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 PROLOGUE 
 
    Planet: Delphi 
 
    The planet Delphi was the official headquarters for the United Systems of Perileos (USP) government, which consisted of thirteen planets members, and maintains the military that supports the alliance.  
 
    The Tasmanian Special Forces Group was a relatively small unit with roots that go back hundreds of years. It was an elite group, nicknamed the Devils, formed to undertake suicidal tasks, under impossible conditions, on a moment's notice. Because of the high qualification standards and their high-mortality assignments, they were accorded special rights. 
 
    * All members of the group were equal. Consequently, they had no rank, were awarded no medals, and had only one pay scale, which varied only by time with the unit. Each member's position on an assignment depended upon their previous performance and their specialty: sniper, medic, explosives, or telecommunications. 
 
    * Members of the unit were not required to salute anyone and had superiors only when on assignment, and then only to the Tasmanian appointed their leader for that assignment. When not on assignment, they were all considered equal, regardless of their time with the unit. 
 
    * The unit wore standard army uniforms but with a white strip running the length of the pants, and their unit was designated by a Tasmanian-fur flash on the beret.  
 
    For the first time in the group's history, a woman had qualified to be a member. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Planet: Delphi: Fort Endeavor 
 
    Back on Delphi, I found that Colonel Martinez’s tape of my challenge on Surbaya, with the thugs who had crippled my father, had beaten me home. When I entered the Tasmanian club my first night back, everyone stood and clapped, causing me to blush from my toenails to the ends of my hair. 
 
    "Sister," Smitty said as he stood and approached me, "that tape has made the Tasmanians legends. Everyone’s thinking if a female Tasmanian can kill fifteen men in a knife fight, imagine what the male Tasmanians can do." He laughed and I could hear feet stomping the floor and hands beating on tables from everyone in the club. He held up his hands for silence. "We're not going to contradict them, but quite frankly, none of us are crazy enough to take on fifteen opponents with a knife." 
 
    It was good to be back at Fort Endeavor with my Tasmanian brothers, I mused, as I walked into the center of the room and looked around the club, as if to make sure only Tasmanians were listening.  
 
    "I hoped you would enjoy the tape. It took three days to make, and I had to hire a doctor. The damn actors wanted to run to the hospital for every little scratch." 
 
    "That guy with his neck bones showing didn't look like a scratch," someone shouted. 
 
    "Well, there were a few…slips. That's the reason it took three days to make. We had to reshoot that part and all the parts where he had previously appeared. And then his wife wanted to be paid more for his mistake." 
 
    "For getting his neck in the way of your knife," someone else shouted. 
 
    "Exactly! Then they had the nerve to suggest I use fake knives. Now, how would that look?" I paused looking around the club. "Next, they would be wanting fake blood. The things I go through to make you wimps look good." I lowered my head and shook it slowly in resignation. 
 
    The room erupted to the sounds of men slapping the tables and stomping the floor in approval. 
 
    "Welcome back, Jolie!" A shout rose up as glasses and mugs were raised in my direction. I bowed, delighted to be back among my brothers-in-arms. 
 
    "Major Wet-pants hasn't left Fort Shiva since you went on vacation to see your father. We've been watching," Smitty said when the noise quieted. "And when he sees this tape, I doubt he will ever leave his room." 
 
    Smitty was referring to the name the Tasmanian's had dubbed Major Lloyd after my verbal confrontation with him on the planet Libian. I had repeatedly accused him of being a coward and pissing in his pants from fear. I shouldn't have, but he started it by insulting me and then the Tasmanians. At the time, I was exhausted, and my brain was still in a fog from the battle with the Zinwe. Lloyd had a personal vendetta against me for being a woman and for passing the Tasmanian Qualification School when he couldn’t. But because he chose to make the confrontation where most of the Tasmanians could hear, he now had the entire special force group wanting–or more appropriately demanding–an apology, and he wasn't safe anywhere. 
 
    "Jolie Luan, you're under arrest…" someone shouted, and simultaneously, tables and chairs went flying as Tasmanians rose with weapons drawn. I turned while drawing my weapon, when I realized all the weapons in the room were pointing behind me. At lease twenty Tasmanians stood looking down at a group of military police lying scattered akimbo across the floor. 
 
    "This is an outrage!" screamed a young lieutenant, his round face contorted and red with rage, as he pushed himself up onto his knees. He rose to his feet, but his face lost its color as he scanned the area and saw all the weapons pointing in his direction. To his credit, he recovered quickly. "I have an arrest warrant signed by General Neville for a Jolie Luan," he said with only a little tremor in his voice. Considering that the regular army types thought the Tasmanians were crazy and unpredictable, it was an impressive performance. "And I will be pressing charges for the assault on my men who were attempting to carry out a legal arrest order." 
 
    "Lieutenant, you don't force your way into our club, and you don't point weapons at Tasmanians. You and your detail are lucky to be alive," Howard said. He was a senior Tasmanian who was frequently appointed the ranking member on assignments. Though in his forties, his body was muscular and didn't have an ounce of fat, and his eyes had the cold grey steel of a predator. 
 
    "Where is Jolie Luan?" the lieutenant persisted as he removed handcuffs from his belt. 
 
    "What are the charges, Lieutenant…" Howard asked, seeking a name. 
 
    "Windom," he said, looking down at his comm device. "Desertion, taking unauthorized actions which resulted in the death and injury of army personnel, and threatening a superior officer." 
 
    "Where are you taking her?" Howard asked while surveying the policemen as they staggered to their feet. Several looked like they would need medical attention. He frowned. That would not bode well for Jolie. 
 
    "For questioning." For a brief moment, a tight smile appeared on the lieutenant's face.  
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "The army detention center on Fort Carlson," the lieutenant said. Now he was openly smiling.  
 
    "First, Lieutenant Windom, she is invoking her right to counsel; therefore, she can't be questioned without legal representation present. Secondly, Tasmanians will accompany you to Fort Carlson to make sure she arrives safely." 
 
    "Safely?" 
 
    "Yes, Lieutenant. You're arresting a Tasmanian, and you only have eight men who don't look in prime condition. Wouldn't want a dangerous criminal like Jolie to escape." Howard smiled but the humor didn't reach his eyes. Windom nodded but his eyes burned with hate. We left the club fourteen strong, with nine military police, four Tasmanians, and me, in the four police cars the lieutenant and his men had arrived in. I sat quietly in the back seat with Smitty while the lieutenant sat in the front passenger seat. 
 
    "You think this is Wet-pants’s doing?" Smitty asked, looking worried. 
 
    "With the backing of the army's senior officers," I said, which didn't bode well for me. Unwittingly, I'd been a pain in their ass since the day I joined the army. They didn't like me requesting modifications to their enlistment contract, since it established a dangerous precedent. Of course, they established the precedent by approving the modifications, thinking to make an example of me after I failed the Tasmanian Qualification School. When it appeared I would pass the class, they gave illegal orders to do whatever necessary to ensure I failed. The plot was discovered, and much to their annoyance, the previously elite all-male Tasmanian Special Forces Group now had a woman member. This felt like get-even time. 
 
    "Jolie, don't answer any questions until your defense attorney is present. We'll have one available for you before your preliminary hearing," Smitty said as they led me and my Tasmanian escort into the detention center building through a metal detector scanner and down a long corridor of holding cells. It must have been a slow night as they were currently all empty. 
 
    The lieutenant stopped at the last cell and waited as a female guard unlocked the cell door. He waved me in. I idly noted the cell was the largest of the cells we had passed and could accommodate at least eight to ten prisoners. Strange: they had entered the club with weapons drawn, and therefore, they had been ready to shoot me if I…what? Ran, resisted arrest, argued…? And now I was being put in a large cell when a single would seem more appropriate. I wondered what orders the lieutenant had been given when he was assigned to arrest me. If they stated or implied excessive force was authorized, then getting payback for his detail's embarrassing encounter at the Tasmanian club might be ignored, or worse, blamed on me–an out-of-control psychotic, i.e., a Tasmanian female. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The lieutenant returned a couple of hours later with eight men; three I recognized from his original detail and five muscular replacements. I thought I smelled alcohol. Actually, I hoped so if what I thought this late-hour visit meant. Unfortunately, none of the men looked glassy-eyed or intoxicated. From the intense look on their faces, they probably had two shots: one to settle the nerves and one to raise the excitement of beating the shit out of the Tasmanian and then having a bit of fun afterward.  
 
    "Five of my detail are in the hospital,"  Windom said and waited. I didn't know what he expected me to say. When I didn't reply, he smiled. "Bates, was she searched before you locked her in the cell?" 
 
    "No, Lieutenant," a woman's voice answered from somewhere further down the hallway. 
 
    "I've heard these Tasmanians carry knives all over their bodies. Strip search her," he said and smiled. "Luan, we will use force…lethal force if necessary." 
 
    As he talked, the woman police officer appeared with a ring of coded sticks about twelve centimeters long and one centimeter thick. She selected one and slipped it in into the door's locking plate. The stick glowed green, and I heard the locking mechanism click open. I touched the WiFi symbol on my TCom and a menu appeared. I touched Open Channel and shouted "Devils to me," as four men entered the cell. They were in a single file as the door was too narrow to enter two abreast. I charged the leading man who was smiling. He barely raised his arms a few centimeters before I crashed into him, driving my palm up and under his chin. The force snapped his head violently backward and into the man behind him. Even if I hadn't broken his neck and killed him, he was no longer a threat. While the second man struggled to move the unconscious body, I leapt into the air and delivered a flying sidekick to the bridge of his nose, rendering him unconscious and causing a major concussion at a minimum. The impact drove his head into the man's head behind him, and they were propelled backward out of the cell's door. The policewoman quickly shut the cell door. I backed to the far wall when I saw the lieutenant draw a X26 Taser, hoping it wouldn't be effective against my uniform at this distance. 
 
    "You bitch," he shouted as he fired the taser. As I hoped, one stuck in the area of my intestines and the other hit my side and fell off. I grabbed the attached wire, pulled it free while wrapping it around my hand, and yanked it back with all my strength. I smiled as it jerked the taser out of the lieutenant's hand and into the cell. Of course, the taser was useless now, but I was stalling for time. These assholes intended to kill me. Two more tasers appeared as the policewoman opened the cell door again. It appeared a reasonable strategy. If I rushed the men entering, they would shoot me with their tasers. If I didn't, they would have enough men in the cell to overcome me. Five entered before the cell door was closed. They fanned out in a crescent formation in front of me and then began shuffling toward me. Each man held a baton. I could break through the formation but then I'd be facing tasers. And I estimated help was at least ten to twenty minutes away. 
 
    The formation stopped while the two men in the center continued moving forward, batons held ready to strike head high. I waited. What else could I do? Eventually, one of the two reached to within striking distance. He made a strike toward my head while the other man lunged at me. I dropped down on my right leg and executed a leg sweep that sent the closest man into the air. I only managed to hit one of the lunging man's legs, which caused him to stumble into the wall. The man who had his feet swept from under him hit the ground hard and his baton was jarred lose. I snatched it off the floor as I rose to meet two more men rushing me. I accepted a blow to my shoulder for the opportunity to drive my baton into his throat. He staggered backward fighting unsuccessfully to breathe.  
 
    The second man hesitated, gaping at his buddy and receiving my baton across his temple; he crumpled to the floor. I saw several more men entering the cell with tasers. The last two of the original six, emboldened by the reinforcements, charged me. I shifted left, using the man on my left as interference to the one on my right. As he swung at my head, I lunged into him. His arm hit my head, but the baton found only air. I turned my back to him as my left hand latched onto his right arm, and I drove the elbow of my right arm into his ribs. I felt the ribs cave in as he howled in pain. I twisted him left as one of the newcomers fired his taser, hitting my captive who jerked uncontrollably.  
 
    I was now exposed to the man on my right and receive a glancing blow to my head before I could get free of my captive. I pushed my jerking captive away in the direction of the newcomers, put both of my arms in front of my face, and delivered a back kick into the head of the man on my right. His baton smashed into my thigh as my foot simultaneously hit his face. His forward momentum stopped like he had run into a wall, and he collapsed backward onto the floor.  
 
    Before my foot returned to the floor, a taser fired and the barbs hit me in the chest. My body spasmed as electricity coursed through my body. I had little control but managed to drop my arms, which I had intentionally held high appearing to protect my face and jerked right at the same time–a technique we had practiced at Fort Endeavor. As my left arm spasmed and dropped, it hit one of the taser's wires and dislodged it. I continued turning right as I heard another taser fire. Only one barb hit me. I screamed, "Devils to me," more to freeze the men coming at me than expecting Tasmanians to be in the building.  
 
    I ran between the two men, delivering an elbow to the eye socket of the man on my right and an elbow to the other man's temple as I spun right. I finished a complete revolution only a step from the cell door. The policewoman slammed the cell door shut before I could reach the door. But before she could move away, my right hand grabbed her wrist, and I pulled her into the bars as my left hand reached for her weapon. I freed it from her holster a moment too late to avoid the jolt of fifty thousand volts of electricity from a taser in my back. I lost control of my body and barely felt the blows that followed like a drummer on steroids. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Planet: Delphi: Fort Carlton 
 
    "I'm Tasmanian Howard," Howard said as he approached the middle-aged woman sitting at the desk inside the lounge leading to General Neville's office. "I was asked to report to the general." 
 
    "He asked for the officer in charge of the Tasmanian SFG," the woman said in a no-nonsense tone that matched her stern expression. "I assume that's who you are, General Howard." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," Howard said, leaving off that's my position today.  
 
    "General Neville is waiting for you in his conference room, the Clausewitz. Out the door and to your right, General Howard," she said and returned to looking at her tablet. 
 
    Howard found the room easily as the door had a silver metal plate with Clausewitz engraved in gold. He knocked, waited a few seconds, and entered, deciding the room was more than likely soundproof. He closed the door and stood waiting acknowledgement.  
 
    "It's a sad state of affairs when we don't know the name of the man who commands the Tasmanians," Neville said, waving to an empty chair to his left. 
 
    "Today, it's a committee of three retired Tasmanians who distinguished themselves during their careers, sir. Their names are Schwartz, Higgins, and Waters. I'm Tasmanian Howard. They appointed me to speak for the Tasmanians."  
 
    He took the seat indicated while noting that Brigadier General Horgray, the head of the army's military police, sat across the table from him. Horgray was young for a general, tall with a rugged, square face that looked ready to spit fifty-caliber bullets. Next to him sat a short, round-faced man who he thought might be Major General Wetzell, the chief of the legal department. General Neville's aide-de-camp, Captain Manning, sat in a chair behind the general.  
 
    "Judging by the reports I've received this morning, the Tasmanians committed a number of crimes last night and need to be held accountable. They are still in the army and subject to military regulations," Neville said while watching Howard with laser-focused eyes.  
 
    "Which crimes are those, sir?" 
 
    "You arrogant bastard. You know damn–" Horgray stopped in mid-rant when Neville raised a finger in his direction while continuing to look at Howard. 
 
    "Impeding the arrest of the Tasmanian…" Neville paused to look at his tablet, "Jolie Luan." 
 
    "That is incorrect, sir. Nine military police forced their way into the Tasmanian club with weapons drawn, pointing them in the direction of men and women sitting quietly at tables. It was fortunate several Tasmanians with cool heads relieved them of their guns." 
 
    "You had no right to interfere with the military police in the performance of their duty. They had an order to arrest Jolie Luan," Horgray shouted as he came halfway out of his chair and pointed a finger in Howard's direction. 
 
    "Actually, General Horgray, any Tasmanian would have been in his right to shoot someone pointing a weapon in their guest's direction. They had no way of knowing the intent of seemingly out-of-control men waving weapons inside a peaceful club." Howard paused, then continued before anyone could comment. "The Tasmanians took Tasmanian Luan into custody and accompanied the police back to military headquarters where they saw her securely locked into a cell. These events will be on tape at the club and the jail. I fail to see a crime." 
 
    Neville looked at Horgray, whose face was twisted in anger, but he remained silent. He then looked to General Wetzell, who nodded. 
 
    "Tasmanian Jolie Luan is being charged with assault and murder of army personnel at the Fort Carlson headquarters detention facility while they attempted to process her into custody," Wetzell said, in an obviously pleased tone. Horgray gave Howard a look of satisfaction. In response, Howard pursed his lips and shook his head slowly. "I assume you have a tape of the prisoner, who was securely locked in her cell, attacking those fifteen military policemen?" 
 
    "No, we turned off the tape since we were going to do a strip search," Horgray said, his eyes darting to Neville before continuing. "You Tasmanians all carry combat knives." 
 
    "You knew she passed through a body scanner on the way into the cells. Besides, you don't do strip searches for weapons, and strip searches are not conducted in a cell by eight men. I agree a crime was committed by your men, and there will be an accounting." Howard opened his tablet and slid it across to Neville. "The icon labeled Arrest shows what we found when we entered the jail. It's clear fifteen military policemen attacked Jolie Luan with batons and tasers while she was securely locked in a police cell. She had no option but to defend herself. On behalf of the Tasmanian Special Forces Group, I am requesting a formal inquiry into the attempted murder of Tasmanian Luan." 
 
    "What about the original court martial charges for which she was arrested?" Neville asked, sounding tired of the whole situation. 
 
    "Luan was on leave when the court martial charges were made, and she returned after her leave was up. So, desertion charges are nonsense, and the police knew that, or they are incompetent. As for the charges of taking unauthorized actions which resulted in the death and injury of army personnel, and threatening a superior officer, we have sworn depositions by the Rangers who were there and a hundred witnesses as to the major's actions, in addition to a tape you can access by pressing the icon labeled Lloyd. If you convict her in spite of the depositions and the tape, I will have recruitment issues for the next decade. No one will want to be in an organization where the officers have divine rights over the enlisted. Then we have the Tasmanian charter. If Major Lloyd outranks Luan, then he outranks every Tasmanian, including me," Howard said. 
 
    Neville's head jerked up from Howard's tablet with the pictures of the detention area when the Tasmanian had arrived. "How can that be? You're in charge of the Tasmanians," Neville said, frowning at Howard. 
 
    "Luan has the same rank as every other Tasmanian, which is why our uniforms have no insignia. We have only one pay scale," Howard paused but continued when no one spoke. They were obviously having a problem with the concept. "When I get back to Fort Endeavor, Luan and I will be equals." 
 
    It was so quiet, you could hear people breathing. Neville stared again at the pictures on Howard's tablet before touching the Lloyd icon; the voice of Major Lloyd could be heard. Eventually, Neville slid the tablet to Howard and stood. "Wetzell, Tasmanian Luan has been wronged…by me as well." The last words were just above a whisper, remembering his indirect efforts to keep her from passing the Tasmanian Qualification School. "Make this mess go away." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Planet: Delphi: Fort Endeavor 
 
    "That was clever, shouting Devils to me into an open channel on your TCom. You emptied Fort Endeavor, Happy Corner, and Delphi City of all Tasmanians." Smitty laughed, then sobered. "They meant to make an example of you as a lesson to the Tasmanians. I don't know how you survived the fourteen minutes it took for the first Tasmanians to arrive." 
 
    "If that policewoman hadn't slammed that cell door shut in time, I would have met you at the gate into Fort Carlson, and I could have avoided the hospital." 
 
    "It's probably a good thing she did. With you in the cell, it was obvious what happened. It wouldn't have been so easy if you had escaped. Howard had a long talk with General Wetzell, and all charges against you are being dropped." 
 
    "I wonder how he did that," I asked, thinking they had enough to hang me, and this was the perfect opportunity for the senior brass to get the lone female out of the Tasmanians. 
 
    "You will have to ask Howard," Smitty said, shaking his head. "When I saw all the bodies in that cell, I thought you would be lucky to get off with life in prison." 
 
    "They were furious at what happened at the Devils Club and wanted to send a message to the Tasmanians," I said thinking back to that night. "They wanted me to fight so they would be justified sending me to the hospital. But it soon escalated into a life-and-death contest." 
 
    Smitty laughed. "Hurry up and get well. Since they turned off the cameras in that area, everyone is dying to hear what happened." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Howard stopped in that evening as I was eating dinner.  
 
    "I think you eat more than any other Tasmanian," he said as he entered the room. 
 
    "I'm trying to grow twenty centimeters and gain at least twenty-five kilo," I quipped. 
 
    "That's the problem, Jolie. You're small and look like you shouldn't be out on a windy day. Too many men think that means you couldn't have earned your fur, and they want to prove it. And it's worse for men like Major Lloyd who failed to qualify for the Tasmanians," Howard said, then gave me an evaluating inspection. "How are you feeling?" 
 
    "About the same as after Smitty's interrogation," I said remembering the interrogation exercise where Smitty had been ordered to make sure I didn't qualify. He had almost killed me in the attempt, and I had to be hospitalized. 
 
    "The good news is, they are dropping all charges against you," Howard said and smiled. 
 
    "How did you manage that?" I agreed with Smitty's assessment. 
 
    "They lost all their credibility when they admitted they turned off the cameras and intended to do a strip search. As to the other charges, General Wetzell admitted Major Lloyd's remarks were inappropriate, with the intent to goat you into a fight. And it didn't hurt that General Neville wanted the mess to go away. In a way, Neville is telling the military police they got what they asked for and can't complain if they don't like what they got." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I stayed in the hospital for three days. I tried to leave earlier, but the doctors wouldn't sign a release. Finally, they agreed but stipulated I should be on light duty, which to the Tasmanians meant regular duty. When I found I didn't have a schedule, I went to the firing range, wanting to see the effect sore and bruised muscles had on my accuracy. Not surprisingly, I was a bit off until I used my Gong Luan meditation to focus. In war, your adrenaline negates the pain, and your focus on the enemy helps. 
 
    "I thought I'd find you here," Simons said as he neared. "Are those military security faces on your targets?" he said, standing behind me. I was laying with my CheyTac sniper rifle shooting targets set five, ten, and fifteen hundred meters down range. 
 
    "No, that's history. They got in their licks, and I got in mine. It was actually good practice, and I learned a lot," I said as I cleared the CheyTac and stood. 
 
    He laughed. "Damned if you aren't as crazy as the rest of us. And while we're on the topic of crazy, there is a fair amount of interest in your Gung Luan Vanquishing Fear training. You interested?" 
 
    "Sure, Chief," I said using Simons call sign. "Weekends?" 
 
    "I think the senior Tasmanians might be willing to make it a regular scheduled class. How many can you take?" 
 
    "Ten, I think. I have to set up the rooms and monitor each individual during the exercise," I said. 
 
    "Good. I'll get a list together and clear it with the senior group." 
 
    And thus, life returned to normal. I attended my specialty classes–sniper, explosives, and medical–during the week and participated in the training exercises that were a part of every Tasmanian's duty when not on assignment. I even got to participate in the qualifying school candidate training. For this session, there were nine candidates who had passed phase one of the school curriculum.  
 
    I smiled at the eight Tasmanians as I approached the fighting area. This was the candidates’ first session fighting against Tasmanians. Our purpose was to physically demonstrate how fighting in war was different from the classroom and to reset their elevated opinion of their fighting skills at having bested ninety-one of their fellow candidates. When we arrived, I got nine jaw-dropping looks and even a few sneers. Everyone knew there was a woman Tasmanian, but they didn’t know what she looked like. I guessed my one hundred seventy-three centimeters and fifty-four kilograms wasn't impressive. I had actually gained two kilograms since qualifying for the Tasmanians. 
 
    "Gunther, Luan," the chief barked, pointing to the center of the ring. Gunther's lips had a small smile as he approached the center. Gunther was an impressive physical specimen at one hundred eighty-eight centimeters, ninety kilos, and a muscular physique. I approached with the required blank expression. In fact, I was in fighting mode: emotionless. I didn't need to fake my bland expression.  
 
    When Simons dropped his arm from between us, I exploded into Gunther with a shoulder into his solar plexus and a knee into his groin. Although he had on protective gear, it was enough to freeze him.  The blow to the solar plexus knocked the wind out of him, and the one to his testicles sent a wave of mind-numbing pain. My right leg stepped behind him as my arm slid around his neck. Twisting left caused him to fall backward over my leg. As he landed on his back, I kicked him in the head, turned, and walked back to my brothers, who were making an impressive effort not to smile. 
 
    "Poor Gunther," Smitty said later that day as we walked back to the bus that would return us to Fort Endeavor. "You know he was the best of the nine, so to be dumped on his ass multiple times by an undersized woman must have destroyed his ego." 
 
    "I suspect that beating Jolie is going to be his wet-dream," Norman, call sign Taipan, said as we entered the bus. 
 
    "Sister, having you in the Tasmanians is like having a traveling circus accompanying us. You're an exciting addition to the Devils." 
 
    I glowed within. I had not only qualified to be a Tasmanian, but I was accepted and had made good friends. Life was better than good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Planet: Delphi: No Good Performance Goes Unpunished 
 
    I stayed busy, and the next two months went by in a flash. With three specialties and running the Vanquishing Fear exercises on the weekends, I was busy all the time. I had just finished the second class of ten men and was told I had a waiting list of twenty-two. A few weren't sure if the class helped or not, but most thought it a worthwhile exercise. I knew it would be months if not years before they would recognize the gift that it was, and then only if they practiced what they had learned during the class. 
 
    It was late when I finished putting everything away and shutting down the equipment, but I wasn't tired and felt I needed a break. I knew the Tasmanians wouldn't stop partying until the early hours of the morning, as they could function on only a few hours' sleep. So, I caught the shuttle that ran from Fort Endeavor into Happy Corner, which had gotten its name while Fort Endeavor was being constructed. Back then, the area was nothing but a few trailers and tents. Today, it was a small city of over twenty-five thousand people and where some of the married Tasmanians owned homes.  
 
    I exited the shuttle at the Nightingale Club, a popular haunt for Tasmanians. The club had a large bar area with live entertainment, a separate restaurant, and a small casino. I made my way towards the bar where a tall shapely young woman and a handsome young man playing a piano were on the stage. She was singing a sad song about lost love. Scanning the room, I saw three tables with Tasmanians in uniform, which wasn't unusual. The Tasmanian Special Forces Group was the elite of the army groups, and their uniforms attracted women like sharks to blood. 
 
    "Hey, Fox, over here."  
 
    A man I recognized as Cedric Reid, call sign Wolf, stood waving from a table with eight Tasmanians and four women. The Tasmanians at the other two tables and several at the wall-to-wall bar waved and I heard several, "Hi, Fox." 
 
    "Ladies, this young woman's call sign is Fox, because she is craftier then the rest of us put together," Cedric said, as he pulled out a chair for me to sit. 
 
    "And chews fifty caliber bullets instead of gum," Art Watson, call sign Spiderman, said while imitating chewing something tough. I couldn't help smiling. Cedric and Art had been in my squad when we fought the Zinwe on the planet Libian. 
 
    "What are you doing here, Jolie?" Cedric asked. "I thought you were conducting your special classes tonight." 
 
    "Tonight was the last class. I felt I needed a break and came looking for good company to help me relax…and found you instead." I shook my head slowly and tried to look disappointed. The women stared at me in open-mouthed horror. 
 
    "How about we call the military police and tell the m you're here causing a disturbance. Would that help?" Cedric asked, grinning. 
 
    "If you promise not to interfere like last time. I was winning until you broke my concentration," I said with my best pouty-face expression. Several of the Tasmanians including Art and Cedric choked on what they were drinking. Just then, Pete Norman, call sign Taipan, entered the bar area. He smiled when he saw me. 
 
    "That was awesome, Jolie," he said. "In battle, we tend to ignore our fears. We don't get them under control." 
 
    "Isn't that the same thing?" Art asked.  
 
