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The Bug Wars

Copyright 1979 by Robert Asprin

"REMINDER" by Buck Coulson

The stardrive was discovered on a planet in Centaurus,

By a race that built their cities when the Earth was burning gas.
They swept across the starlanes in the dawning of creation,

And a million years of empire came to pass.

Their successors were a swarm of mighty insects from Orion.
They did not have the stardrive, but they did not ever die.

They smashed a dying empire and then settled down to rule it,
And another million years or so went by.

The Insects were supplanted when the drive was rediscovered.
They could not stop rebellion when they could not catch their foes.
And the Tzen became the rulers. They were reptiles from Arcturus,
And they worshipped the dark swamps from which they rose.

But the Tzen were few in number and the universe is mighty,

And they felt their domination slip away between their claws.
Others fought for domination and the universe was chaos,

While on Earth a creature shaped flint with its paws.

Now the first ones are forgotten and the Insects but a memory,

And the creature called Man stands upon the threshold of his fame.

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

But remember, puny Earthlings, there were others here before you,

And still others who will follow in your flame.

BOOK ONE

CHAPTER ONE

I became awake. Reflexively, with the return of consciousness, I
looked to my weapons. I felt them there in the darkness, strapped to
my body and attached to the panel close over my head. I felt them, and
relaxed slightly, moving on to other levels of consciousness. I have my
weapons, I am alive, I am a Tzen, I am dutybound, I am Rahm.

Having recalled I am a Tzen, it did not surprise me that I thought
of my duty before even thinking of my name. It is part of the character
of the Tzen to always think of the species and the Empire before
thinking of themselves, particularly the Warrior caste, of which I was
one. It has occasionally been suggested, privately of course, that some
of the other castes, particularly the Scientists, think of the individual
before they think of the species, but I do not believe this. A Tzen is a
Tzen.

I flexed my talons. Yes, my body was functioning efficiently. I was
ready to venture forth. There had been no sound of alarm or noises of
battle, but I still was cautious as I pressed the release lever of my shelf
with my tail. The door slid down a fraction of an inch and stopped as I
scanned the chamber through the slit.

The chamber was dimly lit, closely approximating moonlight. The
air was warm-not hot, but warm and humid, the temperature of night
in the Black Swamps. We were not being awakened for relaxation and
food replenishment. We were being awakened to hunt. We were
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preparing for combat.

Without further meditation, I slid the door the rest of the way open
and started to slide from my shelf, then paused. Another Tzen was
moving along the walkway I was about to step out on. I waited for him
to pass before standing forth and securing my weapons.

The fact that I outranked him, in fact was his immediate superior
on this mission, was irrelevant. My waiting was not even a matter of
courtesy, it was logical. The walkway was too narrow for two to pass,
and he was moving on it first.

We exchanged neither salutes nor nods of recognition as he
passed, his tail rasping briefly on the walkway. His ten-foot bulk,
large even for a Tzen, was easy to recognize in the semidarkness. He
was Zur, my second-in-command for this mission. I respected him for
his abilities, as he respected me for mine. I felt no desire to wish him
luck or a need to give him last-minute instructions. He was a Tzen.

He, like the rest of my flight team, had performed efficiently in
practice, and I had no reason to expect they would perform otherwise
in actual combat. If he or any of the others seemed lax or panicky in
battle, and if that shortcoming endangered me or the mission, I would
kill them.

The walkway was clear now, and I moved along it to the junction
between the shelf-wall and the engineward flex-well. For a moment, I
was thankful for my rank. As flight team Commander, my flyer was
positioned closest to the floor, which spared me climbing up the
curved wall. Not that I would mind the climb, but since flyer training
began, I had discovered I was mildly acrophobic. It didn't bother me
once I was flying, but I disliked hanging suspended in midair.

I didn't spend a great deal of time checking over the flyer. That was
the Technicians' job. I knew enough about the flyers to pilot them and
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effect minor repairs, but machines were the Technicians' field of
expertise as weapons are mine, and anything they missed on their
check would be too subtle for me to detect.

Instead, I occupied my time securing my personal weapons in the
flyer, a job no Technician could do. I do not mean to imply by this that
the Technicians are lacking in fighting skill. They are Tzen, and I
would willingly match any Tzen of any caste on a one-for-one basis
against any other intelligent being in the universe. But I am of the
Warrior caste, the fighting elite of a species of fighters, and I secure
my own weapons.

In truth, it was doubtful they would be necessary on this mission;
still, it heartened me to have them close at hand. Like so many others,
I had not yet completely acclimated myself to the new technology that
had been so suddenly thrust upon us. The hand weapons were a link
with the past, with our heritage, with the Black Swamps. Even the
High Command did not object to the practice of carrying hand
weapons on a mission. They merely limited the total weight of
personal gear carried by a Warrior in his flyer. Nobody comes
between a Tzen and his weapons, not even another Tzen.

Content with my inspection, I eased myself into the flyer and
settled into the gel-cushion. With a sigh, the flyer sealed itself. I
waited, knowing that as my flyer sealed, a ready light had appeared on
the pilot's board; and that as soon as all the lights from this chamber
were lit, we would be ready to proceed with the mission.

Unlike the colony ships, transports such as the one we were
currently chambered in were stark and bare in their interiors, devoid
of anything not absolutely vital to the mission. This left me with little
to meditate on as I waited. Almost against my wishes, my thoughts
turned toward the mission we were about to embark upon. My
reluctance to think about the mission did not spring from a reluctance
to fight or a fear for my personal safety. I am a Tzen. However, I
personally find the concept of genocide distasteful.
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Finally the flex-walls, both the one my flyer was affixed to and the
one across the chamber, trembled and began to move. The mission
was about to begin. Slowly they straightened, changing the parabola-
cross-sectioned shape of the room into a high, narrow rectangle. The
flyers on my wall were now neatly interspaced with those on the far
wall. The net result was to stack us like bombs in a rack, poised and
ready to drop.

As our flight team made their final preparations, we knew that the
chambers on either side of us would be spreading their walls, taking
advantage of the space vacated by our walls to ease the loading of its
flyers. As I have said, there is no wasted space on a transport.

The floor of the chamber opened beneath me. As the bottom flyer
in the stack, I had an unobstructed view of the depths below. I
experienced a moment of vertigo as I looked down at the patch of
darkness. We are not an aerial species.

Then I was in a free-fall. There was no jerk of release; I was just
suddenly falling. Although I normally avoid stating opinions as fact,
this is not a pleasant sensation.

As we had been warned during our briefings, the Battle Plan called
for a night attack. This was tactically sound, since the Enemy are day-
hunters, while we Tzen are accustomed to working at night. It gave us
an immeasurable advantage in the impending fight. It also meant that
the planet-face we were plummeting toward was dark, giving no clue
of terrain features.

Crosswinds buffeted my flyer as I fell, but I was not concerned.
Crosswinds, like atmospheric pressures and weather conditions,
would have been taken into consideration by the pilot when he'd
dropped us. In their own way, the pilots were specialists as highly
trained as the Warriors.
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The tingle in the footplate told me my flyer was in the outer fringe
of one of the power sources dropped by scout ships. Still I fell. Now I
could make out a few features of the terrain below. Far off to my left
was a large body of water, below was some type of mountain range,
while off to my right stretched an immense forest. Obviously it was a
highly inhabitable planet. No wonder the Enemy had picked it as one
of the spots to settle in. No wonder we had to take it away from them.

The tingle in the footplate was noticeably stronger now, but I
continued to fall. I allowed myself to ponder the possibility of an auto-
pilot malfunction, but dismissed the thought. The programs were so
simple as to be essentially infallible, and thus far, I did not have
sufficient cause to assume malfunction.

As if to confirm my conclusions, the auto-pilot chose that instant to
react to the ground rushing towards us from below. With a soft pop,
the mighty flexi-steel bat wings that had been folded against the flyer's
sides unfurled, catching the rushing air and slamming the craft from
a dive into a soaring glide. The sudden declaration forced me deep
into the gel-cushion and narrowed my eyes.

A jab of pressure with both my heels on the footplate took the flyer
out of auto-pilot and gave me full control. I allowed the flyer to glide
forward for a few moments, then arrested its progress, hovering it in
place with subtle play on the footplate. It was a moderately delicate
process, but we had been trained by long hours of practice to be able
to accomplish this almost without thinking, as we had trained in all
facets of handling the flyers. The flyers were to be an extension of our
bodies, requiring no more thought for operation than the operation of
our legs. It was an advanced form of transport, nothing more. Our
minds were to be focused on the mission, on the Enemy.

As I waited, I surveyed the immediate terrain, using both my
normal vision and the flyer's sonic sensor screens. I was not overly
fond of the latter, but their use was essential when operating a flyer.
There would be times, particularly flying in the dark, when we would
be traveling at speeds requiring warning of approaching obstacles
well in advance of the range at which our normal night vision was
effective.
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I was hovering over a river valley, the rising thermals making the
job of hovering an easy one. Ahead and to the right was the beginning
of the vast forest range I had noted from the air. Obviously the pilot
had been accurate in his drop calculations.

"Ready, Rahm."

It was Zur's voice telepathed into my mind. I did not look back. I
didn't need to. His signal told me all I needed to know, that the team
was in position behind me, each flyer in place in our tetrahedron
formation, hovering and impatient to begin.

I telepathed my order to the formation.

"Power on one...Ready...Three...Two...One!"

As I sent the final signal, I trod down solidly on the footplate and
felt the surge of power as the engine cut in. There was no roar, not
even a whisper of sound. This was one of the advantageous features of
this new propulsion system. The sparkling engines were noiseless,
giving deadly support to our favored surprise attack tactics. The race
that had developed the engine were fond of using it for noiseless
factories and elevators. As a Warrior race, we had other uses for it.

Our formation darted forward through the dark on the first assault
of the new war.

CHAPTER TWO
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Faintly in the darkness, we could see other formations paralleling
our course. Somewhere behind us were four other waves, constituting
the balance of our Division. One hundred formations, six hundred
flyers pitted against an enemy numbering in the hundreds of
thousands. Still, we were not overly concerned with the outcome. Our
flyers gave us superior speed and maneuvering ability in the air. Our
weapons were more than adequate to deal with the enemy. Given
superior maneuverability and weapons, we would have an edge in any
fight, regardless of the odds. Our military history had proven this to
be true time and time again. Then there was the fact we were Tzen. I
would trust in the fighting-born and trained of the Tzen over any
Insect's blind hive instinct. We would win this War. We would win it
because we had to.

We had reached the trees now, our formation flying low and
straight without seeking targets. The trees dwarfed our craft with
their size. Their trunks were over thirty feet in diameter, and
stretched up almost out of sight in the darkness. Our zone was some
distance ahead. If the transport had timed its drops properly and if
everyone maintained the planned courses and speeds, the attack
should be launched in all zones simultaneously, just as our Division's
attack was tuned to coincide with the attacks of the other divisions
taking part in the assault on this planet. In theory this would keep the
Enemy from massing against us.

I could see the dark masses of the nests high in the trees as we sped
silently on. I strained my eyes trying to get a good look at the Enemy,
but could make out nothing beyond general seething blobs. They were
sleeping, gathered in great masses covering the nests, apparently
unsuspecting of the shadows of death flitting through their
stronghold. This was not surprising. They and their allies had ruled
the stars virtually uncontested for over a million years. We Tzen had
taken great pains to mask our existence, much less our development,
until we were ready to enter into combat. Now we were ready for
combat, and the Enemy would know us-if any survived, that is.

Still, I wished I could get a better look at them. It was difficult for
me to accept the concept of a wasplike creature with a twenty to thirty
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foot wingspan. Studying drawings and tri-D projections was helpful,
but nothing could serve as well as actually seeing a live enemy.

Though confident, I was uneasy. I would have preferred to have the
first encounter with the Enemy on solid ground, or better still, on the
semiaquatic terrain we were accustomed to battling on. I was uneasy
about having our first encounter as an aerial fight against an aerial
species. For all our practice with the new flyers, the air was not our
element. I wished the initial battle did not hinge on our ability to
outfly creatures born with wings. It made me uneasy. I did not contest
the logic behind the decision. It would. be disastrous to enter into
ground maneuvers while the Enemy still retained air supremacy. But
it did make me uneasy.

Suddenly something struck the side of my flyer too quickly to be
avoided. It clung to the Plexiglas, scrabbling and rasping, seeking
entrance. It took a great deal of effort to keep my attention focused
forward, to avoid flying into something, with the creature raging at
the edge of my peripheral vision less than a foot from my head. I had a
quick impression of multifaceted metallic eyes glaring at me and
darting mandibles gnashing on the transparent bubble; then I rolled
the flyer and it was gone. There was a quiet burst of sound behind me
like a sudden release of compressed air, and I knew that Zur had
finished off the interloper. I shot a sideways glance at the spot on the
canopy where the creature had clung briefly before being shaken off.
There were deep gouges in the bubble from the Enemy's efforts, and a
few spots where the creature's saliva had begun to eat through.

I was pleased. The brief encounter had prepared me for battle far
more than any mental exercise I could have devised. New energy
coursed through my veins, adding that all-important extra split
second of speed to my reflexes. Instead of developing it in the first
pass, I would now be entering the conflict in a controlled battle
frenzy.

For the first time I began to entertain hopes of emerging from the
battle alive.
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Then we were at our target zone. At my signal the formation
expanded, each Tzen increasing the distance between his flyer and his
teammate's. Then, as a unit, we climbed toward the treetops and the
Bug War began.

The combat, like any combat, soon became too fast-paced for
conscious thought. We had trained with our flyers and weapons until
they were a part of us, and their use was as unthinking as flexing our
talons. Our minds and senses were focused on the Enemy and the
terrain.

Thoughts became a flashing kaleidoscope of quick impressions and
hazily remembered instructions. Use the cold-burn rays as much as
possible...less effective than the hot-beams, but they'll damage the
forest less...we'll want to settle here someday...Swarm massing to
block flight path...burn your way through...don't wander more than
five degrees from your base course...sweep three nests
simultaneously with a wide beam...if you wander you'll end up in a
teammate's line of fire...turn ninety degrees...turn right, always
right...Kor is on your right...don't trust her for a left turn...avoid the
tree trunk and burn the nests as your weapon bears...Enemy on the
wing tip...roll...burn the nests...don't wander from base course...

We were working our zone in a broken sweep Pattern. A straight
geometric pattern would have been easier to remember and more
certain for a complete sweep. It also would have been predictable. If
we tried to use a geometric sweep, by the third pass the Enemy would
be massed and waiting for us. So we continued our twisted, seemingly
random pattern, crossing and recrossing our own path, frequently
burning our way through swarms of the Enemy flying across our path
in pursuit.

...Turn to the right...burn the nests...cold-beam rays only...

We were constantly flirting with disaster. Our flyers could
outdistance the lumbering Enemy; but if we used our speed, dodging
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trees required most of our attention, and we ran the risk of missing
nests. If we slowed our speed to an easy pace for sweeping, the Enemy
could either overtake us or move to intercept. So we flirted with
death, sometimes plunging recklessly ahead, sometimes rolling as we
turned to free our flyers of the Enemy clinging to the wings,
threatening to drag us to the ground with the sheer mass of their
numbers.

...Avoid the trees...burn through a swarm...turn to the right...burn
the nests...roll...

One thing bothered me. The mission was going too smoothly. I
received no sign-off and visually confirmed on the passes when I was
bringing up the rear. All our flyers were still with us. We had not lost
any team members. If the other divisions were experiencing similar
success, there could be difficulties when we headed back.

...Don't wander...roll...turn to the right...burn the nests...

