s not nonsense!” she blurted out.

I nodded, “No. No I guess it isn’t. Just didn’t think you liked me that much. Anyone else?” I looked around.

“No, there’s no one else,” Sharon said in a soft voice I barely heard. “We didn’t want to kill you.”

I looked down at her, “You were scheduling me?” 

She nodded her head looking down at the ground, and I realized my jaw was still open. I closed my mouth. And looked around.

“Jing come here. You two stay there. Everyone else, get the fuck out NOW!”

“But it’s two in the morning!” Kaylin protested.

“It can be two in the morning with my foot up your ass!” I growled loudly, “Now out!”

They got.

I looked down at the three who were now literally kneeling at my feet. Elsa came in about then and looked at us shaking her head, “I warned you.” She said.

“But you didn’t warn me, did you?” I said, “You’re in the red on this one too.” I looked down at Sharon and Cheryl. “Okay, which one of you dreamed this up?”

“We both did,” Cheryl said.

Sharon nodded.

“I find that rather hard to believe. So were you just pimping me out to the other females?”

“It was nothing like that.” Sharon said, “Elsa had asked us about it, and a few others overheard and well ...”

“One thing just sort of led to another.” Cheryl said looking a little glum, her ears were still folded down.

“I see.” I looked at all of them one after another. Only Jing didn’t seem worried.

“You know I could refuse to have sex with you,” I said looking at her. 

She smiled, “You won’t.”

“Maybe I will just to spite you.”

She winked at me.

“So what was the order?” I asked Sharon and Cheryl.

“Ummm, well Elsa first, then Jing, then ummm.”

“Ummm?” I asked.

“Me and Sharon, together!” Cheryl giggled.

“You two trying to kill me?” I groaned.

“Hey you keep saying you like us both.” Sharon said.

I shook my head. “Any idea when this little party is supposed to start?”

“I’d say right about now,” Elsa purred and walked over to me.

I could smell it, faintly, but it was there alright. They teach you about this in the crèche, it’s one of those little hardwired things the humans must have thought it would be a laugh riot to leave us with. 

“No one sets foot in this cave until I’m done with the four of you, and I don’t even want to see you three until it’s your turn. Except to bring me something to eat or drink.”

“Are you mad at us?” Cheryl asked.

“Livid would best describe it,” I said taking another sniff of Elsa. It was worse than that rekla I had nearly gotten addicted to. And they say it lasts for about two days. “you shouldn’t be turning your mate into a stud for hire.” I grabbed Elsa’s hand and dragged her off to bed.

“But we didn’t charge!” Cheryl protested.

“Damn, and here I had hoped I was worth top dollar,” I sighed.

 

 

Well what they had taught us was true, more or less. It was about two days with Elsa, then two days with Jing, and two days that damn near killed me with Cheryl and Sharon. Thank the accountants for raw meat. There was a platter of it by the bed every so often and I’d devour it as soon as I noticed it. The experience was intense, as a former drug abuser I can safely say that there wasn’t anything I’d ever tried that came close to it. And I’d tried a lot.

Mentally I’d go from times of amazing clarity, to moments of complete imbecility. But it felt wonderful, every part of my being knew exactly what I was doing and I enjoyed every moment of it. Between the more physical moments and the tender moments Elsa and I talked strategy for the attacks.

With Jing I got to know her better. I hadn’t realized she was in the same boat as Elsa, she hadn’t wanted me to know. She was a lot more athletic than Elsa was. Most of our conversations weren’t terribly enlightening though.

Sharon and Cheryl were deadly. They double teamed me from the moment we started until the minute they had conceived: Cheryl’s scent changed about a half hour prior to Sharon’s, once conception takes place females go out of heat almost instantly thank the designers! Sharon wasn’t much older than Cheryl and the level of lust that I had for them I was surprised to find out they had for me also. To say they were athletic was to put it mildly, we just didn’t whisper sweet nothings, we screamed them. Just before I passed out I told them seeing as how they worked so well together that I was taking them both as my mates. I then promptly lost consciousness and didn’t come too for about a day. 

 

*     *   *   *   *

 

 

“See, I told you we didn’t break him!” I heard Sharon laughing as I opened my eyes. I was sore in places no male has a right to be sore.

“Food, lots of it,” I growled.

They propped me up and fed me by hand. While I was eating Elsa came in and read me the scouting reports. Then she gave me our force levels, and what options she felt we had. I told her forty-eight hours to prep and went back to sleep for another twelve.

When we finally headed out to start our attack the plan was simple. Elsa would lead a team to attack the airfield. I would lead a team to attack the mines. Both attacks would launch almost simultaneously, they would try to capture one airship if they could, but baring that would try to destroy everything on the ground, or at least damage it enough to keep it out of the air a while. 

The enemy had put all its ships in one basket, apparently being short on security. The amount of troop strength they now had was a lot less than when they had taken this place Elsa was fairly sure, but they still had around five thousand troops here. Of course that was only an estimate, it could be worse.

Sharon and Cheryl were with me. By rights Cheryl should have gone to the airfield, she had heavy weapons experience in aircraft. But the sounds of my growling every time someone suggested it quickly put a halt to the discussion. I’d decided to buck convention, Sharon and Cheryl were mine and I wasn’t interested in any one else, period. I told the others that after we liberated the other males I’d consider picking up with a few of the others, maybe. There was a lot of grumbling about it, but we weren’t animals and I wasn’t going to continue living like one. For their part, Sharon and Cheryl agreed. Of course they wanted to keep me for themselves, we were mated now after all. 

As for Pan, or rather the Pan in my dreams, she approved. Of course Pan was probably just my subconscious acting up. But she did seem to catch things I missed and gave me good advice. I was ready to commit to the girls like I had once hoped to commit to Pan, it was time to move on. But I didn’t want her to leave my dreams just yet, after all I needed all the help I could get.

 






  







 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

We hit the mines at midnight. The attack on the airfield was launched just prior to ours. We had a larger force this time, I was attacking with forty soldiers. Only thirty of them were armed, the other ten would pick up the weapons of any of our wounded or their dead. The group attacking the airfield was larger with more weapons. Of course the airfield was heavily defended, and a very important target in tonight’s raid. 

I led the others in through the break in the defenses I had made the night before. I hadn’t been able to make it all the way in, the defenses here were a lot better than the smaller mines. The number of enemy staff here was a lot larger as well. 

“Okay, once we cross the next sensor field they’re going to know that we’re here. So everyone spread out and take up your positions. I want the snipers to take out their targets on my signal. Remember, charge your points and get there first! There are at least thirty of them in there, probably more. And the ones in the mine head are all awake.”

They all nodded to me and moved out. I leaned back against the pile of mine tailings I was using for cover and waited for my team to signal their readiness. The deep mine was just that. Deep. It was not a surface strip mine, it went down over a thousand feet into the earth, and was a large network of tunnels. It was dangerous, and we had to take the mine head immediately or they could suffocate everyone down there by shutting off the air pumps. Of course we also needed to take out the guards before they started killing the prisoners too. I had no doubts they had orders to do just that, and I had assigned one person to go to each barrack and look for a demolitions charge. I didn’t think they’d blow them immediately if they even were wired to destruct, but once they knew they were losing I’m sure they would. It’s what I would have done.

I gave the signal, counted to ten, then came around the pile of tailings and ran for the mine head, feet crunching on the sharp rocks as we ran as fast as we could. Cheryl was behind me with two others strung out behind her and Sharon was covering us from her position on another pile of rock well camouflaged in her gilly suit. Half way to the mine head the alarms went off and I raised my gun up and shot out the lock on the door. Cheryl and I both bypassed the door however and went in through the windows. 

Crashing through glass windows is not as easy as they make it look, trust me. My coverall got shredded pretty well and I got cut up a bit. At least the patchwork armor I had on protected me from anything serious. As I came through the window I got the layout of the room. It was as Jean who once worked there had said it would be: a large packed room with a small control room off to the side, the elevator machinery, the ductwork and supporting airflow machinery. There were four guards but they were all focused on the door so we were able to cut them down in a heavy gunfire almost immediately. I then turned my attention to the techs as Cheryl went to secure the door as two more of my forces dove through the windows behind us and scanned for more targets.

There were three technicians in the control room, only one was human surprisingly and he got off a single shot before the two techs killed him.

“Thank corporate!” An emaciated fox said to me as he turned to help the other tech who had been shot.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” I said to him and motioned for one of the others to come over and deal with the wounded wolf laying on the ground. He was gut shot, it didn’t look good, but I didn’t have time to deal with that.

“Look, how long will it take to get everyone out of the mine? We need to get out of here as quickly as possible.”