    "I thought so before Jolie's class. It's strange. When you can focus on the problem at hand, nothing else matters, whether it's dangerous or not, possible or not, good or bad…  Never mind, I actually came looking for the Fox. I've heard there is an assignment coming tonight. I wanted to let her know that I'm available." 
 
    "Me too," Art and Cedric said simultaneously. 
 
    "I may not get a team," I protested.  
 
    "You will. You screwed up and were successful. That's not your fault, but no good assignment goes unpunished," Pete said as Smitty, call sign Flintstone, and Van Lowe, call sign Salamander, entered the bar. Before they reached the table, my TCom buzzed on the emergency channel. 
 
    "Told you." Pete said, smiling ear-to-ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Planet: Delphi: A Long-Ago Enemy Returns 
 
    When I exited the Nightingale Club, a military vehicle sat waiting outside at the curb. I walked over to the vehicle and peeked into the open window. 
 
    "Can I hitch a ride back to Fort Endeavor? It's kind of an emergency," I said, hoping I wouldn't have to wait for the shuttle. 
 
    "Are you Tasmanian Luan?" asked the red-headed, curly-haired youth sitting in the driver seat while looking at his tablet. 
 
    "Yes, I'm Tasmanian Luan," I said. 
 
    "Then jump in. I was sent to pick you up," the corporal said and smiled.  
 
    I didn't know what to think. How did they know where I was, and why had they sent a vehicle for me? Shrugging, I opened the back door and stepped in. Ours not to reason why, ours but to do and die, as the poem went. The driver sped off in the direction of Fort Endeavor. I surmised this meant I was again going to be in charge of the team. I knew it had worked out alright last time, but I didn't relish the idea of doing it again. But this was the military, and nobody was asking me, and I wasn't being asked to volunteer. I had apparently done that already. 
 
    The ride to Endeavor was short, and before I finished my musing, the driver was pulling up in front of the headquarters building. I recognized Howard, Clifford, and Finley but not the other man. Howard waved me over. 
 
    "Luan, you know Clifton and Finley, and this is Tasmanian Tang. You four are going to be my team leaders. I waited for you to arrive before making the assignments. Your performance at Libian was excellent, which leaves me with a dilemma. Do I give you a team, or do I expand your responsibility to two or three teams?" 
 
    The thought of being in charge of several teams had my heart pounding against my ribs so hard I couldn't breathe. I opened my mouth to say something, but no coherent sound emerged. 
 
    "I've talked it over with Clifton and Finley, but they were no help. They both agree you should be a team leader, but they don’t agree on the number of teams. Would you like to give me a suggestion?" Howard asked and a smile touched his lips, probably at the look of fear on my face. 
 
    "What's the assignment?" I squeaked out. 
 
    "The USP has been invaded by the Abaddon. They struck the cities of Trika and Sidon on the planet Megara. I'm told that they evolved from a creature, something like the prehistoric Ornithosuchus, whose name means bird crocodile. They have powerful hind legs and can run four or five times faster than a human for short periods of time. Their two upper limbs are smaller than a human's arms but twice as strong, and they have tails they can sit on like a kangaroo. The Abaddon invaded the USP at least twice that we know of over the years, and each time, they abducted tens of thousands, and in the process, killed thousands. We theorize that humans have something in our organs or blood that enables the Abaddon to extend their normal lifespan, or maybe humans are a delicacy like caviar. It doesn't really matter. During our previous encounter with the Abaddon, we found their technology as advanced as ours." Howard paused to look at me. "Does that help?" 
 
    I wanted to scream no. Instead, I sat. When I opened my eyes sometime later; everyone was sitting in a semi-circle facing me. 
 
    "She does that often, Tang. Our sister believes strongly in the ready part of ready, aim, fire," Howard said. 
 
    "So I've heard," Tang said, giving me a nod of approval. 
 
    "One team, please. My value is in sneaking around and collecting information. The more men I have, the harder that will be," I said reluctantly. I wanted to say I could sneak around better by myself, but I knew it would be a waste of effort. 
 
    "Let's break the squads into ten men each. That should give you more flexibility in the field. Clifton and Finley will have five squads each, Tang four, and Luan one," Howard said. "The shuttles will be here in eight hours. We have been assigned the city of Trika on the planet Magara." 
 
    I took out my tablet and sent a message to my old team. 
 
    If you are available, meet me at the headquarters building immediately. fox. 
 
    They must have followed me back to Endeavor, because I had no sooner sent the message when eight men were walking toward me. 
 
    "We didn't want to take any chances," Smitty said with a huge ear-to-ear smile. 
 
    "I need two more scouts, one with a sniper and one with an explosive's primary. Better if they each had both," I said before Smitty could get in another word. 
 
    "Oh, shit," Smitty swore as he pulled out his tablet. "That sounds like the damn Abaddon are back.  
 
    "They're vicious, fast, and intelligent, and we'll be fighting inside buildings. Last time, we lost fourteen Tasmanians," Van said, sitting down next to me. "We're going to need a fox rather than a wolf to fight them." 
 
    Just then, two men came running toward us. 
 
    "Reporting for duty, ma'am," the shortest of the two said as they stopped in front of me. He had a square face and a stocky build. "I'm Carl Shoeman, call sign Bulldog. My specialty is sniper." 
 
    "I'm reporting for duty too, ma'am," said a tall lean man in his early thirties. He was twelve centimeters taller than Carl and had long brown hair and an angular, clean-shaven face. "I'm Freddie Hall. My specialty is explosives, and my call sign is Firebird." They stood smiling down at me. 
 
    "Sit," I said. "And quit calling me ma'am. Makes me feel like an old woman." I paused, looking around the group before me. Everyone was senior to me by at least eight to ten years. "We are going to Megara to fight the Abaddon who are attacking Trika and Sidon. The shuttles are scheduled to arrive in eight hours." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I had just finished storing my gear in the second-level sleep box when Howard appeared with Clifton, Finley, and Tang in tow. '"Luan, come with us," Howard said. "General Fairchild, who is the Brigade commander for the offensive on Trika, has just call for a meeting of all his battalion, company, and platoon commanders." 
 
    I sighed in relief. "Howard, I'm a squad leader."  
 
    "Technically, you're a platoon leader since you report to a company commander. Come, you need to hear what he has to say." 
 
    Reluctantly, I jumped down and followed. Howard exited the bay we were assigned and headed toward the front of the troop carrier. A hundred meters along the corridor, he stopped in front of two marine guards, spoke for a minute, and then waved for us to follow as the two guards stepped aside. Inside was a large room with a long conference table and over twenty men and women standing in small groups talking.  
 
    We had just entered when a lieutenant shouted, "Attention," as three men and a woman entered, followed by a stocky, silver-haired major general. He went to the head of the table and sat. 
 
    "At ease," he said, and everyone scrambled to grab a chair and sit. "The Abaddon have returned. The last time we engaged them, it was a cluster fuck of galactic proportions. We lost over a thousand army personnel and saved no one. At that time, we had rules of engagement–straight from our wise leaders–prohibiting the killing of civilians. That meant we couldn't shoot at the Abaddons who were herding civilians, and the navy couldn't attack a transport with thousands of civilians held captive. So, it's little wonder they returned," he said and slammed both fists on the table so hard it seemed to propel him to a standing position. "This time, you and your troops have only one rule of engagement: kill Abaddons! If civilians die, so what. What did our politicians think would happen to the kidnapped civilians when the Abaddon delivered them to their home planet? I'll wager dying here is far more merciful than whatever awaits them on the Abaddon's home planet." The rage seemed to drain out of him, and he collapsed into his chair. As he did, a brigadier general rose. 
 
    "If you have any troops you think can't or won't follow General Fairchild's rules of engagement, leave them on the ship. We don't want the troops hearing conflicting views. This is an order from your commanding officer and not a suggestion." He paused as his eyes swept the room and settled on Howard. "Commander Howard, the Tasmanians will lead the assault on Trika. We don't expect you to drive them out of Trika." He had the nerve to smile. "But we would like an assessment as to their strength and potential weaknesses. While you are engaging the Abaddons, the army will create a security perimeter around the city. When that is in place, the navy will destroy the Abaddon ships in Magara Space. Consequently, the Abaddon on the ground will be unable to leave the planet and must therefore be killed to the last alien." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The walk back to our bay was made in silence. After we returned, Howard led us to our bay's conference room. Compared to the general's conference room, it was small and dingy with unpainted walls and a steel conference table and chairs. 
 
    "Well, what do you think?" he asked, while pouring himself a cup of coffee from the only luxury in the room: a coffee machine. 
 
    "Typical Tasmanian mission. Throw us at the enemy to see how dangerous they are before formulating a strategy," Tang said and grinned.  
 
    "That's the price of all the extra privileges," Clifford said, and Finley nodded agreement. 
 
    "Another military strategy designed by politicians worried about their reelection," Tang said.  
 
    "The politicians got a lot of grief last time for letting the Crocs leave with tens of thousands of civilians because they insisted we not destroy any enemy shuttles or troop transports if they had captured civilians aboard," Howard said, then looked to me. "What do you think, Fox?" 
 
    "Unless the Abandon are stupid, it won't accomplish the first objective," I said after having thought about the strategy on the walk back to our bay. 
 
    "Why not?" Finley and Clifford asked simultaneously. 
 
    "Given similar conditions, what would the five of us do if we discovered our transportation home had been destroyed?" I asked, tilting my head as if to hear better. 
 
    "Break through the outer ring of the soldiers and then split up," Tang said quietly as if talking to himself. 
 
    "Of course, and that defensive perimeter will be so thin that at least three or four of us would be able to break free," Finley said. "A thousand Crocs wouldn't even notice we had a defensive perimeter, and then they could split into fifty Croc units before we could respond. With our current numbers, we couldn't safely chase more than ten without risking our entire pursuit units being annihilated." 
 
    Howard stood shaking his head. "A thousand hungry and desperate Crocs wandering Magara against defenseless civilians." 
 
    "That's the ideal scenario," I said, and everyone stared open-mouthed in my direction. "The Crocs could break into the fifty groups before they broke through the outer perimeter." 
 
    "And hit the line at fifty points, effectively destroying the entire Brigade." Howard's face turned pale. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Well, Jolie, care to share?" someone shouted as I returned to my sleeping box and was preparing to climb into it. Giving a Tasmanian a secret was like announcing it with a megaphone since they considered each other family. After all, what was wrong with sharing it with family? I spent the next five minutes looking into random sleeping boxes, over and around a hundred things, and nervously glancing everywhere. Finally, I put a finger to my lips. 
 
    "I snuck off right after the meeting in a shuttle and found a lone Croc on guard duty. He was the nicest fellow after I smacked him a few times. I whispered in his ear that the Tasmanians were coming to rouse him and his buddies. The poor fellow ran off leaving a trail of piss. By morning, they will all be gone. So, when we arrive, we will have to do a lot of shooting and yelling like we ran them off. After, we can have a raffle to see who we will shoot to make it more realistic. Don't get all pale-faced. Just a fifty-caliber shot to an arm or leg. The lottery winners will be the heroes of the battle of Trika." 
 
    "Are you in the lottery, Jolie?" someone shouted, and the room quieted. 
 
    "Of course not, silly. Everyone knows I'm the Tasmanian's cheerleader and need to stay well out of harm's way." I mimicked a body position for a T then shouted "T," and then formed an "A." As I continued everyone began shouting the letters, "S," "M," "A," "N," "I," "A," "N," "S." When I finished the final letter, I leaped into the air, spreading my arms and legs, and I heard the entire bay scream, "Tasmanians!" I took a bow when the clapping, stomping, and shouting my name began. I love these idiots, I mused as I climbed into my box to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Planet Magara: The Abaddon 
 
    "Luan, follow Petty Officer Hardy," Howard said. "Your squad will be in the first shuttle. Tang, split your platoon in half; you will be in the next two shuttles. Finley…"  
 
    Howard's voice faded as I followed the petty officer out into the hallway and down toward the middle of the ship. There he turned left into another bay where at least twenty shuttles sat with the cargo doors open, looking ready to go. The petty officer pointed to the shuttle closest to the massive bay doors. 
 
    "That's shuttle one. We should be ready to start in about ten minutes so get your luggage secured and strapped in. Good luck," Hardy said as he pointed to one of the ubiquitous green-gray camouflaged painted shuttles. When I entered the shuttle, I was amazed to find it empty, as it looked like it could hold at least fifty troops. 
 
    "Didn't you guys wash this morning? No one appears to want to ride with us," I said, confused as to why only my platoon was in shuttle one. As I secured my duffel bag, sat, and began tightening the harness, Isaac secured his duffle and sat next to me. 
 
    "The Crocs will send a few fighters when they see shuttles bringing troops to the surface. They won't send many because they can't afford to leave their transport ships unguarded. So, the army is minimizing the risk by cutting the number of troops in each shuttle in case one or more are shot down," Isaac said matter-of-factly as if he had just said it'll be a fun ride. 
 
    "Cheery thought, Isaac." 
 
    "Howard obviously wants this team safe, so he sent us in the first shuttle. That should be the safest shuttle, as we should be on the ground before the Crocs can get their fighters over here. In fact, most of the Tasmanian shuttles should get a free pass. General Fairchild also wants the Tasmanians to get on the ground safely because he is using us for reconnaissance." Isaac smiled.  
 
    Since there was nothing I could do, I sat back, closed my eyes, and practiced Gong Luan meditation. True to Isaac’s word, we were planet side in under an hour without encountering any Croc fighters. Once we exited the shuttle, it was preparing for takeoff. I stood looking around as there was nothing to do until Howard arrived. We had landed on an elevated strip of prairie, which permitted a good view of the surrounding area. Off in the distance, which I judged to be about ten klicks, was the city of Trika with a population of close to one million. The largest buildings seemed to be clustered in the center of the city and looked to be ten to twenty stories. As I looked away from the city, the buildings decreased in size with the largest being five to six stories. I couldn't imagine fighting in the city. Personally, I would have much preferred a good swamp or a mountain. Howard's voice jarred me out of my musing. 
 
    "Luan, over here." He stood talking with Clifford and Finley. As I made my way toward him, I saw Tang approaching. "Any ideas on how to approach this…reconnaissance?" he asked when we were all present. 
 
    "How about we all go home," Tang said shaking his head in disgust. "This isn't the kind of fighting the Tasmanians were created to do. This is door-to-door search and destroy is much more suited to army grunts." 
 
    "True," Howard said. "However, I wasn't given a voice in the decision. This is one of those have Tasmanians; must use decisions. We may not have to salute, but we have to obey orders." 
 
    "How come? Jolie never follows them," Finley said with a grin. 
 
    "Good point, Finley," Howard said and turned to look at me. "Well, Fox, what would you do if you were in charge?" 
 
    I sat and close my eyes. When I opened them, I could hear explosions and gunfire. Looking up, the sky was filled with shuttles and fighters. The USP fighters were small with blue and white colors while the Croc fighters were longer, wider and painted a dark green. The USP fighters seem to outnumber the Croc fighters ten to one. As I watched, one army shuttle exploded into a ball of fire. 
 
    "Well, Luan?" Howard's voice broke my fascination with the war in the sky. 
 
    "It's going to take the army at least twenty-four hours to get into position. Let me take my boys and look around. Maybe we can find something productive to entertain us," I said as there was no way to develop tactics until we knew the location of the enemy, what they were doing, and how many. Howard didn't say anything for a few minutes then slowly nodded. 
 
    "I'll give you a four-hour lead, and then we'll follow. Tang, you take the center; Finley, a klick to the right; and Clifford, a klick to the left. I'll be on channel 101, Luan 102, Tang 103, Finley 104, and Clifford 105. Use channel 100 for general communications." 
 
    I nodded and waved for my platoon to come closer. "Suggestions?" I asked as I looked around the group. They looked back at me with blank stares. "Maybe after you've had your morning coffee," I said and got a few smirks. "Let's break into three groups of three. One group will lead, staying twenty meters in front of me. One group twenty meters to my right and one twenty to my left. We will rotate the lead counterclockwise every half hour. I'll stay in the center of the triangle, acting as an anchor for the three groups to ensure we keep together. This is a reconnaissance mission, so no fighting unless you have no choice. Any questions?"  
 
    I watched as the men separated into groups of three. Smitty, Vann, and Carl began moving straight towards the city center while Todd, Art, and Isaac went left; Pete, Cedric, and Freddie went right. Not a word was spoken. These were seasoned professionals. They didn't like making decisions, but once the decision was made, they moved like a precision machine. 
 
    "Smitty you are unit one; Todd, unit two; and Pete, three," I said, thinking that an easier way to communicate, as I began taking up my position in the triangle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Planet Magara: Howard 
 
    "She has got to be the most talked-about Tasmanian. It would be an unusual day if I didn't hear Jolie's name mentioned," Tang said as he watched Jolie trotting off with her squad. 
 
    "Jolie had the recruiting sergeant modify the existing recruitment contract. So, the army brass did everything they could to keep her from getting into the Tasmanians. They sabotaged one of the exercises and almost got her killed, yet here she is. If they had succeeded, they would have given her the shittiest job they could find to embarrass her for daring to question their contract," Howard said staring in the direction of Luan's squad. "What a loss that would have been. Just look at that formation. She broke them into three groups with a lead group and two trailing on the lead group's flanks. That's not unusual but note, she is staying in the middle as an anchor so none of the groups can get out of formation. Clever. That's not important while they are on open ground, but it will become critical when she starts hitting houses and streets." Howard gave a small chuckle. "Can you just imagine her in a normal army squad or platoon? The person in charge would give her a task to do, and she would sit to think about it. That would have whoever was in charge screaming at her and giving her extra duty for not obeying orders. The Tasmanians just sit down with her. She can be unpredictable, but she never disappoints, and she's always in the thick of the action. In fact, she's one of the four sentinels. An honorific we strongly discourage, yet everyone agrees she and her teammates earned it, so we've allowed it to stand. Eight Tasmanians stood off one hundred Hatari soldiers. And the final confrontation was hand-to-hand. You will notice that her squad is made up of very senior Tasmanians. That's because they know she'll be in the middle of the action. She has three specialties, and if that weren't enough, she keeps us entertained going and coming from assignments like a professional entertainer. The Fox will always be the first one picked for any assignment." 
 
    "Why didn't you give her a couple of squads instead of just one?" Tang asked as Luan's squad faded into the landscape. 
 
    "Jolie is a force of nature. She is intuitive and unpredictable. I think having her direct several squads would be distracting and negate what she brings to the table. One squad is perfect. It gives her plenty of protection, yet the group is small enough that she can change direction on a whim. It's the ‘ocean liner versus the speed boat’ analogy. For an ocean liner to make a U-turn would take an hour or more, and the ship would be ten miles from where it started. A speedboat can turn in a few seconds and be only a few meters from where it started. Jolie needs a speedboat to be effective." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Planet Magara: First Blood 
 
    An hour later, we saw our first houses staggered randomly across the rolling hills. I estimated we were about four klicks from our landing area and six to seven from the center of Trika. The current houses appeared to be small farms where crops were being grown and animals of one sort or another were raised. The house I was passing had a fenced-off area with twenty or so goat-like animals and a vegetable garden for a family of ten to twenty. I decided to update Howard. 
 
    Howard, we are about six klicks from the center of Trika and have encountered a few houses but no Crocs. Luan. 
 
    I decided to continue the current pace while I could keep my platoon in sight. It would become more difficult when the houses were spaced closer together. As we ran, the number of houses stayed the same, but now they had joining buildings. The cultivated land increased along with the number of animals, and I noticed more people working the fields or in and around the buildings. They stopped to watch as we passed but didn't wave. When dirt roads began appearing, I called for a short rest. 
 
    Howard, we are about four klicks from the center of Trika. it's mostly farms. Dirt roads show no sign of Croc vehicles. This would be a good place for the army perimeter–it's open with a clear line of sight. Luan. 
 
    "Let reduce our pace by half. I want to keep the three units in sight as much as possible. I'd prefer we remain close enough to support each other and to react quickly,'' I said and received nods from everyone. 
 
    Shortly after, the number of houses increased, and the streets were paved for light traffic. I intentionally stayed off the road, as that would make us visible and the most likely place for Crocs whether in vehicles or not. We kept the same pace as intersections allowed me to keep the flanking groups in sync with the leading group. Although the houses were far more numerous, I saw few people outside, and when I did, they were quick to disappear inside. Most could be seen in windows, watching from behind curtains or doors. It was apparent that everyone in Trika had received some communication that they had been invaded, but they weren't sure what to do. So, they were keeping a low profile, hoping they would be ignored or that help would arrive in time to save them. I wished them luck, but crossing my fingers had never worked. 
 
    "Crocs," Cedric said into his TCom, and everyone froze in place. "They are on the road moving in the direction we came from. They look like scouts, as they are ignoring the people they see." 
 
    A minute later, I saw them from between the houses. They would have made me look like an undersized midget standing next to a rearing Kodiak bear. I concluded I'd rather face a Kodiak bear than a Croc. Their heads were large, and they had a massive array of teeth. I sat and almost choked on a laugh as I watched the team members sit. I needed to focus so that I could determine my mission. Howard didn't need to know there were Crocs in the city. He already knew that. He needed to know the approximate number, if they were concentrated in a specific area, and how dangerous they were. I could determine the latter if I engaged these three Crocs; however, I could lose my entire platoon if I underestimated them. They were in full armor. We weren't. They had helmets, wraparound breastplates, and even plates on their massive thighs and forelegs. Interestingly, they weren't wearing boots on their hawk-like feet. I let them pass, deciding testing the Crocs could wait until I had more substantial information about their positions and numbers. I stood and waved for everyone to continue into the city. 
 
    Howard, we are about three klicks from the center and have encountered three Crocs. I believe they are scouts. Luan. 
 
    Over the next hour, the buildings got bigger and closer together; I had to pause at each intersection to keep the units in formation. I could hear gunfire and explosions coming from nearer to the center of the city. Buildings were on fire, judging from the plumes of smoke; almost every window on every floor had people staring out. Except for the distant sounds from the city, the streets had an eerie silence as if to scream there's nobody here. 
 
    Howard, currently the only activity we have detected is in the heart of the city. We are one klick out, and it's quiet. Luan. 
 
    If Howard kept to his word, the Tasmanians would be getting ready to move out. And so far, I hadn't provided them much intelligence. I signaled to tighten the formation by half and gave the sign to start moving again. As we moved toward the city, hundreds of people streamed past us heading in the opposite direction. I stopped the platoon, hoping they weren't being chased by ten to twenty Crocs. They weren't. I soon found we were on a street where the buildings were deserted, or at least appeared deserted, and the gunfire and screaming sounded close–only a minute or two ahead.  
 
    I signaled the lead team, currently team three, to fall back to me. "Teams one and two, take cover. Team three and I are going to one of the roofs to see what's ahead," I said on the platoon's open channel, as I entered the five-story building to my right. I had no sooner entered when I heard team three enter.  
 
    I took the stairs two at a time, making no effort to be quiet. The Crocs were making too much noise to hear us even if they were listening. I stopped at the fourth floor thinking the roof may be too exposed if someone were looking. Most of the apartment doors had been left open when the tenants fled. I selected one with windows facing the city and entered. From the look of the apartment, the previous tenants had taken very little with them, as there was no clutter, which usually resulted from people rushing to search for and grab their prized possessions.  The windows not only provided an excellent view of the action a block ahead but also the city and the landing area the Crocs were using to land troops and to escort captives to the transports. On several of the roofs, Crocs where taking captives.  
 
    Clearing my mind of the horrors those people were enduring, I watched with an analytical eye. The Crocs appeared to have only one weapon. As I watched, I determined their multifunctional weapon shot bullets, a stun projectile, and gas pellets. The stun projectile had no wires and apparently carried its own charge of electricity or serum. The gas projectile created a cloud of poisonous gas effective in an area approximately ten meters square. In addition, the weapons were capable of shooting incendiary pellets. All in all, it was a very versatile weapon for any situation. The Crocs appeared to want the captives alive. Once caught, they were loaded into open-air vehicles, holding up to twenty, and driven to the Crocs staging area to await the next shuttle. They shot anyone resisting. 
 
    The Crocs were very efficient. They would place groups of Crocs at all the possible building entrances and or exits, then one or two would enter the building and set it on fire. The residents had no choice but to exit or be burned alive. The most interesting sights were the fights. I saw several men exit with guns. Unfortunately, the Crocs were wearing armor over what appeared very thick skin, so guns had little if any effect. Actually, the Crocs seemed to be amused rather than angry when someone shot at them. I saw pistols, rifles, and multifunctional weapons used. Fire was a different matter. One woman came running out of her burning building with the equivalent of a Molotov cocktail and hit one of the Crocs in the chest. It exploded and he looked like a Roman candle in seconds. The other Crocs backed away, having no desire to help, either because they had nothing to help with or they were afraid of fire. 
 
    At another building, three men exited; one carried a homemade bomb. They stopped just outside the doorway, about ten meters from five Crocs. Two of the men had multifunctional weapons and began firing at what appeared amused Crocs, because they raised their weapons deliberately slow. The third man lobbed a package at their feet. Two of the Crocs must have sensed what it was, and they spun away with incredible speed. They managed to get ten to twelve meters away when the package exploded. It was a well-constructed bomb. The three Crocs nearest the bomb were lifted into the air and propelled twenty-meters backward. The two who had managed to put ten meters between them and the bomb were propelled another ten meters in the air and slid another five after landing face first on the street. The three men were slammed back against the building and through the collapsing walls. An open-air car with ten human prisoners some thirty meters from the bomb blast was upturned and pushed five meters up the street. 
 
    I surveyed the area intently as it presented an excellent opportunity to assess the toughness of the Crocs. The three Crocs standing closest to the bomb should have been torn to shreds. Their limbs were lying at odd angles, but their bodies, from what I could see, were relatively intact. They were dead but more from the shockwave than from having their bodies torn apart. I couldn't see the three men anymore from my angle, but they were clearly dead, having been thrown against the building with enough force to crash through the wall. The two Crocs that had managed to run ten meters away, to my surprise, rose and were able to walk. They looked dizzy and disoriented but alive and not critically injured. Only two of the humans who were in the open-air car managed to walk away, but they didn't look likely to survive without medical attention. The open-air car gave them no protection when it rolled over, and they were scraped along the street. Most died instantly. 
 
    Humans who had remained in the building took the opportunity to exit and scatter in every direction. 
 
    "My God," Smitty said. "Those Crocs are tough." 
 
    I scanned the area quickly looking for a Crock to shoot with my CheyTac. Several buildings away, humans had apparently tried to escape the Crocs by going to the roof. Two Crocs were trying to herd about thirty humans into a corner where they could restrain them. I took careful aim, sighting on the Croc’s breastplate, and fired. With all the commotion going on in the street, I doubt anyone heard the soft pop made by my suppressor. The Croc stumbled backwards several meters then fell. I took careful aim on the second Croc, sighting on his helmet, and fired. He spun around several times and hit the ground hard. To my surprise, the first Croc rose and walked over to his fallen mate. 
 
    "Looks like you put a hole in the first Crocs breastplate, but it obviously didn't reach his organs since he's moving," Smitty said while shaking his head in disbelief. On the other hand, the second Croc is dead. You shattered his face plate." 
 
    "Good," I mumbled as I sighted in on the kneeling Croc's head. He stood and began looking around for the shooter. As his head turned in my direction, I fired. 
 
    "Got him," Smitty shouted, as the Croc spun away, hit a large equipment box, and collapsed. "If those humans stay on the roof, they may be safe. The Crocs might assume the building has been cleared." 
 