We were near completing the sweep of our zone. I was concerned
about the north border, however. The team zones overlapped to
ensure no "live" pockets were accidentally overlooked. This meant
careful timing between the teams was necessary to be sure two teams
didn't sweep the same region at the same time and accidentally fly
into each other. It was a bothersome but effective system; however,
something was wrong. We seemed to be the only ones working the
region by the north border, and when we turned, we could see nests
remaining beyond our zone.

Something was very wrong with the flight team to our north. The
end of our sweep was upon us, and I had to make a decision fast. This
was not particularly difficult, as there was really only one course of
action to be followed. We could not risk leaving unburned nests
behind. This was a genocide war. If we left any eggs behind, we would
have to come back later and fight this action all over again, but this
time against an Enemy that was prepared and waiting for us. We
couldn't leave those nests behind.
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As we completed our sweep, I signaled the formation to return to
the north border. This undoubtedly caused some consternation in my
team, but they were Tzen, and they followed without complaint as I
led the formation in a turn to the left. In this situation, a turn to the
left was safe. I didn't have to worry about Kor, as long as we were
moving, to prolong contact with the Enemy.

The fighting became more difficult as we made our supplemental
sweep. This was only to be expected. Not having had an opportunity to
work out a coordinated random pattern, we were forced to work a
simple back-and-forth geometric pattern. As it has been noted before,
geometric patterns are suicidal.

We had reached a point where we were spending as much time
burning swarms of the Enemy as we were burning nests when the
long-awaited call was beamed into my mind. When we crossed into
another flight team's zone we turned on the trespass beacons in our
craft to alert the assigned team of our presence, and we were finally
getting a response.

"I have a fix on your beacons," came the thought. "While I
appreciate the assistance in covering this zone, I can now complete
assignment without additional support. You may return to
rendezvous point."

I noted her use of the word "I" instead of "we."

"What is your condition?" I queried.

"Five flyers lost. My own canopy is breached. It is therefore
impossible for me to meet pickup ship. However, I can complete the
mission. Feel free to return to rendezvous point."
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What occurred to me was the difficulty our six flyers had had
sweeping this zone, giving rise to the question of the lone flyer's
ability to finish the job. I rejected the thought. She was a Tzen. If she
said she could complete the mission, she could complete it.

"Return to rendezvous!" I beamed to my team and slammed my
flyer into a steep climb out of the trees.

I experienced a moment of worry about Kor, but it appeared to be
without basis. As we broke out into the predawn light, she was in her
appointed position in the formation.

I did not ponder the nobility of the Tzen who sent us on, staying to
fight alone. Among the Tzen, this was not exceptionally heroic.
Rather, it was our expected performance of duty.

The sky was empty of other flight teams as we streaked toward the
rendezvous point. This was not surprising, as our supplemental
sweep had taken us extra time. The other units were probably already
at the rendezvous point.

Far below I noticed a portion of the forest blazing. Apparently
someone had been careless with the use of his hot-beam. I studied it
as we flashed overhead. It was in a relatively small portion of the
forest, set off from the main mass by a river. Hopefully the river
would halt the fire's march. After all this trouble to keep the forest
intact, it would be disappointing to see it all lost because of one flyer's
carelessness.

We were almost at the pickup point, and our formation was
climbing steadily to gain the necessary altitude. We could see the
transport now, and as we drew closer, the small cloud of flyers
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waiting their turn in a holding pattern.

I tried to ignore the implications of this as our team joined the
holding pattern. Either we weren't the only ones who had had our
mission delayed, or...

I forced the thought from my mind, It was almost our turn for
entry. I led my team away from the ship in a long circle, allowing
maneuvering room for the members to rearrange the formation from
a tetrahedron to a single file. Ready now, we turned our line toward
the ship, setting a bearing for the open pickup port.

The port was closed. As we watched, the transport broke orbit and
began to move away, gaining speed as it went.

CHAPTER THREE

One of the most difficult phases in planning a military campaign is
deciding an "Anticipated Casualty Rate." Interstellar combat has
made this phase even more crucial. You estimate the number of
warriors required to complete the mission after casualties. You then
calculate your transportation and supply needs based on that
number. If you underestimate your casualties, you run the risk of
losing the battle. Overestimate and you are in danger of losing your
entire force if your supplies or fuel run out while you're still in space.

The High Command had arrived at a solution to this problem: They
calculated the number of anticipated casualties and then stuck to it.
They might suffer more casualties than planned, but never less. They
planned for returning a specific number of troops to the colony ship,
and when that number was on board the transport, they simply shut
the doors. Anyone still outside was then considered a casualty.
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Apparently this is what had happened to us.

As this was our first confrontation with the Insects, the High
Command had had no data on which to base their casualty estimates,
so they had estimated high. This ensured the mission would be
completed. This also meant we were shut out.

This did not mean simply diverting to another transport. If there
had been extra space available in another ship, we would have been
directed to it. We hadn't. There was no more space. As far as the High
Command was concerned, we were now officially dead.

I found my position curious, the live commander of a live "dead"
flight team. What does one do after one is dead? I decided the crisis
was of a magnitude to warrant getting the thoughts of the team.

"Confer!" I beamed to the formation at large. I expected a few
moments' silence while they collected their thoughts, but Kors answer
was almost immediate.

"If we're dead, the obvious course is to take additional legions of
the Enemy to the Black Swamps with us. We may have gotten all the
eggs and queens on the formal raid, but there are still a large number
of workers we can destroy before the power sources burn out.

"Ahk here, Rahm. Should we accept so readily that we're dead?
There is always a chance of a missed transmission from the transport.
I would suggest we use whatever power remains to sweep for another
transport. If we cannot find one, then we can decide a course of
action.
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"May I remind the team," came Ssah's voice, "that dead or not,
Rahm is still in command. As Commander, it is his duty, difficult
though it may be, to decide our course of action, not waste our time in
idle debate."

"Mahz confirms Ssah's contention!"

I was about to reply to this implication of my shirking of duty,
when Zur's quiet voice interrupted.

"If I may, Commander, there is no need for us to die. However, if
the Black Swamp calls us home, there is much we can do for the
Empire first."

His assertion intrigued me.

"Explain, Zur."

"There is another species of the Coalition of Insects present on this
planet. This means the fleets will be back. If we can survive long
enough, we can rejoin the Empire at that time. Even if we do not
survive until rendezvous, we may be able to gather information on the
Enemy to leave for the Empire's use."

His advice was timely and meritorious. If there was a chance we
could still be of use to the Empire, there was nothing further to
discuss.

"On my lead!" I beamed at the team and wheeled toward the planet
surface. Behind me, the flyers broke from the circling holding pattern
we had maintained for our conference to form the tetrahedron
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behind me. We were again Tzen with a purpose.

Time was of the essence now. The ground-based power sources for
our flyers were not long lived. They should have output beyond the
forecast time of the mission to allow extra flyers to find secondary
transports if available, but as we had cause to know, casualties had
been light. That meant additional drain on the power sources. We had
no way of knowing how much time was left before our engines would
die.

"As we reach low altitude, scatter and search individually. We want
a large, deep cave in the low mountain range, not more than five
hundred meters from a water source, preferably with an overhanging
ledge. Avoid the forests and high-altitude flying at all costs."

As Kor had pointed out, there were still worker Wasps about. It
would not pay to have them discover the presence of lingering Tzen to
vent their vengeance on.

"Commander, may I suggest-"

"You may not, Ssah! As you pointed out, this is my decision to
make and I have made it. You have your orders."

The team scattered, each taking a sextant to canvass. Our flyers
skimmed low over the rolling foothills, racing to find refuge before
our time ran out. Each pass through my sextant took longer as the
search pattern widened. I began to grow concerned. The pattern
might spread too far without success, and then we would be in danger
of being unable to regroup our flyers if the power source stopped.

I banked the flyer into another turn and started back through my
sextant, alert for any sign of a cave such as we were seeking. In
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another few sweeps I would have to break off the search and try
another plan. If we flew too far apart, we would be unable to contact
each other telepathically.

"Commander I have a cave."

"Message confirmed, Ssah. Is it large enough to get our flyers
into?"

"I have already flown in and back out again successfully. It will suit
our purposes."

Not for the first time I noted Ssah's tendency for unnecessarily
reckless action. However, this was not the time to go into it at length.

"Team confirm. and home on Ssah's beacon."

"Mahz confirms."

"Ahk confirms."

"Zur confirms."

I waited for a few moments. Kor did not confirm.

"Zur, Mahz, you are closest to Kor's sextant. Relay message or
confirmation."
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"I have her confirmation, Commander," came Mahz's reply.

With the order acknowledged throughout the team, I wheeled my
flyer over and made for Ssah's beacon. Traveling at maxspeed, I soon
had the cave in sight. The opening was low, with only a little over ten
feet clearance, but more than wide enough to accommodate the flyer's
wingspan. I saw two of the team, Ahk and Mahz, dart their flyers into
the cave's mouth as I began my approach.

I cut power and leveled my glide two feet off the ground, I had to
assume the cave was deep enough that I wouldn't have to worry about
plowing into the flyers ahead of me. If it was not, the others would
have warned me.

The entrance loomed before me; then I was through. The sudden
change from early morning light to the utter blackness of the cave
temporarily robbed me of vision. My sonic sensor screens, however,
told me I had flown through an opening at the top of a wide cavern,
about forty feet deep. I could make out the other flyers, four of them,
grounded at the bottom of the cavern. I steered for them, wondering
who the missing flyer was. I prepared for landing, taking a deep
breath and exhaling it slowly. Even though my current glide speed felt
slow compared to my earlier power-flight, the ground was coming up
fast, and our flyers were not adapted for ground landings. My flyer
touched down, jarring me with the impact, and slid along the cavern
floor, the bubble making painful sounds against the rock. I ignored it.

"Who's missing?" I queried before my flyer had ground to a
complete halt.

"Kor."
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This could mean trouble.

"Mahz! Are you sure she confirmed...?"

"Here she is now, Commander."

My eyes were becoming accustomed to the darkness now. I could
make out the shape of Kor's swooping silently down on us from the
mouth of the cave.

I was burning with questions, but held them in check. You do not
distract someone with questions while they're trying to crash-land a
flyer.

Finally she touched it down, the flyer coming to a halt a few feet
from the others. By this time we were all out of flyers and waiting for
her.

"Kor! Explain your delay."

I was aware my head was sinking dangerously close to the flat
position of extreme anger. Apparently she noticed it, for as she rose
from her flyer, her head position denoted both anger and defense.

"I encountered the Enemy, Commander. There were three-"

"Did they see you?"
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"Yes, but I destroyed all three of them and swept the immediate
area for any others, that's why I was-"

"Zur!" I diverted my attention to my second-in-command, who had
approached behind Kor as we spoke, his massive ten-foot height
dwarfing her sixfoot stature.

"Yes, Commander?"

"Is there any evidence known of telepathic powers in the Enemy?"

"None known, but it is not beyond speculation. Many of the lower
orders of insects are known to communicate telepathically."

I turned from them abruptly.

"Ssah! Check your indicators. Is the power-source still
broadcasting?"

"Yes, Commander."

"Then you and Mahz pivot your flyers around and use the hot-
beams to seal the cave."

I turned back to Kor, my tail lashing angrily despite my efforts to
control it.
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"Kor, I have a direct order for you. Even though you are without
question the most efficient fighter on the team, I will not have the
unit's safety jeopardized by independent action. In the future, if you
contact the Enemy, you are to so inform the team immediately. If you
do not, it will be considered a direct breach of orders."

There was a rumbling crash, and the meager light in the cavern
disappeared. The cave was sealed. I turned and raised my voice in the
darkness.

"Now use your narrow beams to open a tunnel to the surface. I
want it to be just large enough to allow us passage one at a time on all
fours."

There was a moment of silence.

"That will be impossible, Commander."

"Explain."

"The power-source has just stopped broadcasting."

CHAPTER FOUR

We were effectively buried alive. I considered the problem carefully.

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Did anyone bring a glow-bulb in their personal gear?"

"I did, Commander." Ahk's voice came out of the blackness.

"I feel it would be in the team's best interests if you lit it now."

"Agreed. It is still in my flyer, so if I could get a sound fix from
either of the two who were at the flyers when the cave was sealed-"

"Ssah here. Your flyer is about four feet to my left. Would you like
me to keep talking to serve as a beacon, or do you have the location?"

"I have it. I'll fetch the bulb now, Commander."

I heard a faint scratching as he moved past me. Even though
nothing could be seen in this total absence of light, I knew clearly
enough what he was doing to visualize it in my mind's eye. He was
edging slowly sideways across the cavern, one hand sweeping the area
in front of his head and shoulders, his tail probing for obstacles in the
path of his feet and legs. It was not the first time Tzen had had to
operate in a total absence of light. The probability of his stumbling
was practically nonexistent.

"Ssah! When you scouted the cave, did you have an opportunity to
give it a full scan with your sonic screen?"

"I did, Commander."

"Are there any other openings to the outside of any size?"

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"None."

A pinpoint of light appeared, widening to disclose the entire small
glowing ball as Ahk twisted the glow-bulb to its fullest setting. The
light revealed the rest of the team standing around the cavern. They
had remained motionless in the darkness to avoid blundering into
Ahk's path, but now that a light source had been reestablished, they
became animated again.

"Where would you like the light, Commander?"

"Just set it on top of your flyer for now."

My eyes were rapidly adapting to the dim light. Features of the
cavern were becoming visible again. I was impressed with the glow-
bulbs and made a mental note to include one in my personal gear in
the future. Though the visibility was improving, I was pleased that
Ssah had used her sonics to check the chamber. It would have taken a
great deal of time to perform a close visual check for other openings,
whereas the sonics had provided us with the same data in a matter of
seconds. It was an efficient use of available equipment.

"My preliminary scouting also showed no other life, plant or
animal, in the cavern."

This added bit of data from Ssah was needless. I had assumed that
had there been other life, she would have told me in her initial report,
particularly in Enemy-held terrain. I was not sure if this was another
display of her tendency to overassert herself, or if it was a subtle
implication that she felt my earlier question about the sonic scan was
also needless. However, there were other, more pressing problems to
be dealt with.
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I surveyed the cavern again, gauging distances and performing a
few mental calculations. No, oxygen supply should not be a problem.
There would be no need to put the team in Deep Sleep while the work
progressed.

I moved to my own flyer.

"Zur!"

He appeared at my side. I extracted a hand-burner from my
personal weapon stock and handed it to him. He examined it swiftly.
Not many Tzen used the hand-burners. They were still new and
relatively untested in combat, so preference was usually given to the
old hand weapons or their recent modified relatives. I had not really
intended to use the burner when I chose my weapons, but brought it
along to accustom myself to having it ready at hand. Our unexpected
situation of being stranded had elevated its importance, and I had
been mentally making plans as how to best utilize its devastating
capacities. The abrupt demise of the major power-source cut that
planning short. The hand-burner's compact independent
powersource now had an immediate demand to answer.

"Take this and get the tunnel established. Work by hand as much
as possible, but feel free to use it as necessary."

Without further question he turned and strode across the cavern
to begin the climb to the recent rubble of the cave-in. I considered the
problem solved. Freed of that situation, I turned to the remaining
team members.

"I will summarize our situation. We are stranded for an indefinite
period on an Enemy-held planet with no support other than each
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other and whatever equipment and weapons we brought with us.
There are two objectives which will guide our actions. First, we must
attempt to gather whatever information we can on the Enemy to assist
the Empire in its efforts to overthrow their influence. Second, we
must survive in order to rejoin the Empire when the fleets return.
These objectives are potentially contradictory. As such, when we
finish speaking here I will meet with the team members individually
to hear their opinions and advice as to how these goals can be best
pursued. Questions?"