He looked at me, “You’re not from corporate?” he seemed to be a little slow on the uptake; starvation diets will do that to you.

“I am, they’re not. We need to get them all out. How long?” I shook him.

He blinked and reached over and pressed a big red button marked ‘Evacuation Alarm’. “Normally I’d say ten minutes, but they’ve got us double staffed down there, because everyone is so weak. Maybe twenty five, thirty minutes? I’ll need help running the elevators though. Can you help me?”

“Jean, get in here.” I called out. I pulled out a ration bar I had and handed it to him. “Eat, and get them up and out as quick as you can.”

“What’s up boss?” Jean asked. She was another fox and the mine expert.

“Help him run the elevators.”

“OhnoGeoff!” she gasped looking at the other fox.

“Jean?” He blinked shocked.

“Reunions later!” I growled, “Get to work now!” and I headed out of the building to see what else was going on. I keyed my radio as I peeked out the door with Cheryl covering me. Up to now we’d avoided the radios for fear of being detected. At this point it didn’t matter much.

“What’s the status Sharon?” 

“We have a big fire fight going on over at the guard barracks. And it looks like two dead over there. Everything else went off fairly well. Four wounded on our side, but all hostiles dead everywhere else.”

“Okay, Keesha any explosives on the barracks?”

“Yup, just like you thought Boss,” Keesha said. “But someone tampered with them and rigged them not to go off, the prisoners I’d guess.”

“Well tell the minder teams to start herding them out, but send someone to the mine head, we got one wounded over there. Get the rest moving out along our escape lines.”

“Sure thing Boss. What do you want me to do with the explosives?”

“Rig a detonator on some of them, I have an idea.”

“Roger that.”

I did a quick circuit around the mine head control building and the elevator exit, giving things the once over then I headed over towards the sounds of the firefight, detouring only to get the explosives Keesha had found. “Wow, quite a bundle.” I said looking at the pile. Definitely overkill.

She nodded, “I made five up for you to throw, as I’m assuming you want to use them on that building they’re holed up in over there.”

I nodded, taking them and making my way over to Jing who was now in charge of the group around the guardhouse. 

“What’s the situation?”

“I got two dead up by the door, they were caught out in the initial attack. Otherwise I have the building surrounded by eight others. I’m running low on ammo however and they have their armory in there.”

I nodded and showed her the bombs.

“Ooooh,” she brightened considerable. “Those should help quite a bit.”

“Are there any places I can get close enough to set one of these?”

“Not your job Boss, I’ll take care of it.”

I grabbed her shoulder suddenly and growled in her ear, “Not with my cub in your belly you won’t.” Shocking her as well as surprising myself, as a moment before I would have sworn I would have been perfectly willing to let her go do it if she had volunteered. Damn instincts.

She looked at me kind of funny but nodded.

“That section over there is relatively clear. But every so often they pop up out of that window and take some defensive fire shots.”

“Sounds like they might be getting spread a bit thin in there.”

She nodded, “We got a pretty good body count so far, I think there are only about ten left inside, and the first one to pop their head up wasn’t very careful and got tagged.”

I nodded and signaled for covering fire, alerting Sharon to what I was about to do on the com link.

“Be careful hon.”

“Yes Dear.” I said and grinned to myself a moment at the sound of her voice, I could get used to hearing that. I worked my way over to a place opposite the spot Jing had indicated and armed three of the bombs. When everyone opened up I dashed for the wall and started to set them up. I was almost done when suddenly I heard a loud ‘crack’ and the sound of something soft getting hit. Startled I looked up and saw a gun drop out of the window.

“Please hurry up hon and get your ass out of there,” Sharon commed.

I pulled the triggers and ran. At a five count I dove for cover and the bombs went off. Sticking my head up I could see there was now a large hole in the building, and apparently a few more dead guards. The firing from the building paused for a moment then redoubled as they suddenly realized how desperate their position had become. I armed another bomb and tossed it inside and after it went off quickly followed with the last one. As soon as it exploded I charged the building along with several others. Any of the guards still alive at that point were dazed and wounded from all of the explosions. We shot them where they lay and I ordered my soldiers to strip off everything of value they could find and raid the armory.

“You got five minutes so move it!” I yelled to them and then went back outside.

The place looked like a war zone, there were dead everywhere, though thankfully few were ours. Prisoners were wandering around looking lost. I could see a group had found the storage sheds and were making away with boxes of rations. I looked around for the head of my minder teams, the people who were supposed to organize the prisoners and keep them moving,

“Danielle, why are there people wandering around?” I commed

“Danielle?”

“Danielle bought it,” Sharon’s voice came in my ear.

“Damnit,” I growled and looked around. I saw Cheryl still standing by the mine head.

“Cheryl, get these people organized and moving.”

“Sure thing hon!” she nodded and waded into the midst of them yelling and shouting orders. They were nearly all males, and again you could count the ribs on every one of them. Tigers, wolves, leopards, badgers, there were a lot and more were coming out of the buildings and the mine shaft every minute.

“Sharon, get Elsa on the horn and find out her situation. I make it another twenty minutes before we can start clearing out.”

“Got it hon.”

It was a bit weird to be called ‘hon’ by subordinates in a combat zone. 

I headed back into the mine head control building as Cheryl whipped them into shape. They were fascinated by her, I could see it was dawning on them that all the soldiers were women and they were being typical males who hadn’t seen a female in a while, in short standing still and doing a lot of looking. I’d growl at them later if they kept eyeing her up, I had work to do now.

“Jean, Geoff,” I said to the two operating the elevators. I noticed the wolf was gone though there was a large blood stain on the floor. We had a small team of medics a half hour walk from here, I didn’t want to bring them in closer in case of a bombing run, I just hoped they got him there in time.

“Yes Boss?” Jean said.

“How much longer?”

“Ten minutes it looks like. It was early in the shift so the workers aren’t very tired.”

“Good, push them all you can. As soon as the last are up get out of here.”

She nodded and I headed back outside. Cheryl had those heading up out of the mines moving off in quick order now. Jing’s team trotted by loaded down with gear which she started distributing to the escapee’s to carry.

“Jing, any ground to air?” 

“Yes Boss, we got half a dozen hummingbirds.”

“Good, give me two, distribute the rest to your people and spread them out over the line. Now get out of here.”

I turned to Cheryl, “You too, time to go.”

“But they’re still coming up out of the mine,” she said.

“Go!” I growled and when she started to open her mouth I pointed, growled again and added: “That’s an order.”

She only hesitated another moment then took one of the missiles from Jing and started to trot up the line of retreating prisoners with Jing and her team following.

“Bad news hon,” Sharon radioed.

“How bad?”

“Elsa’s being routed from the airfield. She managed to do some damage there, she figures they nailed a few aircraft on the ground, but the rest were only lightly damaged. Hold on.”

I looked at my watch, six minutes left.

“Okay, she said they just launched two aircraft. She’s not sure where they’re going yet.”

“How are her casualties?”

“Seven dead, six wounded.”

I winced, “Tell her to pull out.”

“She thinks she might be able to deal with the two aircraft.”

“Tell her that’s an order. If they come after her, she can use her hummingbirds, but she’s to pull out now. We’re almost done here.”

“Will do.”

I looked around and yelled at a few of the ones coming up out of the elevator to get their asses in gear if they didn’t want to die there. They picked up the pace and followed the rest.

“Okay, she’s pulling out, the aircraft are harassing her. Oops, one just peeled off.”

“Damn,” I swore, “Okay hon, get your ass the hell out of here. It’s a five minute flight full out and I want you running a four minute mile.

“Yes dear,” and I saw her stand up on the other side of the camp and make for the woods double time. At least one of my women didn’t argue.

“Move it, move it, double time, we got nukes inbound in five minutes,” I yelled at them, “Run like your life depends on it cause it sure the hell does!” I growled.

They didn’t even look at me, but started running for it. The others they passed picked up the pace too. With any luck they’d all be out of sight by the time the enemy got here.

“That’s it Boss!” I turned to see Jean and Geoff.

“Good, run for it. We got incoming.”

They both nodded and headed off at the tail of the line. Geoff was having problems but one of the others grabbed him and they all moved off. 

I did a quick scan and then headed off myself. I had a different goal however. I was pretty sure what they were going to target when they got here and I was going to see about doing something about it. We had approximately one thousand people moving through the woods. They weren’t going to be hard to spot if someone took the time to look, they were still too close to the installation. And I didn’t think they’d be interested in nuking the mine complex, it was worth too much and there was already a lot of ore here waiting to be processed. 