    "Time to leave, boys," I said. "I'd like to get out of here without being seen, and the Crocs are moving in our direction." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Planet Magara: Trapped 
 
    We exited the rear of the building and double-timed to join twenty or more people who had decided to make a run for it. Soon, we were joined by others. Then panic seized the crowd, who began to stampede like cattle, running and destroying anything and anyone in their path. We followed in their wake. Anyone who tripped would never survive the fall as he would be trampled to death. But the Crocs weren't stupid. Suddenly, nine Crocs blocked the street ahead, firing at the leading individuals; this stopped the momentum. The crowd searched for an open path, but the Crocs had closed off the other end of the block. We were trapped. I typed on my TCom. 
 
    Snipers: Shoot one each. Carl center, Todd right of center, and Pete left of center. Target the face plates. Luan. 
 
    I lifted my CheyTac and sighted on the Croc two right of the center one. I was the last to fire. The crowd took only a few seconds to see the break in the Crocs' formation and surged through, brushing aside the remaining Crocs on either side that tried to move to stop them. My detail flowed through like logs trapped in the current. The Crocs managed to close the break, but only after half had escaped through the breach. Looking down the intersection, I saw the Crocs had many of the streets blocked, so it wasn't surprising when they didn't pursue us. Besides, they would have had to let the ones who were still trapped loose, and they couldn't expect to recapture more than a small percentage of the escaping crowd as the buildings gave way to less crowded areas.  
 
    After we had gone close to two klicks, I spotted an area that was heavily treed and made for it. Fifty meters in, I called for a halt. We were far enough inside the trees to see anyone passing, but we couldn't be seen without close examination. 
 
    "That was close, Fox. With nine Crocs in front of us and nine behind us, I thought we were Croc lunch," Cedric said to nodding heads. 
 
    "They probably would have let Jolie through, because there isn't enough meat on her for a Crock snack," Smitty said to smirks and grins. I took the time to type a message to Howard. 
 
    Howard, the Crocs are concentrated on the south side of the city and moving south as they collect humans from the buildings. I estimate they are now about a klick south of the city center and extend out a klick east and west. Their protective armor is effective against fifty caliber projectiles but not the face plates. However, I suspect the face plates would be effective against our standard Tavor and Jericho ammo. Standard explosives are only effective within five to ten meters. Luan. 
 
    "Tell me, Fox. Why didn't we shoot all nine Crocs?" Smitty asked, frowning in thought. 
 
    "Because I love you guys," I said and gave them an award-winning smile. "If we had killed all nine, the entire crowd would have disbursed. The Crocs would investigate to see what happened, seen they had been shot, and they would be looking for the shooters. Since only half escaped, the reinforcements would stay to keep them contained and give us time to get away. We have only three guns that can kill them, and sniper rifles aren't the best weapons for shooting at people's heads while they are running." 
 
    "What's next, Fox?" Smitty asked, and all eyes turned toward me. 
 
    "Why don't you, Carl and Freddie figure out how we're going to make some bombs. These Crocs scare me. Oh, the rest of you can figure out how we're going to capture one." 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Planet Magara: The Abaddon Anatomy 
 
    "Why? Alive?" echoed from multiple individuals. 
 
    "You're kidding," Smitty said. 
 
    "Well, we could start off with a dead one, I suppose," I said, holding one hand up and stroking my chin in thought. 
 
    "And then what?" Smitty asked, shrugging and looking around the group to see if anyone had an idea why I wanted a dead Croc. 
 
    "Then you guys are going to examine his equipment while Vann, Isaac, and I dissect him." Before anyone could respond, I continued. "When ten Crocs are charging us, I want to know how we stop them." 
 
    "Me too," Cedric said. I don't remember being taught that in the Tasmanian Qualification School." 
 
    "I leave it to you, but I want to find a group of two or three Croc scouts," I said looking around the group for ideas, since they were all scouts. They broke into four pairs and began walking forward, slowly widening the distance between the pairs as they walked. Cedric joined me as they faded into the surrounding landscape. 
 
    "Stay here. They will use me as a focal point to keep you informed," Cedric said. This made sense since Cedric's specialty was communications. "The Tasmanians with a communications specialty have a shorthand method of communicating. Takes much less time to type when you don't want to use voice communications, and it’s useful if you suspect your opponents can intercept your transmissions. Most of the older Tasmanians know enough to be understood." 
 
    I folded into a meditation posture, knowing that waiting was the hardest part of any war. When you aren’t focused, your mind wands and comes up with all sorts of scenarios–none of them good. You can’t help worrying about your brothers being hurt, captured, or killed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Luan, Carl and Freddie found three scouts. They think they were carrying communication equipment with them, and they just entered a house with a good view towards where we landed," Cedric said. 
 
    "Have Carl and Freddie stay where they are. Recall everyone else," I said, wanting input from the group on how best to proceed. The Crocs were dangerous, and any confusion or miscommunication could result in deaths. I knew it was unreasonable, but I still had trouble with Tasmanian deaths–especially my detail since I was responsible. And since they weren't concerned, it was doubly important for me to worry about it. I was still obsessing over the problem when they began returning like ghosts, appearing from nowhere. 
 
    "What's up, boss?" Smitty asked smiling as the others sat in a semi-circle facing me. 
 
    "Carl and Freddie found us three Croc volunteers. They have taken up residency in a house. I'd like your ideas on how to evict them," I said looking around the group. Everyone looked to be considering the problem, but no one spoke. 
 
    "That's easy," Pete said. "Set the place on fire. They don't seem to like fire any more than we do." 
 
    I nodded in agreement. The only potential problem was controlling their exits.  
 
    "Alright, let's go see the house and decide on a plan," I said. "We need supplies, like alcohol and bomb-making materials, so let's stop at the next couple of houses and requisition them." 
 
    It took an hour to reach the house with the Crocs as we stopped at ten houses on our way, which proved amusing. 
 
    "The door's locked," Smitty said after trying the doorknob. 
 
    "We're Tasmanians, sent to counter the attack by the Abaddon who are in Trika," I shouted. "Open the door. We need some supplies you might have available." 
 
    "Go away. We have guns," said a high-pitched voice of a youth. I could see through the side window where I was standing; it was a lanky teenager with a rifle. An old man stood a few meters away shaking his head. 
 
    "One kid with a rifle. Ready?" I asked looking at Smitty who nodded. When he did, I drove my Mfw through the window, shattering the glass. "Drop the gun or you're dead," I shouted to get his attention. He turned in my direction, but before he could focus on me, the door burst open and Smitty was on the boy before he could process the information. I followed Smitty.  
 
    "Sorry about the window and the door, but this isn't a social call, and we don't have time for games." I took the rifle Smitty now held and handed it to the elderly man. "If you see any Abaddon, I wouldn't shoot at them with this rifle. It won't hurt them, and they may decide to shoot back. Do you have any flammable or explosive substances in the house? Gasoline, alcohol, gas containers or similar items?" 
 
    A middle-aged woman entered the room looking pale and nodding. "Not gasoline, but whisky has alcohol, and we have two oxygen tanks in the garage. Should we leave the house?" she asked without stopping to take a breath. 
 
    "No, you will be safer staying in the house. I doubt you will see but a couple of Abaddon scouts. There are not enough people out here to justify their time. But if you are outside, the scouts may decide to shoot you for any number of reasons. Now, show me the whiskey and gas containers." 
 
    We left five minutes later with two bottles of whisky and a bottle of vodka that contained forty percent alcohol and two containers of liquid oxygen. We visited a total of ten houses and collected an assortment of flammable substances and potentially explosive items. 
 
    "I would like the Crocs to exit the front door and trip something that explodes with enough force to at least stun them," I said as we lay examining the house Carl and Freddie had identified. "But in case the Crocs don't cooperate, us snipers will have to be in position to stop them." 
 
    The house was a standard two-story building, with the bedrooms upstairs and the living area on the first floor and no basement. Unfortunately, it had lots of windows on the front, sides, and rear. There were two exit doors: one in the front and one in the rear. 
 
    "Anyone like to volunteer an idea on how to get the Crocs to leave?" I began, seeking input. 
 
    "A Molotov cocktail should do it," Carl said and shrugged. 
 
    "Let's just go in a get them. With their acute senses, a couple of flash-bangs should render them useless, and we kill them," Todd said and grinned. 
 
    "Blow up the lower level, and then pick them out of the rabble," Freddie said, smiling. 
 
    "In other words, we're badass Tasmanians. Let just wing it!" I said, and when I looked, everyone was nodding. "Alright, Freddie, Smitty, make up four bombs we can detonate remotely. Art and Cedric, make six Molotov cocktails," I said trying to organize their suggestions into something that was a little less chaotic that might produce less random results. When they looked to have finished, I waved them to me. "Freddie and Carl, rear of the house. Smitty and Pete, right side; Art and Todd, left side; and Cedric and me, the front. Isaac and Van, I want you to stay here and be available for when my plan meets the Crocs." I paused to see the inevitable nods and grins–the same reaction I'd get if I told them we were going to a party with free drinks and naked girls. I shook my head in resignation. "When you're within fifty meters of the house, rear click once, right twice, and left three times. When I signal Go, Smitty and Art will race forward and throw their cocktails into the side windows. I anticipate all three will exit by the same window or door. Try stopping them with your bomb; if not, then the sniper. Each team is far enough away from the house for their sniper to support two of the teams, i.e., the front could support the right and left side, or the right side could support the front and rear," I said, and immediately, everyone began moving. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Cedric and I were in position and I received three clicks. Five minutes later, two clicks, and a minute later, one click. Looking around, the area was quiet with no one in sight. Mentally crossing my fingers, I sent four clicks. Before I had sent the fourth click, I could see Smitty and Art running crouched over at double-time. When they were within five meters, they released the flaming bottles and retreated at full speed. It took only a few minutes for the flames to be seen in the windows, and several minutes later, they exploded outward. A minute later, the second-story windows shattered, and Crocs came flying through landing with relative ease. Then they did the unexpected. One went right, and two left, circling around to the sides of the house looking for the cause of the fire. The one on the right raised his weapon, but Pete shot first, hitting the Croc in the helmet and causing him to stumble backward and collapse. 
 
    The two on the left chose to run toward Todd and Art. Halfway to them, a bomb exploded, lifting the two Crocs into the air. Todd, Art, Cedric, and I sprinted toward the Croc who appeared not to be moving, but I had seen them recover from equivalent explosions. I reached the two Crocs only seconds after Todd and Art. A minute later, one of the Crocs staggered to his feet as Todd and I fired. Ironically, we both fired at his breast plate, and he was flung backward like he was on the end of a bungie cord that had reached its limit. He didn't move. 
 
    "Well, Fox, you've got your Croc corpses. What now?" Smitty asked, looking down at one of the bodies and giving it a kick. 
 
    "I want them carried back to our camp in the trees where Isaac and Van can perform an autopsy while the rest of us examine their protective armor." 
 
    * * * 
 
    It took three of us to carry each body, and we were exhausted by the time we reached our camp. The breast plate was a two-pieced hinged metal plate that covered the front and back from the lower part of the neck past the intestines. Our two point 408-caliber bullets had penetrated the metal but had only penetrated six and seven centimeters into their thick elephant-like hide. According to Art, the one that had penetrated seven centimeters had managed to inflict lethal damage, and then only by luck. The helmet appeared to be of the same metal but thinner. The face plate was some sort of plastic and the most vulnerable. Our subsequent tests proved our CheyTac bullet was effective but not our Tavor 9 mm bullets. The only areas not covered by armor were the ankles and feet and the back of the knees, elbows, and lower neck. Art and Van determined the most vulnerable spots, although not immediately lethal, were under arms, neck, groin, and lower intestines. Eyes and ears were the only immediate killing spots. 
 
    "Well, Fox, satisfied?" Taipan asked when we had all been briefed. 
 
    "No. I'd like to see the effects of our flash-bangs," I said, frowning. "What we mostly know now is what won't work if you aren't carrying a CheyTac sniper rifle when one appears racing toward you at twenty-two kilometers per hour." 
 
    "That's an image to go to bed with," Smitty said, shaking his head and grimacing.  
 
    Just then, my TCom unit vibrated. When I looked down, Todd's face appeared. I clicked accept. 
 
    "Luan, I spotted Tang's group about a klick away. They are headed in our direction," Todd said. I had sent Pete and Todd out to scout the area to make sure we weren't surprised while we examined the Crocs. 
 
    "Tell him to be careful as there might be other Croc scouts in the area," I said, not that two or three Crocs would try to attack Tang's platoon, and I doubted the Crocs would send anyone this far seeking to engage troops. I clicked off and waited, knowing Howard would join us as soon as he heard we were here. Sure enough, ten minutes later, Howard and his units appeared. 
 
    "Well, Luan, what have you learned?" Howard asked looking around at the dissected Croc and all the armor laying around on the ground. "General Fairchild has been plaguing me for an update every hour on the hour. I think he expected me to send my fifteen units racing into the city, engage the Crocs, and report back their strength, weaknesses, and number of kills. He wasn't happy that I sent only one group and waited four hours to move out. He anticipates the army will be in position in the next eight hours and wants to know the Crocs' status." 
 
    "If you had, I think you would be lucky to have five squads left alive. Our standard Tavors won't penetrate their armor, the few with CheyTacs would be lucky to kill one except by accident, and if you got close enough to use a knife, you would find out too late that slashes don't penetrate the skin," I said and was greeted by stony silence. I walked Howard, his platoon and squad leaders around our make-shift autopsy area and explained our findings as well as what we had encountered in the city. 
 
    "In other words, the general's plan is a planet-sized cluster fuck awaiting his signal to happen," Howard said almost in a whisper. He clicked on his TCom device and put it on speaker. General Fairchild answered. 
 
    "Well, Howard, do you finally have something to report?" he shouted. "The whole damn army is waiting on the Tasmanians for intel to start the war." 
 
    "The Tasmanians are officially informing you that if you start the war with your current plan, the Abaddon will destroy the army and be free to run wild over the planet," Howard said formally. "And since the civilians don't have the kind of weapons it would take to stop them, it wouldn't surprise me if Delphi wouldn't leave what was left of the army on the planet to clean up the mess they made. And if we succeeded, which I doubt, it would take years if not a lifetime." 
 
    "What are you talking about, Howard?" Fairchild shouted, then gave a small chuckle. "Sounds like the current Tasmanians can't live up to their reputation." 
 
    Howard looked skyward and shook his head in frustration before speaking. "General Fairchild, you have been officially warned. So, get your ass out here to my location or give the order to continue with your orders and live with the consequences." 
 
    "I don't know who the hell you think you're talking–" Fairchild began but Howard disconnected the connection. 
 
    "What do you think, Jolie? Ready, aim fire, or fire and skip the ready aim?" Howard actually laughed. "You're making believers out of us all. Your team did well, Fox." 
 
    The general arrived thirty minutes later in a convoy of three armored cars. His face was red, looking like he had been screaming the entire trip here, but he was silent when he exited the vehicle. Howard waved for him to follow him and me. I spent the next hour explaining everything we had seen and done. Without a word, he wandered off, head bent with lips moving but no sound coming out. He returned a half hour later. 
 
    "I won't apologize but I won't court-martial you like I had planned." He snorted a laugh. "What are you suggesting, Howard?" 
 
    "I see two possible alternatives," Howard began. "One, reinforce your perimeter with 50 caliber machine guns and a large quantity of bombs. Then destroy their fleet. Of course, while your arming the army, a lot of civilians are going to be shuttled to the transports. Or, two, begin harassing the Abaddon fleet while simultaneously harassing the Abaddon on the ground in an effort to make them leave with minimum captives on board their ships when you destroy their fleet." 
 
    "So, you want me to ignore the Delphi Congress's orders?" Fairchild asked, not looking happy about any of the two options. 
 
    "I'd rather explain to the Congress that I killed fifty or hundred thousand civilians in order to avoid destroying the planet Magara with marauding Abaddons." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Planet Magara: Death March  
 
    Much to the general's growing frustration, equipping the army with the proper weapons and support vehicles and making assignments took until the early hours of the morning. 
 
    "When General Fairchild signals, Operation Dispatch is a go," Howard said. "Finley and Clifton will send one squad down each street; Tang, your four will cover their rear in case the Crocs try to sneak behind them. Luan, you are free to do your thing. Remember, our objective is to convince them it's time to leave. Given the fifty caliber rifles and the grenades, we want to present a wall of death and destruction. We do not want to give them a chance to mount a defense. That means every Croc we see must die regardless of the number of civilian casualties." 
 
    "We're going to have a shitty reputation after this," Tang said to nodding heads. The logic behind this strategy isn't going to be included in the telling; just the wanton killing of civilians." 
 
    "We will have to be content knowing we saved a planet from years of roaming bands of Abaddons and the tens of thousands they would have killed during that time," Howard said and shrugged helplessly. I waved my squad to follow me as I headed for the outside of Clifton's line of march. 
 
    "I want to experiment with the flash bangs," I said, handing five to each man and keeping ten. If their senses are more highly sensitive, won't noise and light be more destructive to their systems, even though the concussion will be less effective because of their tough skin?" I speculated. "So, let's find some Crocs to experiment on, preferably small groups of two or three."  
 
    I smiled as I preceded at a trot toward the center of Trika. We had only been trotting for a half hour when we spotted three Crocs who immediately began running toward us. Before we left Howard, I had damp rags packed inside our helmets, which made it impossible to hear someone yelling less than a meter away. We could only hear each other through our TCom ear implants.  
 
    "Smitty, you and I," I said as we each lofted a flashbang in the direction of the Croc, turned, and dived toward the ground. Of course, even with my ears blocked, my arm covering my eyes, and my face in the dirt, I saw a flash of light, heard a loud bang, and felt the expanding air caused by the explosion. I immediately rolled over and sat up to survey the result. All three lay on the ground, not moving. I shakily rose to my feet and slowly began moving towards the downed Crocs. When I reached them, everyone had followed but had stopped several meters away with their weapons pointing down at the prone figures. Isaac moved forward and knelt down and examined each one. 
 
    "They are alive but out cold!" he exclaimed in disbelief. "I guess their brains aren't as tough as their skin. Everyone looked to me, and I nodded, resulting in a flurry of shots into their bodies. "On second thought, I pronounce them dead from Tasmanian exposure." 
 
    Howard, flashbangs render them useless. Wait for the bang, then have all units begin moving. Luan:  
 
    "Guys, at the next intersection," I said and pointed to the next street. "We are going to start running down the street. At each intersection, one of the two at the rear of the formation will throw a flashbang to the right and the other to the left. We will not stop but continue running to avoid the flashes and bangs. We will continue until we have covered Clifton and Finley's areas of responsibility. Then we will proceed to the intersection two streets further along and do it again." 
 
    As we walked to the intersection, I could see them pairing off by twos and getting in a line. These people were experienced professionals and so easy to lead. They just didn't like having to make decisions, but then neither did I. Only my father's training made it possible. Ten minutes later, I got a message from Howard, which made me smile as I could imagine he was. 
 
    Luan, ready. Howard. 
 
    I waved my arm and pointed at the intersection, as I began running from the shelter of the building we had been waiting behind. I found myself between Todd and Isaac and smiled at the protective gesture–brothers looking after their little sister. We were passing the fifth intersecting street where Carl and Freddie had thrown their flashbangs, and we were just entering the protection of the next rows of buildings, when four Crocs entered the street at the next intersection. 
 
    "Shit! Hit the ground and cover up," I shouted as I heaved a flashbang as far as I could in the direction of the Crocs and dove toward the ground. Unfortunately, the flashbangs Carl and Freddie had thrown at the intersection exploded while I and most of the others were still upright and exposed. I had slowed while getting ready to throw a flashbang, which kept us from being far enough into the protection of the buildings and had no protection except the ground from either my flashbang or the one Carl and Freddie threw at the intersection. Only the sound-deadening material in our helmets saved us from a complete disaster. But the last four streets would now be on alert. 
 
    After a few minutes, Todd got us in a line as Isaac checked each person. Then our conga line began moving up the street with Todd and Isaac providing cover. We reached the next street just as one of Clifton's squads reached the intersection. Isaac pointed to his TCom unit and then to his ears. 
 
    "They are certainly easier to kill when they aren't moving," Jacson, the squad leader, said into his TCom as he waved his squad into the next street. His smile turned to a look of concern. "Need help?" 
 
    "No," Isaac said. "We didn't run fast enough, and now we have flashbang hangovers." 
 
    Several minutes later, Tang appeared along with one of his squads.  
 
    "Good job, Luan. That certainly made the job easier, almost boring. But all units are reporting that the Crocs are onto what we have been doing and are now taking cover inside buildings." 
 
    "Let's go see," I said noting that most everyone including me were beginning to regain our vision, although the eyes were still red and teary. The next street had already been cleared and there was nothing except dead Crocs and civilians staggering around unable to see or hear. 
 
    Howard was waiting at the next intersection. "They have stopped retreating and are taking cover in the buildings. Any ideas, Jolie?" he asked as we neared. 
 
    "Which buildings?" I asked trying not to smile, but it was hard. I noticed a short frown before he continued. 
 
    "That one for starters." He pointed to a four-story apartment building. It looked to be in the area where the Crocs had been working and might even have been the building the residents and I evacuated because it looked like the Crocs’ next target. 
 
    "Smitty, Freddie, Carl, Pete, would you take care of evicting them?" The words had no sooner left my mouth than they turned and trotted off. "The Crocs should be coming out in five to ten minutes from now, but it's hard to tell the exits they will use. We should surround the building with fifty caliber rifles and flashbangs," I said. He just shook his head good naturedly and began issuing orders. Five minutes later, I stood with him and the rest of my squad facing the front entrance. I saw Smitty dart out from behind another building and hurl a Molotov cocktail through the side window. I knew, even though I couldn't see him, that Carl was doing the same on the other side. I had included Todd and Pete to provide fire support if necessary, but it appeared the Crocs where focused on the front and rear entrance and didn't notice Carl or Smitty until it was too late.  
 
    When Howard looked at me, I spoke, "The Crocs don't like fire any more than we do. It was the method they used to clear some of the buildings where the residents hadn't evacuated." 
 
    He laughed. "Simple and effective." He paused looking at me for a long time. I folded into a meditation posture, thinking he was debating some decision or other and needed time. Howard shook his head when my team members also sat. "I have a job for you, Fox," he said, and I rose hearing my call sign, eager to hear what he wanted me to do because he normally just sent me off to do my thing. "General Fairchild is going to meet with General Shelsbee on Sidon. He wants someone to show Shelbee how it is done." 
 
    I smiled and chirped, "Just in time. My boys are so bored they are getting ready to ask for transfers out of my platoon." I beamed a happy-happy smile. Howard snorted. 
 
    "I expect you will retire with that team of idiots. They get a month's salary and free drinks telling everyone about you and their exploits," Howard said. "Get them ready. The general's shuttle should be here within the next ten minutes."  
 
    The general must have been in a rush because less than a minute later, Howard pointed off in the distance at two small objects high in the sky. "I guess he's in a hurry." 
 
    The larger helicopter landed in the middle of the street while the smaller one, an attack chopper, remained overhead. When a shuttle's ramp dropped, my team hustled aboard. I followed last. My feet no sooner touched the ramp when it started to lift. As the helicopter began to rise, the general's voice could be heard above the rotors. 
 
    "Who's in charge?" he said looking at my team then at me. ''You Tasmanians could at least wear rank insignia when on assignment, so we could tell who the hell is in charge." 
 
    I raised my hand, biting back No one, sir, but thought the general would have me thrown out of the helicopter and we were up pretty high by then. 
 
    "Do you have a name…and rank?" he shouted and looked frustrated, or maybe he had passed frustrated and was approaching irritated.  
 
    I just hoped we landed soon as I bit back Sure and none, sir while my team fought the urge to smile. "I'm Jolie Luan and I'm the platoon leader." It didn't pay to contradict your company commander or more importantly confuse a general, especially while we were flying. 
 
    "Were you briefed on what the Tasmanians were doing to eject the Crocs?" he shouted. 
 
    I wished there were windows so I could see how high we were, as No touched my lips but mercifully didn't fall out. My damn brothers were silently tapping their feet in approval, but I didn't think the general would find I have a vague idea funny, so I settled for "I know what needs to be done, sir."  
 
    "Alright, will somebody tell me why all you Tasmanians are so amused. I'm not stupid," the general said, but he didn't sound angry. 
 
    "Sir, Tasmanian Luan is the one that came up with the idea. Her call sign is, Fox," Smitty said to nodding heads that were smiling. 
 
    The general smiled. "We need a good laugh now and then; otherwise, the pain of losing comrades and watching innocents die would drive us crazy." He paused, staring off at nothing. "Sidon is incurring heavy casualties like we did the last time the Abaddon invaded the USP. So, I hope you're going to show them how to kickass." 
 
    Nine Tasmanians and I shouted a resounding, "YES, SIR!"  
 
    The shuttle finally touched down, now that it didn't matter. When we exited, General Fairchild and another general stood talking. Fairchild waved me over.  
 
    "Gerald, this is the group that figured out how to drive the Abaddon off Magara. Tasmanian Luan, is the platoon leader. Her call sign is Fox. Luan, this is General Shelbee," Fairchild said, but Shelbee continued before I could make some bull about being pleased to meet him or some such rubbish to make up for not saluting. 
 
    "Well, I see they managed to find a female as arrogant as the men–" 
 
    "Yes, sir," I blurted before my brain began working. 
 
    "If you can remove the Abaddon, you'll will have earned your arrogance and my thanks," he growled. 
 
    "Which ones first, sir? And can you have some of your platoon and squad leaders present to observe?" I asked. After a minute he nodded and turned to his sergeant. 
 
    "Babcock, you'll be my liaison. You know our current problem areas; see to it we rotate platoon and squad leaders to watch," he said, turned, and walked toward an armored vehicle. 
 
    "Tasmanian, Luan–" a senior master sergeant began, but I interrupted. 
 
    "Jolie," I said. He nodded and pulled out a map with writing everywhere and pointed to the middle of a street. 
 
    "Jolie, 15th Street between 5th and 6th Avenue currently has eight to ten Crocs rounding up civilians. Last I heard they had close to a thousand. And between 4th and 5th Avenues, another ten Crocs are herding another thousand toward their shuttles…and on 13th Street between 4th and 5th Avenues is another large group." 
 
    "Alright, we'll start there," I said pointing to 15th Street and 6th Avenue. "We'll proceed down 15th Street in pairs, thrower and cover." As I talked, they were already pairing off. Before I could continue, three army sergeants and a lieutenant appeared. 
 
    "Are you here to show us how to do it?" a lanky senior sergeant said. "Your brothers haven't done any better than us." The others were nodding.  
 
    "You from Trika?" asked a tall, good-looking and muscular lieutenant. I nodded. "Rumor has it you've been successful there." 
 
    "Our Crocs were so sweet, we hated to ask them to leave." I nodded to the newcomers and Babcock. "Follow us and hit the ground when we do. Brothers, set your TCom to channel 200. Throwers, press channel 200 before you throw. We'll clean up and proceed to the next intersection and repeat the procedure." Before I had finished the last word, the pairs were off to one side of the street or the other. It still amazed me how automatically they paired off to implement my plan without saying a word, like we had scripted it beforehand. Just as we approached 6th Avenue, I noticed Tasmanians falling into line behind us. We were obviously going to a party, and they intended to crash it. Three minutes later, we reached 6th Avenue, and I could see the Crocs were about two-thirds down the street with the mass of civilians chained in long lines.  
 