"Question, Commander."

"Yes, Ssah."

"Why is this to be handled in private conference rather than open
discussion?"

I fixed her with my gaze.

"In a prolonged survival situation such as this, it will be necessary
for me as Commander to have a knowledge of each team member's
opinions, attitudes, and priorities beyond those required to lead a
formation in a raid. Much of this information is of a highly personal
nature, including what they think of me, what I think of them, and
what they think of their fellow teammates. This is data which is not
only unnecessary, it is undesirable for it to become general
knowledge, therefore warranting private conferences. I trust you will
remember that when and if you become a flight team Commander."

Her head flattened slightly at the rebuff, but she remained silent.

"Any other questions?"
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There were none. I rose and started for the far end of the cavern.

"Ahk! I would speak with you first. The rest of the team is to secure
their personal gear from the flyers."

Ahk was the only member of the team senior to me in both years
and combat experience. Both his combat record and my personal
impressions of him, however, could best be described as bland. I was
anxious to obtain further data.

We sought and found comfortable places to squat and settled in
before I began the conference.

"AhKk, even though I know little about you, your years of experience
cannot be overlooked. I will doubtless be turning to you often for
counsel and advice. I cannot help but wonder, however, with your
record, why you are not of higher rank. Would you clarify this for
me?"

"My slow advancement in rank is a direct result of my
characteristic trait of habitual caution," he stated without hesitation.
"This is born of seeing too many losses in combat from overzealous
and reckless action. My conservatism excludes the type of noteworthy
action which attracts promotion. What is more, my feelings are
heightened with each battle I participate in, thus making the
probability of promotion even more remote. I realize this, and accept
it. However, do not mistake my caution for cowardice. Many have
gone to the Black Swamps from the dueling ground who chose to label
it thus. My abilities as a Warrior are well above average, and I can be
relied upon to complete any assignment undertaken."

He shifted position, looking at me more directly.
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"As for my opinion of you as a Commander, I find you more than
acceptable. Even though you occasionally take risks I would avoid if
left to my own devices, you carry them off with a firmness of resolve
and a sense of control which eliminates needless danger. I will have
no reservations in following your lead."

"What would be your recommendations for undertaking the task
before us, Ahk?"

"I would recommend Deep Sleep for the majority of the team, Deep
Sleep with varying wake times in event of something happening to the
functioning team members. This would maximize our chances of
having some of the team survive to rejoin the Empire. The fewer
members left functioning, the less foraging for supplies will have to
be done, and therefore the less chance of discovery by the Enemy. The
functioning members could then guard those in Deep Sleep as well as
scout the Enemy for additional information."

I inclined my head slightly toward the ceiling as I replied.

"Your recommendations will be taken under consideration.
However, I will tell you I do not agree with your conclusions. Deep
Sleep enabled our species to survive when times were lean, but I do
not feel it should be resorted to here. The Longevity Serums
developed by the Scientist caste virtually ensure that a Tzen will live
until killed. With the overwhelming number of the Enemy present on
this planet, I feel the best tactic to ensure against our being killed is to
keep as many of the team conscious as possible and thereby maximize
the fighting strength available at any given time."

He listened without rancor. He had his opinions, and I had mine.
There was no question of who was right or wrong. I was the team
Commander, and my orders would be followed.
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"Also, would you provide a list of weapons in your personal arsenal
Also p y p
at this time?"

"My weapons consist of a bandoleer of two dozen spring-javelins, a
flexi-steel whip, an acid spray belt, a telescoping knife, and dueling
sticks."

"What weapons, if any, would you be willing to make available for
team use?"

He thought for a few moments.

"Any and all of them with the exception of the dueling sticks. This
is, of course, assuming I would not be left weaponless, that something
would either be left me or issued to replace the weapons taken."

This was acceptable to me.

"One more question, Ahk. What are your opinions of your
individual teammates?"

His answer was brisk. Apparently he had given prior thought td
this question.

"Zur is a highly efficient and terrifyingly fierce fighter. However, at
times I fear he thinks too much. Sometimes I give pause to wonder if
his heart is truly in the Warrior caste. While he performs his duties
easily and well, they do not seem to give him any pleasure or pride of
accomplishment."
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He cocked his head in minor puzzlement.

"Kor is perhaps the finest fighter I have ever encountered. Of the
entire team she is the one I would be least eager to face on the
dueling-ground. Her reflexes and combat instincts are nearly beyond
belief. I must admit to a certain unease around her, though. At first I
thought it was envy of her talents, but it goes beyond that. I think she
takes more pleasure in killing than she should. That is, I feel more
confident of victory with her on my side, but I would not wish to be
the one to order her to stop."

He paused thoughtfully for several moments, then bobbed his head
in indecision.

"Mahz I have no opinion of. He seems capable enough, but is
completely under the influence of Ssah. As things are now, he is an
extension of her will. I would have to observe him in her absence
before I could form an opinion."

His head sank to a dangerously low position. I have seen Tzen issue
challenges for personal duels with heads held higher.

"Ssah is dangerous. If you were to adopt my suggestion for Deep
Sleep, I would propose her as one of the members to be rendered
nonfunctional. Her presence is a threat to the survival of the entire
team. Where you, Rahm, take calculated risks, she indulges in
recklessness. Recklessness is dangerous in any combat situation, but
in our current predicament it is disastrous. What is more, she has
taken to habitually challenging your authority and decisions. It is my
opinion that there will be trouble if she remains functional with the
team."

"Very well, Ahk. That answers my questions. If you have no further
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questions or opinions, pass the word for Kor. I would speak with her
next."

Kor was an enigma. She was small, a full foot below the six-foot
minimum height requirement for the Warrior caste. As had been
noted, however, her phenomenal aptitude for combat had earned her
a waiver from the height requirement for entrance. She would
doubtless be bred in an attempt to pass her traits on to the next batch
of Warriors, providing...providing she proved to be reliable in actual
combat. It was this question that was foremost in my mind as she
appeared for her conference.

"Kor, I will not belabor my opinion of your abilities. They are
superior and an asset to any fighting team. But aside from that, it
cannot be ignored that this is your first combat mission for the
Empire and your reliability under fire is therefore untested. As you,
like Ssah, are part of a new wave of Warriors that received initial
training under the new technology rather than being re-trained from
the old ways like the rest of the team, your performance is under
constant scrutiny by me and by the High Command."

I paused to allow her to react or reply. She didn't.

"It has been noted that you display an exceptional enthusiasm for
battle. This has given rise to several questions, of which two require
immediate consideration. First, is this enthusiasm an individual
characteristic or is it a pattern of the entire new wave which the rest
of us should grow accustomed to? Secondly, will this enthusiasm
interfere with your ability to obey orders in a precise and efficient
manner?"

She withdrew her head slightly, narrowing her eyes thoughtfully. I
didn't rush her, as the questions required deep thought and
judgmental weighings. There was a soft thumping as the tip of her tail
twitched, impacting the floor of the cavern.
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"Upon serious reflection, it is my belief that the enthusiasm with
which I enter into combat is an individual rather than a new wave
characteristic. To anticipate your next question or perhaps a question
you would leave unasked, yes, I enjoy fighting. It is something I do
well and efficiently. Most of my current status I owe to my fighting
abilities, and my applying them is the only way I can serve the Empire.
When I am not fighting I feel parasitic and useless. However, I am
quick to acknowledge my lack of experience and not only will obey,
but I actually appreciate the guidance I receive from seasoned
officers."

She cocked her head quizzically at me.

"I have a question, Rahm. During our strafing run, I noticed a
tendency on your part to pattern our sweep such that we would
always turn to the right. Was this merely coincidental, or was it in fact
a display of your concern for having me posted to your right?"

"It was not coincidental," I admitted. "I experienced some unease
when speculating upon your willingness to break off an engagement
on command. It occurred to me that if you did feel any resentment at
being ordered to stop fighting, it could easily become focused on the
Tzen issuing the order, in this case myself. If that occurred, I did not
wish to perform a maneuver which would require your weapons to
align, even briefly, with my flyer as you turned. As a Commander, I
had to acknowledge the possibility, and lacking any basis to calculate
probability, felt it necessary to take those preventive precautions. In
part it was due to the realization that with your degree of skill, if you
chose to attack me, I would probably be unable to defend myself."

She listened without any sign of irritation.

"Understood, Rahm. But I would assure you your apprehension is
needless. As I have said, I feel no resentment when receiving
instruction from a veteran Warrior such as yourself. In addition, I
have noted in myself a marked resistance to using my powers against
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other Tzen. I feel I have been trained to fight the Enemy, and that
fighting each other is a misuse of that training. You may notice from
my record that I have never fought a duel. My well-known abilities
lessen the probability of being challenged, and my feelings about
fighting another Tzen forbid me issuing a challenge regardless of
provocation."

"What are your opinions of the others on the team?" I asked.

"I have none. They are Tzen and they do their share of the fighting.
Beyond that I do not concern myself with their thoughts or
motivations. As for yourself, my feelings are much the same. I am
neither enthused nor disheartened by your performance as
Commander. You perform your duties efficiently, and none can ask
more of a Tzen than that."

"Do you have any suggestions for our plan of action on this
planet?"

"As I have said, I readily acknowledge the superior experience in
planning present on this team. However, as I am requested to express
my opinions, I would recommend moving out into the open. We
should seal the cave with the flyers inside and adopt a mobile format
for our existence. A fixed location, particularly one with only one exit,
is vulnerable. A wandering pattern in the open would allow us more
flexibility for flight or counterattack, depending upon the specific
situation."

"Would you list the weapons in your personal arsenal at this
time?"

"I have a set of the weighted, spiked hand armor; a wedge-sword;
an alter-mace; three steel balls, two and a half inches in diameter; two
long knives and one short; and, dueling sticks."
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"What weapons, if any, would you be willing to make available for
team use?"

She hesitated.

"I would be willing to surrender any of them, but would prefer not
to. As you have noted, I am exceptionally effective in combat. This is
because I have spent much time practicing with these specific
weapons in a particular array. I can switch weapons in midcombat
without motion loss because I do not have to pause to think. I fear
that would be lost if I had to readjust my style. The only weapons I
would release without hesitation would be the alter-mace and the
dueling sticks. The alter-mace is my newest addition, and I am not yet
at home with its use. The dueling sticks...well...I've already explained
my willingness to part with them."

"That answers all my questions, Kor. Unless you have any
additional questions, pass the word for Mahz. "

She rose to leave, then hesitated.

"No further questions, Commander, but I do have an amendment
to an earlier statement."

"What is it?"

"I said I had no opinions on my teammates. Upon reflection I must
change that. When you mentioned that Ssah and I were of the same
new wave of Warriors, I experienced a rush of irritation and
suppressed an impulse to request that you not classify her and me
together. I realize now that is to some degree an attitude or opinion
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on my part. I cannot define it clearly or give adequate reasons, but I
would rather not associate with her if given a choice."

She left them to fetch Mahz. I was looking forward to my
conference with Mahz. Like Ahk, I was having difficulty forming an
opinion of Mahz when he was so much in Ssah's shadow.

"Make yourself comfortable, Mahz. There is much I would-"

"I'd rather stand, Commander, and if you'll allow me to express
myself first, I feel we can keep this conference brief and to the point."

"Proceed."

"Before we occupy considerable time discussing my opinion of you
and the rest of the team, I would state that I do not feel those opinions
matter."

He hastened on before I could interrupt.

"Not that I am suggesting you would not give proper consideration
to my thoughts; rather that I do not. You see, early in my career, I
constantly monitored and assessed my abilities, far closer than my
trainers did. In doing so, I was forced to admit I had no exceptional
qualities. Not that I am incompetent or incapable, just not
exceptional. I do not possess the phenomenal fighting ability that Kor
does, nor the flair for leadership and tactics that you and Ssah have.
As such, I decided that if I was to rise in rank and power, the best
asset I could offer would be service, to pick a rising Tzen and serve
him or her faithfully as an aide, helping them to advance and
advancing with them."
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He paused to look at me directly.

"The Tzen I have chosen to support is Ssah. In that choice, my own
opinions pale to insignificance. What she supports, I support. What
she opposes, I oppose."

"Why have you chosen Ssah?"

"And not yourself? I have no objections to you, Rahm. That is not
what swayed my choice. Several factors came into account in making
my decision. She is new, while you are an acknowledged veteran.
While you have already established working relationships with
several Tzen such as Zur and Ahk, she has none. This makes it easier
for me to establish myself at her sword hand. If I were to be offered a
second-in-command position with an established officer, it would
have happened by now, and it hasn't. Consequently I choose to focus
my efforts with a younger, newer Tzen. She has a tendency toward
reckless, independent action. If she learns caution, these exploits are
apt to attract the attention of the High Council, and she, and therefore
I, will rise in rank. If she does not learn caution and is killed, then
perhaps my loyal service will have been noted, and I will be requested
to attach my services to another ambitious Tzen, and the process will
start anew."

I considered this for a few moments.

"Have you considered the dangers inherent in submerging your
will completely in favor of another's?"

"I have not completely submerged my will, Rahm. If Ssah should
undertake a course which in my opinion is not in the best interests of
the Empire, I will speak up or move to block her. I am an ambitious
Tzen, but am still a Tzen."
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"What weapons do you have in your personal arsenal at this time?"

"A wedge-sword, a whip sword, a telescoping thrusting spear, long
knife, and dueling sticks."

"What weapons, if any, are you willing to place at the disposal of
the team?"

He didn't hesitate.

"I will have to think that over and consult with Ssah before giving
you my reply."

"That answers my questions. Unless you have any further
questions, pass the word for..."

I hesitated in midsentence. Zur's massive bulk had just appeared
in the gloom of the cavern. I waved Mahz away and beckoned Zur to
report to me.

"Is the tunnel complete?"

"Yes. I left Ahk posted at the mouth as lookout and came back to
report to you."

He handed me back my hand-burner. I glanced at the charge
indicator: less than a quarter-charge remaining That wasn't good.
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"Shall we have our conference now, Rahm?"

I considered it. I knew my second-in-command better than I knew
any of the other team members. However, when we talked, there
would be much to plan and discuss.

"Not yet, Zur. For now, pass the word for Ssah."

CHAPTER FIVE

Flattened against the tree trunk some ten meters in the air, I slowly
surveyed the terrain. The trunk swayed gently in a gust of wind, and I
swayed with it. This did not worry me. Swaying trees are a natural
movement and do not attract even a watchful eye. However, my
turning my head to look about would not be a natural movement, so I
did it extremely cautiously. Even if I could be detected through the
foliage, my silhouette was altered enough by the tree trunk so as not
to arouse suspicion. As such, only my head movement would betray
my position. Due to our eyes being mounted on the sides of our heads,
the peripheral vision of a Tzen is extremely wide, requiring less than a
six-inch movement to scan a full 36odegree field. I took almost a
quarter hour to move my head the necessary six inches.

Still nothing.

Aside from random movement of lesser life forms in the meadow
ahead of us and at the edge of the river behind us, there was no
activity. Still our ambush waited.
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Zur, Ahk, and Kor were with me in the ambush. They were well
hidden on the ground. I did not worry about their being discovered.
They were Tzen, and Tzen don't move when waiting in ambush.

I knew our techniques of concealment were effective against the
Leapers. We had been observing them for over a month now without
being discovered. A few hours ago a Leaper came down to the river to
drink. It came to the far side of the river, exempting it from our
ambush, but had not detected us, though it was within a dozen meters
of our position. I was not worried about our ambush being
discovered.