I climbed up onto the water tower. It was the highest structure in the area, I laid down on my belly behind the navigation warning light on the top and sited towards the east. I hoped they’d come straight in, they owned the skies after all.

At five minutes I didn’t see him and I started to worry. At seven I saw him, the bastard had circled around and was coming from the south, almost right over our retreating line. I scrambled around and sighted the first hummingbird at him letting it power up its systems. He started to turn again and I panicked, the only reason for him to break left was he thought he saw something on the ground, and that was where my people were, so I fired. The hummingbird streaked right for him, but he was too far out for it to be effective, however I definitely got his attention and he broke back towards me, evading the missile easily and returned fire. 

I slid back down the water tower and hid behind the tank on the encircling platform as the whole structure shook from the force of the cannon fire, the tank ringing out as he blew holes in it, the water soaking up the force of the slugs. I pulled out the second launcher and activated it, getting ready for him, he circled around part way but was keeping his distance, hitting the tank with his gun and forcing me back into cover. I was hoping he ran out of ammo before the tank collapsed, but it wasn’t looking good for me. 

Suddenly the fire stopped and I risked looking around the tank, something had his attention again to the east.

I lined him up, he was still at the edge of the hummingbird’s effective range but this was the only shot I was ever going to get and I took it. 

“Sharon,” I radioed,

“Yes dear,” I heard the crack of rifle fire, and knew she was what was distracting him.

“I am in some serious shit here.”

I watched as my last shot streaked towards him and he suddenly came around for an evasive maneuver. I’m sure my hummingbird was making his board light up nice and bright and a gun wasn’t any threat by comparison so he had to deal with that first.

As he was turning to deal with me two more missiles rose up out of the forest a lot closer than mine was, and he was suddenly out of options. By the time he probably realized what was happening the first one impacted and exploded, the second quickly following and blowing him out of the sky.

“Yes well, that’s why you married us, isn’t it dear?” I heard her chuckle.

“Without a doubt, the sex had nothing to do with it at all, someone has to hold my leash. Now get everyone moving, I’ll catch up shortly. As soon as I figure out how the hell to get down from here that is.”

“Yes dear,” She laughed.

 

It took me a good fifteen minutes to get off that damn tower, the ladder had been blown completely off. An hour later I caught up with the rearguard. We were splitting the prisoners into groups to route them off to the different parts of our hideouts by species of course, to join the groups of their own already established. The Tigers, Lions, Jaguars, Badgers and Bears however didn’t have any representation, as their females had been sent to the mines with them. Nice huh? So we just sent the Badgers and Bears to one camp and the rest tagged along to the other.

“This is a lot of people,” I said to Sharon and Cheryl who were bringing up the rear with me.”

“Nine hundred and sixty two,” Cheryl smiled, “I counted them all myself.”

“What’s the breakdown?”

“Seven hundred and thirty two males, two hundred and thirty females.”

“And we’ve got nearly a thousand already. Damn, we’re going to have to spread out even farther. We were already getting too crowded, it’s going to be impossible to keep this many hidden from orbit.”

“I’m sure you and Elsa can deal with it,” Sharon purred and gave me a hug. I noticed that both her and Cheryl were being overly affectionate. I didn’t know if it was the effect of combat, or a matter of making it clear to the increasing number of Toms around us that they were taken with a capital ‘T’. Not that I minded of course.

“Any word from Elsa?” I asked hoping she was okay.

“She said they lost another one, Keian, but they tagged the aircraft which stopped all further attempts to engage them and were able to get away.”

“Eight dead,” I swore, “And we lost what, three more here?” I shook my head, “and I have no idea how many prisoners died tonight in the crossfire.”

“You did okay hon, we lost eleven but we saved over nine hundred.” Sharon told me and Cheryl nodded.

“I should have done better,” I sighed and shook my head. I noticed a few of the former prisoners were following the conversation with interest. 

“Are you the one in charge?” The speaker was another leopard. He was older than me, quite a bit. Two of the younger ones, younger than me even, were helping him walk.

“Yes sir, that would be me,” I smiled and nodded.

“Am I to understand that there are no males at all around beyond us?”

“There are some, humans mostly, a few primates. I liberated three of the surface mines, the personnel there were mainly females.”

He looked curious at that. “You liberated?”

“Well I did the first one solo,” I flicked my ears in embarrassment. “But I had some help with the next two.”

“Don’t let him play all humble on you,” Cheryl said beaming, “He took the next two with only a handful of us helping him.”

“Impressive,” He said and nodded, I noticed the other two were looking a little rebellious and sizing me up, probably thinking I didn’t look all that tough. “Still, rescuing us was a rather bold move if I say so myself.”

“Yeah well, I got a cave full of females and there was only one of me,” I grinned and stared back at the other two. “So I thought I’d go get some help.”

He laughed at that, they just looked confused. “I’m Rigel,” he said.

“Koen, and before anyone gets ideas, these are my wives, Sharon,” I nodded to my left, “And Cheryl” and I nodded to my right. I had my arms around them both now.

“Two wives?”

“It was our idea,” Sharon said and in a tone that made it clear she didn’t want to hear that question again.

“Yes Sharon, I supposed it was,” He laughed.

“You three know each other?” I asked.

“I know all the leopards on the planet,” He said, “I am the senior clan head.”

“Ah,” I nodded, “Well this makes things a bit interesting.”

“Oh? Howso?”

“Well up till now I’ve been functioning as the Clan head, and the head of all the escapees as well.”

“Well not anymore!” One of the younger ones piped up.

“Quiet Stone,” Rigel growled softly, then looked back to me, “Are you sure you want to carry on in that role?”

“As the leader of the company forces here, definitely. As the Clan leader,” I thought about it a moment, “I have to think about it. I’ve grown rather used to being in charge to be honest. And rather attached to everyone.”

“More than attached,” Cheryl snickered.

“Oh hush,” I said and could feel the insides of my ears turning a bright red.

He nodded, “We’ll it’s your house we’re going to, so it would only be polite for you to be in charge. But ...” he smiled at me.

“But after a week I’ll probably be sick of it and be begging you to take it back?”

He nodded, “You just picked up a lot of males, things will be getting interesting very soon I’m sure.”

“For you maybe, for me they’ve been nothing but.”

“So why did you rescue us? Really?”

“Socially for pretty much the reason I just gave, lots of females, no males. Females worrying about their mates and lovers in the mines. Morale boost. Socially there were a lot of reasons.”

“I notice you say ‘socially’”

I nodded, “Tactically I need more soldiers. Most of the females I’ve freed here are just security trained, they aren’t combat trained. I need more combat soldiers; I want to step up my raids and attacks. Strategically I want them to know that I can hit them wherever I want to, make them spread out their forces more and waste resources on fighting us instead of preparing for the company’s counter attack.”

“Do you know when that is coming?” He asked as we continued along our way. Quite a few were listening to our conversation at this point, and they weren’t just leopards. I noticed several from each species, probably clan leaders as well, none were young, and several others were being helped along as well.

“I have no idea when it will be here. I got dumped here around five months ago. My ship made the departure jump successfully, so depending on where the Captain took her, I’d say from this point on they could show up.”

“So why did they drop off just you?” Ragil looked at me rather curiously.

“It’s a long story, but to make it short: they didn’t just drop off only me. Apparently I’m just the only one who survived.”

He made a silent ‘oh’ and nodded. Several of the others nodded quietly as well and thankfully he dropped that line of questioning. Yeah one day I’d have to tell them that I was the standby back up pilot and gunner, not to mention one of the biggest fuckups in the Corporation and still technically on discipline, reduced in rank three times this decade alone. I’m sure they’d all be pissed too. 

But I wasn’t going to tell them that today or any other day before this fight was over. I wasn’t going to let anyone here take control away from me, this was my army, I built it myself, and this was my war. They drew first blood on me, before they attacked here. Maybe I was being selfish but this was personal for me and besides, I still had Pan in my head at nights and she was one damn fine tactician.

“So what are your plans now?” Asked a bear who had been listening.

“First we get you all sorted out, fed, and rested. We’ll have to settle two or three more camps, we’re getting too large and crowded and they’ve already tried to pop us with nukes once already.”

There were several sharp intakes of breath at that.

“And then?” 

“Then you tell me how many men you have ready and willing to fight for me and based on that me and my second in command will start planning our next attacks.”

“I thought you said you were the only one to make it down?” A tiger joined in now.

“Yes, the second command came from my first liberation. You might know her, Elsa?”

Rigel laughed at that, “Amazing.”

The tiger nodded, “Good luck that, isn’t it?”

I noticed they were all nodding and smiling. I suddenly wondered what I had stepped in.