    Cedric and Art, we're the lead throwers. They crossed the street and ran some twenty steps before pressing channel 200, flinging their flashbangs into the air, and diving for the ground while covering their heads. The flashbangs landed right in the middle of the crowd; pandemonium broke out as they exploded. At the same time, the rest of us began a double-time trot towards the chaos. When we reached the crowd, people were laying on the ground in fetal positions moaning and crying. Others were running wild dragging others who were chained to them. They tripped, fell, and ran into buildings as the flashbang had them temporarily blind. Tasmanians walked carefully through the crowd shooting the unconscious Crocs. Before the newcomers could ask questions, the Tasmanians had reformed and were moving toward 5th Avenue. 
 
    When we had finished with the next street, I signaled everyone close. 
 
    "We discovered that flashbangs overwhelm the Crocs senses, which are several times more sensitive than ours and causes their brains to shut down. Don't get confused. They aren't dead, just temporarily unconscious. Your ammo won't penetrate their armor unless you are carrying a fifty-caliber weapon. But they can penetrate their face masks." I paused awaiting questions. When none came, I continued. "Ironically, bombs aren't effective unless they are very close–five to ten meters. And they don't like fire any more than we do, so burning them out of cover works. Babcock, where to next?" 
 
    * * * 
 
    One of the Tasmanians assigned to support Sidon as we sat in the army’s temporary mess tent said, "This was turning into a nightmare assignment. It was the first time in five years that the thought of man-to-man combat—"  
 
    When he hesitated, I said, "Scared you?" and smiled mentally, knowing it was a word that didn't exist in the Tasmanian dictionary. 
 
    "…felt unwise." He smiled as did many of the men. 
 
    "Believe me, Fox, if we hadn't studied them before we attempted any combat, I wouldn't have wanted to fight them one-on-one. They can run as fast as a horse; they have hides like an elephant, much better armor than our combat soldiers, and talons on their feet that can shred you like a Japanese Katona," Smitty said, making a whishing sound as his hand made a downward motion with his arm. "Crocs are best killed at a distance." 
 
    "And that wasn't working. That damn armor appeared to repel the bullets," another Tasmanian said. "Never been so frustrated in my life. And it didn't help that we were losing our mystique. Thank the space gods you came along. You heard that army grunt's remark. Beginning to think the Tasmanians were no better than them. That rumor would have the grunts and us fighting in every bar in the galaxy." 
 
    We all rose as two generals approached. General Shelbee spoke as he neared. 
 
    "At ease," he said. His frown slowly turned to a head shake as no one was at attention. "That was a good demonstration. You killed more Abaddons in less than thirty minutes than we have killed since we arrived." He waved for us to sit. "Easy to conclude you stumbled on the technique by accident, but I was told you have a unit that does special reconnaissance that discovered it by trial and error." And now he smiled. "And is led by a woman." 
 
    "Yes, sir. Women are just sneakier than us men, and our sister, Luan, call sign Fox, is even sneakier," Smitty chimed in to an assortment of agreeing snorts.  
 
    Fairchild spoke next. "Every now and then somebody suggests we should do away with the Tasmanian brigade because their special privileges aren't compatible with the military. But I believe this operation has secured your positions for another hundred years." He looked to Shelbee who nodded. "We can finish up here. I have a shuttle standing by to return you to Trika city and your unit." They gave us quick salutes and left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Planet Delphi: A Spectacular Event 
 
    "You got another two years added to your time in grade," Howard said as the two of us sat drinking coffee in his office. 
 
    "Give it to my platoon," I interrupted, thinking they had done all the work, so it wasn't fair to give me all the credit. 
 
    "We did." He laughed. "You know your actions on Magara guarantee you're always going to be a squad or platoon leader," he smiled, "and those men will be your permanent team members." 
 
    "Yeah, I fucked up, again," I said but was finding I didn't mind being the platoon leader of these men if it weren't for the fact they could die because of my decisions. Of course, that was the main reason nobody wanted to be a squad leader. 
 
    "Yes, you could put it that way, as you have more responsibility but no more pay. However, I suspect you don't mind the responsibility. It's the people dying that concerns you," Howard said, and I nodded. "On the other hand, good decisions save lives, like on Magara. If you had been on your own or part of a squad, you probably wouldn't have discovered what you did, and many of your brothers would have died." 
 
    "I give up, Howard." I threw up my hands in defeat. "Since whining about it won't change anything, I might as well focus on the positive side." 
 
    "And saving your job." Howard looked serious which scared me. The Tasmanians were my life. Howard took pity on me and continued before I could panic. "With every new generation of senior officers, the status of the Tasmanians resurfaces. What justifies their special perks: not having to salute, no service contract so they can just quit anytime they choose, and equal pay and therefore no rank. I think the later causes the most consternation. When they want the commander of the Tasmanians, they don’t know who he is or who will show up. A couple of days’ difference or a change in topic could get you two different people. And in the field, they never know if they are talking to a private or a general. Your discovery on Magara has justified our perks for another generation or two. And that is the reason for your time-in-grade upgrade. You now have six years and a pretty nice salary." He grinned. "Now, get out of here. Given your schedule, you're probably late for something." 
 
    He was right. I was either late for my explosive class with Smitty, or I had already missed it. A look at my TCom said I was late. So, I ran. 
 
    "Nice of you to join us, Jolie. If my memory serves me right, you have yet to actually dismantle a bomb in the field," Smitty said while trying to remain serious.  
 
    "Why do you think I have you on my team?" I quipped. "Those bombs don't have paint in them like yours." 
 
    "Well, why don't you show us all how you would dismantle that package." He pointed to a brown cardboard box. "Which if I'm not mistaken, is ticking." 
 
    He had no sooner said that than it started ticking. Thinking myself clever, I took out my combat knife, punched a shallow hole in one side, took it to the sink, and submerged it in water. To my horror, it began ticking faster. Everyone ducked under a table or behind a cabinet, including Smitty. It was a spectacular event. The water and the purple dye erupted like an exploding volcano, spraying the ceiling, walls and anything in its path like me. I stood there, covered head-to-foot in purple. Slowly, men emerged from their shelters and began clapping. 
 
    "Miss Luan, throwing it in a river or lake can reduce the bomb's effectiveness but seldom deactivates it." His smile was evil. "And since you caused this mess and so you won't forget this valuable lesson in the field, you can clean this mess up." 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    If I wanted a date, I was going to have to buy some civilian clothes. Ones that accented my unimpressive breasts and hid my Tasmanian tattoo, I mused as I sat at a table with six Tasmanians and four women: three single and one married. I didn't want to date Tasmanians, as I felt it may damage our brother/sister image.  
 
    "Jolie, we heard you blew up Smitty's classroom," Van said loud enough to be heard over the music and general noise, which suddenly decreased several decimals. 
 
    "The class was so damn boring I thought I'd blow the classroom up and get a few weeks off while they repaired it." I sat with my lips pursed and shook my head slowly back and forth. "But standing next to it when it exploded was humiliating and having to repair the damage more boring than the damn class. And then to add feathers to the tar, I had to pay someone to scrub off the freaking purple dye." 
 
    "You could have called you brothers. We would have done it for nothing," a Tasmanian I only knew by sight shouted. 
 
    "Ya, paying for your hospital bills would have been a hot pepper frosting on the cake." I looked up as if pleading to the space gods. 
 
    "Since Jolie joined the Tasmanians, we haven't stopped laughing at the army's brass who tried to keep her from passing the school and at all the idiots trying to prove she isn't really a Tasmanian. We also get a kick out of her account of her and her teams exploits," Todd said. 
 
    Men are so easy to please, I mused as I took a sip of my beer and sat back, content with my life.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Planet Lochpin: The Moech 
 
    Being home at Fort Endeavor was never boring. Teaching Gong Luan on weekends, participating in the Tasmanian Qualification School, periodic field exercises, and attending my specialty classes–Sniper, Explosives, and Medical– meant I was always busy. For the past few weeks, I was beginning to feel like a medical intern; the training was so intense, including time at the local hospital working in the emergency unit. The army traveled with doctors, nurses, and medical staff when at war. On the other hand, the Tasmanians were a rapid response unit that frequently operated in hostile environments. Consequently, they were frequently isolated from the army's support personnel and facilities by hours and sometimes days and therefore required its members to double as doctors, bomb disposal experts, and snipers. You were first and foremost a Tasmanian, but each person was required to have at least one supporting specialty. 
 
    "Jolie, you look frustrated," Smitty said as he neared the dining table where I was sitting. Currently, I had several magazines spread around my dinner plate; my food had gone stone cold while I ponded the problem. 
 
    "There is no rhyme or reason for the damn clothes the women wear. A man has slacks, a shirt, and maybe a jacket–that's it. A woman has pant-suits, slacks, shorts, various sized dresses and shoes that vary on whether it's casual, informal, or formal wear, sports outfits, and hundreds of accessories." I gestured to the magazines laying around the table. "It would cost a year's salary. Oh, and the styles change before you can get the first lot dirty." I laid my head on the table and banged it a few times. 
 
    "Are you planning on becoming a civilian?" Smitty asked, frowning in confusion. 
 
    "No. You men can wear your uniforms. It attracts women like a five-karat diamond." I used the two fingers of my right hand to imitate legs running across the table. "For me, it would be like wearing a sign reading, I have ebola." 
 
    "That would be a turnoff," Smitty said, trying not to laugh. "I'll ask around and see if we can hook you up with one of the younger wives to give you advice. You'll probably have to go to one of the larger cities. Not many single men want to compete with Tasmanians. Fortunately, it's not a today problem. I hear we have another assignment coming, and to the Tasmanians, your team's a five-karat diamond." 
 
     * * * 
 
    Either Smitty had connections on the inside or the rumor mill employed a psychic because Smitty was right, and my TCom buzzed just as I was eating breakfast. A message flashed across the screen. 
 
    Luan, report to the staging area in front of Tasmanian headquarters. 
 
    I took the last couple gulps of my coffee, left my half-eaten meal, and double-timed towards the headquarters building. When I arrived, two men stood talking. I recognized Simons but not the other man. 
 
    "Here she is," Simons said, obviously having been discussing me. The man stood a few centimeters taller than Simons with a wiry build and black, piercing eyes. "Luan, this is Kurt Muller who will be in command of this assignment. Kurt, this is Jolie Luan, call sign Fox," Simons said, nodding in my direction. "She's been noted on occasion to follow orders." 
 
    "Jolie, you have got to be the most talked about Tasmanian. I've heard your name so often, I almost feel like I know you. But I have to admit that I imagined you much… bigger," Muller said, smiling as he scanned me. "Howard has convinced me that you are most effective when reporting directly to me and in charge of a team. What do you think?"  
 
    "Everyone tells me I've fucked up enough times that I'm always going to be a team leader," I said feeling a little embarrassed. Mueller laughed. "If I must be in charge, Commander, I'd like my old team." 
 
    "It's Kurt or my call sign, Watcher. Based on your past performance, you could have a couple of teams if you wanted."  
 
    "No, please. I believe I do best with a small team operating independently."  
 
    "Alright for now," Mueller said as two other men approached. I didn't recognize either man. Mueller introduced the two men as Russell and Phelps. Both men were short and stocky, looking to be about one hundred seventy-six centimeters and weighing ninety kilograms. But where Russell was clean shaven with curly brown hair cut just over his ears, Phelps had black hair, a full beard cut close, and a crew cut. Both were evaluating me as Mueller introduced us. "We are going to the planet Lochpin where the local Moech are fighting again. This time the North Moech have breached the neutral Moech Alley and are threatening the cities of Mortone and Nowice. The South Moech army has roughly the same technology, but they are smaller by thirty percent and they fear engaging them could mean the defeat of their army and South Moech. They have appealed to the USP Committee. Delphi has decided to send one thousand army, one hundred Rangers, and one hundred Tasmanians to repulse the North Moech. General Witcome is in command of the brigade's nine companies; Colonel Delgado commands battalion one–three companies of army, one Ranger, and one Tasmanian; and Colonel Watkins commands battalion two–three companies of army and one Ranger. The way it's configured, I'd say the Tasmanians and Rangers are reserve units." He paused and looked around the group. When no one said anything, he continued. "Simons, Phelps, and Russell, you will each be in charge of three ten-man squads, and Luan one ten-man squad. Luan, you are platoon one; Simons, two; Phelps, three; and Russell, four. We leave tomorrow at ten hundred hours." 
 
    As I began typing on my TCom, I noticed that everyone else was also busy attempting to put together their squad leaders. 
 
    Smitty, we have an assignment on the system Lochpin. Is everyone available? Luan. 
 
    Luan. Yes, we were just waiting for it to be official. Smitty. 
 
    "That was quick. You look like you have your team assembled?" Mueller asked as he saw me put away my TCom. 
 
    "Smitty, my second in command, informs me the members of my old team are all available," I said, feeling relieved. I had become fond of the men Smitty had originally selected. I knew I shouldn't, as it would make my future decisions in the field harder, knowing it could mean sending not only brothers but close friends to their death. My morbid racing thoughts were interrupted by Phelps’s voice. 
 
    "You have your ten-man team assembled already?" he asked, frowning as he scrutinized me as if seeing me for the first time. "Who, if you don't mind?" 
 
    "Todd…" I began then realized there could be multiple people with the same name. "Mamba, Taipan, Wolf, Peppermint, Bulldog, Firebird, Salamander, Spiderman, and Flintstone," I said, using their call signs, which were unique for each person. 
 
    "That's an impressive list of very senior and talented Tasmanians," Russell said, nodding in thought. "Brothers any squad leader would love to have on his team." 
 
    "I hear the Fox's squad is their first priority. She has a talent of being where the action is the hottest," Simons said, a brief smile on his lips. Allowing me to pass the Tasmanian Qualification School had been a risk to his reputation and to the credibility of the SFG. The senior members of the army had not only been against the idea but had actively tried to get me to fail. "I think they would cancel their vacations to ensure they didn't lose their place on her squad." 
 
    Proving how crazy my brother Tasmanians and me were, I mused as I headed for the barrack to pack with a smile and a little hop to my step.  
 
    * * *  
 
    "Jolie, you appear to be on every assignment. Normally, the senior staff try to ensure every Tasmanian doesn't get more than two assignments in a row," someone shouted from a third-tier bunk. I jumped out of my first-tier bunk and looked around as if to see who might be listening and put my finger to my lips. 
 
    "Sshhh. I'm not Jolie this trip," I said while my eyes darted left and right and my head swiveled to see if anyone new was observing us. "I'm Patrick Luan. Jolie's twin brother." I looked around, and added, "Jolie is on vacation on the planet Surbaya." 
 
    "You look just like Jolie," someone shouted. 
 
    "That's what the idiot checking my identification said. I told him that's because we're twins." I shook my head in disgust. I had to put my identification next to a hundred credit chip for him to see the difference–I'm a boy and she's a girl." 
 
    "Okay, so why do you want to go to Lochpin?" another man shouted. 
 
    "Your secret's out!" I exclaimed with a big smile while throwing my arms wide.  
 
    "What secret?" the same man asked. 
 
    "The army general said he doesn't need Tasmanians. His troops can kick ass without the high and mighty Tasmanians. So, you guys are going to be partying all night and sleeping all day for however long it takes the army to settle the Moech. Can you imagine how hurt I felt when I wasn't invited? Like tattooing an 'X' through my Tasmanian badge tattoo." I imitated crying to the sound of clapping and hooting. I bowed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day, we were delivered to a staging area a klick outside of Wynne City. There Battalion One was loaded into shuttles and flown to Mortone City while Battalion Two was flown to Nowice City. It took the South Moech military two trips to move Battalion One due to a lack of sufficient troop shuttles. We were in the second wave. When we arrived, the general called for a meeting of his company and platoon leaders, which Mueller insisted I attend. The meeting included over thirty individuals of which only five were females: the general and his staff of four, five company, and twenty-three platoon commanders. 
 
    As the invited commanders milled around in small groups, three women approached me. 
 
    "Good morning, Tasmanian Luan," a tall redhead said as they neared. She wore lieutenant colonel rank, a silver oak cluster, and a Ranger's uniform. The other two wore army uniforms and had captain rank, two silver bars. "I'm Colonel Medina, Cathy, and the two captains are Betty Stone and Anna Marsh." She extended her hand, which I grasped in a firm handshake. 
 
    "I'm Jolie," I said shaking each of the captain's hands. 
 
    "Yes, Major Lloyd speaks of you often." She laughed and held up her hand to stop me from replying. "You're thought of highly by the Rangers who were fighting the Zinwe on Libian. I see you're a platoon leader. You've risen fast in the Tasmanians." 
 
    I laughed. "I lead a ten-man squad, but the company commander insists I attend, as I report directly to him." 
 
    "Shirley and Claire said you were leading a forty-man force when you saved their asses," Medina said, frowning. I couldn't help laughing, and it was my turn to hold up my hand. 
 
    "Sorry, Cathy. We have no rank, and we change positions based on need. At the time, I led a squad of ten. I called for help to attempt to free the Rangers. Consequently, when the platoon arrived, I was in charge." The three women stood silent trying to reconcile their chain of command structure with my explanation. I could see it wasn't working. "It comes down to the fact that no one wants to be in charge, so the idiot who has the most knowledge of the situation gets to be in charge. Don't try to make sense of it, Cathy. I've been here two years, and it still gives me a migraine." 
 
    "Attention," someone shouted, and everyone stood and braced to attention as the general and his staff entered the tent. 
 
    "At ease," he said with a hand-waving gesture. "I'm informed by the South Moech general in charge of this area that North Moech troops numbering three to four thousand invaded the neutral Moech Alley and broke through the South Moech defenses into South Moech territory. Two thousand are headed toward Nowice City, and two thousand are approximately five klicks from Mortone City." He paused for a gulp of water. "Since we are potentially outnumbered four-to-one, I plan to set up a perimeter three clicks from the city with the three army companies. The Rangers and the Tasmanians will be held in reserve," Colonel Delgado said. "We will set up Battalion One headquarters in this tent." 
 
    Mueller waved to me to follow him out of the tent. Medina followed me as I headed for the exit. "What do you think, Jolie?" she asked as we walked. 
 
    "That's why every half-sane Tasmanian doesn't want to be in charge and palms it off on still-wet-behind-the-ears me," I muttered. "Imagine having to make decisions that impact the lives of seven hundred men and women." I shuddered at the thought. 
 
    "You rushed into hundreds of Zinwe to save Rangers," Medina said, staring at me as she awaited the answer. 
 
    "I don't mind risking my life to save someone. I just don't like risking others' lives," I said. She nodded and waved good night as she headed toward the Rangers area. 
 
    "Well, any thoughts?" Mueller asked when we were all in his tent. 
 
    "I understand the colonel is reluctant to use the Tasmanians since this isn't our normal assignment. It would be rather suicidal for one hundred Tasmanians to try and sweep through two thousand North Moech troops. It's much more ‘an army against an opposing army’ type of engagement. But then holding us as a reserve unit isn't a typical Tasmanian assignment either," Russell said, frustration in his voice. 
 
    "What if the boys and I go for a walk to see if we can find some meaningful Tasmanian work," I said, feeling bored like the rest of my brothers. 
 
    "Where do you plan to walk?" Mueller asked. "The colonel might not like me sending out a Tasmanian squad when he's designated us as a reserve group," Mueller said, his eyes almost shut in thought. 
 
    "I thought I'd visit the headquarters tent and see what's happening before I made a decision," I said, hoping to get a look at the terrain and how the enemy was doing against the army. 
 
    "Good idea, Luan. We might be able to convince the colonel it's a good idea and get his permission to have your unit out in the field," Mueller said to nodding heads from everyone. I smiled when I saw Colonel Medina heading towards the headquarters tent. She was probably as frustrated as the Tasmanians. We met about halfway there. 
 
    "Well…" she paused, uncertain as to his title and rank. 
 
    "Commander Mueller or just Kurt, Colonel." 
 
    "Cathy. Well, Kurt, are you as bored as I am?" Medina asked as we entered the tent. As we did, Colonel Delgado looked up from the map he was studying. 
 
    "That didn't take long," Delgado said with a twitch of his lip. "I'm not releasing your units until I understand the capability and intent of the North Moech commander." 
 
    "I understand, Colonel. I was just interested in knowing what's going on," Mueller said, and Medina nodded agreement. 
 
    "You're both welcome to stay," the colonel said and returned to looking at his map. In the front of the room stood a large stand with three maps taped to it. As I got closer, I saw the one on the left was of North Moech, the one on the right of South Moech, and the third map, which sat in the middle, showed the entire continent. An army private and a corporal each wearing a communication headset were in the process of sticking pins with white flags with the numbers 1, 2, and 3 on the South Moech map, designating the position of Companies One, Two, and Three. Several inches above the white flags were twenty green flags spread out in a line. Since there were twenty green flags, I assumed each stood for a unit of one hundred North Moech troops. Apparently the two forces had not yet engaged. 
 
    Two hours later, the corporals began moving the green flags as contact was being reported. As I watched, more and more green troops, a thousand judging by the number of green flags, were being catapulted against Company Two, which was in the center of the defensive line. From all appearances, the north was attempting to penetrate the USP defensive line by throwing all its strength against one section. But that didn't make sense, as when they broke through the defensive line, they would have two companies on their flanks. Unless… I pondered, the remaining one thousand North Moech troops split and attacked our exposed flanks… or just kept coming into Mortone City. The colonel appeared to agree with my thinking. 
 
    "Colonel Medina, I want two Ranger platoons guarding the flanks of companies one and three. Commander Mueller, I'd like your units backing up each of the three companies." 
 
    Mueller and Medina raced out of the tent toward their respective tents. 
 
    "We have been designated the last line of defense," Mueller said as he slid to a halt inside the tent. "It appears the North Moech army is making an all-out push to break our army's defensive position. Their focus right now is on company two in the middle of the line, but they have one thousand troops in reserve that could choose to flow around the defensive line as it tightens to stop the attack against company two. If they did, they could choose to attack the flanking companies one and three or choose to continue on into the city, leaving their one thousand troops in the center to distract our army." He paused, giving each man time to digest the situation. "Simons, you're behind company one; Phelps, company two; and Russell, company three." As the three platoon leaders collected their stuff and we're getting ready to leave, Mueller turned towards me without saying a word. 
 
    "I'd like to look around," I said as my mind processed what the enemy was contemplating. I knew my ten-man squad was not going to make a difference, but scouting the area may discover a weakness we could exploit. 
 
    "You want to look around while the rest of us take on impossible odds?" Mueller's voice was an angry growl. 
 
    "It's your choice, Mueller," Simons said. "But I would let her. She's one of the four Sentinels. I would imagine she would rather stay and fight than go look around, but she knows that is why we gave her a team. Her looking around has made a significant difference on each of her three assignments. We're wolves, Mueller. She's a fox-wolf mix." 
 
    As the three platoon leaders left the tent, Mueller stood staring at me like I was some kind of new species. Eventually, he spoke, "If the Tasmanians are unique, it's because we trust each other. Our unofficial motto is, Et anima una–of one mind. Go look around, sister." He turned and left the tent. I opened my TCom, clicked on my Platoon icon, and typed. 
 
    Mueller's tent. Fox. 
 
    They arrived so quickly, they must have been standing around the tent waiting. 
 
    "What took you so long?" I said with a straight face but couldn't help a twitch of my lip. "Here is the situation…" I went on to explain what the enemy appeared to be planning, how the colonel was planning to position the Rangers and the Tasmanians, and that I had decided to look around, expecting objections over my decision not to stand with the Tasmanians for the upcoming battle. Silence greeted me, or was it et anima una? 
 
    "I want to sneak around the east side of the battle and head in the direction of Moech Alley. Strictly reconnaissance. Any suggestions?" 
 
    "Single file, like in Libian, trade the lead every twenty minutes and we do all the scouting and you take all the credit," Todd said, referring to Major Lloyd's assertion I wasn't a real Tasmanian. 
 
    "Sounds right," I said, also looking serious. "You wouldn't want your leader in the lead. She could get killed, and then where would you be? I'll tell you where: in charge!" I said and had to laugh at the horrified look Todd made. Then he laughed. 
 
    "That's a scary thought, Jolie," he said. He turned and began moving off with the other six in single file. Finally, Smitty and I joined the line. We were the only two who were never used as scouts, and this was no time for on-the-job training. We moved quickly until we were even with company three, at which time we slowed, knowing the enemy lurked somewhere ahead. Bulldog was in the lead when he raised a fist for us to stop. 
 
    Fox, enemy troops approaching on the road from the north heading south. Bulldog, scrolled across my TCom screen. It was on our open channel, so everyone had seen it, and we faded as one, further back off the road, and found cover. Two minutes later, North Moech troops in their green and brown camouflaged uniforms came by at a double-time pace. They were sitting ducks, and my fingers itched to ambush them, but it soon became apparent they numbered close to two hundred, and we couldn't have survived the engagement. I opened my TCom. 
 
    Mueller, two hundred North Moech troops approaching on company three's flank. probably another two hundred on Company One's flank. Troops armed with assault weapons, hand grenades, and light protective gear. traveling fast.  estimate arrival in five minutes. luan. 
 
    I had no sooner sent the message than Bulldog had us moving again, albeit slower. Freddie took over the lead and slowly moved us more east, as the area had twenty or more separate bivouacs, probably individual companies. Two hours later, we had cleared the bivouac area, and I called for a halt. 
 
    "Who's turn is it to take the lead?" I asked, and Salamander pointed to his chest. "I want to head toward Moech Alley, but before we do, I want to see if we can locate their communications tent. Wolf, Spiderman," I said thinking my communication men would be most likely to spot it. Before I could elaborate, both men rose and slipped off into the darkness. It was dark and eerie quiet considering there must be hundreds of troops in the area. I relaxed into a meditative posture while I waited for the men to return. I opened my eyes when I first heard Wolf then Spiderman slip in beside me. Cedric smiled. 
 
    "They have a small camp area about fifty meters from the last of the troops’ area. It's about five hundred meters from here. They have a generator, so they are running communication equipment of some kind. There are six men guarding the facility, another four or five inside the tent operating the equipment, and several officers." He gave me an open mouth, teeth bared snarl. I nodded. 
 
    "I want to pass that area on our way to the Moech Alley, and I’d prefer no one was alive and the generator nonfunctional when we leave. So, gather around," I said and pointed to Cedric. He gathered a few stones and broken twigs and began explaining the camp's configuration.  
 
    "The main tent contains their communication's equipment. The tent's opening faces north away from the troop encampments.  To the rear of the main tent are six smaller tents. They appear to be sleeping quarters. The guards face north, east and south. None face west toward the camp. It appears they rotate the guards every so often. The area has been cleared of ground cover, but there is heavy growth surrounding the area."  
 
    "We'll reevaluate the plan when we get there, but here is a tentative one. I will position myself in the jungle facing the main tent's opening. Bulldog, you have the north side; Taipan, the south; and Mamba, the west. On my signal, Flintstone will take the tent furthest south, Firebird the next, Salamander the next, then Spiderman, Wolf, and Peppermint. Afterward, you will descend on the main tent. Flintstone, you have responsibility for the generator. The snipers will provide security cover." I paused for questions, making eye contact with each man. "Wolf, you have the lead." 
 
    It took over an hour to reach the camp as we encountered several troops wandering the area, and I thought it better to leave them alive than to kill them. Although we were going to kill the people in the communications camp, whoever discovered them would have no way of knowing from which direction we had come. If we had killed the random individuals we had encountered, they would have known we were from the south and probably from the force opposing them. Not sure if it mattered, but the less they knew the better. 
 