Nor was I worried about finding a victim. Our site had not been
chosen at random. The tree trunk I clung to overhung the only major
break in the strand of trees that lined the river for several miles. We
had observed that the Leapers tended to avoid entering tree cover,
possibly due to a habitual adherence to a coexistence pact with the
now nearly defunct Wasps. Whatever the reason, this opening was the
main thoroughfare between the hunting ground of the meadow and
the water source of the river. A victim would be along eventually.

I was in an exposed position serving as spotter and ready to
provide cover fire if needed. Even partially charged, my hand-burner
would give us a definite edge if plans went awry.

Thinking of my hand-burner turned my thoughts once more
toward my conference with Ssah. For the hundredth time I went over
the details in my mind.

The conference had not gone well. Ssah was one of my offspring.
She was probably unaware of this. I had not mentioned it to her; it
would have made no difference to her thinking as it had made no
difference to mine. I had simply noted it as a point of interest in her
genetic record when going over her personnel file prior to the
mission.
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The mating with her Mother had been an experiment by the High
Command. Her Mother was a bit of a misfit, a Scientist who was more
imaginative than inquisitive. At the time of our mating, my leadership
potential was already being rated as well above average, but it was
noted that my methods were strongly influenced by earlier
precedence, that I lacked inventiveness...imagination if you will. It is
my guess this crossbreeding between Warrior and Scientist,
particularly considering the individuals concerned, was an effort to
produce a more imaginative leader for the Warrior caste.

Some experiments are more successful than others. In Ssah, they
had produced a Warrior leader who was unrestrained by the
traditions and concerns of the caste. She was the only result of that
mating I had encountered to date, but if she was anything like the
others, the entire hatching should have been destroyed after the first
round of tests.

"Ssah, I disapprove strongly of many of your methods and
attitudes. Tactics such as flying into the cavern before reporting its
location to the rest of the team jeopardized our survival. Had you
crashed your flyer or been attacked in the interior, we would have
been left unaware of the situation, and an entire sextant would have
gone unscanned."

She met my gaze with indifferent neutrality as I continued.

"Then there is your habit of questioning my orders. It is every
Warrior's right to question the orders of a superior, but I feel that
many of the objections you raise are pointless. They frequently either
repeat questions covered in earlier discussions or briefings, or are of
a rhetorical nature seeming to be designed with no other intent than
to goad me. Before I can work with you comfortably I will require
further clarification on your logic and motivations."

She faced me levelly as she replied.
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"My actions are easily understood if you understand my one basic
premise. I feel that I should be leading this team instead of you."

I felt my head lowering against my will as I answered.

"The High Command commissioned me and appointed me as
Commander of-"

"I know," she interrupted. "I do not expect you to relinquish
command, as I would not were I in your position. I recognize this
logically. However, I also recognize my own feelings on the matter. I
do not attempt to justify them, but merely state them as a cause for
my behavior."

I had regained control of myself, and my reply was level.

"Do you also acknowledge the danger to the team potential in your
attitude?"

"Of course, that is why I would strongly urge that you follow my
proposed plan of action in this mini-campaign.

Though still affected by her audacity, I was nonetheless curious to
hear her plan and settled back to listen.

"Realizing the friction that would doubtless result from having a
running power struggle within the team, I would propose that we
scatter the team, divide it into three two-Tzen teams. In addition to
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relieving the pressures of our current situation, there are several
other advantages inherent in this plan. First, it would lessen the
chances of the entire team's being wiped out in one chance encounter
with the Enemy. Thus, there would be a higher probability of at least
some of us surviving to pass the gathered information on to the
Empire. Second, with three teams working independently, we could
gather more information than any single unit. Third..."

She hesitated and glanced back toward the cavern, then continued
in a conspiratorial voice.

"Third, it would allow us to rid ourselves of some of the less
desirable elements on the team."

My head wanted to lower again, but I kept it level.

"Explain your last comment."

"The composition of the teams should be clear, even to you. Mahz
is a good Warrior, and his loyalty to me is undeniable. He and I would
form one team. You are a capable Commander. Understand my
earlier comments were not meant to deride your abilities, but rather
to say I felt mine were better. Zur is slow, but his strength makes up
for any lack of speed. The two of you would make a team with a better-
than-average chance of survival."

She hesitated again.

"And Kor and Ahk? What about them?"

"Kor is bloodthirsty, and Ahk is a coward. If they don't kill each
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other off, the Enemy will."

I abandoned my hope of control.

"You claim you want to lead the team, yet at the same time you tell
me you would willingly try to kill off one-third of the members?"

"Rahm, you and I both know a good small team has as much or
better chance of survival as a large sloppy team. "

"Do you have the vaguest conception of what we are facing on this
planet, Ssah? The Enemy doesn't count its strength in troops, they
count it in swarms. Swarms! Against that we have six Tzen. Six! And
you want to divide our strength? Divide it and cut our numbers to
four!"

I caught myself and forced my head and voice level, though both
had a dangerous tilt.

"I reject your proposal, Ssah. It is my opinion that the six of us
should remain together as a single unit to maximize our strength and
firepower. As an example of how desperate I feel the situation is, at
this time I even consider your presence an asset!"

"If those are your opinions-"

"Those are my orders!"

She rose to leave.
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"If there are no further questions-"

"There are! Would you list your weapons in your personal
possession at this time?"

"Certainly. I have a half dozen spring-javelins, an acid spray belt,
two wedge-swords, a long knife, and, of course, dueling sticks."

"What, if any, weapons are you willing to place at the disposal of
the team?"

"Neither Mahz's nor my weapons are to be used by another team
member. We selected our weapons for ourselves. I trust the other
team members had the sense to do the same. We withhold our
weapons for personal use."

"That is your prerogative if you choose to exercise it. That answers
all my questions. If you have no additional questions, pass the word
for Zur. I would speak with him next."

She started to turn away, then turned once again to face me.

"Commander, there is one weapon I neglected to list with my
arsenal."

She met my eyes coldly and levelly.
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"I also have a fully charged hand-burner, identical to the one you
loaned Zur to burn a tunnel with."

So here we were. Ssah with her fully charged hand-burner, backed
by Mahz, was guarding the cave and the flyers, while I clung to a tree
trunk covering the balance of the team with my meager quarter
charge.

Suddenly there was a flicker of movement a hundred meters into
the meadow. A Leaper! It moved out of the brush into the open,
hesitated for a few moments, then made a twelve-foot leap in our
direction and hesitated again.

I studied it narrowly. It was relatively small, scarcely six feet long.
This probably meant it was still young. Good. If our guesses were
correct, its exoskeleton would be softer than that of a full adult.

I watched it as it leaped in our direction again and paused once
more. Either it was hunting or it was being exceptionally wary.

Even though we had been observing them for over a month, I still
had a horrified fascination with the nightmarish lethalness of its
appearance. Its hind legs were twice the size of the other four, giving
it incredible power on its leaps. The middle legs were primarily for
walking and balance, but the forelegs...the forelegs were awesome.
They had developed into slender pincers, saw-toothed on the inside
and lightning fast. We weren't sure if they were poisoned or not; that
was part of our mission today. More likely they were designed to
grasp and hold a victim for the terrible mandibles. The Leaper's jaws
were also enlarged pincers, razor-edged and saw-toothed and three
times the size of the pincer forelegs. I had once seen a Leaper tear a
four-footed warm-blooded creature in half with its jaws, which was
one reason we didn't know if the forelegs were poisonous. Once a
victim was dragged within reach of those jaws it didn't survive long
enough for us to tell if it died of poison or not. Hopefully we would
have the answer to that and other questions soon. Zur wanted a
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specimen to dissect, and we were here to get one for him.

The Leaper moved toward us again. It was definitely coming to the
river and would pass through our ambush. I ignored it and began
scanning the meadow behind it. There was no sign of other Leapers
about.

I beamed a warning to the waiting ambushers.

"Get ready."

Although there was no betraying movement, I knew the teammates
were readying themselves. Prolonged stillness tends to lock and
cramp the joints. They would be alternately tensing and relaxing their
muscles, restoring circulation so that they could spring to the attack
without loss of time or motion.

There was still no sign of other Leapers on the meadow. This would
tend to confirm our observations and disprove the current Empire
theory. According to Zur's briefing, the Empire was aware of the
occasional solitary Leaper, but chose to interpret it as an outlying
scout for one of the major packs. It was our conclusion from
prolonged firsthand observation that in actuality, most of the loners
were just that-loners, unattached to any pack.

The Leaper was almost on our position now, and it switched to its
short-distance crawling walk, a curious waddling procedure.

"Get ready," I beamed for a second time and scanned the meadow
again. Still nothing. The Leaper passed under my tree trunk and
approached the river bank.
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"NOW! "

Ahk seemed to rise up out of the ground to the Leaper's right. He
drew back his arm and the spring-javelin snapped open, the two
halves telescoping out from the center hand-grip and locking in place.

The Leaper saw him instantly and froze. It seemed both startled at
his sudden appearance and torn by indecision as to whether to attack
or flee. Then it saw Zur and Kor leaping from cover on its left, and its
decision was made. It gathered its mighty hind legs for a desperate
leap, but it was too late.

Ahk's arm flashed forward, and the spring-javelin darted out. It
pierced the Leaper's thorax and passed through into the ground,
effectively pinning it in place.

A high-pitched squeal rent the air, like a prolonged shriek. I
quickly scanned the meadow again. Still no other Leapers in sight.

I started to call down to silence the beast, but saw my advice was
unnecessary.

Zur stepped up to the pinned Leaper, hesitated for a moment to
gauge its wild thrashing, then raised his wedge-sword. He darted
forward with an agility surprising in one of his bulk, swayed past the
snapping mandibles, and struck with all the power in his massive
arm. In the same movement he ducked under-one of the groping
pincered forelegs and rolled clear, coming to his feet with his sword
raised again in the ready position.

His guard was reflexive, but unnecessary. The sword stroke had
split the creature's head open, killing it even though its limbs
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continued to thrash and grope with stubborn life. Without guidance,
though, its death throes were blind and easily avoided. Most
important, the creature's alarm signal had been silenced by the blow.

I scanned the meadow once more. There was no sign of Leapers
moving to support their fallen member. We had guessed correctly!
Our victim was a loner. We had gambled and won. As a prize, we had
a specimen for dissection.

Then we saw the Wasps.

CHAPTER SIX

When we made our initial strafing run on the Wasps, our targets
were the queens and the nests. The battle plan had not included
eliminating the workers. As it was our-first attack of the Bug Wars,
High Command had deemed such an action a pointless risk of
Warriors and equipment. Without eggs hatching or new eggs being
laid, there would be no replenishment of the worker population as the
existing workers reached the end of their life span. Thus, by the time
the fleets returned to attack the Leapers, there would be no
opposition from the Wasps.

This philosophy was fine for the fleets, but we were still on the
planet, and so were the worker Wasps. Even though the initial attack
had made a sizable dent in their numbers and still more had perished
in the month we had been there, there was still an overwhelming
number left.

They were constantly patrolling the airways, singly or in small
groups, though we weren't sure why. They were there and that was all
that really mattered. We had experienced no difficulty in avoiding
them...until now.
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There were three of them, apparently alerted by the death shrieks
of the ambushed Leaper. The first warning we had of their presence
was when they dropped from the treetops some seventy-five meters
distant in the tree line. They approached us in a slow, heavy drone not
more than a dozen feet off the ground. Caught in the open, Ahk, Zur,
and Kor had no hope of escaping detection. With cold calculation they
shifted weapons in preparation for battle. I was uncertain if I had
been detected in my lofty perch. I remained motionless, and the other
team members did nothing to betray my presence.

The Wasps seemed to be in no hurry to press the attack. As they
neared our position, instead of swooping to the attack, they rose lazily
to the treetops once more. They touched down in the higher branches
and rested there, staring down at us and fidgeting nervously among
each other.

I might have been able to burn the three of them where they were,
but I was loath to further deplete the energy source if the situation
could be handled with the hand weapons. Then, too, the day would
come when the hand-burners would be fully discharged and we would
have to rely upon the hand weapons entirely. It would be best to begin
practicing for that day now, when the cover fire of the hand-blasters
was still available.

"Confirm count of three Enemy, Commander," came Zur's
telepathed message.

"Confirmed. No indication of additional Wasps or Leapers in the
immediate area."

The two forces considered each other warily. This would be the
first actual confrontation between the Coalition of Insects and the
Tzen Empire. Surprise attacks such as the original strafing mission or
our ambushing the solitary Leaper were deliberately planned to favor
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the attacker and play into the defenders' weakness. Now, for the first
time, individuals of a roughly even number were squaring off for
head-on combat, each side with an equal degree of preparedness or
nonpreparedness, as the case maybe.

Although we had seen hundreds, even thousands of Wasps when
we were strafing the nests, it was quite a different thing to face the
Enemy from a short distance when they were awake, alert, and ready
to fight instead of viewing them from inside a flyer's canopy as they
buzzed around groggy and confused.

They continued to stare down at us with those dead metallic eyes,
occasionally shifting position and touching antennae as if in
conference. Their bodies were a glossy ten feet in length, and in flight
their wings spanned over twenty feet, presenting a formidable and
not particularly vulnerable target.

My teammates were not idle. With a cold calmness, they warily
made their preparations for battle. Ahk had opened half a dozen of
his spring-javelins after first retreating to a position near the base of
one of the towering trees. Grasping his flexi-steel whip in one hand,
he began sticking the javelins in the ground around him, forcing one
end deep into the soil. At first I thought he was attempting to prepare
by having a ready supply of, missiles close at hand, a tactic that
seemed unwise to me considering the extremely tough exoskeleton of
the Wasps. Then he turned and drove two of the javelins into the tree
trunk behind him, leaving them to jut into the air at an unlikely angle,
and I saw his plan. He was erecting a maze of sharp spikes between
himself and the Enemy-negating any chance of being taken by a
sudden rush. It seemed there was still much I could learn from this
campaign-scarred veteran.

Zur stood alone in the open about a dozen meters from Ahk. In his
hands he held the long-shafted alter-mace that had originally been
part of Kor's arsenal. He stood in almost lazy stillness, the rigid shaft
gripped in his hands; but his eyes never left the Wasps. They would
find him no easy target. A ten-foot Tzen with an alter-mace is an
opponent to be reckoned with.
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Another dozen meters from Zur, completing the triangle, was Kor.
She was waiting near, but not taking cover from, a slightly sloping
tree trunk. The heavy spiked hand-armor glittered at the end of her
arms, but she didn't seem to notice the weight, tossing one of her steel
balls back and forth from hand to hand as she watched the Wasps.

"Commander!"

It was Kor's voice that was beamed into my mind.

"Yes, Kor?"

"Request permission to commence combat."

"Granted."

I gave permission not so much out of impatience as curiosity to see
what action she had planned. I didn't have long to wait.

Slowly at first, then smoothly accelerating, she began to turn and
rotate like a warm-blood chasing its tail. Her own tail, however, rose
slowly until it was pointed straight up; then with a sudden whiplike
action she bent double and hurtled the steel ball at the Wasps,
levering her tail down as she did for added power and balance.

I would have thought the distance too great to throw one of the
steel balls with any accuracy, much less with any power, and
apparently so had the Wasps. As if to prove my assumptions wrong,
the ball flashed past me as if fired from a power sling and smashed
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into one Wasp's thorax with an audible "crack!'