“Would you gentlemen care to illuminate the situation?”

I heard a small ‘oops’ from Sharon, and Rigel looked at me, “Didn’t she tell you?”

“Obviously not.”

“She’s the wife of the commander of the local combat garrison, Lieutenant Colonel Rafferty. He’s a rather accomplished commander. She was his second in command.”

“Was rather accomplished.” I sighed, “she told me her mate was killed by them but didn’t go into any details.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, truly. However it speaks volumes that she trusts you with command.”

“Indeed,” the bear said and the others nodded.

I smiled wistfully back at them and nodded, at least now I knew why the others never questioned my leadership.

“You could have told me,” I whispered to the gals.

“We thought she told you,” Sharon replied.

“Yeah, not our place really,” Cheryl added.

I sighed and tried not to let my tail lash too much. Females.

 

 

*     *   *   *   *

 

 

It was two days later when we made it to our camp. The new additions were all doing a lot better by now, though the rations we had raided from the camp stores were nearly half gone. There had been some discussion about rationing on the trip back but I overruled that immediately.

“Listen, if they aren’t in shape, they won’t be able to fight effectively, and they’ve all lost a lot of weight already. Tell everyone to eat their fill and come back for seconds if they need it. Half starved soldiers aren’t any better than fully starved ones.”

“But what will we do when we run out?” Someone I didn’t know piped up. There was quickly getting to be way too many for me to keep track of anymore.

“The rate of consumption will decrease once everyone gets a bit more meat on them I’m sure.” I wasn’t sure, but I wasn’t going to tell him that! “Besides, sooner or later rations run out. It doesn’t matter when, we have hunting parties, we have a plan, we’ll deal with it.”

“I still don’t like it,” he said.

“I don’t care if you do like it, or don’t. I’m in charge, it’s my call.”

“Who put you in charge?”

“One thousand females,” I grinned evilly, “And if you want to get laid tomorrow night you better shut up now or I’ll tell them no nookie for you.”

Everyone started to laugh and guffaw loudly at that, this had happened while we were a day out from camp and by then they all knew the camps were only women, and to say they were all aching for some female companionship was putting it mildly.

“One last thing,” I had said, “and I shouldn’t have to say this, but I’m going to anyway. This is a military operation and I’m in charge. All the usual rules apply however if I catch anyone forcing themselves on any of the fems, if I catch anyone sabotaging the war effort, if I catch anyone endangering the safety and security of the camps, I WILL put a bullet through your head right then and there. I will be the judge, jury, and executioner.” 

There was some grumbling in the group at this point

“I saved all your asses and so I take responsibility for all of you and everything that happens to you. You may not like that, but when this is all said and done only one person will have to pay the price for any excesses that might be committed under my orders, and that will be me. Am I understood?”

There were muted ‘yessirs’ and a lot of nodding heads. I looked them all over and nodded. “Make sure that everyone understands those rules, ignorance will not be an excuse.” And then I walked away and found a tree to lean against out of sight.

“Wow, I had no idea you were such a hard ass,” Cheryl purred joining me.

“Yeah, neither did I,” I sighed and shook my head, “all I wanted to do was rescue a few cute fems, hole up in a cave and get laid until the Calvary arrived.” I looked up and grinned at her. “It’s all your fault.”

“My fault?” She looked at me innocently, “how is it my fault?”

“You were the cute fem I saw when I was scoping out that camp,” I smirked at her, “you tempted me.”

She harrumphed at me and put her hands on her hips. “Oh really now?”

“Yup, really.”

“I don’t seem to recall anyone other than you bringing up the idea of rescuing the other camps, or even this last one Koen.”

“Well, you got me there,” I admitted shaking my head again. Yeah the first one was temptation, the rest was Pan and maybe a little Elsa. And a lot of guilt. But then I had a lot to be guilty for.

“Still, I never thought I would get this far. Hell I thought I was going to die back up in space.”

“You could always let someone else here take over hon. I’m sure there are a lot of experienced people that could do the job.”

I growled loudly and shook my head, “No. This is my job and I’ll not give it up until either I’m dead or relieved by off world reinforcements!”

She purred and hugged me, “That’s my mate.”

I felt better that she approved. I don’t know why it mattered, but it did. I went back to the rest then and we pushed on.

 

 

I dragged my mind back to the present as I entered my cave, Elsa was already back and waiting inside. There were twenty six available females inside, and I was bringing sixty three males into the mix. I almost had Sharon and Cheryl block the door for a moment so I could address them first, but what was I going to say? ‘Please make sure they all get laid and you don’t miss anyone?’ 

I think Rigel was going to be getting his old job back sooner than I had realized.

“So how did it all go?” Elsa asked coming up and giving me a kiss. 

I hugged her back and rubbed heads. “Easier than I had hoped. You weren’t so lucky apparently.”

She shook her head, tail suddenly drooping, “No, but we accomplished the mission, that’s all that matters, right?”

I tilted her head up with a finger, “The mission was important, I can’t argue that point. And you accomplished that successfully. I just wish I could have done something to help, but you went up against heavy forces and a fortified opponent. We knew there would be loses. It was my decision, the blame is mine Elsa.”

“You can’t take all the blame Koen, I was the commander on the spot, I should have done a better job.”

“I can take the blame and I do,” I smiled slightly at her. “So why didn’t you tell me you were second in command of the planetary garrison?”

Her ears went red and flattened in embarrassment, “So you found out?”

“You knew I would sooner or later. So why?”

“When I first saw you, when you first came to us, I thought you were a fuck up, a well intentioned one, but one all the same. But when I told you the stakes you just anted up. If I had taken command then what would have happened? We needed a leader, a strong one, to pull us together. And you just kept rising to every challenge again and again and pushing on us to do the same. I don’t know who you are, I don’t know why you’re here. All I know is that my mate couldn’t have done any better so I just fell into my old role without thinking about it.”

I considered that and nodded.

“So what do we do next?” She asked.

“Well, tomorrow we get the clan leaders together and my command staff. First priority is the new camps. Then we’ll talk war. I want to push out a few light raids as soon as possible; they’ll probably be expecting a lull after this big move.”

She nodded.

“But for tonight, well there are a lot of single males here, why don’t you just find a nice one and go get laid?”

“Koen!” she laughed at me, “most of these kids were under my command.”

“Well go keep Rigel company then. You’re going to be the clan’s female head and I think I’m going to turn the male position over to him.”

“Not going soft on me, are you?” She asked smiling still.

“No, I’m just realizing that with a 3 to 1 male female ratio that I really don’t want to deal with a bunch of whining horny males.”

She laughed again, “point made. Let’s go find Rigel and give him the happy news.”

We found Rigel and I told him the job was his again. He wasn’t surprised and he was looking a lot better now as well. Apparently they had been beating him a lot to keep the younger leopards in line, punishing him for their transgressions. Seems they understood the clan system fairly well and twisted it to their advantage where possible.

The party itself was large and long, there was a lot of pairing off taking place which was normal for such an event, I decided to not worry about the ratios – it was Rigel’s problem now. I gathered up my mates and the three of us went and found a nice quite spot in a dark corner and did our own thing.

 

 

There were some challenges of course. They didn’t last long, the women all felt a personal loyalty to me for rescuing them. Plus I had a good record, for some reason females, especially older ones, are a lot more concerned about mortality rates then us males. Something about testosterone I think. I had a very low rate for getting people killed, they preferred to back proven success. 

“But we don’t even know your full specialty or rank,” one of the male tigers was berating me at the council meeting. The tiger females were still on the fence, being as new as the males. So the fear of female refusal hadn’t set in with him yet. As dirty pool went however, that was quickly becoming one of my favorite stunts ever.

“My specialty,” I said smiling widely because I could be quite honest here, “is causing trouble.”

“So they sent you here to cause trouble?” He laughed.

“Actually my being here is pretty much luck,” I said turning serious and leaning back a little relaxing. I’d had to develop a slight knack for acting with the number of times I’d been at Captain’s Mast over the years. “I wasn’t even supposed to be on the ship that came through here. But if there is one thing you can believe, it’s that there are a lot of people who are undoubtedly very happy that I’m here now.” I looked him in the eye. Of course those people were happy because they were hoping I was being turned into a coat and matching pair of gloves! But the best lies are sometimes the boldest after all.

“Yeah, but what rank are you?” He grumbled.

I smiled, tigers were the fixating type, once you got them moving along though, proper pressure would keep them going.

“In this kind of operation, rank is immaterial. Actions must be based on the leadership of the ones skilled in the proper methods. The ones with experience. I started out as one. I’m now nearly two thousand with a hundred percent successful op rate, and a low casualty rate and a well established base of operations to boot. I think my record here speaks rather loudly.” I looked at the others at the table, “Am I correct?”