    I worked my way around to the eastside of the camp. I found a well-concealed area that provided an excellent view of the front of the main tent, so I settled down to await everyone's signal that they were in position and ready. Slowly, they came in over the next twenty minutes. The last was from Bulldog who had the north side and the farthest position to reach. I set my timer to thirty seconds, pressed send, sighted on the guard stationed off to the side of the main tent's flap, and tightened the pressure on the trigger as I waited. A few seconds later, I heard the chime and applied the additional pressure on the trigger. As I had thought, the generator noise masked the muffled sound from the CheyTac suppressor, and no one emerged from any of the tents.  
 
    Shadows could be seen as my team ghosted from the cover of the jungle into the camp and checked each tent. Only the far north tent had occupants–three relief guards. Now all that was left were the men in the main tent–a max of eight, if Wolf was correct. My two medical specialties faded back into the jungle, leaving four to rush the main tent.  
 
    They moved to the front of the tent. Cedric grabbed the tent flap and pulled it open and the three charged in. I only heard shots from our standard Jericho handguns with a suppressor. A minute later, Smitty stuck his head out the flap and waved for me to come. When I entered, I scanned each man and was pleased to find everyone looked healthy. Over the next thirty minutes, I examined everything in the tent and took photos of all the documents and maps laying around and forwarded them to Colonel Delgado, hoping the information would give them an edge. Smitty took only a minute to destroy the generator and communication equipment, and then we slid into the jungle in the direction of Moech Alley. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Planet Lochpin: An Unusual Farmhouse 
 
    "According to my map," I said between bites of the ration bar I was chewing, "we are about four klicks from the beginning of the narrow strip of land, called Moech Alley, which connects the north and south continents." 
 
    "What are you hoping to find, Fox?" Smitty asked.  
 
    We were close enough to each other to hear what was being said, but the undergrowth was so thick, I could barely make out the individual members of the team. I had decided to stop last night when we couldn't see where we were going and to give everyone a rest. We had been up for over forty hours since arriving on Lochpin. 
 
    "Some generals we can convince to stop the war and take their troops home. Or a battalion or a company of North Moech for you to play with," I said. 
 
    "Something to blow up would be good," Firebird said. 
 
    "Enough. Whose turn is it to lead?" I asked, having finished my ration bar. 
 
    "Still yours," Taipan said as he rose and began walking. One by one the scouts rose in their previous positions when we stopped. Finally, Smitty rose and I fell in behind him. Over the next hour, the vegetation thinned out as the elevation rose towards Moech Alley. As it did, our progress slowed as we encountered more and more seemingly stray soldiers or maybe scouts. When we were less than a klick away from the start to Moech Alley, we encountered a ridge that provided a good view of the Alley and surrounding area. There sat tents stretching back as far as I could see, which I estimated looked to be at least a thousand or more troops. Having nothing else to do, I lay there trying to determine their intention. After several hours, I decided they were waiting on orders.  
 
    I kept particular watch on a large tent in the center of the sea of tents. There troops were coming and going on what I thought were electric bikes, since they weren't making the usual gas-engine noise. I thought it strange that they appeared to be traveling south rather than east or west where the current engagements were taking place. 
 
    "Smitty, send Spiderman and Mamba to see if they can determine where those bikes are going," I said, thinking I'd like to follow them and find out the reason they were going south rather than east or west. It was possible they had another army moving deeper into South Moech territory. Just then, my TCom lit with a message. 
 
    Luan, where are you? Mueller. 
 
    I suddenly realized that I hadn't updated Mueller lately and sent a quick message.  
 
    Mueller, we are at the south entrance to Moech Alley. The North Moech have at least another thousand troops bivouacked here. They don't appear to be getting ready to move out of the area anytime soon. Luan. 
 
    As I pressed Send, Smitty slid up beside me. "Spiderman said the bike turned off onto a dirt road, but it was speeding too fast to follow." 
 
    Before I could reply, I had a message from Mueller. 
 
    Luan, the information you sent to General Delgado indicated they were getting ready to deploy them. You apparently broke the link to whoever had authority to release them. Good work. Mueller. 
 
    I nodded to Smitty, slid back far enough so as not to be seen when I rose and joined my squad. 
 
    "Our quest, should you choose to accept the assignment, is to determine where that bike went," I said and looked around the group.  
 
    Spiderman rose and within seconds, Smitty and I followed at the end of the line. Although the road was dirt, it was in good condition and well-traveled. We had only been walking about twenty minutes, when we saw the same bike on the road returning north. Fifteen minutes later, Spiderman turned away from the dirt road to the west and the pace slowed. Thirty minutes later, he raised a fist for us to stop, and after another fifteen-minute wait, he signaled for us to join him. 
 
    "There is a large farmhouse and barn about a hundred meters ahead. Although everyone I can see is dressed as farmhands, they are all carrying weapons, and they look to have a twenty-five-meter perimeter surrounding both the house and the barn consisting of six to eight guards," he said and turned his gaze on me. I smiled mentally. He had done his job and now it was my job to decide what to do with the information.  
 
    "We could go back to base," I said and noticed slight frowns. "Or we could see what goodies they are hiding that require armed guards." That greeted me with smiles. 
 
    "They have a platoon, maybe; four squads of eight men each," Spiderman said. "And maybe ten to fifteen inside the house. Officers, senior staff, and specialists. And another ten farmers." 
 
    "Do you think they are the folks that own the farm, or are they hired help? North or South Moech?" I asked since they were involved one way or the other in the current war. If they were North Moech, they had to be killed. If they were South Moech, they were officially friendlies, but could I trust them with my troops' lives? Their sympathies may lay with the north.  
 
    "There doesn't appear to be any guards in the fields where most are working, but guards may not be necessary if they have their families secured someplace," Spiderman said, with a shrug. 
 
    "Alright, let's observe them tonight and formulate a plan based on what we see. I'd hate to see innocent families killed if we can avoid it.  
 
    We watched the activities for over twenty-four hours before I decided on a plan of attack. The six guards roaming the perimeter changed shifts every eight hours, which wasn't a good idea since after six hours, they weren't really paying attention. We estimated there were at least fifteen guards dedicated to perimeter security and another eight guards providing external security for the house.  
 
    The farmworkers all went home at night, or at least left the area, indicating they were not being held under duress. More importantly they wouldn't be there at night when we planned to attack. It was harder to tell who was in the house as few individuals ever went outside. We did get some confirmation of the numbers watching the windows as people went upstairs to go to sleep and some of the technicians had bunks in the barn. Ironically, house security was reduced to two men for the late shift. 
 
    "Alright, I think we have a pretty good estimate of the total number of guards, how many will be on duty, how many in the barn, and the number remaining in the house. And the potentially innocent people will no longer be on the property when we attack," I said when everybody had gathered. "I want to try not to harm the barn, house, or equipment, and to leave the bodies where they fall." 
 
    "Why?" several people asked simultaneously. 
 
    "I'm hoping the senior people will believe the house had been discovered by accident and is still safe to use since it was left abandoned," I said but didn't elaborate. "To summarize, we will have six guards walking the perimeter and two standing guard on the house. Everyone else should be off duty and either asleep or otherwise occupied. So, forty-seven in the barn, eight guards outside and awake, an approximately ten in the house." I took a sip of water, hoping my plan precluded the surprises that seemed to accompany most plans. "The four snipers will be assigned two guards each; on my signal, we'll take them out. The others, except for Peppermint, who will stay with the snipers, will open the barn door in the rear and throw in several flashbangs, close the doors, wait a minute and then throw in several more, and then enter and begin clearing the area. The sniper group will simultaneously clear the house. Any questions?" 
 
      * * * 
 
    We waited until two in the morning before taking our assigned positions, hoping everyone would be asleep at that hour. When I had gotten a click from each individual indicating they were in position and ready, I set my timer to twenty seconds and sighted on the guard I thought most alert. Then I clicked the timer icon and waited. When I heard it chime, I slowly squeezed off a shot that killed the guard on the right. Two seconds later, I killed the other guard who was looking around rather than diving for cover. When I saw Taipan break cover, I rose and followed him and the other three toward the door. Running across the open area, I noted no lights coming on in the upper bedrooms. The front door was unlocked, and Peppermint was first through the door. We followed him up the stairs to the landing where, with hand gestures, I assigned each man a door. On my nod, each of us opened our assigned door a crack, tossed in a flashbang, and slam the door shut. Not very sporting, but this was war and we didn't start it. When I opened my door the second time, one man was crawling on the floor trying to find the chair he had hung his assault rifle on, while the other one was rubbing his eyes and screaming something in a language I didn't understand. Seconds later, they were both dead. 
 
    I exited the room and stood waiting on the landing, curbing the urge to cross my fingers as I waited for each group to report. As each man exited a bedroom, he held up fingers to indicate the number in the room: a total of eleven. Finally, I got the message I was waiting for. 
 
    Luan, the barn has been neutralized. Smitty. 
 
    While I had been waiting for confirmation from the barn, Peppermint was wandering in and out of the rooms. 
 
    "Luan, looks like we stumbled on several very senior generals, five in total, and their staff." 
 
    I opened my TCom. "Smitty, while the others search for any information our brothers can use, you, firebird, and I are going to rig the barn and this house with explosives. I want the explosives placed in areas that are unlikely to be searched or stumbled across by accident." 
 
    Over the next several hours, rooms, cabinets, and bodies were searched, while the three of us with explosive specialties placed explosive devices in the attics and ventilation ducts. 
 
    "Why did we save the house and barn if you're going to blow it up afterward?" Bulldog asked when we had finished and were getting ready to leave. 
 
    "I'm hoping a new batch of senior officers will see the house has more comfort than a tent and decide to move in," I said and smiled. Everyone clapped. 
 
    "Does that mean we're going to stay in the area?" Wolf asked. 
 
    "No, Spiderman has an antenna in the roofs of both buildings so we should be able to activate the explosives from several miles away, and Smitty has the explosives rigged with traps in case someone discovers them by accident." 
 
    "What now?" Smitty asked. It was a question I thought on everyone's mind, including mine.  
 
    I sat, not having a clue what to do next. When I opened my eyes, my entire team was sitting in a circle around me. 
 
    "I guess that house wasn't very exciting. Kind of like fishing with hand grenades," I said to nodding heads. ""Firebird, you stay and keep us up to date on what they do here. I thought the rest of us would go back to Moech Alley and wipe out a company or two. Whose turn to lead?" I asked as I rose to amused faces.  
 
    "Excellent idea," Taipan said as he rose smiling. I still wasn't sure what to do next but thought I'd like to see our opponent's reaction when they discovered their headquarters had been compromised and the senior staff killed. We saw no one on the way back to my previous observation ridge and arrived around noon. Nothing new appeared to have happened while we were gone. I assumed they were waiting on orders from the generals. If so, they would need divine intervention. 
 
    About mid-afternoon, one of their electric bikes left and returned less than an hour later. When it did, the camp came alive. Trucks loaded with over a hundred troops left in the direction of the farmhouse, a car left north into Moech Alley, and their large tent in the middle of the bivouac area was overflowing with people. 
 
    "You do seem to have gotten their attention, Jolie," Smitty said, scanning the area with his binoculars. 
 
    I took out my TCom and typed a message to Mueller. 
 
    Mueller, we have taken out their field headquarters. they appear to be seeking guidance from North Moech. Any orders? Luan. 
 
    An hour later, I received a reply from Mueller. 
 
    Luan, keep doing what you're doing. Destroying their Field command structure has apparently disrupted operations. The latest information you sent indicated the North Moech reserve troops were being held for Wynne City as soon as Mortone and Nowice cities were secured. But they can't release them because they don't know what's going on in the field. Mueller. 
 
    Two hours later, Firebird sent an update. 
 
    Luan, they have close to one hundred troops cleaning out the building and several officers trying to determine who and how many were involved. Boring. Freddie. 
 
    I decided to wait, hoping to get higher value targets at the house before activating the explosives. There was a lot of activity in the camp, but there appeared to be no preparations to move the troops. The sun was setting when the emergency signal lit on my TCom. 
 
    Fox, I've been discovered. Taking them south. Firebird. 
 
    Not on my watch, I mused. 
 
    Firebird, Devils to me. Fox. 
 
    I transmitted over the squad's open channel, and within seconds, everyone appeared with weapons drawn and heads swiveling in search of the danger. 
 
    "Firebird has been compromised. I'm calling him back to us," I said, and everyone nodded agreement. We were family. We did not throw one to the wolves no matter the cost. "Smitty, you will take four men and hide, and let the Moech chasing Firebird pass you without engaging them. My four men will engage the Moech appearing to assist Firebird's escape and to encourage the Moech to chase us. When I send Attack, you will engage them from the rear. Limit your firing to double taps, since all misses will have brothers in their path." That last remark was probably unnecessary but worth repeating. Double taps would prevent bursts of three to eight bullets when set on automatic. Smitty nodded at four men: Peppermint, Mamba, Wolf, and Bulldog. The five trotted to the rear looking for good cover. In a few minutes, they had disappeared. 
 
    "Alright, we need to find a good spot for our final stand and a forward spot to slow Firebird's pursuit and make it look like we are retreating to encourage them to follow and to ensure they are all caught between Smitty and us." 
 
    "That's very devious, Fox. If they find cover from us, they will be exposed to Smitty. Conversely, finding cover from Smitty will expose them to us," Salamander said with a glean in his eye. 
 
    "A revolving door that always leads to Devils," Taipan said. Five minutes later, the men had identified our two shooting areas, and we settled down to wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Planet Lochpin: Life-Saving Training 
 
    Freddie Hall, callsign Firebird, sat in an old oak tree about twenty meters off the ground observing the North Moech arrive in five trucks. They exited fifty meters before the farm buildings and formed two lines stretching pass both buildings. They then cautiously entered the area. When nothing happened, they broke into four groups. One group went into each building while the other two groups stayed outside guarding the area. Most of the men's dark-tanned skin looked close to white when exiting the building, and several lost their last meal. Besides, the gore splattered on the floor, walls, and furniture, the temperature in the nineties, and the bodies ravaged by feasting scavengers, the building must have smelled like a week-old slaughterhouse. Before long, teams of men with scarves around their mouths and noses were carrying the bodies to the trucks. While they worked, others formed a protective perimeter around the two structures in case whoever had killed the occupants were still in the area. The rest appeared to be trying to determine who and how many invaders had been involved. Firebird would have loved to set off the explosives, but Fox was after bigger fish. Firebird was more a bird in the hand rather than two in the bush. But she was the squad's leader, and besides, she was good at finding bushes with lots of birds. He sent one update just to let her know he was alive and paying attention, even if there was little to report. 
 
    Luan, they have close to one hundred troops cleaning out the building and several officers trying to determine who and how many were involved. Boring. Freddie. 
 
    It was late afternoon when it looked like they were preparing to leave. The officer in charge was leaving a senior sergeant and three squads behind. Freddie decided it was time for another update. When he shifted to use his TCom, several birds took flight. He had been so still for the past hour that birds had landed on the nearby branches. The officer and sergeant who were no more than thirty meters from his position immediately looked up towards the birds. The officer shrugged and returned his gaze to the sergeant. But the sergeant continued to stare and drew his sidearm. When the sergeant's stare and weapon appeared focused in Freddie's direction, Freddie decided it was time to leave and rolled sideways, dropping lightly to the ground. He stayed low as he scurried along his preplanned emergency route. He heard random shots, but none appeared close. There was noise from officers and sergeants shouting orders and soldiers responding, so Freddie used his audio feature to update Fox as he ran. 
 
    Fox, I've been discovered. Taking them south. Firebird. 
 
    He had no intention of leading what would surely be fifty-plus North Moech troops back to his squad. He had caused the problem, and it was his problem to solve. He intended to lead them south and to lose them eventually. But before he had gone fifty meters, his TCom lit. 
 
    Firebird, Devils to me. Fox. 
 
    Damn, the woman. The message was clear. He was to lead them to her. If he hadn't seen her in the shower naked, he would have sworn she was a man pretending to be a female and had more testosterone than the rest of them. He just hoped his mistake didn't get anyone killed including himself. Her order meant he couldn't lose the pack chasing him. She expected him and his pursuers, and he didn't intend to disappoint her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Planet Lochpin: Double Surprises 
 
    I lay wondering how they had discovered Firebird, not that it mattered. He could probably lose his pursuers, but he was one of my squad, and I wanted him in the nest under my protective wing. Besides, I was out of ideas on what to do next and decided this was a good excuse to poke at the status quo and to see what happened. I was having second thoughts when my TCom lit with a message. 
 
    Fox, home in five minutes. Freddie 
 
    I resent the message to the squad, but it proved unnecessary as shots and men shouting could be heard not far away. Two minutes later, Freddie broke through some thick underbrush, saw me, and headed in my direction. He jumped the log I was behind and turned ready to fire just as men broke into our small clearing. Multiple double taps sounded and eight dropped in mid stride. Those following scrambled for cover. As they did, I signaled our retreat. We rose as one and retreated, staying low and running in and out of cover for some twenty-five meters to our prepared position. Now the Moechs were charging all out thinking we were running in fear. Our weapons had suppressors, but the Moechs’ didn't and it sounded like an active firing range. We took down another ten before they turned to retreat–straight into Smitty's fire. They had no place to hide and died not fighting but while trying to find cover or escape. 
 
    As my squad checked to ensure no one lived, I crawled to my previous lookout point and saw a horde of Moech heading in our direction. What now, I wondered. I had obviously failed to consider the base would send troops, and there was no time to sit and consider my options. I came flying down the hill on my ass. 
 
    "Single file; we are heading for the farm," I said pointing in that general direction. I waited for the scouts to form up and start moving, and I joined the end of the line with Smitty. 
 
    "Why the farmhouse?" Smitty asked. 
 
    "Because I have no better idea, and I don't think this is the time for me to sit and think about it," I said as we moved along at a double-time pace. Smitty laughed. I hoped we could stay at least several minutes ahead of whoever was chasing us. I also hoped there was no one with them smart enough to deduce that we were heading for the farmhouse. If there was, we were in trouble because they could use vehicles to beat us there. With luck, they thought we were running wild and they would eventually track us down. With our current double-time pace, they would have no trouble tracking us. Time seemed to slow to a snail's pace, so I was surprised when we broke through heavy vegetation into the farmhouse's clearing. Dumb luck was still with me as there were no troops remaining at the farm. They apparently had been ordered to chase Firebird. 
 
    "Two in the house and two in the barn. The rest will find cover at the end of the clearing," I said after we had all stopped. 
 
    Wolf said, "They will just surround us–"  
 
    I interrupted him before he could continue. "I want the people in the buildings to exit before they have a chance to surround you and join those at the end of the clearing. I want the Moech to use the buildings as cover," I said to smiling faces. Before I could choose which of the buildings I wanted, Smitty grabbed me by the arm and pushed me towards the south end of the clearing. 
 
    "The boys have longer legs and can run faster than you." He smiled. This was no time to argue, so I shrugged and continued running for cover with the other four men. It continued to amaze me how they decided each time who would do what. This time, they decided  which two would go to the barn, which two to the house, and which four to the south end of the area. It was like they were telepathic. It certainly made leading this group simple, and I wondered at times whether I was leading them or if they were leading me. We had barely settled down when twenty Moech troops emerged from the jungle and entered the clearing. They stopped while scanning the area. When they couldn't see anyone, they began moving forward. They were less than five meters from the buildings, when my brothers in the buildings opened fire. The Moech’s attempts to retreat were a disaster as there was nothing to provide cover. As the troops behind them began to lay down heavy cover fire, the Tasmanians in the buildings exited out the back but made no attempt to run to our positions.  
 
    Very clever, I mused. The Moech would believe they were still in the buildings and therefore would enter to get them out while others circled the buildings to keep them from escaping. The Moech's plan wasn't going to survive its encounter with the enemy. 
 
    Sure enough, several minutes later, the forty-plus troops remaining opened fire while ten rushed the buildings. As they entered the two buildings, the others came out of the jungle. A few more entered the buildings as the others began to circle them. We opened fire, catching them with no cover and causing them to retreat back behind the buildings. As they did, the Tasmanians hiding at the rear of the buildings made a mad dash for our positions. As if I had diagrammed it beforehand, the Moech were staying close to the buildings hoping that would provide some protection. 
 
    "Now, Firebird," I said, and a second later, both buildings exploded. As I had hoped with fingers crossed, debris flew in every direction. Although it didn't kill all our opponents it certainly injured most of their remaining troops. "Time to leave. south then west then north," I said to nodding heads. We needed to lose our pursuit or kill them quickly, because we had wounded, and they would need treatment and rest before we would be fit to continue. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We continued south for about an hour, just long enough to determine that they had only sent a couple of scouts after us, probably just to keep track of where we were going. We killed them before turning west. Several hours later, after ensuring that no one was following us, I informed the lead scouts to find us a safe place to camp. Mamba found a quiet area near a stream less than an hour later, and Peppermint and I began examining each person. To my surprise and shame, everyone had taken some damage, and a few had serious wounds–and I hadn't been aware of it or bothered to check. Even I had been wounded. Isaac found I had a flesh wound to my thigh. 
 
    "Alright, let's get something straight. I know none of you are too smart; otherwise, you wouldn't be in the Tasmanians. But if you are going to be in my platoon, you're not allowed to ignore serious injuries. What if you collapse from loss of blood, or die because you ignored an infection?" I paused and looked at each person. Most could barely hold eye contact as they knew I was referring to their current condition. "I'll tell you what! I'd have to do your work and mine." Before they could smile, I continued. "I'm the leader because I can't do your job. So, it would make me and the Tasmanians look like idiots, and it would make Major Wet Pants look right. Do you want that?" I asked and was greeted with vigorous shakes of their heads, not wanting to shout in enemy territory. "So, if you want to be on my team, you will let Isaac or Van or me know when you are injured. We will be the judge of when it gets fixed. Is that crystal clear?" This time, the nods were sober as I had tears in my eyes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I decided Mueller needed an update and typed out a short message. 
 
    Mueller, we have wounded after a skirmish with the Moech. Plan to rest a day before returning to Moech Alley to see what they are doing, unless you have something for me to do. Luan. 
 
    A few minutes later, I received a reply. 
 
    Luan, keep doing whatever you're doing. The Moech data and updates you sent have been very useful. Colonel Delgado would like more updates. He claims it helps him with the larger picture. The images from our transports are too static. you also seem to have put their attack on hold by killing their senior commanders. Mueller. 
 
    It took us three days to get back to Moech Alley, deciding to travel slow as there may still be Moech in the area searching for us and so as not to overstress the wounded. We were not in prime condition. 
 
    "Looks just like it did when we left," Smitty said, lying next to me on a small ridge several hundred meters from where we had originally been spying, in case they had that area under observation. "And they don't look like they are preparing to leave anytime soon." 
 
    "I suspect they are waiting for word from North Moech. It's a very structured society, so I doubt the colonels will decide to take independent action," I said, thinking even the USP military was very structured. Smitty gave a snort. 
 
    "Meaning they don't have a Jolie Luan in their ranks." He grinned. "Probably shoot them rather than give them a platoon." 
 
    He was right. The Tasmanians had encouraged my idiosyncrasies whereas the army tried to punish them. I didn't understand at the time, but I do now. The army runs on discipline whereas the Tasmanians run on trust. Smitty broke into my musing. 
 
    "Jolie, that looks like a high-ranking caravan from the north, judging by the limousines and the armored escort." Eight men exited the three limousines followed by twenty or more men from the escort. The escort were dressed in black combat gear. The eight men entered the largest tent while the armed escort surrounded it. "They don't look very trusting."  
 
    "I agree. I doubt they would have used the farmhouse," I said wondering how we were going to continue to disrupt them. 
 
    "They will want to reestablish communications with their troops attacking Mortone," Smitty said. "Although I doubt they'll want to use the communications tent we destroyed." 
 
    "True, but they will need to send equipment and personnel. Maybe if we can catch that caravan." I said, thinking out loud as an idea began to take root. "Gather the troops while I check our map. Let's see how many options they have." Several minutes later, everyone was sitting in a semi-circle around me. "It appears to me that the new staff will have to establish communications with their troops invading Mortone. There are several roads to do that; however, only one goes directly there. We need to intercept that convoy. Unless I'm wrong or the North Moech are stupid, that convoy will be larger and better armed than we can take on with just assault weapons." I paused and saw everyone nodding. 
 
    "We could slow them down by blocking roads and using snipers," Mamba said, pointing to the CheyTac rifle lying beside him. "If we find the right spot, we can stay well out of their ability to target or chase us." 
 
    "That's true," I said. "We may have to resort to slowing them down, but I would like to kill their senior officers. That would delay them further," I said before closing my eyes. Sometime later, I opened my eyes, already regretting what I knew we would have to do. "Wolf, I want you to stay behind and monitor their activity and let us know when the convoy is leaving. That will give us some advanced notice. Taipan and Mamba, you will select a position where you can delay the convoy if it leaves before we're ready. Your shooting positions should be at least eight hundred to one thousand meters from the road. The rest of us will scrounge potential explosive material from the houses the North Moech destroyed on their march to Mortone. Questions?"  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Planet Lochpin: Cedric Reid, call sign Wolf 
 
    Cedric lay near the top of the ridge with a good line of sight to the main tent. He thought Jolie had given him the most boring assignment. It could be a day or two before the Moech decided to leave for Mortone. He had already been here for twelve hours, and except for people coming and going from the main tent, there had been no indication that they were preparing to leave. He didn't trust himself to sleep, as the Moech may have details out searching the area since it was obvious someone had been in the area spying on them. He needed to let Taipan and Mambo know as soon as the envoy appeared to be getting ready to leave. They would need the time to set up for the ambush. That would be particularly critical if the Moech left within forty-eight hours. Luan couldn't possibly be ready to intercept the convoy if they slipped by Taipan and Mambo. So, his job may be boring, but it was critical to Luan's strategy.  
 
    He heard talking to his left. If they saw him, they would call for help and discharge their weapons, which would alert everybody in the area. Even if he survived, his mission would be compromised. His mind raced with whether to lie still and hope he had enough cover to go unnoticed, or if they were distracted and wouldn't notice, or to try and take them by surprise before they could sound the alarm or use their weapons. Luan's Vanquishing Fear class saved him. Closing his eyes, he focused on the problem and the initial panic to action disappeared. More talking and laughter made him decide that the best odds were remaining still and hoping they passed without notice. Several minutes later, a group of four Moech troops passed them by without incident. Although scanning the area as they walked, their chatter diminished their focus and they never saw him. When he got back to the team, he vowed to make sure everyone else took Luan's class. Without that training, he knew he would've tried to take out the four. 
 
    Next morning, he saw activity that looked like they were getting ready to leave. Cars and trucks were parked off to the side of the main tent, and around noon, the officers arrived. An hour later, the officers entered the vehicles and the caravan left the area. Wolf sent the following message as he prepared to leave the area. 
 
    Taipan, Mamba. Moech caravan leaving the camp now. It includes two trucks with approximately forty fully-armored combat troops, three limousines with twelve officers and staff, one armored vehicle with a heavy machine gun, and what looks like a communications truck. Wolf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Planet Lochpin: Snipers, Pete Norman and Todd Bradley 
 
    Pete Norman, call sign Taipan, and Todd Bradley, call sign Mamba, moved as fast as the heavy vegetation would allow. They needed hilly ground if they were to conduct their ambush from eight hundred meters as Luan had suggested. Todd wouldn't have traded places with Jolie for any amount of money. He wouldn't mind thinking up the strategy, although he had to admit she was devilishly good at it, but he wanted nothing to do with making the assignments. The latest incident with Firebird was a good example. Firebird would most likely have lost the pursuit and made it back to base, but she called him back to the team where the platoon could ambush his pursuers. That technically put everyone's life at risk. He wasn't sure if he could have made that call. Everyone in the squad was a friend whom he had known for years. No, he liked being a Tasmanian. He didn't mind risk, but he didn't want that kind of responsibility. 
 