The impact knocked the Wasp from its perch, but it caught itself in
midair, apparently unhurt, and hovered there, soon to be joined by
the other two. They hung in the air for several long moments, and I
thought they were going to alight again. Then, without warning, they
attacked.

To be accurate, two of them attacked, descending unhurriedly
toward my teammates on the ground. The third rose and began to fly
away, assumedly to bring others. I tracked the messenger with my
hand-burner, not daring to fire until battle had been joined. The two
attackers passed by my lofty perch, and I decided I could wait no
longer. I triggered the burner and watched the messenger flame and
fall. Then I turned my attention to the scene below.

The two attacking Wasps were centering on one target-Kor. For a
moment I lost sight of her as my line of vision was obscured by the
descending attackers, though I could see Zur and Ahk leaving their
chosen positions and moving to assist their teammate. Then Kor was
in sight again, moving fast, rolling sideways along the ground.
Apparently she had waited until the last possible instant, waited until
the Wasps' trailing forelegs were about to close on her, then evaded
by dive rolling under them, passing dangerously close to their acid
poisoned stings.

The Wasps hesitated, seemingly confused by the sudden movement
of their target. Intelligent beings shouldn't hesitate when fighting
Tzen. The splitsecond stabilization of his target was all the opening
Ahk needed. The flexi-steel whip lashed out, striking the Wasp
nearest him just behind the head, severing it from the body.

Still functioning, but without guidance, the headless body veered
sideways, crashing into its partner. The second Wasp wobbled in
midair from the impact and tried to steer away. Again, the maneuver
came too late.
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Zur was behind it, swinging the alter-mace. He had changed its
setting at some point, and the once rigid shaft was now as limp and
flexible as a rope, adding incredible whipping velocity to the already
awesome power of his arms.

The blow struck the Wasp in the abdomen, spinning it around and
bringing it crashing to the ground. The beast apparently realized its
vulnerable position immediately and again tried to take to the air,
again in vain.

Kor's dive roll had taken her to the base of the sloping tree trunk.
As she regained her feet, she sprang onto the trunk, clawed her way
several yards up it, and launched herself at the rising insect.

She landed on its back, her weight and impact driving it back to the
ground, and she clung there, one arm wrapped around the beast's
neck; her free hand, weighted with armor and clutching another steel
ball, rose and fell repeatedly as she smashed at the Wasp's head. The
insect thrashed and writhed on the ground, dragging Kor back and
forth as she clung stubbornly to her precarious handhold. The beast
was bent almost double now, desperately probing with its sting to find
its tormentor.

That I could do something about. Ahk wasn't the only one with
spring-javelins. I clung to the tree trunk with one hand, my feet, and
my tail, as I leaned out, opened the javelin, and hurtled it downward.
My aim was true. The javelin struck the Wasp's abdomen, spinning it
to the ground and ending the threat of the sting.

"Kor!" I called. "Break off the attack. It's dead!"

And it was. Reflex was keeping its limbs moving, but Kor's
pummeling had caved in the beast's head.
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"Acknowledged, Commander."

She sprang clear of the Wasp's death throes and stood waiting.

I scanned the meadow once more, but there was still no activity. I
began to descend the tree trunk cautiously. Leaping wildly into thin
air was fine for hatchlings like Kor, but I had too much respect for my
own vulnerability to risk injury needlessly. Besides, as I have said, I'm
slightly acrophobic.

I will admit to a certain feeling of contentment as I descended,
however. We had our specimen Leaper for Zur to dissect, and I was
no longer as worried about the team's ability under fire.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The team was enjoying a brief period of rest. We were secure in our
cavern with Mahz guarding the entrance, and, more importantly, we
had eaten.

We had made several adaptations to the cavern in the month sine
our arrival. One of these was the addition of a series of crude pits,
pens, and cages in which we kept small warmbloods as a ready food
source. While we can consume dead meat, we prefer it live. What is
more, it proved to be easier to maintain livestock than devise a means
of keeping the meat from spoiling if we killed them upon capture.

However, the situation posed more problems than simply
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maintaining a ready food source. Like other reptiles, Tzen tend to be
sleepy and sluggish immediately after a heavy meal, a condition we
could not afford now. We were not on a secure colony ship or
transport where we could sharpen ourselves for combat by long
periods without food, then glut ourselves after the battle and sleep it
off while others took bur place on the battle line. We were in a
situation where we needed each Warrior at peak efficiency all the
time. As such, instead of following our usual feeding pattern, we were
forced to eat often and lightly, therefore obtaining minimal recovery
time. This was particularly hard on Kor. Her small frame and high
energy output left her constantly hungry. She would always have to
cut short her feeding before her hunger was completely satisfied. As a
result, she was beginning to grow irritable, a condition I would have
to find a solution for if the team was to continue to function smoothly.

Unlike the rest of us, Zur had chosen not to eat following our battle
with the Wasps. Instead, he busied himself at the rear of the cavern,
working by torchlight to dissect the body of the Leaper we had killed.

As I rested, I watched his deft motions as he cut and probed at the
corpse, pausing occasionally to murmur notes into his wrist recorder.
It was good to see him in his element once more.

Zur was a misfit on the team, indeed in the Warrior caste. Unlike
the rest of us, he was not raised and trained as a Warrior. His
background was as a Scientist, and it was only after failing to meet the
standards of the Scientists' caste that he had become a Warrior,
largely owing to his imposing stature.

This constantly set him apart from the rest of the team, even
though they knew nothing of his background. He fought well and
efficiently, and they were glad to have him as a teammate, but there
were periodic occurrences and utterances that clearly marked him as
non-Warrior-raised.

One example of this was my conference with him immediately
following our arrival on this planet. Even aware of his background, I
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was shocked to discover he was without a personal arsenal. Well, to
be accurate, he was not completely unarmed. He was still a Tzen. But
his armament consisted of only a long knife and a wrist dart-thrower
and a supply of acid and tranquilizer darts. For a Warrior he was
naked! Instead of weapons, he had used his weight allotment to bring
along an assortment of information discs and blank discs for
recording.

"Knowledge is my weapon, Commander," he had informed me.

I will not argue the relative value of knowledge, particularly with a
Scientist. Further, I will acknowledge the discs he brought both
increased our odds of survival and gave us a means of ensuring
whatever data we gathered would be passed-on to the Empire.
However, I will also state as a Tzen and a member of the Warrior
caste that I felt much more optimistic about our odds of survival after
I issued him a wedge-sword and an alter-mace!

Watching him work and recalling our conference, I found my
thoughts wandering back to when Zur and I first met. Normally, I
would not waste time in idle reminiscence, but I had recently eaten
and I let my mind wander back-back to the conference when I first
met Zur, and, for me, the Bug Wars began.

I was awakened prematurely from Deep Sleep, a sign in itself that
something was amiss. There were other Warriors moving about, but
too few for it to be an attack or even preparation for a campaign.
However, I was a Warrior, not a Scientist, and curiosity was not one
of my major motivating drives. As such, I simply followed my orders
and reported to the designated conference room.

The Tzen waiting for me was of gigantic proportions. I recall
wondering at the time why he was a Scientist rather than a Warrior.
We could put the strength to good use. He motioned for me to join
him at the viewing table in the middle of the room.
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"Rahm, the Scientists' caste has received authorization to waken
you as one of several experts to aid us in seeking a solution to a puzzle
confronting us. First, will you confirm the service record-that you
have fought in several campaigns against other intelligent life forms,
and in at least one case, a culture whose technology was more
advanced than our own?"

"Confirmed."

"Realizing this, we would like your military analysis and opinion
on a recent discovery."

Reaching down, he pressed the levers to activate the viewing table.
The picture of a city sprung into view. A magnificent city, far
advanced of anything I had ever seen before. It was in a state of total
ruin.

"An exploratory expedition discovered this city in the northern
reaches of the Black Swamps. Its builders obviously possessed a
technology far superior to anything we have ever imagined, much less
hoped to achieve. Could you give us your opinion on it?"

As he spoke, the scene was slowly changing, now playing across the
faces of the structures, now moving into the interiors. I watched the
table for several moments before speaking.

"While these scenes are interesting from a technical viewpoint, if I
am to give a military analysis of the ruin, I must view those aspects of
the city I am most familiar with. Could I see the defense installations,
the armories, and the barracks?"

"There are none."
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I considered this answer. Then I reviewed my question.
Occasionally there are communication difficulties encountered in
cross-caste conversation. In this case, however, the question was too
simple to have been misunderstood, yet the answer was incredible.

"None at all?"

"It has been checked and rechecked. There is absolutely no
evidence anywhere in the city of anything which was designed for
violence. While there are items which could be used in a crude,
makeshift manner, there is no trace of any weapons or armed force
commensurate with the level of technology shown throughout the

city.

I continued to study the ruin. After several thoughtful moments, I
was ready.

"It is obvious that the city and probably its inhabitants were
destroyed in an attack. There is evidence in the ruins of attack from
above and below as well as at a ground level. This indicates an
organized, concerted attack controlled by intelligence. If there is no
local weapons technology, it was not the result of a civil war, but
rather the attack of an outside force."

I paused and watched the table for a few more moments.

"The extent of the damage would indicate a mechanized attack;
however, there are signs that this assumption would not explain.
Here is a building with the front partially ripped off. I say specifically
ripped off rather than blown off. Notice the machinery in the interior
of this room remains undisturbed, which would indicate the absence
of an explosion. The portion of machinery toward the front,
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apparently of similar design and material as that in the rear, has been
sheared off even with the breach in the wall. From this I would
conclude that the limited extent of the damage is due not to the nature
of the machinery, but rather the limited, nonexplosive, nonchemical
nature of the attack."

I took over control of the table to enlarge a specific portion of the
view.

"The key thing to note is the nature of the breach. As I said, the fact
that this portion of the wall was ripped out would indicate a
mechanical attack, yet the scars on the wall resemble those marks left
by the jaws of a beast rather than a machine."

I raised my head to address him directly.

"My conclusions from what I have observed would then be that a
city built and operated by beings of advanced technological
knowledge but no concept, of violence was attacked and destroyed by
a group of intelligent beings who were either in the form of, or built
their war machines in the form of, giant, powerful beasts. To
extrapolate on that conclusion, such an attacking force is, first,
extremely powerful, and second, willing and able to use that power
ruthlessly against a culture which was not threatening them. Such a
force could constitute a serious threat to the existence of our Empire.
It would therefore be my military recommendation that Top Priority
be given to averting any possibility of attack by such a force,
specifically by hunting it down and destroying it completely."

My analysis and recommendation did not seem to surprise him.

"Your opinions are noted and logged, Rahm. Your analysis
coincides with the preliminary analysis submitted to the High
Command. The probability of a Major War is high enough that you are
asked to stop at the breeding chambers before returning to your
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sleep. As always, time is the key factor. Let us hope the Enemy grants
us enough time to gather and analyze information and to prepare our
Armies before battle is joined."

I turned to go, as the business at hand seemed to have been
completed, but he raised a restraining hand.

"Before you go, Rahm, there is one additional point I would like to
discuss with you. As it is of a personal nature, quite apart from the
official orders bringing you here, you're not required to remain."

I was in no hurry; besides which, this massive scientist had piqued
even my lax curiosity. Personal conversations were rare between
Tzen; between castes, practically unheard of. I gestured for him to
continue.

"As my part in this current survey of analyses and opinions, I have
interviewed many of the Warrior caste. Curiosity has prompted me to
look into their military records in an effort to determine why these
specific Warriors were chosen to be polled. From what I have found
in your and other records; confirmed by having met you personally, I
have extrapolated that you will soon be advanced in rank. Should that
come to pass, I would request that I be allowed to serve under you in
the upcoming war."

His position took me aback, though I tried not to show it.
Intercaste pride is such that one makes an extra effort to not be
unsettled by a member of another caste.

"As your request hinges on the accuracy of your extrapolation, I
would inquire as to the progression of your logic before replying."

"In any war, additional officers are needed. The High Command
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invariably reviews the records of combat veterans before considering
any new Warriors for appointment. Not only is your service record
exemplary, it displays many of the specific traits the High Command
looks for in its officers. Realizing this, it is only logical that the
probability is high that you will receive your appointment prior to the
impending war."

"And what do you envision these "officers' traits' to be?"

"The major one is careful attention to those around them, a
conscious plotting of attitudes and behavior patterns and the
extrapolation of future behavior. In this regard, they are not unlike
the Scientists' caste, which is why I am able to note the process so
accurately."

"However, I fear you are drawing the wrong conclusions," I
corrected him. "That particular trait is common among the officers
because it is common among all veteran Warriors. It is contributory
to our survival to be aware of our teammates."

He rose and began to pace as he replied.

"But all Warriors do not measure each other on the same scale.
This is because they are putting the resulting data to different uses. It
is difficult for me to explain to you, Rahm, because it is such a fine
line you have crossed that you assume that others have done the
same. Consider it in this way: Others view each other with a positive-
negative judgment. That is, as they look at another Warrior, they ask
themselves, Is this Warrior efficient or not? Will he be dangerous to
me if I accept a post next to him on the battle line? You and others like
you who are either officers or officer material do not make positive-
negative judgments. You observe another's strengths and weaknesses
and adjust your actions accordingly. If you were currently in an
officer position, it would mean that rather than rejecting a Warrior
from service under you, that you would simply place him in a position
on the team which would utilize his strengths and guard his
weaknesses. That is what the High Command is looking for, officers
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who take what's given them for personnel and make it work, not
Warriors who would waste everyone's time picking and choosing,
looking for a perfect team."

I needed time to think that premise through, for both its accuracy
and its applicability to me, so I changed to another line of
questioning.

"Returning to your own situation, why would a Scientist want to go
along to the Wars or more specifically, why would an officer want to
take the burden of accepting a Scientist on his team?"

"I did not express myself clearly. I do not wish to serve under you
as a Scientist, but as a Warrior. My progress in the Scientist caste has
slowed to immobility, and my superiors have suggested to me with
increasing frequency that I could perhaps better serve the Empire in
another caste. If this is to be the case, my personal choice for an
alternate career is the Warrior caste."

Though I tried to suppress my outrage at the implications in his
statement, my next question came out more terse than I would have
liked.

"Then you feel that the Warrior's path is easier to follow than the
Scientist's?"

"For me it is. Do not misunderstand me. I am not attempting to
depreciate the difficulty of the Warriors' caste. However, for me
fighting has always been easy, too easy. That's why I entered the
Scientists' caste. With my build, it was no great achievement to run
faster or hit harder than the others in training. It required no effort,
so I had no feeling of serving the Empire. Having failed as a Scientist,
however, it is time for me to swallow my personal feelings and
preferences and serve the Empire in the capacity I am most suited for,
specifically as a Warrior."
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"So you turn to me with my lack of positive-negative judgment,
expecting me to somehow make special allowances for you?"

"Not at all. I expect to carry my full weight as a team member.
However, I would hope to find a commander who did not hold my
non-Warrior background against me, but rather would use my
supplemental knowledge and abilities to best advantage. I ask no
more than any Tzen, and that is the chance to be efficient, to make
maximum use of all my abilities."

I was finding his logic difficult to grasp.

"But by your definition any officer would do this. Why make this
request specifically to me?" I asked.

"In theory that is the case. In actuality the lack of positive-negative
judgment frequently only applies within the Warrior caste. Many of
your fellow Warriors, while cognizant of the value of the other castes
and therefore rendering proper respect, maintain an aloof,
patronizing, almost disdainful air when dealing with those outside
their own caste. Not that this trait is exclusive to the Warriors; the
other castes also display it, including the Scientists. I find, it
particularly distressing in Warriors because that is the caste I wish to
enter. I have not sensed that disdain in my talk with you and as such
have requested service under you. Not because I expect special
consideration, but because I expect you would use me as fully as you
would use any of your caste-raised Warriors."