“Well yeah,” he sighed. “I guess you have a point there.”

Everyone else nodded and looked satisfied. I hoped this was the last one I had to deal with, after a week they were still occasionally balking and we hadn’t made much progress on the new camps. I was itching to get moving on our plans.

I leaned over to Elsa and whispered quietly in her ear, “Make sure he gets laid tonight.”

She giggled softly, “what do I look like, a pimp?”

“Look, you fems all have your ways, chat with your tiger clan opposite or something. He’s finally backing down, throw him a cookie or something.”

“Or something,” she snickered but nodded. 

“Okay,” I sat back up and leaned over the crude table again. “We need to get these new sub camps set up, and people moving to them quickly. Now here are the options we’ve scouted out ...”

By the end of the day we had them broken up and ready to move out the next morning, that night I sat down with the clan heads and got the inventory of combat qualified members who were willing to fight. I made it clear, volunteers only.

“But why?” Sabre asked, he was the head of the Bear clan.

“This is above and beyond the call of duty. This isn’t a straight up fight and I’m not a straight up commander. I need highly motivated people a lot more than I need numbers. Besides, the camps need guards and workers too.”

He nodded, “Well if you say so.”

“I do,” I looked over the numbers they had all given me. I had thirty females originally who were willing and quite capable of light ops. I now had three hundred and fifty six with combat training or experience who volunteered and another three hundred plus who didn’t but that didn’t really bother me. I had a dream last night and I had a plan now. Like all good plans it was going to take some practice, and the practice would be half the fun. 

“Good, I want all of these people to report to me before dawn. I’m going to need to do some sorting and some talking with them. I need to get a line on their skills.”

I dismissed them and then turned to my ‘inner circle’, namely Elsa, Sharon and Cheryl.

“We’re gonna need some packs and some rations, I’m going to take them all off on a little hike to that cave I was thinking about using for camp
Echo.”

“That’s a full day’s hike,” Elsa pointed out. “They might not like it.”

“Then they don’t have to come,” I said. “I only need about three hundred for what I have planned, I don’t mind losing a few more.”

She nodded, “How long are you going to be there?”

“Just one day, then back the next. So three day’s food should do it.”

“What’s the plan with them then?” Sharon asked.

“I need to see how they fall in line with each other. I want to see who the natural leaders are, and I do need to spend time with them getting an idea of skills. When we get back I want to put an operation plan together for the next phase.”

“What is the next phase?”

“Supporting the invasion,” I said looking at each one in turn, “any day now the Corporation will be coming back. I want to make it easy for them.”

They all smiled.

 






  







 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

Things had gone well the last month, better actually than I had expected. The new troops had shaken down well, I only lost a few in the initial training, and it was more from not being physically able to do the job than lack of will. Some had been through some rather bad torture, and hadn’t healed well due to lack of medical attention. 

I put those in charge of camp defenses, they were skilled and motivated and I wasn’t about to let them go unused. I spent the next two weeks running the others through some basic unit building exercises while Elsa made sure our scouts were out and running. It wasn’t like I had to train them to do their jobs, I just had to get them used to working together, and used to doing things my way. This was the sneaky underhanded way, no straight up fights, no frontal engagements: ‘He who fights and runs away lives to do it again tomorrow and the day after that’. Half of the training exercises were live fire hit and run harassment raids on the main complex. For the last two weeks no one there had gotten an uninterrupted night’s sleep and we’d increased both our arms and ammunition supplies.

These exercises also let me learn about them and who they were, so I could put them to the best use. Elsa and I spent quite a few hours balancing out the different teams, guerilla work really is different than regular combat. Next we had to fit a few out with com gear, one per each team, we only had about thirty sets total so we had to be sparing with them, but without communication the teams wouldn’t be very effective parts of my plan. We did have one deep space radio as well that Harlie had liberated during one of her raids; I had plans for that as well. 

We had to train those operators to be careful with using the com units as well, we couldn’t afford intercepts or track backs. Most of what we did was usually low power stuff. But not always, and that had to be handled with extreme care. These were all captured units after all.

“Okay,” I said to the assembled group. It was my command staff plus the squad leaders from all the squads. We were running fifteen member squads, which gave me twenty one squads total.

“Tomorrow we all move out on our mission. Basically this is probably going to be a sit and wait job.”

There were a lot of groans from that.

“I know, I know, but I’m expecting the offensive any week now, if not sooner. So we’re going to deploy to support that. If after a month nothing happens we’ll start rotations and maybe even do a few things to make life interesting. Elsa?”

Elsa stood and pointed to the map we’d drawn up, “Okay, there are currently Five mines still in operation. Of the three that were first liberated none have been re-staffed, we don't know if it's a lack of personnel, or if our actions are making them hesitate. The one they nuked is obviously still too messed up to deal with, I’m suspecting they don’t have replacement mine gear. The deep mines haven’t been restarted yet, but we suspect it’s only a matter of time. They only have females to work it though apparently.”

“Where are they getting the replacement workers from?” That came from one of the squad leaders.

“They have a large prison camp, I suspect they knew their conscripts wouldn’t last forever, so they kept a supply handy to replenish. I don’t think they expected to lose as many as quickly as they did however. I suspect their original loss estimates were from working us to death.”

“Why only females?” another piped up.

“Because we’re pretty damn sure they killed all the rest,” she growled.

I saw a lot of dropped jaws and for a moment it got deadly quiet. “There were about eight thousand males here!” Some one said in a strangled whisper.

“Yes, and an equal number of females, and about two thousand humans. We’re roughly estimating at least ten thousand were killed. Could be more, but maybe it’ll be less. We won’t know until we liberate everyone.”

“What are the enemy troop estimates at?” Asked Hastings, he was a large tiger and one of my senior commanders.

“We think there are about five thousand on planet at this point, but that’s a very rough estimate. We know we were hit with a force of at least thirty thousand, but a lot of those troops pulled out once things were pacified.”

“Five thousand isn’t that much.”

“No, but they’re heavily armed and have air support. We’ve only got two hundred twenty three rifles at this point, and about four hundred hand guns.” 

The later were again due to the efforts of Harlie’s invaluable raids. 

“So stand up battles will get us killed.” I said standing back up, “So no heroics, you follow the plan, got it?”

They all nodded.

“Okay,” Elsa continued. “Going further on our map, here is the location of the prisoner camp. I think most of you recognize this as the stone quarry that was mined during the original construction of the main installation. Over here to the west is a new installation of ground to air and space weapon emplacements. The red X’s on the map are the locations of the new security installations around the main facility. As you can see that’s way beyond anything we can handle.”

Elsa sat down and I walked over to the map. “Okay, so here’s the plan. I’m detailing two teams to each of the active mines. I want you to take time to learn the installation, and come up with a plan of attack. I don’t expect any of you to have a cakewalk like I did. They’ll be a lot better prepared, and armed. They know how many of us are out here, remember that.

“I’m going to send another six teams over to the prisoner camp. Hastings will be in charge of that one,” I nodded to him and he smiled grimly back. “Take time, figure out what it will take to liberate that facility. If you need more resources let me know and I’ll see what I can pry free.”

“Of the remaining five teams, I’m sending two of you out to look at the southern most of these emplacements. I want you to get a good look at it and figure out how to take it. Then move on to the next one. Once you have a plan to take them all on, pick one and attack it. If you can take any of them out, by all means do so. But primarily I want you to harass and draw attention.”

I looked around the room, “This will be a month long deployment. If the balloon goes up while you’re out there, you are to attack your targets immediately and free as many prisoners as you can and lead them into the jungle. Do not attempt to make it to any of the camps, just get them to safety and then listen for orders on your com units.”

“What happens after a month?” Hastings asked.

“Well Elsa and I are going to be taking our respective units, as well as the remaining three teams with us and we’re going to spend the next month doing harassment attacks of our own at weak points we’ve marked out. If nothing has come up after a month we’ll either move to a rotating schedule to filter people back here for a few days of rest, or we’ll start on some more liberations.”

They all nodded.

“Memorize your codes, all of you. Make sure your men have them memorized as well in case you’re taken out. I don’t want any written anything out there in the field for the enemy to find. Feel free to gather whatever intelligence you can,” I said and smiled at them, “BUT!” And I gave them my best glare, “No torture! You can threaten, you can cajole, you can rough them up a little and scare the shit out of them, but no torture, clean kills only! We are NOT animals, they’re the animals. I do not want to hear about any one stooping to their level, understand?” I growled the last word out slowly.