    Two hours later, they reached an area where the ground rose at least five to six hundred meters and provided a good view of the road, which was fairly straight at this point. There was only one or two places where the caravan would disappear for a minute or two due to dips in the road and vegetation.  
 
    "Pete, what if I take the north and you the south side of the road. That way, we will have them in the crossfire, and they will have to split their forces to chase us," Todd said, looking around. 
 
    "Do you think they will stop if we shoot out a couple of tires? They might just abandon the vehicle and go around it," Pete asked, frowning in thought. 
 
    "Not if it's the limousine tires." Todd laughed. "But the main targets after slowing them down with flat tires are clearly the generals in the limos." 
 
    "Agreed," Pete said, waving as he turned right into the heavily treed terrain. 
 
    Todd smiled as he watched Pete disappear into the landscape. Luan's team was comprised of Tasmanians who had been close friends for many years and knew each other well. And being all on the same team had been amazing, like a symphonic orchestra with every musician a master of his instrument and Luan the perfect conductor. Life was good, he mused as he reached the top of the ridge and surveyed the road.  
 
    He estimated he was a good nine hundred meters from what looked like the ideal spot to ambush the caravan. But Luan wouldn't be pleased if the troops in vehicles with the caravan sped ahead. They would be within three hundred meters within minutes. He gave a snort and then proceeded to walk for an additional ten minutes until he was at least six hundred meters off the road. A reasonable compromise, he thought as he walked around looking for good cover and the best view of the road. Then he began making sure the ground was free of rocks and twigs where he was going to lay, moving bushes, branches, and large rocks before he unpacked his CheyTac and supplies and relieved himself. After all, he may be laying there for a day or more without moving because of the human eye’s ability to detect even slight movements.  
 
    He was in sniper mode, everything turned off except the spot on the road he was watching. If he had looked at his TCom, he would have noticed fourteen hours had passed since he had assumed his current position. Movement brought him back to full alert. Vehicles were moving along the section of road he had been watching. He would lose sight of them for approximately one minute before they emerged at the section he had identified as the kill zone.  
 
    He sighted on the road and slowly applied pressure as he slowed his breathing. Then he took a deep breath, which was timed perfectly with the vehicles coming into sight. He paused, stopping the natural exhale, while he found the front tires of the first limo, and fired. The tire exploded slightly before the pop of the suppressed explosion of the 408 caliber bullet, and the vehicle swerved hard left. Only the skill of the driver kept it from plunging off the road into the dense vegetation. Todd waited to see their reaction because it was unlikely anyone thought it was anything but a tire blowout. Eventually, the driver got out, inspected the tire, and looked to be explaining what he saw to the passengers. A minute later, three men emerged, but none looked like officers. Killing technicians didn't seem worthwhile, so he waited. Pete had yet to shoot, apparently waiting for him to take the lead. 
 
    Todd considered the problem while he waited. His primary task was to delay the convoy to give Jolie and her team time to set up a major ambush. His secondary task was to kill the officers if the chance arose and to not get killed in the process. He knew Luan feared that worse than death. So, he sighted in on the second vehicle's side window, took a deep breath, held it, and then squeezed off three rounds only a second apart. The bullet-resistant window held for the first bullet and partly for the second but shattered on the third and hit someone. Several seconds later, two men exited the passenger side door but stayed behind the vehicle.  
 
    Soldiers were pouring out of the trucks as the trucks were moving to protect the limos. Todd laughed as Pete opened fire on the men behind the second limo. Men exiting the third vehicle had the trucks for protection. It didn't matter as troops were now heading in his and Pete’s direction, so he decided it was time to leave, but not before shooting out several tires on the trucks and the gunner on the armored vehicle who had turned to shoot at Pete. 
 
    Todd worked his way west as that would be where Jolie and the rest of the team were preparing the next ambush. He had a good lead on the troops chasing him. They were unlikely to go more than a klick or two from the vehicles for fear of another ambush. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Planet Lochpin: Scavenger Hunt 
 
    With Salamander in the lead and Smitty and I at the end, we worked our way west in search of anything they could use for their intended ambush. After an hour, I called for a halt. 
 
    "I don't like it, but I think we need three lines separated by one hundred meters. The vegetation is so thick we could be missing all sorts of houses if we stay in a single line." I had no sooner said it when Bulldog, Firebird, and Flintstone stepped a few meters apart. Then Spiderman joined Bulldog, Peppermint joined Firebird, and Salamander joined Flintstone. I stood there like a dummy, the only one who didn't know who I was supposed to join. Then it dawned on me. These guys had been Tasmanians for years and on many assignments and knew each other personally, so situations like this were almost intuitive. There were no two specialties together and only one without a medical or an explosive specialty.  
 
    I stepped behind Spiderman and everyone smiled as they turned and began fanning out. The knowledge made me feel a lot better, knowing their seemingly random formations were actually well thought-out solutions, which I probably would have figured out if I had the time to think the situation through. Or maybe not, I mused. 
 
    We had been walking for close to two hours when Flintstone sent me a TCom message that he had found several buildings. I called everyone close as seven heads were better than five. There were three buildings: a house, a barn, and a produce-storage building. The Moech swept through the area, killing all the workers and livestock, but they left everything intact. At the time, they were intent on a lightning-fast surprise attack on Mortone and didn't want to leave survivors who might warn their enemy. We found an abandoned small truck and loaded it with two barrels of gasoline, several gas-powered saws, and rope. It was a risk taking the truck, but we couldn't carry the loot we had found, and it was just what we needed.  
 
    Over the next eight hours, we stumbled on five more farms and added more gas and gas-powered equipment to our stash. We covered fifteen klicks during our eight-hour scavenger hunt but saw no one alive. 
 
    "I think here," I said looking at the map and comparing it to the road. "Smitty, if you would set up some traps using the gasoline that the cars would trip, I'll take a couple of boys to cuts some trees. They will outnumber us, and we are down three men of which two are snipers, so we will need surprise and panic on our side."  
 
    As I began walking up the road, I noticed Bulldog, Salamander and Spiderman following me, and Firebird and Peppermint following Smitty. It made sense—a medic and an explosives man followed Smitty while those not needed by Smitty followed me. The Tasmanian school wasn't designed for berserkers or musclemen; it was designed for people who could think after days without sleep under the worse of conditions. These men weren't blind followers; they just didn't want the responsibility of being in charge. But in the event I was killed, they would select the best person to lead, and he would accept the responsibility. 
 
    "Those three trees," I said, selecting the tallest trees near the side of the road. It would take twenty men to lift and move a tree that size, and of course, we weren't going to give them the opportunity. This was an excellent spot as the road dropped off at this point so the cars couldn't just drive around. Besides, two of the trees stuck out fifteen meters past where the road ended on the left side, and the third tree lay twenty-meters up the hill on the right. They would need the better part of a day to get their cars around these trees if their cars were in good condition and nobody was shooting at them. Two conditions I planned not to allow. I then walked back up the road past where Smitty was setting his trap and picked out three more trees. 
 
    I pointed to the trees. "I want those three to be cut so that a minimum of pressure will cause them to fall onto the road." 
 
    "Jolie, that's a good idea but I doubt any of us or even several of us could generate enough power to topple those trees even if they were cut halfway through. If we cut them too deep, wind or just the pressure on the cut will cause them to fall before we want them to," Spiderman said. 
 
    "True," I agreed. "I thought we would tie the ropes to that tree across the road, and cut deep enough so that after the cars pass, we could make it fall. The weight of that tree should be enough to pull the other three down." 
 
    Spiderman nodded. "That should do it," he said as my TCom lit with a message from Wolf notifying me that he was only thirty meters away and not to shoot. He appeared a minute later. 
 
    "Welcome back, Cedric. How did it go?" I asked, starved for specific information on what had transpired over the past seventy hours. Everyone gathered close to hear. 
 
    "Your Vanquishing Fear class saved the mission, Jolie. I'm afraid I would have done something foolish if I hadn't been able to clear my mind and make a rational decision. The Moech sent out a group of three to scout the ridge. Clearing my mind enabled me to consider all my possible options. My first instinct was to engage them but that would have alerted the Moech to my presence, and I would have had to leave the area. I maybe could have found a position on the road to notify Peter and Todd, but by staying, I was able to give them several hours’ more notice as I saw them preparing to leave hours in advance of actually leaving." He smiled. "The caravan left thirty hours after you departed." 
 
    When I looked at my TCom, I saw we had been gone forty-nine hours. Obviously, Pete and Todd had managed to detain the convoy by at least twelve hours, which was the elapsed time from their most likely encounter. Conclusion: we could expect the convoy at any moment. 
 
    "Alright, here's the plan," I said when they had all assembled. "As the cars come around the corner going at least fifty to eighty kph, the lead car will drag the gas barrels off the side of the road, splashing at least the first six cars in the convoy. As they pass, Salamander will cut the tree we are using as a weight to break the other trees free to fall across the road, blocking any vehicle retreat. Firebird will then ignite the gasoline, which should cause widespread panic. Flintstone has rigged twenty traps using our grenades. So, when the troops charge us, they will be in a mini minefield. As soon as the officers and technicians are dead, we can leave." 
 
    "What if they surrender?" Bulldog asked with a smirk. 
 
    "Tie them up and leave them. They will get loose eventually. We don't need prisoners, and it wouldn't be right shooting men who had surrendered." After a bit of thought, I added, "They will have to surrender en masse. We can't handle one or two surrendering while the rest are fighting." 
 
    We took up our prepared positions. Salamander, Flintstone, Spiderman, and Peppermint were about fifty meters away from the road where the vehicles would be trapped and on fire. Firebird was twenty-five meters on the opposite side of the road where the fire would be most intense to encourage a speedy exit in the other direction. Bulldog and I were stationed two hundred meters back on a small rise where we would attempt to kill the officers and their staff and to cover our retreat when the time came. As I reviewed the deployment of my troops again, I received a message that Pete and Todd were close. 
 
    "Welcome back," I said as they appeared out of the jungle only a few meters in front of me. "How did it go?" 
 
    "Pretty good, considering the convoy hasn't arrived here yet," Todd said. We shot out a lot of tires and killed a few technicians. We didn't hang around as they sent troops after us. The convoy consists of one armored vehicle with a heavy machine gun mounted on top, three limousines, and two trucks with some forty combat troops in full armor." 
 
    I went on to explain how I had configured the troops and kept Taipan and Mamba back with me and Bulldog. We didn't have to wait long. Two hours later, the armored vehicle came into sight. I watched as Salamander cut the tree, which would topple the three onto the road as Firebird ignited the gasoline. Ten seconds felt like an eternity as the first tree hung suspended, not appearing to bring down the other three. Finally, there was a loud crack, and one of the trees gave way, crashing onto the road. Seconds later, there were two more cracks, and all three trees lay across the road, blocking any vehicle from retreating. That proved unnecessary as the vehicles were all on fire and too hot and dangerous to drive. 
 
    The troops couldn't exit the trucks fast enough, and the last few troops exited on fire. The first ones to exit stood with heads swiveling, trying to find something to shoot. The limo doors on the driver side opened, and eight individuals scrambled out. One of the officers said something and pointed into the jungle, and the troops began running in that direction with the officers and their staff following. Then the chaos began. The front four Tasmanians opened fire on the armored troops, leading the charge into the jungle. Their armor significantly reduced the casualties, and the smiling troops charged the shooters. But within seconds, they began tripping Smitty's traps, and shrapnel from the grenades and 408 caliber bullets from the three snipers with me penetrated where the bullets of the Tavor were only partially effective. The officers and their staff who weren't in armor died before the seven survivors surrendered. 
 
    "Salamander, Peppermint, see to the Moech troops after you've attended our wounded. Smitty, after they have been treated, tie them up enough so that we can leave the area safely," I said, relieved it was over and my troops were alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Planet Lochpin: What Next? 
 
    "Well, Fox, what now?" Smitty asked, with all eyes on me. Again, they had done their job, and now it was my turn. 
 
    "We could attack the rear of the North Moechs attacking Mortone," I said while frowning in thought. Open mouthed stares greeted me. 
 
    "We aren't that bored," Spiderman said with a snort. 
 
    "What wimps. What if we attack the Moech's camp at Moech Alley?" I asked, still frowning. "Should be easy. They are sitting around doing nothing and bored." 
 
    "I think we have lived to see the Fox without any ideas," Smitty said to smiling and nodding heads. Of course, Smitty was right. I didn't have a clue what to do next. We could return to the Tasmanians, but ten more troops weren't going to make a significant difference in the outcome. My group's function, while undefined, was to find ways to thwart the enemy, and we weren't going to make that happen by joining the Tasmanians. I folded into a meditation posture. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, nine men sat facing me. They smiled when they noticed my eyes were open. 
 
    "What does an army run on?" I asked, cocking my head as if to hear better, and waited. 
 
    "Food," Peppermint said. 
 
    "Ammo," Mamba said. 
 
    "Discipline," Spiderman said. 
 
    "Correct," I said. "So, what is our job?" 
 
    "Sabotage!" Firebird said. 
 
    "Correct, again." I smiled. "And I would think the group fighting Mortune has got to be low on food and ammo, and the only place to get more is the reserve unit at Moech Alley. And since some nasty Tasmanians have ruined their equipment, the only way is to send people." I paused to look around the group, hating what I had to do. "Taipan, Wolf, you will stay here and make sure no one from Mortone passes here…nor anyone from the Alley. The rest of us are going to make sure the Moech attacking Mortone aren't overeating or hording ammo." 
 
    My announcement was treated with smiles. I guessed that meant these nut-cases enjoyed wandering around causing trouble more than being part of the main Tasmanian force. I agreed. 
 
    "Single file?" Todd asked. When I nodded, they formed up, with Smitty and I following at the end. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A day later, we perched at the rear of the Moech troops attacking Mortone, or more specifically, the USP protecting North Mortone. I thought it would be nice to find out how the Tasmanians were holding up, so I sent Mueller a text: 
 
    Watcher, how is the engagement going? Luan. 
 
    Fox, we are down over thirty percent overall, the Tasmanians, ten percent. The good news is that the fighting has slowed since you interfered with their communications and senior officers. It feels like they are waiting for something. Mueller. 
 
    I responded with some amusement. 
 
    Watcher, it isn't coming anytime soon. I thought my team and I would inventory the Moech ammo and supplies. It would be a shame if they ran out of both. Luan. 
 
    Mueller was quick to respond. 
 
    Fox, that would be a game changer. Taarah. Mueller. 
 
    "Well, boys. I just had a chat with our commander, and he thought the Moech had too much ammo and food," I said, which produced grins on every face. "Mamba, you scout the south side of the Moech line; Spiderman, you scout the rear of their line; and Firebird, you scout the northside. Whoever finds the ammo stash, send two clicks on the open channel. That will be the signal for everyone to return here." I saw nods of understanding as Mamba, Spiderman, and Firebird stood and disappeared into the thick underbrush. Now was the hard part: waiting. 
 
    "What are you planning, Fox?" Flintstone asked with a predatory flash of his teeth. 
 
    "Since I won't pass for a Moech general, I can't requisition it. It's too heavy to carry, so I can't steal it. Therefore, the only alternative is to have a Tasmanian end-of-hostilities celebration with it." That got blank stares that slowly turned to ground-slapping approval. "Eight of us will create a diversion somewhere not too far from where the ammo is stored while two men will infiltrate the area where the ammo is stored and set explosive charges." 
 
    An hour later, I received two clicks from Firebird, and an hour after that, the three men had returned. 
 
    "The ammo and supplies are loaded in trucks located only fifty meters off the road that extends from Mortone to Moech Alley. They are well hidden from aircraft by trees. But unless they have other trucks somewhere, they are getting low on everything, including food and ammo," Firebird said, excitedly. "Judging by the fresh tire tracks, I wouldn't be surprised if they had sent their empty trucks back to their main base." 
 
    "That's unfortunate for them, as the road to Moech Alley is blocked with fallen trees." I smiled at the image. "Burned out vehicles, too; plus, the area is being terrorized by two nasty snipers." 
 
    "I think you're right, Pete. I didn't see any stashes of supplies on the south side of their encampment," 
 
    "Me neither," Spiderman said, then laughed. "Without bullets, the Tasmanians could overrun the entire Moech army." 
 
    "Alright, Firebird, since you know the area where the trucks are, take Smitty. Send three clicks when you are in the area and prepared to place the explosives. When I get your three clicks, we will start a distraction. That should pull everyone in the area toward us and give you an opportunity to attach your explosives. You're free to set them off whenever you're ready. The sooner the better, as that should ease their pursuit of us. Any questions?" I asked.  
 
    It was a silly question since I hadn't provided any details. The situation would be fluid for both groups, and we would have to adjust to the circumstances. Although I knew this was the right move, I dreaded it. Both teams were going to be exposed to overwhelming odds, meaning the space gods would determine the outcome. If an off-duty Moech guard were to take a piss, we could be discovered before we were ready. A couple of squads returning from a sortie could block our retreat. We could pick a spot where hundreds of Moech where camped and ordered to chase us. I stood paralyzed with fear. I could lose the entire squad.  
 
    "Wait!" I said resisting the over whelming urge to shout. "Tonight, you must first be the talented scouts you are and Tasmanians second. We are playing catch-me-if-you-can with a thousand Moech. We won't succeed if you aren't ready, and that could have consequences for our brothers as well as us." I locked eyes with each individual and felt their silent consent.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Planet Lochpin: Firebird and Bulldog 
 
    "I wouldn't trade places with Jolie for an additional ten years' time-in-grade," Smitty said as they jogged well wide of the Moech encampment. "This is the right gambit, but it has a hundred things that could go wrong." 
 
    "She was right to remind us of that…and foxy to point out our brothers' lives would be impacted–for better or worse–by our actions," Firebird said, shaking his head at the thought.  
 
    "I don't know about right; sneaky is more like it. She just made us responsible for our brothers' lives. Like putting us in charge of a company!" Smitty gave a small chuckle. "Of course, the damn woman is right. We tend to charge into danger without concern for our own lives thinking we are the best of the best, exceptionally well trained, and therefore invincible. If we get wounded, one of our brothers will take up the slack. But here, if we get shot or captured, the whole plan goes to shit." 
 
    "I don't know about you, Smitty. I'd rather get killed or captured than report back to Jolie that I fucked up." Freddie said while shaking his head. Smitty nodded as they trotted in silence. 
 
    Sometime later, Firebird stopped, indicating stealth, and they both lay flat. Freddie used hand signals to indicate the truck with the ammo and the two with food supplies, then indicated they should retreat west toward the main USP line. Smitty shook his head and indicated west then to circle east. Back to the USP lines would be the direction the Moech would expect them to head, not back to where the Moech reserves were camped. They both crawled along their planned escape route west. Smitty stopped twice to string several grenades and trip wires. That was to give them a few minutes to get out of sight so they could begin to loop north and eventually east. And hour later, they returned to their original lookout location where they stayed for almost an hour, noting the comings and goings of the troops in the area.  
 
    There looked to be several squads assigned to guard the trucks within a twenty-five-meter area: one squad on duty and two for backup and relief. He wondered what they would do when Jolie's team began the diversion. He doubted the diversion would pull them out of the area, since the fighting would be on the other side of the camp, which was at least three-quarters of a klick away. Too much would depend upon the Moech troops' reaction to Jolie's distraction. In the end, they separated roughly twenty meters, and each slowly made his way as close as possible without being noticed. It wasn't too hard as the guards were apparently bored and more interested in talking than scanning for trouble. When he stopped, he thought he might be able to throw his package close enough to the ammo truck to cause it to explode the ammo in the truck. He could certainly throw his grenades to the truck, and that might be enough. Resigned to the situation, he clicked his TCom three times. 
 
    Smitty was surprised at how fast the respond happened. The Tasmanians had obviously removed their suppressors, and the gunfire was loud in the quiet of the night. During the first minute, the vast number of weapons firing were from Tasmanians' Tavors with only random shots from Moech assault rifles. 
 
    Poorly trained troops, Smitty mused as he watched them collect in small groups, pointing and looking to the west where the sounds were emanating. Noting their reaction, Freddie began crawling in the direction of the truck, using bushes and ground cover to shield him in his hurriedly made ghillie suit. Smitty’s responsibility was to cover Freddie in case he was discovered. He wanted to scream at Firebird to hurry, as no one was looking in his direction, but Freddie didn't seem to know or care. That's why he's a sniper and a talented scout, and I'm neither, Smitty chided himself. Just as Freddie reached the truck and slid the package halfway under the truck, a guard appeared at the front of the vehicle. His gaze swept the landscape toward the road but never looked down to where Freddie lay not three meters away. Eventually, he shouted something to someone and turned around and disappeared. 
 
    A moment later, a sergeant appeared near the two relief squads and began shouting orders. From the men's responses, they were being ordered to join the fighting to the west.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Planet Lochpin: The Diversion Team 
 
    We stopped an hour later, when Taipan estimated we would be roughly a klick or less west of the area where Firebird had said he had found the ammo and food trucks. I immediately sent everyone out to scout the area while we awaited the signal from Firebird and Flintstone that they were in place. The signal had taken over two hours, indicating they had taken me seriously, had an escape planned and had thoroughly scouted the area before sending their ready. 
 
    "What does our area look like?" I asked when everyone had returned.  
 
    "It looks like a rest and rehabilitation area along with several platoons of reserve troops to repel any attack to their flank. It's weak but probably sufficient to hold until support can arrive. They probably weakened this area to strengthen the front, thinking we didn't have enough troops to mount a significant attack against their flanks," Mamba said, appearing to speak for the group, judging by the nodding heads. 
 
    "What's our exit strategy?" I asked. 
 
    "Disperse individually," Taipan said, reluctantly. "That will keep the Moech from focusing their forces, giving each individual a better chance of losing the pursuit or killing it. But with Smitty gone…" He hesitated saying who is going to look after you, and instead finished with, "We're all sneaky scouts with long legs." 
 
    "Alright, lets form a line with a fifteen-meter separation. That way we will look less like a coordinated attack force and may elicit a smaller response. We will meet at our roadblock twenty-four hours from now," I said, not liking the risk, but the possible reward made it the right tactic. "The signal to begin the diversion will be my Go signal. No unnecessary risks. Remember, the goal is not to kill Moech but to provide Smitty and Firebird a distraction to blow up the Moech ammo supply." That greeted me with nods and grins. Immediately, using me as the center, the men began separating and moving away from me. Resigned, I began moving closer to the camp.  
 
    When I could see a group of Moech troops some forty meters in front of me, I stopped and settled down, waiting for the signal to start the distraction. It came over an hour later: three clicks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Planet Lochpin: An Unexpected Fuckup 
 
    Peppermint began crawling backward after the Moech began firing since that was what they needed to cause a major distraction. As Jolie had stressed, their goal wasn't to kill Moechs. It was to cause a distraction. So, he fired an occasional kill shot as he retreated, but he suddenly realized Fox wasn't retreating–she continued killing Moechs. Odd, Jolie was the coolest head in the platoon. Yet, she had made a newbie's mistake, one that might cost her life. He was tempted to go back for her, but it was too late. The Moech troops were already getting organized and would be on her before he could reach her. He decided to stay put and help if he could.  
 
    He screwed back on his suppressor, wishing his second specialty had been sniper and he had a CheyTac rather than a Tavor in his possession. As four men approached her position, she shot two and was up and running. She got a few precious seconds’ grace as the other two men dove for the ground, but by now, there were Moech everywhere, and everyone in the area had her as a target. He saw her stumble and knew she had taken a hit. Not fatal but she couldn't afford the blood loss. She was fighting for her life and needed her full strength if she were going to survive. The Fox had finally encountered a situation where all her craftiness wouldn't save her. She would need the space gods' help and a huge dose of luck to survive.  
 
    Jolie took another hit or two, spun, and hit the ground. Afterward, he thought he heard the sound of a Jericho fire and wondered if Jolie, realizing she was going to be captured decided to end her life to avoid giving away any information about her team. A tear crept down his cheek. She had been one fantastic squad leader, and he would miss her. 
 
    Rage surged through him as he saw the Moech dragging her back to their camp and wondered if she were still alive. No, he decided. She was a Tasmanian and a trophy. More rage surged through him when they strung her up by her feet and began tearing her uniform to leave the front of her exposed. He could barely restrain himself from running into the camp and killing them all. He was glad he was the only Tasmanian present because the sight was like a siren calling Devils to me. He sat and began Luan's Vanquishing Fear exercise, which quieted the raging beast within him. Sometime later, he opened his eyes to see Jolie curl up, slide her two combat knives from her boot, which no one had removed, cut the ropes tied to her ankles, and drop to the ground. 
 
    He abandoned all reason and began his approach toward the Moech camp. He knew with her wounds and hanging upside down for so long, she would never make it out by herself. He didn't know if he would be able to save her, but one thing was for certain: the Fox was not going to die alone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Planet Lochpin: A Really Bad Day 
 
    I unscrewed the suppressor from my CheyTac, as that would make the most noise, and sighted in on a Moech with stripes on his sleeve who was talking to a group of men, which looked to be a squad. I pressed the Go icon to begin the distraction and fired. The man's head exploded. Since the men were in small clusters, the first three targets were simple as I only had to move the rifle millimeters to acquire the next target. It also helped that most were frozen for the first two to three seconds as their minds tried to come to grips with what was happening.  
 
    I suddenly realized there were too many in this group for me to handle, so I lay still to see what they would do now that Tavor weapon fire seemed to be coming from everywhere. The Moech's responded by taking cover and firing blindly into the night. I screwed the suppressor back on and looked for targets. I found an officer who was shouting orders and pointing toward the dense shrubbery where we lay. The bullet hit him in the chest and lifted him up and back a meter or two. I located another man with stripes and hit him in the back as he turned to wave at someone.  
 
    I lay quiet again observing the chaos. Troops were mostly hunkered behind some object or another while a few attempted to change locations for better protection or to retreat. As the Tavor shots were decreasing, I realized I hadn't taken my own advice and had been killing Moechs when I should have been slowly retreating. Taipan had a right to worry about me on my own. Oh well, I knew there would be casualties, I mused, while preparing to go down fighting.  
 
    Men were coming from everywhere, racing in groups of five to eight toward the area where we had been firing. Officers and sergeants were shouting directions in an attempt to get them organized into a logical search pattern. The four remaining men in the squad I had targeted were heading in my direction. I lay quiet hoping they would pass me unnoticed, but one man was going to step on me if he didn't see me first. So, I shot him and the one running close to him, jumped to my feet, and sprinted in a crouch. Seconds later, his two comrades had recovered and were shooting at me, along with others who had been twenty to thirty meters behind them. I stumbled as a bullet tore through my side. I went down on one knee, spun around and sprayed the two groups who then dove for cover. I ejected the spent clip, slapped in a new one, shot two short bursts in their direction, and began another crouching run almost into another group.  
 