I thought about his proposal for several moments, then turned to
go.

"Your proposal is not disagreeable to me. If the predicted
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promotion indeed comes to pass, I will accept your service."

I paused in the doorway.

"What is your name, Scientist?"

"Zur," he replied.

Zur it was, and his service has proved to be as true as his
prediction of my promotion. Not only had he not given me any cause
to regret my choice, his abilities had prompted me to name him my
second-in-command, a move none of the other teammates seemed
displeased with, even Ssah.

"Commander!" Zur's voice interrupted my reverie.

"What is it, Zur?"

"Could you come here for a moment? I have discovered something
in my dissection you should be made aware of."

So much for after-eating relaxation. I rose and moved to join him.

CHAPTER EIGHT
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The onslaught of cold weather brought a period of inactivity to the
team. I ordered the majority of them to go into Deep Sleep until the
advent of spring. Even though our standard survival kits contained
drugs by which we could counteract our bodies' natural reactions to
extreme temperatures, I saw no need to use them. Activity among the
Leapers had ceased as they either moved to hibernate or expired in
the encroaching cold. As there was no data to be gathered in their
absence, and as we lacked both the personnel and the equipment to
exterminate them as they slept, it was only logical that we take
advantage of the slack time for some much-needed rest.

Zur and I remained awake longer than the others. Kor also
maintained consciousness, but that was as first watch on the tunnel
entrance. Zur and I were conferring, both to organize and analyze the
data we had accumulated so far on the Leapers, and to increase my
own knowledge of the data already accumulated by the Empire.

I make no apologies for the limited information I possessed when
originally undertaking this mission. There had been much to learn
and relatively little time to learn it in. Following the discovery of the
ruined city and the subsequent inference of the existence of the
Coalition of Insects, the full might of the Empire's Scientist and
Technician castes had swung into action as the Warriors slept. Every
effort had been expended to decipher the language of Builders-or the
First Ones, as they came to be referred to-and in turn, in using that
language as a key to unlock the secrets of their history and
technology. This process was not new to us. As has been noted, it was
not the first time the Tzen had encountered an intelligent, technically
advanced race.

Investigating the First Ones brought an incredible wealth of new
information into the coffers of the Tzen. It is difficult to determine
which was more fantastic to us-their technology, which allowed them
to travel and colonize the Star-lanes, or the fact that they had no
concept of War or violence. Realizing the latter, however, we found it
easy to see how they came to the abrupt end that they did.

Even before pushing out into the reaches of space, simply from our
race's history in the Black Swamp of our home Planet, the Tzen have
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learned a basic principle of survival: not to take anything, not to build
anything, unless you can defend it. Whatever you have, whether it be
a source for water or the blood in your veins, there is bound to be
someone or something else that wants it, and the only thing stopping
the Enemy from taking it is you.

The First Ones apparently never learned this lesson. Whether they
thought that nothing wanted what they had, or that others would be
content with sharing, was never determined. However, when they
first encountered the Insects and detected intelligence, the First Ones
attempted to share their knowledge with them. They taught the
Insects about the Star-lanes and the vast number of inhabitable
worlds in the universe to demonstrate that there was no need for
territorial-food wars. They even showed the Insects how to operate
some of the cruder interstellar transports to make these new worlds
available to them.

The Insects worked on a much simpler logic process. Being a
population-sensitive culture, they felt there would never be enough
worlds for everyone. Realizing this, they could only view the First
Ones as potential competitors for the inhabitable worlds. Following
this logic, they used the ships the First Ones gave them along with the
knowledge of the locations of the other colonies and launched an
attack, an attack that brought the First Ones and their culture to an
abrupt end. Then, having eliminated the known competition, the
Insects pulled back to their home system, expanding out slowly as the
population pressures dictated. This process had continued
uninterrupted until the rise of the Tzen.

The First Ones were the Technicians, and the Insects the first
Conquerors, but the Tzen were the first Warriors. Our victories had
never hinged on the helplessness of our opponents. Therefore, unlike
the Insects, we did not shun the technology left behind by the First
Ones. Although they had not developed any instruments of War, many
of their inventions and discoveries were readily adaptable to that

purpose.

Having long since realized that any discovery has the double
capacity of creation or destruction, our Scientists and Technicians
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applied themselves to finding combative uses for the First Ones'
technology until we were ready to do battle with the Insects-their vast
numbers versus our weapons and military experience.

The period of preparation, once the Warriors were awakened, was
both rushed and crowded. Like most of the Warriors, I had realized
the urgency of our training and had focused most of my concentration
on the specific tools of our caste, such as the flyers and the new
weapons, covering the balance of the vast storehouses of knowledge
suddenly at our disposal with a minimal skim and a glance.

In our current predicament, however, I found increasing need for
the information I had so lightly passed over, and was immensely
grateful for the presence of Zur and his library of information discs. I
occasionally encountered difficulty keeping him from digressing into
more detail than I deemed necessary; but even restricting the scope of
our studies, I was astounded at the length of time required to cover
the necessary material. As the days and weeks marched on, my
respect for Zur grew. While I had always regarded him highly as a
Warrior, this increased awareness of these seldom-glimpsed depths
of his talents surpassed even my stringent requirements of
effectiveness.

I commented on this to him once as we paused in our studies to eat
and rest, reclining on the ground. Even in his after-feeding lethargy,
his thoughts were quick and concise as he replied.

"There is a balance at work here, Commander, which at times I
think you overlook. Knowledge is a powerful weapon, but only if it is
used. Had the Coalition of Insects utilized the knowledge of the First
Ones as we have, it is doubtful we would be here today. The Tzen are
effective not because we have knowledge, but because we use it. The
Scientists seek and organize the knowledge, the Technicians render it
usable, and the Warriors apply it. On a smaller scale, my information
would be of little value if you as the Commander were unwilling to
benefit from it. As I pointed out when we first met, I feel there are
many officers who would be reluctant to take advantage of my
assistance."
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"I must disagree with you, Zur. I do not feel I am that unusual as
an officer. In all phases of our training we rely heavily on the
Scientists and Technicians. Why should it be any different in the
field?"

"Why indeed? Perhaps some notion that once in the field, none
know combat as well as a Warrior and information is something best
left for the classrooms. I do not say that no other Commander would
listen, but how many would listen as readily or for that matter seek
out my advice?"

"I would like to believe the majority of officers would," I insisted.
"If not, we are being less than efficient in our ways of waging war."

"Perhaps you are right, Commander," he conceded. "I will readily
admit that like your appreciation of the Scientists' caste, my own
appreciation of the Warrior caste, particularly their officers, has
grown significantly on this mission. There have been many small
things I was previously unaware of, Kor's development as an
example."

"What about Kor's development?"

"I assume you are aware that she now has definite opinions about
each of her teammates. I assume this knowledge on your part because
even if she has not reported her opinions to you, you were
instrumental in her forming them."

I raised my head to look at him severely.

"It is a characteristic that any veteran Warrior has definite
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opinions about his or her teammates. Many consider it vital to their
own survival," I said carefully.

"I am aware of that, Commander. That is why I specifically refer to
it as development on Kor's part. I merely suggest that she may have
had outside assistance in this phase of her development which
enabled her to progress much more rapidly than might normally be
expected."

"If you are observant enough to have noted that, then you have also
noted that it is Ahk that she spends most of her off-duty time with," I
pointed out. "Realizing that he has more combat experience than
anyone on the team including myself, I should think it obvious that if
anyone is advising her in her development, it is he."

"Agreed, Commander. However, I have also noted that you were
the one who encouraged him to take an interest in Kor's
development."

"Surely you are aware, Zur, that no Tzen Commander can order a
Warrior to share his knowledge and experience with another."

"Indeed I am, Commander. What I had not been aware of prior to
this mission was the possibility of informally convincing a veteran
Warrior that it is in his own best survival interest to advise another
less-experienced Tzen in the finer points of field survival."

I was silent for a few moments, then reclined again, lowering my
head to the ground.

"I would be inefficient as a Commander if I did not strive to obtain
maximum effectiveness from each Warrior in my command
regardless of methods."
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"That is what I am learning, Rahm. This is also why I do not regret
having aligned myself with your command."

CHAPTER NINE

I have never felt as helpless as a Warrior, much less as a Commander,
as when I was forced to idly watch while Ahk died.

It was early spring, and the activity level of the Leapers was
unknown. That lack of knowledge was what prompted me to wake
Ssah and Ahk from Deep Sleep. We needed to send out scouts to
determine if the Leapers were active in sufficient quantities to justify
waking the rest of the team.

The two of them had gone out with the usual strict orders to avoid
contact with the Enemy, while I remained behind as entrance guard.
They headed out shortly before dawn to minimize the possibility of
chance encounter, as the Leapers seldom moved about until several
hours into daylight.

While remaining motionless as entrance guard for long hours,
there is little to do except think. Ironically, my thoughts that day were
on how well our team had survived under adverse conditions. We had
survived the shutout and ensuing crash landing, and although only six
in number, had held out for almost a year in Enemy-infested terrain.
Not only had held out, but had gathered valuable information for the
Empire, and had done it without losing a team member.

It occurred to me to ask Zur to set aside one of his blank
information discs for me to record my notes as Commander. In
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addition to information on the Enemy, there were valuable lessons to
be learned here about survival tactics. To that end, I set about
mentally organizing my thoughts on how I had led the team in the
period since our landing, the methods of utilizing the strengths of
each individual on the team, the points I would change, the items I
would leave intact...

My thoughts were interrupted by the death cry of a Leaper. I
snapped my senses back into focus and listened intently, but heard
nothing more.

I was surprised to note it was nearly sundown. While I had been
watching the terrain unblinkingly the entire day, my thoughts had
been so intense I had failed to notice the passage of time. It was time
for the scouts to return.

Another shriek sounded. I was fully alert now. The source of the
sound was out of my line of vision, somewhere beyond the hills that
hid our cavern, somewhere in the vicinity of the forest line where
Ssah and Ahk were. The Leaper activities corresponding with the time
of the scouts' return could not be coincidental. We had trouble.

"Zur...Zur...Zur...Zur..." I beamed desperately into the cavern
behind me.

It took a distressingly long time to arouse him.

"Zur here!" came the weak response finally.

"Trouble on the forest line...Possibly our scouts... Going to check
it... Rouse the others and stand by...

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

As I beamed the last part of my orders, I was on my feet and
running. As I plunged down the slope of the first hill, another scream
split the air. I redoubled my speed, laboring uphill, then plunging into
the next valley.

Suddenly my training returned to me. This wouldn't do. Dashing
around blindly and recklessly in a crisis situation is the action of a
panicky, soon-to-be-extinct, nonintelligent species, not a Tzen
Warrior. I forced myself to a halt, clenching my fists as another shriek
sounded. I needed information-information to relay back to the rest
of the team and to govern my own actions.

I turned and hurled myself back up the slope I had so recently
descended. A rock formation jutted up into the sky on this ridge, one
we had occasionally used as a lookout post. It would serve me now.

I clawed my way up onto one of the ledges and flattened, scanning
the distant forest line. I caught a faint movement and forced focus,
accepting the inevitable headache for the advantage of temporary
telescopic vision.

It was Ahk. I glimpsed him briefly as he crouched breathless at the
foot of a tree, spring-javelin in one hand, flexi-steel whip in the other.
Then he disappeared, darting around the tree trunk as a Leaper in
midleap struck the spot he had so recently vacated. The insect backed
up, momentarily stunned by the impact. Before it could recover, Ahk
was back in sight. His whip flashed twice in the setting sun, and the
Insect keeled over, two of its legs missing. Ahk was running again,
along the tree line. Knowing the Leapers would outdistance him in
open terrain, he was using his maneuverability to best advantage.
There were several twitching carcasses in view giving mute testimony
to the effectiveness of his tactic. It must have been their death throes
that had alerted me to the situation.

I wondered why he did not simply duck into the forest to elude his
pursuers. There were eight of them that I could see, a small pack,
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maneuvering to cut him off. Suddenly he dove flat as another Leaper
bounded over his prostrate body from the shadows of the forest.
That's why he was working the tree line! The Leapers were entering
the forest now!

He rose to one knee and hurled his spring-javelin at the Leaper
that had just threatened him, pinning it to the ground.

Suddenly he was down, another Leaper landing on him from
behind as he threw.

I tensed, sending a sudden stab of pain through my straining eyes.
Then the Insect was flipped backward, and Ahk was on his feet again.
For a moment I was at a loss; then I realized what he had done. He
had triggered another spring-javelin while under the creature, using
the force of the ends telescoping out to push the Leaper up and off
him.

He was running again, stumbling now, as two more Leapers
crawled into view from the forest's depths. How many were there?

Where was Ssah?

I started to look for her, but had my attention wrenched back to the
action. A Leaper caught Ahk as he turned to change directions, closing
its mighty jaws around his waist and lifting him into the air. He
dropped the javelin and his hand went to the small of his back, and
the Insect fell away, rolling in agony. The acid belt!

He was moving again, but now was in visible pain. There were
terrible wounds in his sides from the Leaper's attack, and they slowed
his movement. The other Leapers also saw it, and redoubled their
efforts to catch him.
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Casting about desperately, Ahk tried one last desperate move. The
whip darted out again, but this time not at the Insects. His target was
a low-hanging tree limb jutting above him. The whip wrapped around
the limb and held. In a flash he was up, pulling his weight upwards
with the strength of his arms.

Too late! One of the Leapers caught his legs, tugging mightily to
pull him back to the ground. He tried to raise the additional weight,
then let go with one hand, groping for another weapon. Another
Leaper clambered up its comrade's body and fastened its jaws around
the Warrior's neck. Ahk jerked once, then his head toppled off,
severed completely from the body. The body clung to the whip for a
moment, then fell heavily into the gathered pack below.

I did not watch the pack devouring its victim. I was looking beyond
them. As I followed Ahk's upward progress, I had seen something
else.

I saw Ssah crouched in a tree some ten meters beyond the action.
More importantly, I saw the unfired hand-burner in her hand.

CHAPTER TEN

There were three of us moving through the predawn gloom. Kor, Zur,
and myself were undertaking this assignment, leaving Ssah and Mahz
behind on entrance guard.

This allotment of duty stations was not random. Combat was a
certainty on this mission, and that would require cooperation and
confidence in the unit to engage with the enemy. Both Zur and Kor

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

had separately requested that I not assign them to a mission with
Ssah, and I will admit to a certain reluctance on my part to rely on
her. In fact, of the entire team, only Mahz maintained any contact
with her beyond what was required for assigned duties.
Unfortunately, this resulted in Mahz's being avoided as much as Ssah
was.

The team members' opinions of Ssah, while never high, had
degenerated to an all-time low after Ahk's death. In fact, things had
reached a point where I had to overstep my authority as Commander
and outlaw dueling for the duration of our stay on the planet. This
order understandably caused a great uproar of protest among the
team members, including Ssah and Mahz, but I stood firm on my
decision. A duel now, regardless of who was involved or what the
outcome was, would weaken the team, and we couldn't afford to lose
another member. Instead, I reminded them that although they had a
Warrior's right to protest my order, it was still a direct order in a
Combat Zone. As such, while they could press charges with my
Superior once the mission was over and we had rejoined the Empire,
for the time being they were to follow my orders to the letter. If any
member chose to defy a direct order under these conditions, I could
level whatever punishment I felt necessary, up to and including death,
without benefit of a trial, and call on any other team member to assist
me in enforcing that sentence. There is no known case of this
regulation's being enforced in the entire history of the Warrior caste,
but the rule was still on record should I need it.