“Yes Sir!” They responded.

“Good, make sure your men understand that as well. And if you do have to kill, try not to leave bodies for them to find. Better they think their people are deserting, hurts their morale.”

I turned and looked at Elsa, she shook her head.

“Okay, start filtering out at midnight. Remember to keep spread out and keep your scouts out in front. Harlie’s got observers on the airfield, she’ll call out anything that looks combat scrambled. I expect you all on station in four days. Any questions?”

I looked around, there weren’t any. I could tell a lot of them were itching to go.

“Okay, here are your assignments,” and with that I called out which teams were going where. I put one of each of my top five teams on the five mines, and gave Hastings the next best ones I had. The two worst ones, got the artillery duty. They were all fuck-ups, wise asses and slackers. I knew they wouldn’t take orders well, and wouldn’t work well with others. But considering my own history I had hopes that they just might wreak some serious havoc up there with those installations.

Elsa and I each had our original female teams, plus the three extra combat teams. We’d start making our plans tomorrow after the others were all gone.

I gathered up Sharon and Cheryl then and headed back to the cave. There were some goodbyes being said as about half the male leopards were moving out. The rest would be joining me and Elsa. We retired to my privately screened off area for some very private time, and when we finally settled down for the night Elsa and Jing joined us as well. I had to chuckle to myself. There were a lot of pregnant females out there now I suspected. But these four were all my doing. Man was I going to get fined by corporate when they caught up with me for this one!

 

 

*     *   *   *   *

 

 

“What do you think?” I asked Elsa. We were spying on one of the eastern security installations. We’d spent the last twelve days stirring up trouble around the main installation, probing the defenses, sneaking in were possible and killing guards or blowing things up. We even launched a mock attack two nights ago. 

“I think you’re getting greedy, that’s what I think,” she sighed and smiled. “Though that armory is sure tempting, I’ll give you that.”

“I’m hoping they’ve figured out our pattern by now, so this would take them totally by surprise.”

“Hoping is no way to run a war,” She warned.

“Hoping is all I have. It’s not even their biggest armory, or second. That’s why I’m hoping they won’t expect us to be targeting it.”

“Chatter!! Tango Two, Chatter!!” came over the com suddenly. Elsa and I froze, and glanced at each other.

“That’s Charlie’s group out at the guns!” She said.

“They’re onto something.” I looked back into my binoculars, it was two hours till dawn, perfect time for an assault. I could see lights coming on in the installation.

“Tango two!” I called, “Go go go”

“Tango two is already on the job! W one down, two engaged!”

“Code Samuel! All groups, Code Samuel!”

“A” Crackled in, and then they all followed in order:

“B” 

“C”

“D”

“E”

“F”

“Z”

I turned and smiled at Elsa and she smiled back. Sameul was our alert command. Each group was on its own now, they could attack, or they could wait until the go command. It meant I suspected we were about to get company. Friendly company.

“Tango two! W one down, W two down, W three engaged. W four through W six have opened fire, we have incoming! Repeat, we have incoming!”

“K leader, K leader, All groups go! All groups Go!” I said into my com, “Unit Z begin broadcasting, Unit Z being Broadcasting!”

I turned to Sharon who was at the base of the hill Elsa and I were on, “Bring the boys up, we’re attacking this point now.”

She nodded and started hand signaling. 

“Sure that’s wise?” Elsa asked.

“Hit and run, hit and run. If Tango has incoming this should scare the hell out of them.” I grinned evilly at her. 

“This is hillwatcher,” Harlie came up on the com now, “Full combat scramble, repeat, full combat scramble!”

“Twist their tails hillwatcher, then zulu. Roger?”

“Twist and zulu! Roger!”

Twist and Zulu was the code for her and her observers to flush out all their handhelds as the aircraft powered up. They had about ten rockets, we figured we might get three of them on the ground if we were lucky. But they were to run for the hills immediately after launch. If anyplace was going to get unhealthy quickly, the airfield was that place. 

“Unit Z, K leader.” That was Dale, she was our deep space radio operator.

“K leader, over.”

“I have contact, they are requesting verification.”

“Patch me through,”

“Roger that.”

“This is the leader of the Tri-Star ground forces, to whom do I have the honor of speaking?” I asked.

“This is Captain Laos. Is that you Sergeant Koan?”

“Yes sir!” I smiled, I recognized his voice, I was rather surprised he recognized mine.

“May I ask just what you’re doing down there?”

“Paybacks Sir, if you’ll excuse me I have an assault to lead, the data packets we’re sending up are all good, the key is my service number.”

“You’re in charge?” he sounded surprised.

“Yes sir, but I’ll release my units to your command once you’ve digested our status.”

Elsa was tugging my arm, we were ready and all this chatter was going to draw attention.

“Captain, I’m going hot.”

“Roger that.”

“Take me off Z”

I heard my connection go dead.

I turned and gave a thumbs up and we attacked in force. They were still in confusion, I could hear some heavy explosions going off in the distance, and I could even see the ion trails of incoming space to ground missiles. Three of which suddenly winked out of distance.

“Retargeting.” Elsa said, “Guess they got that packet on the emplacements by the prison camp.”

I nodded and lifted my rifle to my shoulder and opened fire still charging forward. There was a guard coming out of a doorway and he looked quite surprised.

Elsa opened up next and then the others. We took in sixty and took out all sixty without any losses. Normally Elsa and I didn’t concentrate our attacks, so this time we were able to hit with a lot of power. We grabbed some extra ammo, a few extra rifles, and all the grenades we could and then spent five minutes launching them all over the compound. 

Then we retreated like hell out of there.

 

Twenty minutes later the main attack force hit. I found out later they had been landing troops on the perimeter two hours prior to Tango’s call. My little attack made the enemy think I was the vanguard so we ended up with the entire enemy army on our tail, and we led them on a merry chase. By the time our main forces hit the installation it was lightly defended and suddenly the enemy commander realized he had been caught with his pants down. He turned to try and engage our main forces, but caught out in the open between the facility and us he was a dead man. We continued to retreat full force when suddenly I heard over my com unit: “Payback! Payback!”

“Everyone dig in!” I yelled, “Nukes!”

It took us five minutes to dig a trench and pile into it. Sixty shovels digging for their lives makes fast work, and while it wasn’t deep, it was deep enough. The Captain had obviously read my report, including their use of nukes against us. We hunkered down and a few minutes later the center of the enemy’s army got vaporized. Two smaller ones went off after that and the all clear came up.

Their back broken, calls of surrender starting coming in all over the spectrum.

I looked at the girls who had been pushed to the bottom of the ditch and covered by the rest of us. I grinned at them, “Let’s go home.”

“Sergeant?” Elsa blinked at me. Sharon and Cheryl grinned. She looked at them. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Well he –is- our mate,” Sharon laughed.

“I’m a freaking Major and I’ve been taking orders from a Sergeant?” She was smiling but I could tell she wasn’t exactly thrilled.

“And you’re still taking orders from him too,” I growled half smiling myself. “Now let’s get out of here.”

 

After about a half hour a troop carrier came flying overhead and gave the Girls and I a lift, as well as our wounded. The rest wanted to head back to the camp. Considering that’s were their women were I wasn’t surprised. As it was a several day hike, I wrangled the troop carrier into coming back after they’d dropped us off to ferry them back. 

I turned to Elsa who was working her com and checking in with the units.

“Status?”

“Well Tango took heavy casualties, fifteen dead, ten seriously wounded, the rest lightly wounded. But they took out five of the six emplacements and left a nice wide open approach for the attack runs and air support missions. Alpha, Bravo, Delta and Echo hit light resistance and liberated their camps with light casualties, three dead, two wounded total.

“What about Charlie?”

“Charlie didn’t lose any of their people, but a third of the prisoners got killed when someone set off a mine during the attack and blew two of the prisoner’s barracks up.” 

“oh.” I said and sunk my claws into the seat closing my eyes tight. One hundred or so dead. My fault.

A very large pain bloomed on the side of my face and I opened my eyes wide in shock to see Elsa following through on a smack to the side of my face.

“It happens Koen, you did the best you could. Not your fault.”

“I’m in command,” I growled and rubbed the side of my muzzle.

She threatened me with her rifle butt, “Watch it bud, I mean business. Now the good news,”

“There’s good news?” I blinked.

“Hastings took the Prison Camp with no losses at all.”

I gaped, “None?”

“Not a one. That Tiger is a tactical genius. If I have any say over it he’s getting commissioned.”

“He’s not?” I blinked. Hastings was a natural leader.

“He’s been busted so many times he was a corporal last I checked.” She laughed.