    Bushes, trees, and shrubbery exploded around me as they turned their attention on me. I fired off another burst but doubted I hit anything. I had hoped to encourage them to take cover and stop trying to kill me as I searched for an exit. I felt like the only target at an active firing range. Pain shot through my upper arm as another bullet scored a hit and spun me around. I fell. Removing my Jericho, I carefully pointed the weapon at my chest just above my heart, angled it so that the bullet would exit my side–I hoped–and fired. I lay back and sought a deep meditative state, hoping they would think the last round had killed me with a shot to my heart. I lay with my eyes and mouth open. My heart and breathing were slowing and would soon be noticeable only with a stethoscope. Far off I heard laughing and felt several kicks to my legs and ribs, which is what I had hoped for rather than a few bullets to the head. Someone stomped on my stomach and the contents of my stomach came shooting out of my mouth, my body bent inward, and a spasm of pain hit me like an exploding bomb. Except for a brief few seconds, too short for my attacker to notice, my meditation held. The laughter and excitement would have masked any sound that might have escaped. Now if the bastards would just leave, my fogged mind mused. But no, they tied something to my boots and were dragging me–none to gently–over rocks and through small bushes, while shouting a mangled sound, sort of like Asmaanan. Before long, I was hoisted into the air feet-first with my head dangling less than ten centimeters off ground. I felt cool air and realized they were cutting away the front of my uniform while laughing, shouting, and one or more padding and stroking my crotch based on the pressure I felt. Fortunately, they were too excited to see I was still bleeding, which meant my heart was working if ever so slowly. Over time, things appeared to return to normal as quiet descended on the area. Then I felt pressure on my crotch again and some sick bastard's finger slipped inside me. Fortunately, I had nothing left in my stomach as revulsion washed over me–I endured with fantasies of disemboweling him with each of my two combat knives, which were still in my boots. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I slowly returned to full consciousness and regretted it immediately. I smiled at the thought of returning two clicks if I had been queried about my current status. I guess it proved I was as certifiably crazy as any Tasmanian. I opened my eyes and could see no one in the immediate area. Stealing myself for the pain, I curled up enough to reach my boot-knives, pulled them out and cut the ropes that held me. I crashed to the ground, knocking the wind out of me and overloading my brain with pain signals. Of course, the sick bastard picked that time to come around the vehicle I had been tied to. He saw me and his eyes lit up like flashbangs, and his smile exposed all ten of his remaining nicotine-stained teeth as he knelt to grab my breasts. One of my knives went into his intestines while the other entered his throat. With a surge of adrenaline, I ripped them both sideways.  
 
    The smell of waste, blood, and shit hit me like a double dose of ammonia, and I rolled over and managed to get to one knee. But I was too weak to push myself upright. Unable to stand, tears streaked down my face. I was free and could fade into the landscape, but I didn't have the strength. Then, I had a beautiful illusion. Isaac, call sign Peppermint, appeared out of nowhere. He gently lifted me to a standing position, kissed me on the forehead, and draped me over his shoulder. I think I passed out, overwhelmed with equal parts of pain and euphoria.  
 
    * * * 
 
    "Welcome back, Fox," Isaac said when he saw me open my eyes. "I didn't think foxes had nine lives, but however many you have, you just used up another one." 
 
    "Another one?" I asked as I scanned the area, hoping we were a long way from the Moech camp. I felt drained and hadn't even tried to move. I had felt better after Smitty's interrogation. 
 
    "Yes, four I know about: Smitty's interrogation, the sentinel standoff, the military police interrogation, and your latest Moech capture," he recited, holding up one finger at a time. He asked. "How many fingers do you see?" 
 
    "Thanks, Isaac," I said as I grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    "I've called the group to you, since you aren't fit to travel," Isaac said. 
 
    "How long have I been unconscious?" 
 
    "Twenty-four hours. They should all be arriving soon. Firebird and Smitty arrived a couple of hours ago," Isaac said as Firebird and Smitty appeared as if by magic. 
 
    "You really can't follow orders," Smitty said and gave a snort. "Even your own." 
 
    "I was just providing an extra distraction so my team could get clear," I said with a serious face. Then I held my breath and asked the question I was dreading the answer. "Is everyone…functional?"  
 
    "Everyone except our platoon leader who we thought was dead because she didn't return any clicks," Smitty said. "Scared me to death. I thought I'd have to take over as platoon leader." He made a look of horror which didn't look faked. "I even sent Mueller an update since he queried you for one." He turned his TCom so I could see the message. 
 
    Watcher, we detonated what we think was the Moech's only remaining ammo supply, and there won't be any more coming anytime soon as we have the road blocked. Fox is three clicks. Flintstone. 
 
    "I resent that. I'm two clicks, wounded but functional," I whined. 
 
    "Actually, you were zero clicks, dead, and have only recently been upgraded to three clicks, not functional. Here is Mueller's reply." 
 
    Flintstone, stay where you are. Colonel Delgado has decided to risk the battalion on the fact that you did eliminate their ammo supply. The attack starts in eight hours. The chief is leading Platoon One on the Moech's south flank. You should see them in a day or less. Mueller. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I opened my eyes sometime later, Simons was looking down at me, shaking his head. "They tell me you can't even obey your own orders," he said with a sigh. 
 
    "I thought if I screwed up, I could go back to being a member of a squad." 
 
    Simons had the nerve to laugh. "Who would want a squad member who couldn't obey simple orders? In fact, who would want a squad leader who can't be relied on to stay with her platoon? And who sits and thinks when given a simple assignment?" he said with a frown that looked serious. I was beginning to get worried when he laughed. "Everyone, including the Moech, is calling your platoon the Ghost Platoon. You have no orders–good thing since you don't listen–and no one knows what you are doing or where you are until you call in, but your platoon always has a company-sized impact on the war. You're going to wind up with the only platoon with permanently assigned members…and a waiting list. Sorry, Jolie. I know that is your worst nightmare, but it's the realities of our profession. The good news is that I believe your emphasis on ready will keep that number small." 
 
    "Good work, Fox," Mueller said as he approached. "I'm glad I listened to the chief about you. Letting a squad just wander off with no objective appears ridiculous on the surface. I've talked to your team. You and they are like malicious ghosts." He laughed. "Colonel Delgado thinks I'm a genius, and the Tasmanians the Devils we claim. He wanted to give you and the members of your platoon medals until I reminded him that by tradition, we don't accept them." 
 
    "I'm glad," I whispered unconsciously, thinking it would somehow diminish us by recognizing one individual's contribution over another. 
 
    "It's true, Chief. We are more than brothers and sister. We are et anima una," Mueller said as he and Simons walked away. I agreed. We were of one mind and I felt it deep in my bones and knew rank and medals would destroy that forever. 
 
    "What do you think of our new title, the Ghost Platoon?" Smitty asked. 
 
    "I like it so long as it remains unofficial," I said, liking the one-mind concept and not wanting to do anything to weaken or destroy it. He smiled as if reading my thoughts. 
 
    "Not to worry. Every squad and every platoon has a call sign. Ghost is our call sign rather than a number. Appropriate, as it's led by a sister." He frowned. "How did you shoot yourself?" 
 
    "My Moech wounds weren't life-threatening so I needed one that looked like a chest wound. I knew they would see what they expected to see–a mortally wounded Tasmanian. I didn't expect them to drag a dead body back to their camp. I thought they would continue to chase the others and leave me there to rot. 
 
    "And you used your Gong Luan to lower your breathing and heart rate like you did during my interrogation of you on your training exercise." He stared down at me like I'd lost my mind. 
 
    "I'm not suicidal. They would have killed me in a shootout. I was outnumbered ten to one and wounded. At the time, it seemed like a good idea, until they dragged me back to their camp and the necromania began." I shuddered at the memory. Smitty cringed then changed the topic. 
 
    "Well, I owe you. If you had died, some idiot would have made me the platoon's leader because you insist on calling me your second in command." 
 
    "That's so you'll have a good reason to watch my back," I quipped. "Since I'm not fit for duty, where are you taking the platoon, Smitty?" 
 
    "Nowhere! Everyone told Mueller we needed a rest after all the running around." Smitty laughed. "I'll wager that was the first and last time he'll ever hear a Tasmanian say he needs a rest." He paused and looked serious. "He got the message. Without the Fox leading the platoon, you might as well throw us into one of the other platoons. I think the Ghost Platoon has a permanent roster and leader." 
 
    When I woke sometime later, Delgado was standing in the tent with Colonel Medina. 
 
    "Sir," I squeaked out in surprise. 
 
    "Relax, Luan. I always liked the Tasmanian concept but thought they should be treated as a regular unit within the army, like the Rangers. But, this assignment has helped me see that would be a mistake. You don't think like a normal military unit. When I asked Mueller what you were going to do, he said he didn't know. And when I wanted to give your unit a medal for what they’d accomplished, he said you wouldn’t accept it." He paused awaiting a response. 
 
    "No, sir. That wouldn't be right." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "That would make us different from our brothers. Personally, it would make me feel like an outcast," I said. Delgado shook his head. Medina pursed her lips. 
 
    "I think I'd like to be in an organization that thought like that. No medals, no rank. Back at Fort Endeavor, Mueller and Luan will have the same rank. And a cry, Devils to me, would bring every Tasmanian racing to that person no matter where they are or what they were doing at the time. So, it makes sense. They consider themselves all the same and want to stay that way," Medina said with a bit of longing. "Jolie, could we teach someone to lead a group like yours?" 
 
    "I would be considered a substandard Ranger because I would find it hard to act the way you would expect a well-disciplined soldier to act. As the chief often says, Jolie's been noted on occasion to follow orders." I grinned thinking of the chief. "I would be glad to teach anyone you recommend the Gong Luan Vanquishing Fear exercise. Given they practice it regularly, it will cause them to think differently. You can talk to Staff Sergeants Shirley Knight and Clare Beal about the class." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What's happening with the war?" I asked as I struggled to get out of bed. My father had always stressed, spending too much time in bed was contrary to a speedy recovery because your muscles atrophy from lack of use. 
 
    "Colonel Delgado struck the North Moech forces massed at the Moech Alley. They weren't prepared as they were waiting on senior officers to replace the ones your team killed." Smitty paused to steady me. "Consequently, the forces attacking the city of Nowice are eventually going to run out of supplies and ammo. Delgado plans to help that along by attacking the rear of the Moech forces. The Moech will still have a numerical advantage, but without sufficient ammo, they won't last long." 
 
    * * * 
 
    They didn't. Ten days later, we were on transports heading back to Delphi. 
 
    "Jolie, I hear your platoon is now called the Ghost Platoon," someone shouted. 
 
    I walked around the bay looking into bunks and storage containers and even peeked into the conference room. While I was wandering the bay, all talking and all noise stopped.  
 
    "Well, to tell the truth, although I'll deny it if one of you do-gooders leaks it, my team had me lost the whole damn time. I decided to wander on the south side of the Moech army hoping to stay far south away from the action. But halfway along, Spiderman tells me we have North Moech troops coming along the road. So, I order us off the road until they pass. Then I call the boss and let him know troops are coming. He's pleased. After we pass the North Moech army camp, I see a large tent. Thinking it has to be South Moech, I march in and find it's the North Moech. They reach for their weapons and one pulls out a grenade. As I race out, I hit the center pole and the tent collapses on them and the grenade explodes. So, I call the boss and tell him. He's pleased. My head's spinning from the blast, so I ask Firebird which way is south. He points and we take off running. Hours later, I find we are at Moech Alley. So, this time I poll the team. Eventually, they all decide which way is south. How damn difficult can it be when we are at Moech Alley? Two hours later, we find a farmhouse. I figure they will know the closest city and knock at the door. When it opens, the damn house is full of North Moech officers. I run screaming and my team starts shooting. It's a miracle they or the Moechs didn't kill me in the crossfire. So, I call the boss and report we killed a bunch of Moech officers. He's pleased. I take another poll to determine south, and we take off based on a five-to-four vote. And where do we wind up? Moech Alley. I see they are getting ready to send some officers to their army attacking Mortone City and decide to hijack their vehicle, better in Mortone City than wandering out here between two Moech armies. So, I tell Smitty to block the road. He drops three trees that block the road. We kill the soldiers and I get my vehicle, but the trees Smitty cut are too big to move. So, we start walking, again. Before I know it, we are walking besides the Moech camp. I send most of my team to the other side to create a diversion so I can sneak by. They begin shooting, and their bullets set the ammo truck on fire. It explodes and almost kills me. The boss is pleased. I'm not. I need a new team that can keep me out of trouble." I bowed as the laughing quieted down. 
 
    Then Taipan stood. "Actually, it was Jolie who kept saying, ‘That's south, you idiots!’" 
 
    One after another, each team member recounted the story from their perspective. In their versions, I was the one who kept getting the team in trouble. It was a fun two days. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    Planet Delphi: The Ghost Platoon 
 
    "Sit, Jolie," Howard said as I entered his office. The room reflected the man I had come to know and respect: clean, comfortable, and no clutter. Two padded chairs sat in front of his small wooden desk, which had nothing on it except for what he was currently working on. Behind him was a bookcase filled with books, and the walls were covered with pictures of people, not places. He was dressed in the standard Tasmanian uniform while I was in combat fatigues.  
 
    "The doctors have given you a clean bill of health and claim you're fit for duty, but you had a very traumatic experience, and I doubt you told them all the details." 
 
    "My true father always warned me that revenge was a cancer that could destroy a person, but I have to admit cutting my tormentor's throat also worked," I said as Howard watched me intently. "So, that story is an unpleasant history." 
 
    After a long silence, Howard nodded. "The senior Tasmanians have approved, after talking with all your platoon's current members, that your platoon is a permanently configured unit. They did not choose to give it a name, although Ghost appears to be its unofficial title…or Lost…on occasion." He smiled. "After hearing what you did, there is a renewed interest in your Vanquishing Fear exercise. Even Colonel Medina has expressed an interest." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I was very apprehensive as I entered the Tasmanian club several days later. Scanning the club, I saw Smitty waving at me. He sat at a table with three women and three Tasmanians. They were all smiling. I made my way slowly in their direction, feeling like I was in enemy territory. 
 
    "The Tasmanians are Lucas and his wife Angie, Bryan and his wife Sally, and Clark and his wife Tara," Smitty said when I reached their table. 
 
    "Hi, Fox, we hear you're a permanent platoon leader with permanent members," Clark said smiling. "You must have really screwed up or you like trouble."  
 
    Clark was on the tall side, around one hundred eighty-nine centimeters, wiry build, and an angular face with close-cut sandy hair, and the oldest of the three men. He looked to be in his late twenties whereas the other men were closer to twenty-five. The other two men were both several centimeters shorter, more muscular built, with brown hair cut just above their ears. Their wives were similar, with shapely figures, long black hair, and a good six centimeters taller than me. They all appeared to be in their early twenties. 
 
    "My teammates are older and smarter than me. They do all these clever things and somehow manage to give me the credit. It's ten against one, so what chance do I have?" I whined. 
 
    "The Fox is like a shark. Where they can smell blood in the water some five kilometers away, she can sense where the best action is within ten kilometers," Smitty said with an ear-to-ear grin. 
 
    "See what I mean? It's a conspiracy," I shouted and put my head in my arms on the table. 
 
    "Well, Jolie, we aren't that good, but tell us what kind of man you want to catch, and we'll tell you how to get his attention in any sized room," Sally said, with a devilish smile. 
 
    "What do you mean, kind of man?" I asked completely confused. But the men looked interested. 
 
    "Men fall into categories, and each category is attracted to different types of women. Once you figure out the type you want to attract, the trick is to dress and act appropriately," Sally said almost in a whisper, which had the men leaning forward to hear better. 
 
    "Of course, acting and dressing will only get you so far. For example, you're attractive but have a boyish figure. So, what you wear is very important in that case," Angie said while inspecting me closely. 
 
    "What the girls are trying to say is that first impressions are important in meeting men. And how you dress and act will determine who you attract," Tara said. "So, the better you know what you are after, the more we can help." 
 
    "What if I don't know what I want?" I said knowing this wasn't a good start. 
 
    "Look around this club. All the women here want basically the same type of man: strong, virulent, and physically fit. Men who are reasonably intelligent, employed, and can provide physical and financial security for them and their future children." She waved her arm to include everyone. "Note how they are dressed, both those married and those looking to get married." 
 
    "How do I know who's married and who isn’t?" This was turning out to be harder than I thought. 
 
    "Look at us and then around the club," Tara said, "and study each woman. It will become obvious. You're a good example. You treat the Tasmanians as brothers, and they respond to you like you are their tomboy sister." 
 
    "So, that's how you caught me?" Clark interrupted, looking seriously at his wife. 
 
    "No, love. That's how I got your attention. Otherwise, you would never have known what a catch I was," she said, giving him a kiss. It was an interesting night, and we had a lot of laughs. I decided I needed an introductory male/female course. The wives agreed and volunteered to help. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next two months, Tara, Sally, and Angie either individually or as a group took me to one nightclub, bar, or event each week and discussed each individual and the hookups as they occurred. That included what they were wearing, how they acted, and what they were probably looking to accomplish, and their chances of success. By the end of eight weeks, I concluded the Tasmanian Qualification School was easier. On the ninth week, I treated them and their husbands to dinner at the Le Meurice, an expensive French restaurant in Carlson City and afterward the Fira nightclub for cocktails and dancing. It cost me two weeks' salary, but their help was worth it. The following week, they helped me shop for a civilian wardrobe, which cost another two weeks' salary. The best part was we had become good friends, and I had women I could get advice from when I needed it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Colonel Medina stood mesmerized as she watched the monitors displaying the ten individuals undergoing my weekend Vanquishing Fear class.  
 
    "Your father subjected you to this type of horror for three years," she exclaimed in shock. He must have been–" 
 
    "A loving and gentle man who wanted his only daughter to be able to survive on our unpredictable and chaotic worlds." I gave Medina a small smile. "Physical strength and martial skill don't make a master of the art or master of oneself. A balanced and peaceful mind is also required to act when everyone else is frozen in indecision or reacting in panic." 
 
    "So, if I understand, this training enables you to consider your options for dealing with the threat rather than reacting with a reflexive or emotional response. And it can help you control your body’s automatic rhythms, like heart rate, breathing, etc.?" 
 
    "Yes, but only if you practice regularly," I said, wanting her to understand this class wasn't a magic wand and required and ongoing commitment. 
 
    "I understand you're notorious for sitting down after you are given an assignment or problem, and your teammates join you when you do." Medina laughed. "I can see why you fit so well in the Tasmanians. You're the perfect gladiators, but you don't fit well in the military's structured organizations." She paused, her gaze off in the distance. "Thank you, Jolie. I'd like to get on your list for one of the next classes." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I've asked you here today to set some rules for this new platoon," Howard said, after we had been allowed to get something to eat and drink from a sideboard loaded with snacks. I noticed that Mueller and the chief were also present. This was the first time I had been in one of the headquarters’ conference rooms. This one was named the Big Horn, which I thought was intended to remind the participants of the consequences for underestimating the enemy, for thinking numbers didn't count, and for being overconfident in yourself and in your equipment. The room had a seven-meter ebony conference table, black leather executive chairs, several monitors, and floor-to-ceiling windows looking out onto Fort Endeavor.  
 
    "Although we all agree it's a good idea, it will create problems. First and foremost, you will be picked for every assignment. That runs contrary to our current policy of rotating Tasmanians on assignments. I know some of you are picked more often than others but seldom if ever on three consecutive engagements." He paused for a sip of his coffee and scanned the room looking for comments. "So, do you have the right of refusal or must there be a limit on the number of consecutive assignments?" 
 
    "Why not leave it to the assigned commander and the platoon leader to decide on the importance of the engagement and the fitness of the team?" Smitty interjected to nodding heads from the team. 
 
    "Who decides if they disagree?" Mueller asked. 
 
    "Since we are talking specifically about the Ghost Platoon, I'd say Luan, since she'd be in the best position to determine the capabilities of her team," the chief said. "That also fits with our tradition of letting an individual refuse an assignment." 
 
    When no one appeared to object, I spoke. "Since my platoon and I will have to take vacations at the same time, I like the option of designating the length of our post-assignment leave." 
 
    "Why, Jolie?" Howard asked, lips pursed in thought. 
 
    "That way, everyone will know one or more members won't be available, so we can't be picked for assignment. I may designate a week after assignment where no one was seriously injured, several when a couple were and needed time to heal, or ten weeks when several want to take a long overdue break to visit friends or relatives on other planets." 
 
    When no one objected, Howard wrapped up the meeting. "For now, those are the rules. Fox will stipulate the post-assignment vacations for the platoon during which time they can't be picked for assignment, and the commander and Luan will decide whether the Ghost Platoon is fit for an assignment, with the platoon leader having the final say." He held up a hand when several people looked ready to leave. "Although this is currently a permanently configured platoon, each of you has the right to resign from the platoon. In that case, Luan can find a replacement or disband the platoon." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    Planet Delphi: Adventures in Dating 
 
    "That was…words fail me," Medina said after being released from her eight-hour Vanquishing Fear session. Her clothes were soaked with sweat and she was several shades paler. "How many more sessions?" 
 
    "It's up to you, but I'd recommend a total of eight. Although the exercise is called Vanquishing Fear, the real intent is not to eliminate your fear; it's to get control of it so you have a clear mind to act." 
 
    "That's how you managed to survive your encounter with the Moech?" she asked, leaning forward and sipping her coffee. 
 
    "Yes, without my training, there was no way I could have considered my very limited options with the few seconds available to me. I probably would have just chosen to go down fighting. But I was wounded enough that faking death was a reasonable choice." I laughed. "I hadn't considered they would drag me back to camp as a trophy." 
 
    "This training enabled you to slow your heart and breathing enough to fake death?" 
 
    "Meditation along with this training. I will give you exercises you can practice that will help you in your everyday life." 
 
    "Like your encounter with Sergeant Duggin? But why didn't it work with Major Lloyd?" she asked, eyes wide with interest. 
 
    "Duggin was insulting me personally. Since I didn't care what he thought of me, there was no reason to fight him. The same was true for Lloyd while he was insulting me; however, when he began insulting my brother Tasmanians, I couldn't let that go unanswered without bringing shame on them." 
 
    Medina nodded, understanding. "Alright, I know I won't like it, but after hearing how and what you survived, I think it will be worth the emotional trauma." She gave a choked laugh. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next couple of months, I managed to go out with Medina, Shirley, and Clare several times to an assortment of nightclubs. It felt like sticking my toe in the water to test the temperature before jumping in. Each time, we were joined by men who never served in the military. I think their choice of clubs was intentional and for my benefit, as the men's occupations varied from construction to engineering to office executives. That in itself was an education.  
 
    This evening, we were at a rowdy club with men who were predominately hard-working laborers. The music was lively, and I had been dancing with a muscular man at least twelve centimeters taller than me. We had just returned to our table when my emergency call unit buzzed. 
 
    "Sorry," I said looking at the message. 
 
    Meeting in one hour outside the headquarter building. 
 
    "Duty calls." Looking around the table, no one else had a message, not even Colonel Medina. She shrugged, acknowledging she too thought that strange. "I guess they don't need the sane component of the military," I quipped, wondering what that meant. 
 
    "Try following your orders this time," Shirley said as I rose to go. 
 
    "Easier said than done. I appear to have trouble with following orders. It's boring." I waved goodbye. 
 
    "What does she do for a living?" I heard my dance partner ask. 
 
    "You've been dancing with one of the military's elite killers." 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I arrived, Howard stood with three other men. I recognized Tang but not the other two. "Jolie, you know Lu Tang; the other two men are Jose Gonzales and Jack Harmon. They will each be commanding four eight-man squads. Gentlemen, this is our sister, Jolie Luan, who commands a ten-man group of scouts, designated a platoon as she reports directly to me," Howard said and grinned. "Although, she doesn't follow orders well. Jolie, is your platoon functional for an assignment?" 
 
    "Yes, Howard." 
 
    "We're going to the planet of Dodoma, again." He sighed in resignation. "Another semi-military group has materialized and is creating havoc. It's commanded by a man named Nuranjo who claims to be the rightful monarch of the Arudi Polity. They've been raiding the poor villages in the area, killing, raping, kidnapping young recruits, and stealing the villages' food and salable products. His army has grown over the past year from fifty to as many as two to four hundred, depending on who you talk to. They consist mostly of young men armed with a variety of revolvers, rifles, and automatic assault weapons. He has fewer than thirty men with actual military experience. They act like psychopaths judging by the atrocities they are credited with having committed. Don't get me wrong, they are well led, unpredictable, vicious, and disappear into the jungle like ghosts." 
 
    "Should be interesting as we have our own Ghost Platoon. One that always seems to know where the action is happening," Tang said and nodded to me. 
 
    "The military has decided to send only Tasmanians, so you should consider carefully the types of specialties that make up your squads," Howard said. 
 
    "Jolie, what is the Ghost Platoon mix?" Tang asked, looking genuinely interested. 
 
    "Eight scouts, four snipers, three medical, three explosives, and two communications," I said, feeling good about my team's specialties. 
 
    "Eight scouts. No wonder your unit is a ghost. Should be interesting, two ghosts chasing each other," Tang said. 
 
    "We leave for Dodoma two days from now at zero five hundred hours," Howard said, ending the meeting.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Planet Dodoma: Marauders 
 
    "Jolie, I hear you got captured on your last assignment," a Tasmanian I didn't recognize shouted from one of the upper boxes that constituted our bunks on the military transport taking us to Dodoma. 
 
    "That's a malicious rumor," I shouted as I jumped out of my floor-level box and placed my fists on my hips. "Probably being spread by that army major who was stalking me. In truth, I infiltrated the enemy camp in order to gain vital information for my brothers," I said as I marched around the bay glaring at everyone. 
 
    "I heard they dragged you into their camp and hung you upside down," the same man shouted. I stomped over to his column of boxes, put my fists on my hips, and gave him an angry snarl. 
 
    "My disguise was perfect. They thought they had found a beautiful dead fox. And I chose to be hung upside down so I could see what was happening. What kind of a spy would I be right-side up? I wouldn't have been able to see them. They were short, little people, so upside down I could keep an eye on them." 
 
    "We heard they stripped you," another man shouted. 
 
    "That did piss me off. The night air was freezing cold. I had goose pimples on my finger nails and my teeth were chattering so hard I lost the enamel. Look!" I said exposing my teeth, which I had blackened in anticipation of this skit I knew would happen. By now, everyone expected a story out of me. And in truth, I enjoyed it. I heard gasps as I spun around to show everyone. "And what thanks do I get? None! Had to give myself a medal since no one else would." I produced a satisfying smirk as I lifted my chin. 
 
    "What medal?" several men shouted. 
 
    "Since I can't wear medals, although I deserve them," I twirled then bowed, "the ears of the man who stripped me." 
 
    That earned me hoots, clapping, stomping, and lots of grins and laughs. When the room quieted, someone shouted.  
 
    "Jolie, I'd love the hear the story of your first date." That elicited a lot of hoots and words of agreement. 
 
    "I haven't had a date yet, but I did go dancing. And I hope the rules for dating aren't as confusing as the rules for dancing," I said frowning and shaking my head. 
 
    "What rules?" several shouted. 
 
    "I was informed by the female Rangers I was with that when the man's hand drops from my lower back to my ass, I can’t cut off his ears–not even one." I gave my best pouty face. "Men must have made up that silly rule." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I exited the transport early the next morning with Howard, Tang, Gonzales, and Harmon. The air was warm and muggy. The city of Thabo looked to be about three kilometers to the south in a warehousing area with hangars and two- and three-story metal buildings. As we stood waiting, a tall, thin, brown-skinned man approached. 
 
    "Good morning, Tas men and woman," he said and produced a face-splitting grin. "I am Owiti, your guide. I know many of the local tribes' languages and history. Very smart, very good guide," he said tapping his chest with his finger. 
 
    "Do you know the last village the warlord, Nuranjo, attacked?" Howard asked.  
 
    Owiti nodded. "Kwasi. Seven-hour drive, and sixteen-hour walk from there. " He pointed north. "Nuranjo long gone." 
 