It was perhaps a misapplication of regulations, which, if
challenged, would give rise to a debate on interpretation of authority
and order priority versus personal judgment. However, I felt that this
in itself was just. A personal interpretation of regulations had gotten
me into this situation; so, by the Black Swamps, a personal
interpretation of regulations would get me out of it.

My interrogation of Ssah following Ahk's death had been one of the
most frustrating and unsatisfying conversations of my career. I had
not returned to the cavern after witnessing the incident, but instead
waited in the foothills for her to appear. The first loss of a Tzen under
my command and the physical strain of prolonged close-focus had
combined to erode my mental state so that by the time she arrived, my
mood was not good.
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"Explain!" I demanded as levelly as I was able.

"Explain, Commander?"

"We have just lost a team member, Ssah. As Commander, I wish to
know why, so that we might avoid similar occurrences in the future.
You were on assignment with Ahk at the time of his death and are
therefore the logical source for information regarding the “incident'.
Now explain!"

She still seemed puzzled, but launched into her story.

"Ahk and I moved out this morning specifically assigned to scout
Leaper activity. We roamed several sectors, but by the close of the day
had detected no activity, either individual or group. We were
returning to the cavern when we heard the sounds of a pack of
Leapers approaching rapidly from behind. As we were under strict
orders to avoid contact with the Enemy, we attempted to escape
notice by seeking refuge in some overhanging branches. Whether his
foot slipped in the soft soil as he leaped or he simply misjudged the
distance, I don't know; but Ahk missed his first jump. Before he could
jump again, the first of the Leapers burst into view and spotted him.
Rather than betray my position, he chose to attempt to elude his
pursuers in a running fight. His efforts failed, and after the Leapers
left the area, I climbed down and proceeded back to the cavern.
Before I could reach the cavern, you approached and engaged me in
this rather unconventional debriefing."

I stared at her in silence until she began to cock her head
quizzically.

"Is your hand-burner functional?"
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"Yes."

"Then why didn't you provide cover fire for Ahk when he was
caught by the Leapers?"

"It would have been against direct orders."

"What orders?"

She cocked her head in question again.

"Your orders, Commander. Before we left you gave us specific
orders to avoid contact with the Enemy and to enter into combat only
in self-defense. I was not threatened in that situation, so to open fire
would have been in direct disobedience of your orders."

I considered this for several moments before continuing with my
questioning.

"Are you then claiming that had I not issued orders against contact
with the Enemy that you would have given Ahk supporting fire?"

She paused for thought before answering.

"No. I still would have withheld fire."
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"Explain."

"It has become quite apparent since our landing that the hand-
burners could be a decisive factor in any battle with the Leapers.
Realizing this, I could not justify depleting the power of my burner to
benefit any single individual. Rather, I would feel obligated to
preserve its power in lieu of a situation critical to the entire team.
Secondly, priority had to be given to getting the report of our scouting
mission back to the team. Entering into needless combat could have
jeopardized the delivery of that report."

"But your report was of no activity, a fact which was proven invalid
by the Leaper's attack."

"On the contrary, Commander. The attack gave us something to
report. By my inaction, I have survived to report definite Leaper
activity in the area."

The debriefing was getting circular, but I pressed on.

"To clarify something you said earlier, you claim you withheld fire
to conserve the power charge. Isn't it true, however, that the Leaper
pack was small enough in number that you could have eliminated
them with minimal drain to your burner?"

"True, Commander, but they were so scattered during the battle
that it was impossible to estimate their number until they closed in to
feed on Ahk's body. At that time, with Ahk already dead and my
presence undetected, it would have been foolish to waste power by
entering into combat."
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I sank into silence once again, but she continued.

"If I might add some unsolicited comments to the debriefing,
Commander, your attitude on this matter puzzles me. You have
constantly criticized me for taking reckless and independent action.
Your only advice to me has been to try to become more team-oriented
and less indulgent of my own desires and motivations. In this
situation, however, when I have acted strictly by your orders and in
the best interests of the team, you act more as if you were
interrogating a criminal than like a Commander debriefing a Warrior.
I cannot help but question whether you are asking pertinent
questions seeking information, or if you are groping about for
someone else on whom to blame your own incompetence as a
Commander."

It was at this point that I decided we could not afford a duel,
though the frequency with which I review my decision leads me to
believe I am not particularly pleased with the conclusions.

However, now it was time to turn my thoughts to the mission at
hand. Even though I acknowledged its necessity, I did not relish the
thought of what it entailed. We had accumulated an impressive bulk
of data on the Leapers. We were now familiar with their anatomy,
breeding habits, life cycle, and diet. There was still one bit of
information missing that would be invaluable to the Empire, and that
was what we were seeking today. This mission was to appraise the
Leapers' military ability.

To date, we had witnessed only one tactic employed by the Insects
in hunting or fighting. So far, all they had done was rush their victim,
relying on their mobility, power, and strength of numbers to
overwhelm any opposition. What we wanted to test was whether they
could devise and execute an alternate plan given proper conditions.

Even though the sun still had not risen, I decided there was ample
light for our final briefing. I signaled a halt, and the other two
gathered about me. I squatted, cleared a space on the ground in front
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of me, and started scratching diagrams with my claw as I spoke.

"I want to take this opportunity to review our plan once more to be
sure there is no confusion. The plan as stated involves danger enough
without running the added risk of uncoordinated execution."

They studied the diagram intently.

"Some distance ahead is the river. The key point is, of course, the
shallows."

I tapped the indicated position.

"Zur and I will wait there while Kor proceeds upstream a
minimum of one thousand meters. At that point she will attempt to
attract the attention of a pack of Leapers. Once she is spotted, she will
evade them by retreating into the river and moving downstream. "

I again indicated the point on my ground sketch.

"We know that the river between there and the shallows is both too
deep to afford the Leapers footing and too wide for them to attempt
attacking from the bank. The critical question is, Will the Leapers
simply follow along the bank, or will they actually divide their forces
and send a portion of their numbers ahead to the shallows? If they-"

"Commander!"

I was interrupted by a telepathed thought from Kor. I looked at her
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questioningly.

"Continue gesturing at the ground sketch," she continued to beam,
"but unobtrusively scan the terrain around us."

I did, and saw the cause of her concern. In an unusual display of
predawn activity, there were Leapers quietly creeping into view out of
the shadows around us. Both from their stealth and from the focus of
their motion, it was apparent that not only had we been spotted, but
we were the object of their ambush.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

With the suddenness of a serpent's strike the situation had changed.
We were the hunted, not the hunters.

Later I would look back on the reactions of my teammates with
admiration and appreciation. They did not panic either physically or
mentally. Not so much as an angry lash of a tail marred their
performance as they waited. They didn't rail or beleaguer me with
questions, but instead gave me several much-needed moments of
silence in which to formulate our plans. Later I would remember, but
now my mind was preoccupied, appraising our situation.

What at first glance seemed like more than a hundred Leapers on
closer scrutiny proved to be fewer than fifty, still more than enough to
make the situation desperate, but perhaps one not quite as hopeless
as the first appraisal had indicated.

In many ways it was fortunate that the Leapers had chosen this
expedition to ambush. As I noted earlier, we were expecting combat
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on this mission. As such, we were prepared both in armor, and more
importantly, in frame of mind, for a fight. Therefore, the only real
change necessary would be to adapt our tactics to the terrain chosen
by the Enemy for the battle. It had been stressed frequently in our
training as Warriors that the day that Tzen couldn't adapt to the
Enemy's terrain would be the day the Empire crumbled. It seemed we
were to have the opportunity to test that axiom. I studied the terrain
carefully.

We were on the downslope of the last foothill of our range,
crouched in an area of open grassland dotted by large clumps of
brush. About one hundred meters to our left the brush gave out,
yielding to an open grassland. Two hundred meters ahead was the
tree line that lined the river below the shallows, which was our
original destination. To our right, the brush-dotted grassland
continued, marred by only one notable geographic feature: The crest
of the hill we were descending rose sharply to our right, almost
trebling in height; and instead of a gentle slope, slide activity had
exposed a steep sand-and-gravel cliff face.

The trees by the river would be our best chance for safety, so of
course there is where the Enemy had allotted their greatest strength,
fully half their force. The balance of the force was divided roughly
equally, with half forming a line in the grasslands to our right, and the
other half silently creeping down the slope behind us.

Any questions we had about their military aptitude were answered
by that formation. We could read their plan in the patterns. They
definitely did not want us to reach the river, and assuming we
survived the initial clash, had aligned their troops to drive us to our
right, out onto the open grassland. Once there, their superior mobility
on open terrain would bring the affair to a rapid close. It was slightly
ironic that we had walked into this ambush while on a mission to test
if they had the intelligence to head off an escaping fugitive.

I reached my decision.
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"Follow my lead," I beamed to my teammates. "Move as if we
hadn't seen them, but ready your weapons."

With that, I rose and began walking to the right, paralleling the
tree line. Zur and Kor followed, ambling along with such exaggerated
laxness that I feared it would betray our plan. Although Tzen favor a
surprise attack, we are not a deceitful race. As such, I was afraid our
clumsy theatrical efforts would be immediately transparent.

It seemed my fears were groundless. The Leapers did not
immediately charge or in any other way indicate they suspected their
prey had been alerted. Perhaps they are even less deceitful than we
are.

However, our feint was not having the desired effect. I had hoped
that as we moved deeper into their trap they would shift some of their
force from blocking the river to seal the trap, encircling us
completely. If enough moved, it might weaken the wing at the tree line
sufficiently for us to suddenly punch through their line to the river.
Unfortunately the force by the river didn't budge.

My teammates were as ready as they would ever be. Zur had
unlimbered the alter-mace and was idly snapping the heads off
flowers as we passed. Kor was rolling one of her steel balls up and
down on the blade of a wedge-sword as she walked and making it look
easy.

It would be foolhardy to try for the trees with the Leapers in their
current arrangement. The blocking force would simply move forward
and engage us in the open, allowing the other two wings to close on us
in an area with no cover. We would have to do this the hard way.

I leisurely removed the coiled flexi-whip from my shoulder.
Actually, I shouldn't call it a flexi-whip, since it had been modified. I
had affixed one of Kor's steel balls to its tip, the weight of which,
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combined with the whip's lashing action, could pulverize rock. It
wasn't a flexi-whip anymore, it was a Bug-killer.

"Subtlety does not seem to be working," I beamed at the team.
"Break for the cliff on my count...ready...three...two..."

As a unit we wheeled and began jogging for the cliff. As we ran, we
spread the formation slightly until there was space of about two and a
half meters between us to ensure weapons room, and we held at that
distance. It is neither a fast-moving nor an impressive formation, but
once set in motion it doesn't stop for anything. Though it is not a
particularly terrifying sight, few have stood in the path of a jogging
formation of armed Tzen and survived.

For a few precious moments there was no activity in the Enemy
ranks. Apparently they were having difficulty comprehending that we
had seen them and were charging them head-on. Then a series of
chirps and squeals went up behind us, and the Leapers moved into
action.

There were roughly a dozen of the Enemy between us and the cliff.
Normally we could have dealt with them with ease, but by turning our
heads slightly as we ran we could see the bulk of the pack closing
rapidly on us from behind. The Leapers in our path would have to be
dealt with swiftly if we were to survive.

I drew my hand-burner. The charge remaining had been too weak
to assist Ahk, but at short range it might save us today. A Leaper
bounded over a bush at Zur, who smashed its head with the alter-
mace. It died with a shriek and battle was joined.

Three Leapers appeared in my path. I burned the second, caught
the leader with the Bug-killer, and burned the third in mid-air. A
spring-javelin flashed past me and out of sight behind a bush. As I
passed it, I saw a Leaper that had been waiting in hiding pinned and
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writhing.

One appeared a scant two meters in front of me, seeming to pop
out of the ground. I burned it and leaped over the body. My leap
carried me into an unseen dip, and into the midst of three more. I
burned one and clubbed another out of the air in front of me with the
butt of the whip, but the third sank its jaws into my blaster arm and
clung there. I tried to keep running and pull my arm free, but was
slowly being dragged to a halt when Kor appeared, smashing the
Leaper's head from behind with her armored fist while severing its
jaws with her wedge-sword. It was painful, but I managed to twist the
burner around and catch another that was crawling over the edge of
the dip.

Then we were free and running again. The cliff face was only a few
more meters ahead, but we could see a group of two Leapers waiting
there for us. The pack was almost upon us now.

"Kor! Clear the cliff, Zur, with me...turn!"

My second-in-command and I whirled and faced the charging pack
as Kor continued on. We backed slowly toward the cliff as we fought,
confident that Kor would have disposed of the last two by the time we
got there.

"Clear, Commander!"

We dashed the last two meters and turned. With Zur on my left,
Kor on my right, and a cliff at my back, I lowered my head and hissed
in the face of the Enemy.

For a moment they hesitated, then surged forward in a wave. We
weren't running now, and the bodies began to stack around us.
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I draped the Bug-killer over my shoulder as I burned a Leaper,
opened a spring-javelin and pinned a second, then caught a third as I
snatched the Bug-killer from my shoulder again. I saw one go down to
one of Zur's acid darts and another to one of Kor's thrown steel balls
as I took two more with the Bug-killer.

"Caught!" came Zur's calm voice from my left.

I turned and saw him struggling. in a tug of war with a Leaper for
his alter-mace as he tried to keep two others at bay with his dart-
thrower.

"Covered!" I called as I burned the Leaper that was clinging to his
mace.

Suddenly I felt jaws clamp on my calf. A Leaper I thought dead had
inched forward and attached itself to my leg. I started to burn it, but
had to avert my shot to pick another target out of mid-air. Before I
could recover, the Leaper that had my leg rolled, causing me to fall
and lose my balance.

"Caught!" I said.

"Covered!" came a voice, and Kor was there. She chopped at the
Leaper with her wedge-sword. Straightening quickly, she backhanded
another out of the air as I shot between her legs to burn a third, which
was creeping into her vacated position.

I forced myself to my feet as the battle continued.
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The hand-burner finally gave out, leaving me barely enough time to
snatch and open a spring-javelin and bat a leaping Enemy to one side.
A throw to pin it, and I was ready again, Bug-killer in one hand and
wedge-sword in the other.

There was a lull in the action as the Enemy fell back. I was both
tired and puzzled. Either I had completely lost my feel for combat, or
there were more Leapers than I had originally counted. I scanned the
terrain.

There was another small pack of Leapers emerging from the tree
line and still another pack visible in the distant grassland. All were
heading in our direction. Apparently either Leaper communication or
the sound of our battle was drawing reinforcements into the area.

"Weapons status check," I beamed.

"Eight...no...seven acid darts left," Zur corrected himself as he
picked off another Leaper that was starting to creep close.

I noticed he was bleeding steadily from an ugly gash on his upper
arm, and suddenly realized all three of us were suffering wounds. My
calf wound began to throb, but I ignored it, opening a spring-javelin to
meet a Leaper who was crouching to attack.

Before I could throw, the beam of a hand-burner darted from the
crest of the cliff behind us, finishing the Leaper and in rapid
succession several others. The ranks of Enemy surrounding us gave
ground as the beam lanced out again and again.

I didn't have to look. It was Ssah.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

The reappearance of the Empire fleets did not come as a surprise. We
had spotted their scout flyers with increasing regularity and realized
invasion was imminent. Accordingly, we began to make our
preparations.