“Hmm, sounds like me.” I grinned.

“Why am I not surprised?” She sighed smiling again.

 

 

“Sergeant Koen reporting Sir!” I saluted the Captain. To be honest I was surprised to see him on planet already.

He looked up and returned the salute, “Of all the people I expected to see here today, I have to say you’re not on the list Koen.”

I nodded, “Yes Sir.”

“Care to tell me what happened?”

I spent the next twenty minutes giving a recount of what had happened since the Hampton Lanes had left the system. Elsa was there so I kept it honest, but I didn’t give all the details. Just those I thought he had a right to know.

“Impressive Koen, you did an amazing job. But it still doesn’t tell me what happened to you.” He looked at me rather curious.

“I guess I just suddenly realized I had a responsibility and an obligation in all of this Captain.” I shrugged and flicked my ears out, “Maybe it was the nightmares, or how lucky I was to be the only one to make it to the planet. Maybe I just woke up to what I was doing with my life. Or maybe I finally learned that I have responsibilities to people other than myself.”

He nodded. “I think it’s safe to say that of course you’re off punishment detail and returned to rank.”

I nodded, “Thank you sir, I appreciate it.”

“What rank are you?” Elsa asked.

“Oh, Senior Warrant First Class,” I smiled, she still outranked the hell out of me.

“Oh not anymore you’re not.” The Captain smiled.

I looked at the Captain wondering what kind of trouble I had already gotten back into.

“At ease Koen,” He chuckled, “This time you screwed up in the opposite direction. I’m giving you a field promotion, retroactive to the time you touched soil. You’ve got a good network going and I’m short handed, especially in command personnel. If I left you a warrant it’d all fall apart and I can imagine the repercussions if everyone found out a sergeant was bossing them around all this time.”

“Oh I can imagine,” Elsa growled. I think the more she thought about it, the more she got annoyed.

“So I’m promoting you to Lieutenant Colonel Koen.”

I blinked, and my jaw most definitely dropped.

“Light Colonel?” Elsa said surprised. 

“Yes Major,” The Captain turned to her, “Your reports held him in the highest regard, I want that to continue. Agreed?”

She looked at him and then me and nodded, “I’ll keep my mouth shut on it Captain. He’s never screwed up on me, or anyone else here.”

“Good,” and he turned back to me, I’d closed my jaw by now and tried to figure out what I was going to say next. He continued, “Now like I said, I’m low on command staff, we didn’t expect to find most of it had been executed, and I need to take most of those I brought with me out of here to go on to the next battle in three months. 

“So I need someone to run things here, and amazingly enough Colonel Koen, you have the grade, the seniority, and the local connections. It’s all yours.” And he smiled at me. 

I saluted, “Yes Sir, I’ll do what I can Sir. Just point me in the right direction Sir.”

“Permission to speak your mind Colonel Koen,” he said still smiling.

“Are you out of your fucking mind sir?” I shouted, “With all due respect of course. What do I know about running a freaking planet?” I looked at him and I panted, this was a worse shock than finding out what the gals had planned back in the cave. 

“Well Koen, I suggest you start getting your people here together and get them to tell you what has to be done. I need a leader here these people will kill themselves for. Sure you’re undermanned and have way too much to accomplish. But are you going to take the job? Or are you going to let them down?”

I suddenly realized I had a serious decision to make here. Up to now I’d been following the path of least resistance. Least resistance for my conscious that is. My fear of disappointing Pan, making the nightmares cease, hiding from survivor’s guilt four times in a row. But this was really up to me. There were no fears pushing me. I could go back to being a fuckup, though now at least they’d look the other way for a while.

Or I could rise to the challenge, and change. I had mates now, I had cubs on the way. I had friends who were still in harm’s way. There were people depending on me now, and I’d given them good reasons to.

“I’ll take the job Sir,” I said and saluted.

“Dismissed,” he returned my salute.

“Come Elsa,” I smiled, “We have a lot of work to do.”

 

A week later I was summoned to the Captain’s office again. For the most part I’d been too busy to talk to him at all, and I gathered he was in the same position. Just trying to get everyone organized enough to get organized was taking up all of my time, but at least we were finally there.

“At ease Koen,” The Captain said as I saluted, “You’re high enough rank now you can take some of the starch out.”

“I don’t know Sir,” I sighed, “I keep waiting for the axe to fall.”

“Got a lot to be guilty about?”

“Let’s just say that there were a lot of mistakes out there and I think I own all of them.”

The Captain waved his hand, “Sit, take a load off. There is a world of difference between honest mistakes or the occasional bad decision, and intention fuckups. That last of which I think it’s safe to say you’re no longer in the market to make, am I right?”

I nodded, “Yeah but I still have a few things.”

He grinned, “Okay, get them off your chest. Let me have ‘em.”

I nodded, “Well first off I took two mates instead of the customary one. Though in my defense it was more their idea than mine.”

“Well mating isn’t company business, so that’s between your clan and you.”

“Yeah well, they’re both pregnant,”

“Well, that is company business, you’ll each be fined the set company amount for reproducing without permission. You’ll get hit twice of course. But all things considered I don’t think you’ll be finding it much of a financial hardship.” He chuckled.

“Welllll, there are another two I got pregnant as well, and for the most part I didn’t stop any of the other females pulling their implants and getting pregnant. There’s going to be a lot of cubs here in about six months.”

The Captain looked at me, “Four kids? Damn Koen, from all the time you spent running this place where did you find the time?” He laughed.

This was not the response I expected to be honest.

“Believe it or not they ambushed me Sir. I was able to put a stop to it before it got out of hand, but when we freed all the males at the mines, well quite a few were mated and a lot who had only been dating decided to mate, and then they all decided to reproduce. Rather than have a rebellion I let them.”

“Ah good,” he actually smiled and nodded, “So they had permission and none of them will get fined. That might drive some in accounting nuts, but it’ll keep you in good with your people.”

I blinked, “Captain? I was only a sergeant, remember?”

He grinned, “It’s time you start putting your notorious sense of rule bending to work here Koen. I promoted you retroactively. That means your commands and decisions were all legal. Someone in HR may write you a letter taking you to task for letting some four or five hundred all breed at once, but if you dig through the regs I’m sure you’ll find a way to justify it. Morale in a war zone is always important, try that one.”

I nodded, “This is going to take some getting used to Sir,” I finally took that seat he’d offered.

“Look, the only thing you’re doing different now is instead of using your devious nature to benefit yourself, you’re doing it for your people and the company. As long as you put their benefit first, people may bitch, but you’ll never end up in jail.”

“I’ll try to remember that Sir.”

“Now, the first reason I called you in was to go over the bonus situation with you.”

“Bonus?” I was surprised, I didn’t think they’d be giving out bonuses.

“Yes, the company has decided that a bonus of ten percent of a person’s worth is to be split among those who took place in saving that person. I’m leaving those dollars to you to be divided among those responsible. Make sure you don’t forget your supporting operations, the people who fed you should get a taste too.”

I did some off the cuff calculations, freeing two thousand, five thousand more during the assault, added up to a lot of money.

“Then there are the operations you took against the enemy, even though it was not in your orders to do so. There’s a bonus for all who took place in each operation, though those who hit those heavy weapons get a larger bonus, trust me that made a hell of a difference.”

I nodded, “There are going to be a lot of very happy people I think.”

“Definitely. I took the liberty of computing yours’ and Elsa’s bonuses, wouldn’t be right to saddle you with that one. I’ll also review and sign off on your wives’ to keep that out of the auditor’s territory.” He handed me a piece of paper.

“Thank you Sir,” I looked at the piece he had handed me. There was a very large number written on it.

“What’s this sir?” I looked at him confused.

“That? That is your bonus.”

“Sir?” For the first time in my life my voice actually cracked like I’d heard human’s voices sometimes did. I’d always found it funny then. This time it was pathetic, cause it came from me. “That’s thirty times my buyout! Hell I could retire and my grandchildren wouldn’t ever have to work!”

“Well, then I’m glad I promoted you someplace where you’re going to have a salary to keep you interested and the chance to determine just what kind of planet those grandchildren are going to live on,” he grinned.

Suddenly I realized just how severely I’d been out maneuvered and outfoxed by the Captain.

“Are there company rules against planetary managers investing their own funds into the planets they manage?”

“Interestingly enough, not a one.” He was still smiling. “In fact it’s often encouraged as long as it’s not in competition with company interests. Or at the cost of the people working for it.”

I nodded, I’d have to get Cheryl and Sharon to sit down with me and run the numbers. There were a lot of things I wanted to buy. A lot of things.