Our flyers were light enough to be carried easily by two, but that
was on level ground. Unfortunately, they were not designed for a
takeoff, but rather required a drop or launch to become airborne. As
such, it was necessary to carry or hoist them to a higher level of the
cavern. By the time our task was complete and five flyers were
balanced precariously on the lip of a ledge near the ceiling of the
cavern, I had had more than one occasion to question the wisdom of
my decision to use the flyers again.

It was our speculation that all or part of the force would be surface
troops, roaming the grasslands on foot, hunting the Leaper packs. It
would be an easy matter to join up with these forces without freeing
our flyers. Still, I reasoned that we could be of greater service acting
as air cover for the troops. The Wasps had long since died out, and I
wanted to take advantage of the air supremacy that we had fought so
hard for. Then again, there was always the chance our speculations
would turn out to be wrong. I had no desire to be stranded here again
because we had been too lazy to arrange our own transport.

Another major portion of our time was occupied in releasing the
warm-bloods we had kept penned for food. This turned out to be a
greater task than we had originally planned. We had known it would
be necessary to take them some distance from the cavern before
releasing them to avoid luring Leapers into the area with a sudden
abundance of game. What we had not counted on was the warm-
bloods' reluctance to depart. Apparently they preferred to be penned
and fed to having to wander and forage, and resented our attempts to
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return them to their natural situation. They persisted in attempting to
follow us back to the cavern, even when pelted with rocks. In fact,
some of them were so stubborn that they would hide themselves and
attempt to follow at a distance unnoticed. They were quite crafty at
this tactic, and it was not uncommon for a Tzen on a release
assignment to arrive back at the cavern with more warm-bloods than
he had left with.

They became such a nuisance that we seriously discussed the
possibility of killing them, a rare solution for a race such as ourselves,
which only kills for food or defense and occasionally for honor. We
considered the possibility and discarded it. We were Tzen. We did not
kill simply because something annoyed us. Another solution would
have to be found.

Before the elusive solution was discovered, the fleet arrived.

I was guarding the entrance at the time of their arrival. I had never
viewed one of our attacks from the defender's viewpoint before and
was impressed by its suddenness. One moment the view was clear and
serene, and the next the air was filled with flyers. There was no
warning, no opportunity to watch the formations approach; they were
suddenly there, crowding the sky with their numbers.

There were swarms of the single flyers such as we used, but my
attention was held by the huge flyers of a design unfamiliar to me. As I
viewed them, I noticed streams of what looked like clear balls being
dropped as they swooped low over the grasslands. Curiosity made me
force-focus my eyes on these balls as they fell. The increased
magnification of force-focus revealed a Tzen Warrior encased in each
ball as it plunged downward. Apparently the ball was composed of a
substance not unlike the gel-cushion of our fliers, and this was a new
method of dropping surface teams.

I scanned the immediate vicinity one last time and retreated into
the cavern again.

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Load your flyers," I announced to the team.

They needed no further explanation. As I said, we had been
expecting the fleet's arrival. I joined them as they quietly gathered
their personal gear and began their climb to the flyers.

Before entering my flyer, I paused to scan the cavern a final time.
The last of the warm-bloods had long since been released and the
pens dismantled. There was no trace remaining of our garrison.

I suddenly realized the others were already sealed in their flyers
and waiting for me.

"Open fire!" I beamed to them and entered my flyer.

Four hot-beams darted out simultaneously, and before their
assault the wall of the cavern began to melt away. By the time I had
sealed my flyer an opening had appeared, and sunlight began to
stream into the cavern again. I added my weapon to the group effort. I
deliberately allowed the firing to continue overlong, burning an
exceptionally large opening. It had been a long time since any of us
had flown, and it was doubtful we were up to precision maneuvers.

"Cease fire!"

We sat motionless for several long moments waiting for the rock to
cool and until we were sure that any rockslides caused by our burning
had run their course.
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"One at a time...Wait until the flyer ahead of you has cleared the
entrance before following!"

With that, I set the foot disc and trod down on it to start the engine.
As I felt it begin to convert its power, I rocked my body forward in the
flyer. It slid off the edge of the ledge and plunged toward the floor of
the cavern. Immediately I began working the controls, and the wings
spread, catching the air and changing my fall into a swooping climb. A
few adjustments, and I was out in the sunlight.

I quickly took the flyer into a slow spiral climb and hovered over
the entrance, waiting for the rest of the team to emerge. As they
appeared one by one and climbed to join me, I felt a certain sense of
accomplishment. Over a year on Enemy-held terrain and we survived
with all equipment intact and only one member lost. Then I thought
about Ahk and the feeling faded.

I was about to signal for a formation movement, then noticed there
was another formation of flyers working in the near vicinity. I
activated my flyer's intrusion beacon to advise them of our presence.

"Identify!" came the beamed thought from the other formation's
Commander.

"Commander Rahm and survivors of the last attack on this planet.
We request permission to join your command for the duration of this
mission."

There was pause.

"Survivors from the last attack?"
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"Confirmed."

"Then you have not been informed..."

There was another long pause.

"Clarify," I prompted.

"The Black Swamps have been destroyed!"

My mind reeled under the impact of the news. Shocked disbelief
swept over me, followed closely by a dark rage. The Black Swamps!

We had all known that this might happen. It was for that reason we
had relocated the Empire into the colony ships before entering into
the War. Still, the reality was a crushing blow. The Black Swamps!
The Swamps were the point of origin of our race as well as our
traditional burial grounds. We came from the Black Swamps and
would return to the Black Swamps. It was part of our heritage, part of
the Empire. Particularly with the new technology, it was one of the
few stable elements of our culture. The Black Swamps! Destroyed!

A cold resolve settled over me. Before, we fought the Insects
because we had to. Now it was a Blood Feud. We would do whatever
we had to to destroy them. Completely.

I suddenly realized how long we had been hovering there inactive.
The other Commander had maintained a respectful silence while we
absorbed the shock of the news.
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"Commander!" I beamed quietly.

"Yes?"

"We have gathered much data on the Enemy vital to the Empire
and to this attack. Request permission for my second-in-command to
rendezvous with the flagship as soon as possible to pass this
information on for the Planetary Commander's consideration."

"Rahm," Zur's voice came to me. "I-"

"You'll follow the orders given you!" I snapped back, interrupting
his protest. "Well, Commander?"

"Permission granted. I will relay the request and obtain data on an
accelerated rendezvous point."

"I would further request permission to lead the balance of my
force in attacking the Leapers."

"Also granted. Proceed at your own discretion."

"On my lead...Ready...three...two..."

We wheeled our flyers and dove on the grasslands. I took them in
low, dangerously low. We had to swerve around bushes as we ranged
back and forth, pursuing and burning Leapers as we found them.
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The Black Swamps destroyed! I signaled the team for another run.
There was a frenzy to our attack above and beyond that displayed by
the other teams. Unlike them, we knew we were working against a
time limit. We wanted to kill as many of the hated Bugs as we could
before Zur reached the flagship. We knew once our information
reached the Planetary Commander, the mission would be aborted. By
our analysis of the data we had gathered during our stay on the
Planet, there was no chance that this type of attack would succeed
against the Leapers.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"...having a highly developed telescoping oviposition situated at the
indicated point on the diagram."

The Planetary Commander paused as lights flashed on the Leaper
anatomy diagram on the wall-sized View Screen behind him.

We were in the main briefing room of the fleet's flagship. I and my
teammates were arrayed along the walls at the front of the room on
either side of the View Screen, heroes on display. The Planetary
Commander was completing an unenviable task, that of explaining to
the Commanders of the fleet why the mission had been aborted so
soon after its onset.

"In the absence of any evidence of egg beds or central nests, we had
assumed that either the Leapers bore their offspring live, or that the
eggs were carried internally until mature, so that they hatched soon
after being laid. If this had been true, our plan of a surface attack to
wipe out all existing Leapers would have been a viable tactic."
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He paused to look at my team.

"The firsthand experience of Commander Rahm and his team has
proved this assumption is incorrect. The Leapers lay their eggs singly
and buried deep in the earth. The exact time required for an egg to
mature and hatch is currently unknown, but it is far in excess of a
year. There is even a possibility that they lay dormant until triggered
by a specific telepathed command from an adult."

He looked directly at the assembled Commanders.

"This means that if we succeeded in eliminating every living
Enemy, that the eggs would remain, hatching at unknown intervals
over an indefinite period. The only current possibility for combating
this would be to establish a large standing garrison to constantly hunt
the new hatchlings before they could lay more eggs. Even if this tactic
could succeed, we are not equipped on this mission to establish such a
garrison. As such, it is my decision as Planetary Commander to
suspend action until such time as an effective plan can be formulated.
This decision has been supported by the High Command, and orders
to that effect are currently being relayed to the other fleets engaged in
similar attacks.

"Finally, we are fortunate that our casualty estimates were for very
light losses on this mission. Consequently, relatively few Tzen will
have to be stranded on this planet. We will be able to leave them
ample supplies and weapons to ensure their survival until our return.
We have been assured by the High Command that space for them on
the next return flight will be planned for, giving them a very high
probability for rejoining the Empire."

He scanned the room slowly.

"Any questions?"
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There were none. He turned to me.

"Are there any comments you would wish to add, Commander?"

I moved to take his place in front of the assembly.

"I would call the assembled Commanders' attention to the great
assistance my second-in-command, Zur, rendered in the gathering of
the data you have been given, as well as in the over-all survival of the
team. This was to a large part due to his earlier training in the
Scientists' caste. I would suggest to the Commanders that they recall
this in the future if their Warrior's pride prompts them to refuse the
service of a Warrior who was not raised in the Warriors' caste. I will
further be submitting a recommendation to High Command that the
Warrior caste's training program be expanded to include
rudimentary Scientist training, and that information discs containing
data about the Enemy and the target planet be made a mandatory part
of each Warrior's equipment when undertaking a mission."

I turned and looked at Ssah before continuing.

"Further, I would publicly commend the action of Ssah. Her rapid
analysis and reaction to a specific situation saved the lives of half the
team and ensured our survival to deliver our report to the Empire."

With that I turned to the Planetary Commander.

"I feel that with our participation in this meeting, our part of this
mission is completed. At this point I wish to formally and publicly
decry one of my team, specifically Ssah. Her lack of action, her failure
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to save a teammate in a fatal situation, her constant endangering of
the team with her self-centered drive for power-all contribute to my
thoughts when I state that I find her conduct intolerable and
unworthy of a Tzen, much less a Warrior. I call upon the assembled
Commanders to witness my formal accusation of ineffectiveness of
my teammate Ssah."

The Planetary Commander looked at Ssah.

"Ssah, do you wish to reply at this time?"

"I deny the charges leveled at me by Commander Rahm. Further, I
would lodge countercharge that the Commander himself created the
situations he described by his failure to provide firm leadership and
his inability to issue clear and definitive orders."

The Planetary Commander turned to me once more.

"Rahm, do you wish this matter settled in a Court of Warriors or by
personal combat?"

"Personal combat."

"Choice of weapons?"

"Dueling sticks."

"Will you represent yourself or appoint a champion?"
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I had given long thought to this question, knowing it would be
asked. While I was sure either Zur or Kor would be willing to serve as
my champion and would doubtless have a better chance of victory,
this duel I wanted to fight myself.

"I will represent myself."

He turned to Ssah.

"Ssah?"

"The conditions set forth by Rahm are satisfactory."

"Very well. You will meet in precisely one hour. A proper site will
be arranged, and the information will be passed to you. I will officiate
at the duel myself.

Thus it was that an hour later I was standing in one of the flight
team bays waiting to face Ssah. I stood with dueling stick in hand,
facing the wall with my head down and my back to the room as is
prescribed by Tzen dueling etiquette.

A Tzen dueling stick was a deceptively simple weapon. Assembled,
it was merely a metal rod one and a half inches in diameter and
roughly four feet long, with a tapered point on one end. It was
composed of several sections that fitted into each other, allowing it to
be dismantled and carried in a pouch. It was in this ability to
dismantle the weapon that its subtlety began to be hinted at.
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Although it was primarily a thrusting weapon, there were many
ways it could be used. It could be held one-handed like a sword, held
two-handed like a short staff, or thrown like a javelin. By removing
several sections and holding them in the other hand, it could actually
be handled as two weapons. Although the possible combinations were
finite, the arguments between Tzen as to what was the most effective
manner of using it were not.

We waited with backs to each other and heads lowered to reduce
the temptation of sneaking a look at our opponent's preparations.
You were not to know what tactic you faced until you actually faced it.

"Ready!" As challenger, I replied first.

"Ready!" came Ssah's voice from the far end of the room.

"Turn and face your opponent!"

We did, and the Planetary Commander left, shutting the door
behind him. His job was done. He had ensured that neither of us had
brought extra weapons or assistants to the duel or had taken
advantage of our opponent's exposed back during the waiting period.
From here on it was up to us.

Ssah had retained the pointed section of her stick and assembled
the other sections into one long rod, thus giving herself a staff and
dagger combination.

I had correctly anticipated both her double weapon move and her
implied intent for a close battle. I had divided my own stick into two
equal lengths, giving myself two short sticks, one with a point.
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I began to move toward her warily. Instead of advancing to meet
me, she moved sideways to a wall. I hesitated, puzzling over her tactic,
and in that moment of hesitation she sprang up onto one of the wall
walkways and stood looking at me expectantly.

I considered her position. Obviously she wished to fight in an area
where the footing would be restricted, as well as the space in which to
swing a weapon. She stood facing along the wallway, her dagger
between her and the wall, her staff free to swing.

I accepted the challenge and moved to the other end of the
walkway. As I approached her, I switched hands with my weapons so
that the pointed stick would be between me and the wall and the blunt
stick would be on the outside.

We eyed each other, neither willing to make the first move. I was
counting on her youth and recklessness to goad her into action, and I
was right.

She sprang forward, aiming an overhead blow at my head with her
staff. I blocked it with my blunt stick, bringing my arm across my
body for a backhand block, at the same time thrusting for her chest
with my pointed stick. A split second behind the thrust, I snapped a
backhand blow at her head with my blunt stick. She parried the lunge
with her staff while ducking under the blow at her head, then jabbed
at my knee with her staff.

The move caught me off guard. I had not expected her to thrust
with the blunt staff. The attack landed, and even though there was no
point, there was sufficient power behind the jab to cause my knee to
explode in pain.

I backpedaled, clumsily, striking at her extended arm with my
blunt stick. She avoided it easily, but it achieved the results I desired.
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It kept her from immediately following up on her advantage.

I was in trouble. My injured knee would seriously impair my
footwork in a terrain where footwork was already restricted.

I braced myself for her next attack, then realized she was waiting
patiently at a distance for me to make my next move. She was going to
make me carry the battle to her, forcing me into additional movement
on my already injured knee.

I considered retreating back to the floor of the bay, but realized
that if I attempted it she would worry me with small attacks every step
of the way, wearing me down and perhaps finishing the fight before I
reached solid footing.

I debated jumping for the floor, but decided against it. The heavy
impact of landing might injure my leg further. I would simply have to
fight this her way.

I moved forward slowly and was surprised to see she stood her
ground. I had been expecting her to retreat before my advance,
forcing me into additional movement. I decided on a desperate tactic
to settle the fight before it occurred to her to turn it into a foot race. I
deliberately advanced within range of her staff, hoping to bait her into
trying a long attack where I could attempt to wrest the staff from her

grip.

She didn't take the bait. Instead, she gave a small hop and jumped
off the walkway. The move surprised me so that I didn't see her
twirling until it was too late. She twisted her body around in a neat
circle and used the centrifugal force to make a whip-strike at my leg
with her staff as she fell.
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