“Now that that’s done, let’s go over the inventory of what I’ve got for you, and start working up what you’ll be needing.”

We spent the next four hours going over lists and plans. I called Elsa in for the last hour and he called in some of his staff as well. By the time it was all done we had a plan. I had some plans of my own as well, but my first goal was the plans we had just hammered out. The Captain had been supplying frontier installations and colonies for three decades and had a pretty good idea of what it took. Elsa was helpful too, while she’d only been the deputy commander of the forces, she’d still had a lot of exposure to frontiers over the years.

“I know the look in your eyes,” Elsa said to me as we headed back to our offices, “I just have no idea what you’re planning. There’s no more enemy on the planet.”

“A spacedock,” I said and smiled at her. “Want in? I’m sure they bonused the hell out of you too.”

“Yeah, well, it’s nice to be free. A spacedock you say? Unless your bonus was in the stratosphere I don’t see how you’re going to swing that one.”

“Simple, do it in partnership with the company. We put up the seed money, and they come in when we need our first big investor. I happen to know that the planetary manager is really hot for the idea.” I purred.

“I think you’re going to get audited.”

“Maybe, I don’t care.” I smiled at her.

“Okay, I’ll bite. Why don’t you care?”

“What comes with a company space dock?”

“Hmmm? Why ...” She paused a moment, “Defenses. Deep space defenses and a set of in-system fighters.” She gave me one of her sidelong glances. “You think they’re going to come back?”

I nodded, “This is the largest company outpost in the area, and this war probably isn’t going to be over all that soon. The company is going to need to expand in this sector, why not do it here? Why not start on that now? If we get the ball rolling on our own dime by the time someone notices what we’re doing they’re also going to notice that they need it.”

“Wow, that’s pretty impressive thinking,” She smiled, “I’d never thought you were so altruistic.”

I smirked, “Altruistic hell, I just want my cubs protected while making a couple hundred million credits in the process.”

“That’s more like what I’ve grown to expect from you. What next?”

“Next is a visit to HR to pay off three indenture debts. Join me?”

“With pleasure!”

 

The girls’ bonuses were all more than enough to pay off their own debt when we’d figured them out, but I’d already paid them anyway so they put it towards something else. Over the next sixty days we made a tremendous amount of progress. I set a bunch of hard goals on the defenses and getting the mines back up, with large bonuses for success. I told everyone what I was trying to do and why: Get our defenses up and support winning the war. 

People chipped in, with a vengeance. When all was said and done we found that eleven thousand people had been executed or killed in the fighting when they took over. Hundreds had been tortured, hundreds more raped. No getting people to work wasn’t hard at all, it was getting them to stop. People would work until they literally collapsed in those first six months. 

When I handed the Captain my personal shopping list he really only had one comment: “Company CEO’s still need to be human, but this is a good idea, sell me ten percent and I’ll represent your interests.”

So we got another big influx of cash and added to the list. By this point I had a lot of investors from the planet, all animorphs like me and Elsa looking for something to do with their bonus money to protect their coming cub's future.

The only snag that hit was when the Captain was leaving. Jing wanted to go with him and I wasn’t having anything to do with it. Considering that she and the Captain were now an item this was a rather touchy situation.

“Look,” I growled, “Jing is carrying my cub, and she’s due in less than six months. A spaceship is not a safe environment for a heavily pregnant female, nor is it any kind of place for a new born cub!”

“You don’t own me Koen!” She growled back, and the Captain wasn’t looking too friendly either at this point.

“Oh you damn well better believe that I do!” I growled at the two of them. “I am damn near killing myself, and half the people here to protect the cubs that are due here along with yours. What in the world makes you think that I’m going to allow even one, anyone’s, to be risked?

“Don’t push me on this!” I warned, “I took on a whole freaking planet for the memory of one dead female. You don’t even want to know what I’ll do for my cub!”

That brought the both of them up short and they looked at each other as I stormed out of the office. Instincts are a bitch and if I ever found the geneticist who thought it would be a good idea to leave them in, I would fillet the bastard. I wanted my cubs here where I could keep an eye on them and protect them, and I wasn’t always completely rational about it either. I’d talked to the clan head about it, he’d only shrugged. 

“Some get it worse that others,” he’d explained, “it’s not consistent through the genome from what we’ve been able to understand. The gene engineers sure didn’t get it, so they didn’t even try to tinker with it.”

I sighed and went and sat in my office and tried to calm down. I was contemplating serious mayhem at this point. An hour later Jing showed up.

“The Captain just left for his ship Koen,” She said looking down at the floor. “We talked it over and had to admit you had a point.”

I exhaled heavily. I’d been holding my breath since she walked in my office.

“Plus,” she smiled, “You scared the shit out of both of us. You’re too important to go freaking out and throwing it all away.

I nodded my own smile was a little lopsided, “Well hopefully you’ll both be able to pick up when he comes by again.”

She nodded, “I hope so, he’s not allowed to date indentures, but I’m free and clear now. Besides, I was a bit worried about having him around when I came to term.”

“Didn’t want him to see you all fat with my cub?” I half grinned.

“Just not wanting him to see me all fat and grumpy. Besides, this way I get to make your life a living hell all through my nesting phase,” she snickered.

 

She did too, hell they all did and they all delivered within a two week period. I told the girls if they ever conceived at the same time again I’d kill them. When the Captain came back he had an extra cargo pod fill of the goods we’d bought, and a letter expressing company interest in the space dock project. Seems he was good friends with the local sector representative. The cubs were all delivered and doing well by then, Sharon, Cheryl, and I took in Jing’s cub of course and she did leave with the Captain when he did. It was a hard parting for her, but most employees put their cubs in nurseries. Few could afford to do otherwise. That Jing’s cub would get to be with her Dad, namely me, helped Jing deal with it. But it was clear to the three of us that she needed a male in her life, the loss of her mate was still hurting her and the Captain helped her with that.

Elsa and I worked well together as a team, running the planet was both easier and harder than I expected. Easier in that I could do it, hard in that it often took up every spare minute of my time. She had a son which she named after her dead mate.

The girls, Sharon and Cheryl, and I continued to be very close. They both left the company and went to work for our little business venture, namely working as managers and overseers of everything. They were ruthless and hard nosed and had earned everyone’s respect by the end of the first month. By the end of the second some people were actually in fear of Cheryl and wondered how I controlled her. She could strip the paint off of hull metal with words alone and actually put one worker in the hospital when he took a swing at her. I’d had suspicions about her being a bloodthirsty little bitch, and was actually rather happy that she was my bloodthirsty little bitch. She and Sharon both delivered males.

By the end of year one the company had bought into the space dock and it was growing at a phenomenal pace, Sharon and Cheryl were managing it for the consortium, and space defenses were being built up. The mines were all back in business, along with several more new ones. We also had started work on some factories as well; my intention was to be able to produce everything for ships domestically. There had been two attacks since we’d taken back over. The first was probably just a re-supply convoy that showed up accidentally. We drove them off fairly easily. The second was much more serious, but by then we had our defenses up and at the time a heavy freighter was in orbit and it was carrying an overly large amount of weapons for such a class. They never got close enough to bombard us, but they did try.

My last dream of Pan came on the anniversary of her death. I had fallen asleep in the chair of my office, the door was locked with dire warnings about anyone who opened it, and there was a dead bottle of whiskey on the desk. It wasn’t a very large bottle, but then I didn’t drink.

“So hon,” she smiled and walked up to me, she was naked wearing only her fur, my scent was on her it was obvious we’d just made love. I suddenly remembered when and where this was. “I guess this is goodbye.”

“Why did you come?” I asked and pulled her close. The dreams had both scared me and comforted me.

“I promised you I’d be there to help you when you needed me,” she laughed, “remember?”

I remembered. We’d fallen in love, it wasn’t uncommon for packet ship commanders and one of their crewmembers. We’d just made love for the first time in her cramped cabin. I’d told her what it was that drove me to be such a discipline problem, I’d told her my fears. We’d made a vow then, and if she hadn’t died we’d have officially mated by now. I loved Sharon, I loved Cheryl, I even loved Elsa. 

But I had burned for Pan, and she had burned for me. Why I hadn’t just laid down and died when I found her body I don’t know. 

“I don’t want you to go,” I whispered.

“I have to hon. My time is up, you have your new mates, your children. You turned out okay, like I knew you would.”

“I love you Pan,”

“I love you too, take care of yourself hon. We’ll be together again in time, just don’t try to rush it. Okay? Don’t make me have to kick your ass!” she laughed and I woke up her words echoing in my ears. I cried then until I could cry no more, then I cleaned myself up and went home to my family. 
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