    "I know, but that is where I want to start," Howard said. "We will need trucks to carry one hundred men and their equipment."  
 
    Having been on Dodoma many years ago, Howard had warned us we would have to carry everything we would need for a month. Our transports would have replacements and equipment we couldn't carry, like medical units, but we couldn't count on its availability. That meant we were each carrying thirty to forty kilo each. My thirty kilo was almost sixty percent of my current weight. Fortunately, the team had agreed to carry several kilo of my reserve ammo. As it was, I felt like a beached walrus. 
 
    "Owiti have trucks ready, boss man," our guide said, supporting an ear-to-ear smile and pointing toward two old trucks that I hoped we wouldn't have to push to our designation. "Owiti very smart, very good guide."   
 
    The trucks to carry us to the drop-off point had poor shock absorbers, belched a black soot, had a canvas roof with open sides, and had wooden benches that would have been uncomfortable on a smooth road, which was about ten minutes of the seven-hour ride. Everyone was relieved when we stopped and looked forward to our walk in the jungle even with its undergrowth, swamps, bugs, and creepy-crawly poisonous things. I laughed at the thought. 
 
    "What's so funny, Fox?" Smitty asked as my platoon began to form around me. 
 
    "My father told me I should find fun and enjoyment in everything I do. I'm trying to get in the right mood for all the creepy-crawly poisonous things I'm going to find in that muddy, muggy swamp." I pointed at the edge of the jungle we were facing. 
 
    * * * 
 
    To the amazement of our local guide, Howard had us moving at close to double-time, and we reached the village in under eight hours. The village consisted of thirty semi-permanent huts that sat in a cleared area of twenty acres. When we entered, the natives backed away and huddled in groups, clearly petrified. It took Owiti a half hour to convince them we were not a threat and were hunting their attackers. Just looking around, it was obvious there were few young men, women, or youths and that most of the villagers had major injuries, such as missing hands, arms, feet, or legs. 
 
    "What happened?" Howard demanded after surveying the village.  
 
    Owiti shrugged. "Nuranjo very bad juju. Quick to punish if not cooperate. Take young boys for army, kill young men, kidnap and rape women, steal food and take anything he wants." 
 
    "Doesn't seem like they have much to take," Howard said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Building an army to challenge Monarch Bahati of Thabo. This training and keeps troops happy," Owiti said like it was normal. 
 
    "Why isn't Monarch Bahati hunting Nuranjo?" Howard asked.  
 
    Owiti smiled. "Get you to hunt. Keep his army safe," he said obviously thinking it a stupid question. 
 
    Howard took out a map and laid it on the ground. "Can you mark the villages on this map? Both the ones attacked and the ones that haven't been attacked?" 
 
    "No, boss man. Too many and they move from time to time due to weather, game, water, and local wars." 
 
    "We can't just wander the jungle hoping to find Nuranjo," Howard said, glaring at Owiti. The man just shrugged. "I can take you to where they were last time I visited." 
 
    "When was that?" 
 
    "Some years, some months, and some never," Owiti said, ignoring Howard's icy glare. "Big area. Only visit when they ask; otherwise, no reason." 
 
    "Well, platoon leaders, suggestions?" Howard asked. 
 
    "We could split up by platoon and cover a much larger area," Gonzales said, looking at the map. 
 
    "How big is Nuranjo's army?" Harmon asked, looking at Owiti who shrugged. 
 
    "No one knows. The last couple of villages raided claimed there were twenty to thirty. But people think he has a base camp somewhere and many such groups, based on the location of the villages raided and the number of years he has been operating." 
 
    "Which means a platoon could get overwhelmed if Nuranjo has a communications network," Tang said. "What kind of weapons, Owiti?" 
 
    "Like yours, according to the villagers," Owiti said after looking around the group. 
 
    "Fox, what do you plan to do?" Howard asked, and all eyes turned toward me. 
 
    "I thought the boys and I would wander around. Maybe we can find a trail to follow. Twenty-five young men must leave a trail a blind man could follow," I said being intentionally vague. I had this feeling I shouldn't trust anyone except my brothers. I somehow doubted Nuranjo was choosing random villages or just attacking ones he stumbled across. If Owiti was right, no one had an up-to-date map of the current villages. The fact that Nuranjo was a sick bastard by all accounts didn't mean he was stupid or that he didn't have a strategic plan he was following. 
 
    "That would be very dangerous. I go along, help. Find other guide for boss man," Owiti said, sounding full of concern. 
 
    "No, you stay with the boss man," I said, not sure why but knowing I didn't want a guide with us. "You will just slow us down and in a fight, get in the way." 
 
    Howard gave me a funny look before speaking. "I guess that means you aren't tagging along with us. Any ideas where you intend to go?" 
 
    "You know me, boss man," I quipped. "Thought I'd just wander around with the boys, hoping the big, bad Nuranjo will ambush us. Then the boys will kill him, I'll call you, and we can all go home." 
 
    "Sounds like your team's normal strategy," Howard said and shook his head. "Don't forget to check in now and then. We may need help." He laughed and walked off in the direction of his platoon leaders. I liked Howard and wondered how he came to get Professor as his call sign. I understood from previous talks with my fellow Tasmanians that call signs were generally acquired on engagements and more frequently during ongoing action. On the other hand, he did seem very analytical in his approach to managing his command–except me. Letting me roam without orders or a specific mission appeared in conflict with being analytical. Or maybe it was more a matter of understanding the strengths and weaknesses of people and encouraging their strengths and supporting their weaknesses. 
 
    "Fox?" Smitty said breaking into my thoughts. 
 
    "Van, Isaac, why don't you see if anyone needs help and at the same time hear the local gossip. You know how us women love gossip," I said, thinking their medical specialties would make them easier to talk to and confide in. "I'd also like to know the location of the previous village Nuranjo terrorized." I sat as the two wandered off in the direction of the huts. Soon, the rest of the team was sitting. "Any ideas on how we can coax the local psychopath into attacking us?" I asked, hoping for a few clever suggestions. 
 
    "Insult his manhood," Spiderman said with a grin. 
 
    "But how do we get him the word?" Firebird asked.  
 
    "He has some kind of network, whether electronic or drums or messengers," Spiderman said. "Can't run a successful war without communications of some kind." 
 
    "Spiderman is right. He has to have some communications with the outside world. Either sympathizers, or bribed informants, or family," I said liking the idea in theory. It would certainly be easier to find him if he were looking for us. In practice, it might not be such a good idea if he surprised us or showed up with overwhelming numbers. 
 
    "We need a call sign for him, like Wet Pants for Major Lloyd," Wolf suggested, but after an hour and hundreds of names, none felt right. We needed a name that would cause Nuranjo instant rage and the proper irrational response.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Salamander and Peppermint were gone for five hours and didn't return until three hours after Howard and the three platoons had departed. 
 
    "Nuranjo and his young terrorists need exterminating. They enjoy watching people suffer, and they kill and mutilate for entertainment," Peppermint said as he sat. "The good news is that I think Van and I managed to do some good, even save a life or two. And after the Tasmanians left, the natives became more talkative." He laughed. "A couple of the women spoke USP Standard and translated for us. Howard's guide isn't trustworthy, according to the women. They couldn't agree whether he is part of Nuranjo's militia, or pro-Nuranjo, or sells information to the highest bidder, which is Nuranjo, or if Nuranjo has some leverage over him. But they agree he can't be trusted. They told us that the previous village raided was Dubaku. The women said if we had a truck, we could get to within an eight-hour walk as we passed it coming here. From here, it's about a full day's walk to the west. We will pass two villages halfway to Dubaku, Chipo and Efua. Chipo is a six- to eight-hour walk north, and Efua is south of the trail we will be on. This village's main revenue source of income was from clay pots and woven baskets. Nuranjo's gang took the best ones and destroyed the rest as a punishment, as they found the villagers had hidden many of their best pots and baskets." 
 
    "How did you know, Fox?" Salamander asked, giving me a suspicious look. 
 
    "They are all related, poor, and we don't know who the natives think is the best monarch," I said. "All good reasons to betray us." 
 
    "Nuranjo's evil," Taipan said waving toward the village. I had to agree with him. 
 
    "True, but Nuranjo may be only raiding villages that are against him. The majority may think him the best choice of the two for monarch," I said and quickly added, "We know nothing of Monarch Bahai and how he came to power. Nuranjo's actions could be the norm." That got me wide-eyed stares, then slow nods of understanding. While they digested my logic, I sent Howard an update. 
 
    Professor, be careful, your guide cannot be trusted. We are headed west to the previous village Nuranjo attacked. Luan 
 
    "Well, Ghost Platoon, it's time we disappear. Howard knows he has a Judas guiding him," I said. I rose, hefted my pack and began walking west. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    Planet Dodoma: Village Hopping 
 
    After several hours of walking, it became apparent that a straight-line-west approach to the village of Dubaku was not the quickest route, as the jungle had many small lakes, muddy marshes, and rivers, all of which could be avoided to some extent if we followed the trails, which were probably animal paths used by the natives. It explained why a twenty-five-kilometer distance took the better part of twenty-four hours if you didn't stop. But I couldn't resist taking a detour to see the two villages we would pass, since neither had been attacked although they were reasonably close to two villages that were. 
 
    "Smitty, let's stop for the day," I said when I thought we had travelled approximately halfway to Dubaku, which if Peppermint's information was right, meant Efua should be more or less to the south and Chipo to the north. I waited as everyone collected around me. "Tomorrow, I'd like to see if we can find Efua, spend the night there, and go to Chipo the next day." 
 
    "Why, Fox?" Taipan asked. The question everyone had on their mind was, aren't we in a hurry to find Nuranjo? 
 
    "My curiosity," I said, while stroking my chin. "Why weren't these villages attacked? Were they attacked in the past? What do they think of Nuranjo? Do they make things to sell at Thabo? And, can we get a hot meal there?" 
 
    "And will we eat the hot meal if it's available?" Wolf added to everyone's amusement. 
 
    "Two guards enough?" I asked no one in particular and received unanimous nods. "Good. Wake me when it's my turn," I said as I unpacked my sleeping bag, which didn't weigh much more than a kilogram but would keep me comfortable and bug-free as it emitted a small electrical charge on contact. It also had a voice-activated quick release that separated all the bag’s seams. The next thing I knew, it was morning. 
 
    "Hey! No one woke me for my guard-duty turn," I shouted. 
 
    "Wasn't necessary. We decided on two four-hour shifts, so only four men were needed. You will have guard duty tonight," Smitty said. We decided on rations for breakfast and were on our way in twenty minutes.  
 
    By following trails that appeared to be headed in a southernly direction, we reached the village of Efua six hours later. As we exited the jungle into the village's clear area, chaos erupted. The women who had been sitting working on blankets, baskets, or cooking in large pots were up and running, grabbing children's hands or scooping them up in their arms. In less than a minute, they had disappeared into huts or into the nearby jungle. The men who had been working on the huts, or repairing equipment, had reacted with equal speed, but rather than hide, they had gathered in small groups. After a couple minutes of talking, one elderly man walked forward to meet us along with a young boy barely in his teens. The old man said something that I assumed was in the local dialect. He looked and sounded nervous by the tone of his voice. 
 
    "Do you speak Standard?" I asked, not sure if choosing to abandon the guide was such a good idea. 
 
    "I do," the young boy said hesitantly. "Chief Adaesi gives welcome and asks if he can be of help." 
 
    "And what is your name?" I asked, trying to get on a personal basis rather than formal, and stalling for time as I contemplated an approach. 
 
    "Yawa," the boy said pointing to his chest. 
 
    "Well, Yawa, we are from Delphi and are here because we heard someone was raiding villages and killing people," I said, watching both Yawa and Adaesi's faces for a reaction. The old man gave the slightest of nods, indicating he understood some if not all that I had said. The boy nodded several times. 
 
    "That happens now and then. Nothing new," he said like we were talking about the weather. 
 
    "Has it happened to your village?" I asked.  
 
    The boy nodded. "Several years ago." 
 
    "Not lately?" I asked. 
 
    "No. We have agreement." 
 
    "With Nuranjo?" I asked.  
 
    Again, the boy nodded. "He takes food, and sometimes maybe a young man, and women. We nice so he be nice." The boy smiled. 
 
    My first reaction was one of horror, but I quickly realized this quid pro quo was better than what happened at the Kwasi village. And what choice did they have? Nuranjo had guns, the element of surprise, a safe unknown base camp, and more fighters than the village had people. Like many of life's choices, it was the best of several bad options. "What about the Chipo village?" I asked. 
 
    "They make same agreement." The boy smiled. And after a while, it becomes the norm and acceptable, I mused. 
 
    "Tell Chief Adaesi that we have doctors with us if he has anyone who needs medical help." Compared to what medical expertise the village had available, Salamander and Peppermint qualified as doctors and had more practical experience than many practicing doctors.  
 
    The boy spoke for several minutes in the native language before the chief responded. "The chief said I would take you around to visit sick, and you are welcome to stay the night and share our food." 
 
    "Well, he answered your original question, can we get a hot meal? Now we get to answer Wolf's question, will we eat it?" 
 
    * * * 
 
    The meal was certainly hot, and I thought tasty. It had some meat I hadn't tasted before, but I decided not to ask for fear of what it might be. The natives survived on it, so how bad could it be? 
 
    "How did your clinic go?" I asked my two medics when we had gathered for the night. 
 
    "They appear to be able to cope with normal infections from cuts and accidents. But we did find a couple wounds that were becoming serious. Not sure if they waited too long to treat them or if their herbs couldn't handle it. That and several cases of syphilis and gonorrhea. Probably Nuranjo's contribution to their deal," Salamander said, shaking his head in disgust. "I called in a request for a medical care package, since our leader is providing medical care for the natives instead of chasing Nuranjo." He snorted to a chorus of verbal agreements. 
 
    "I agree she's negligent in her duty." I pursed my lips and nodded slowly as I scanned the now silent group. "I suggest we vote on a new leader. I'm tired of the old one. She's lost her get-up-and-go. I vote for Smitty," I said with my best happy face. 
 
    ''NO! The only reason I don't complain about being second-in-command is because I'm never asked to make decisions," he said looking nervously around the group for sympathy, which he was getting, judging by everyone's facial expression. 
 
    "Okay, now that we got the whining out of the way, what did you learn?" 
 
    "The Efus were attacked four years ago and made the deal right away. Nuranjo caused very little trouble before suggesting the arrangement. The Efus don't like him but say he's no worse than the previous warlords who come and go," Peppermint said with a snort. "Three years ago, they visited the Chipo, who also made a deal with Nuranjo. According the women, the Chipo like Nuranjo although they won't admit it, and they think he uses their village to rest." 
 
    Just then, I heard an engine, and a minute later, I saw a drone. It circled the area twice, rose fifty meters, then released a box that dropped only a few meters before deploying a parachute that caused it to land gently only a few steps from where we sat. Salamander got up and retrieved the box, opened it, and smiled after examining its contents for several minutes. 
 
    "Well, boss lady." Salamander smiled. "We have enough meds to wipe out syphilis and gonorrhea, given you can kill Nuranjo and his band of disease carriers." 
 
    I rose with Salamander as everyone began getting ready for bed to ensure I had my turn at guard duty. 
 
    "Where do you want me?" he asked. "East and west?" 
 
    "Yes, but close enough to notice anyone coming from Chipo in the north," I said. 
 
    "If I were Nuranjo, I'd target you, Fox. You got rid of his spy and will soon know more about him than his mother, if he has one," Salamander said and gave a short snort. "Treating the villagers made them far more talkative than they would have been otherwise. More like a doctor/patient conversation rather than a villager talking to a stranger." 
 
    I wandered east but not so far as to lose sight of Salamander's position. I thought it was getting close to shift change when I heard an unfamiliar noise and then saw a man sneaking along the edge of the jungle. Soon, he was within ten meters of me and knelt. I moved closer and saw Salamander also moving toward the spot. 
 
    "Leave any weapons on the ground and stand," I said. There were two men, not one. Slowly, they both rose with hands on their heads.  
 
    "This is my friend from the Chipo village," said the young man who had come from the Efua compound. 
 
    "Let's see what Chief Adaesi thinks about people seeking into his camp at night," I said, beginning to suspect Nuranjo had spies in every camp. If true, I wondered if they only reported when Nuranjo visited, or did they somehow send him periodic updates? And if so, how? As I passed our area, I saw Smitty awake. "Smitty, get someone to replace me." Surprisingly, the chief and his interpreter where waiting when we arrived. 
 
    "The chief asked you not to kill them. Nuranjo pays them to spy on strangers," the boy said when we stopped in front of him. I suspected the chief was being discreet. I'd wager the youths were paid to spy on the village as well. 
 
    "How does he get the information to Nuranjo?" I asked. The chief said something to the boy who replied. 
 
    "He has a phone," the interpreter said. I held out my hand. After only a brief hesitation, both boys handed me their phones. I thought that strange, but on reflection, they didn't know me and were used to people like Nuranjo and expected violence if they didn't obey—like a hand or two cut off. 
 
    "You," I pointed to the Efua boy, "return to your hut. You," I pointed to the Chipo youth, "come with me. I'm going to need a guide to your village." I pointed to the area my team was presently occupying and waved him into motion. "Spiderman, Wolf," I said loudly, and the two left off packing their gear, and double-timed to me. "I want to know everything there is to know about these two phones. It may mean the difference between life and death." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am…Fox," Wolf gave me a sheepish look before he walked away with Spiderman, their heads close together in conversation.  
 
    "Ghosts, rise and shine. We'll be leaving for Chipo shortly." 
 
    Everyone was ready to leave, when Spiderman and Wolf appeared. 
 
    "They are standard cell phones and have a good signal, so there is a cell tower within twenty klicks of here. Nothing special on these phones, except Nuranjo's number." They both grinned. "Given the right equipment, we could pinpoint his exact location. So, he should be within forty klicks maximum, unless there are multiple towers. We have no way of knowing, but I imagine this jungle spans more than forty klicks." 
 
    "So, we know he has an extensive communications network and will know where Howard not only is at any given moment but where he will be going. He’ll also know which villages we visit and where we say we are going," I said to make sure everyone understood talking to the natives would be like talking to Nuranjo. "But I assume that the natives will not do anything violent against us, like an ambush by the Chipo on the way to their camp." I turned to look at the Chipo youth I had captured. He shook his head in the negative. 
 
    "No. No. Chipo not soldiers. Peaceful. Just tell Nuranjo white men and a white woman in Efua camp and going to Chipo camp. Not do anything," he said in a rush with supporting head and hand gestures to his raised and excited voice. 
 
    "I think he is telling the truth, but of course, I'm not going to trust our lives to my assumption even though I have his phone." I gave my best evil grin. "Single file, following the Chipo boy."  
 
    As usual, the line was forming before I had finished talking, and Smitty and I fell in at the end. Following the boy, we made it to the Chipo camp nine hours later, shaving at least three hours off the trip. He knew the shortest routes, we ate as we walked, and the boy set a near double-time walk. As we broke into the Chipo clearing, it was obvious they didn't have a clue we were coming, and it caused a near-panic response similar to that in the Efua camp, but it was quickly resolved by the boy shouting something, probably claiming we were friendly or not evil or something. The chief, Oluchi, was quick to greet us using Nyna, the Chipo boy spy, as a translator. 
 
    "Welcome to the Chipo camp. Nyna, informs me you are seeking Nuranjo but are not violent," Nyna said. I guess not shooting anyone at the Efua camp qualified us as nonviolent. 
 
    "Tell, Chief Oluchi that we mean the Chipo no harm, and we have doctors with us and would be glad to help," I said and gestured for Salamander and Peppermint to join us. After some preliminaries, talk about food, and where we would camp, Nyna escorted our two medics around the camp. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "If the natives could stay away from Nuranjo and his evil youths, they would be a lot healthier. They know their herbs. But they are not effective against the modern viruses Nuranjo's gangs are bringing into the villages," Salamander said, shaking his head in disgust.  
 
    "We were told there are three other villages in the general area: Bapoto, Atieno, and Gugu," Salamander said. "Gugu is northwest of Chipo. If we go to Dubaku, then Gugu is to the north. In either case, Gugu is a twelve- to sixteen-hour walk. Dubaku is a two-day trip from Chipo." 
 
    "We didn't express any interest in any of the villages, so Nyna can't tell Nuranjo anything except that we were told which villages were the closest to Chipo," Salamander said with a grin. 
 
    "Good, we will stay here two nights then leave for Duboku. Nyna will know by the trail we take when we leave, but I will run down the battery so it's useless. I think he has to rely on Nuranjo for a new battery each time because they don't have electricity in the village." 
 
    That night, I sent Howard an update: 
 
    Professor. I believe that each village has a spy with a cell phone who reports directly to Nuranjo. Our movements are therefore being monitored, and we are ripe for an ambush. In addition, some villages have made peace with Nuranjo and support him, although not militarily. If you can find the cell towers, you may find his camp. And destroying the towers will certainly blind him. Fox. 
 
    The next day, we began our trek to Dubaku. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    Planet Dodoma: First Contact 
 
    Around midday on the second day, we entered Dubaku village. Surprisingly, there was little panic, indicating the spies or Nuranjo had alerted the villages of our presence. The chief's welcome also seemed less anxious, confirming my conjecture about them being informed of our coming and non-violent approach. Again, Salamander and Peppermint made the rounds, gathering more information about the nearby villages and history of the raids. 
 
    "Well?" I asked late the next day when the two had finished their rounds. 
 
    "The story is similar to the last four villages. Bapoto has made an alliance with Nuranjo, Atieno was raided three years ago, Gugu and Dubaku last year. But the interesting part is that Dubaku grows food and has agreed to give Nuranjo food for peace of a sort. This year, Nuranjo's gang returned before the crop was ready for harvest, and the village was punished and warned that the crop must be harvested when they returned or the village would be burned to the ground and everyone killed. They harvested the crop a few days ago, thinking Nuranjo's gang will return soon." 
 
    "Interesting," I said thinking out loud. "Smitty, I want to know who the spy is in this village and what he has told Nuranjo, and I want his cell confiscated." Maybe we would get lucky and Nuranjo would be with the gang that returned. Although I doubted the space gods would find that entertaining. 
 
    "Fox, this youth is part of Nuranjo's gang," Taipan said, smiling as he held the young teenager by the neck. 
 
    "No, no, not part of gang," he shouted and tried unsuccessfully to shake his head choosing instead to wave his hands back and forth in a negative gesture. Taipan stretched out his arm and had a cell phone in his hand. "Part of deal with Nuranjo to tell him when strangers come. Chief knows," the youth said in a rush and looked pale. Couldn't blame him given the violent environment he lived in. He knew we were looking for Nuranjo and had to assume we were as vicious as him. 
 
    "What did you tell him?" I asked then reluctantly added a little incentive. "The truth or bad things happen." He tried to nod but Taipan's hold restricted his head movements. I nodded to Taipan who released his hold on the youth's neck but rested it on his shoulder. 
 
    "Ten soldiers entered camp looking for him. Think they stay the night. They set up a camp near Chief's tent," he said, then added, "I tell truth. Not know more." 
 
    "What did Nuranjo tell you to do?" I asked, knowing Nuranjo would have given him instructions.  
 
    "Nuranjo said to tell him when you leave." 
 
    "You can go. I'll keep your phone. You won't need it as we aren't leaving for now." Taipan had no sooner released his hold on the boy than he took off at a run. I gestured for everyone to gather close. "We are expecting Nuranjo's gang sometime in the next day or two. They know we are here, so I would expect an ambush since we also have weapons, and I doubt they want a fair fight given their previous encounters. So, I'd like a little surprise party for them. As we approach evening, I would like each of you to prepare your sleeping bags like you were in them and then fade off into the jungle. I think it likely they will come from the north or the east; therefore, I'd like half stationed deep in the jungle to the south and half to the west of the camp as night approaches." I sat thinking about what we should expect from inexperienced but vicious youths with automatic weapons. "Find good cover and keep a good separation, as you can expect them to spray the area with automatic fire when they return fire." Everyone was grinning now in anticipation of what I had planned. "I will send south or west to begin the killing. However, you will fire only until they begin spraying your area. Let's assume west begins the ambush. Then I will send south. When south begins shooting, west will slide north. At some point, south will stop shooting and I will send west for them to begin shooting again as south slides east. West will stop and I will signal south again. If anyone is left after the last group fires, you will have to retake the Tasmania Qualification School again," I said to smiling faces and nods. 
 
    "That's sneaky, Fox," Smitty said. "What if they surrender?" 
 
    "I'll send stop. But they will have to surrender en masse," I said, thinking it would be nice but unlikely as youths would tend to panic, not understanding that surrender was an option. 
 
    The day passed slowly for me as I imagined some kind of berserk charge into the camp by Nuranjo's gang could surprise us and cause an excessive number of casualties and deaths. We would win, but the cost would be high. Nothing happened that night, adding the punk band Gallows to the heavy metal band Manowar already inside my pounding head competing for title of the loudest band in the world. I was surprised the entire village wasn't dancing to the sounds that must have been blasting from my ears. By midday, I had everyone on alert, although they looked busy with mundane tasks. 
 
    To my relief, the gang entered the village early the next morning just before dawn. There looked to be about twenty-five, give or take a couple. When most were within twenty meters of our campsite, they began firing. I waited until I felt most were about to exhaust their ammo and would need to insert new magazines, then I pressed the west icon on my TCom. Immediately, five Tasmanians began firing and bodies of youths began dropping. Their reaction was so slow; half their number was dead before they recovered and turned their attention toward the west. Several seconds later, west stopped firing, although the youths continued. I pressed the south icon and my group began firing. This time, the youths were faster to respond but not before another eight died. We stopped firing, and I pressed the west icon again and the last six died. It was easy to ignore that most were in their early teens when you saw the devastation they had caused. I sent out two scouts to ensure there weren't more out there, and then I walked around verifying they were all dead, although it would have been nice to have one alive to question. As we did, the villagers exited their huts and stood staring at us. They looked afraid, probably anticipating Nuranjo's response once we were gone. I idly wondered how bad Nuranjo needed the food supply the Dubaku were providing, but then I realized he could just raid other villages. Time for an update. 
 
    Professor, we just killed twenty-six of Nuranjo's militia and deprived them a shipment of food, which will probably make him active and take the Tasmanians off his Christmas list. Fox. 
 
    "Smitty, I'm going to give the phone back to Nuranjo's spy. Let's subtly pass the word that we are going to Gugu tomorrow, and let's see what Nuranjo does." I said. "It will tell us a lot about him and his militia." 
 
    "I'll make sure the spy knows. After all, what good is a spy if he doesn't have any secrets to share?" Smitty said as he turned and headed for our camp area. Seeing the young spy, I headed for him. 
 
    "Here," I said when I reached him. "You can tell him what happened to the gang of children he sent. If he wants his food, he can come and get it or send more children if he is afraid." 
 
    The youth shook his head. "I can't tell him that!" 
 
    "What's the next village?" I asked. 
 
    "Gugu. A half-day walk to the northeast. The trail leading to Gugu starts over there," the youth said while pointing. 
 
    "Thank your village chief for his hospitality," I said and made my way to our campsite. 
 
    * * *  
 
    We left the next morning at first light. About an hour later, I stopped. 
 
    "I decided I don't want to go to Gugu but rather Bapoto. According to my map, it should be directly north of here. Whoever Nuranjo sends will probably go through Gugu to reach Dubaku if they are using the established trails. So, rather than meet them on the trail, I thought we could find our way through the jungle to Bapoto and then approach Gugu from the north," I said surveying the men for their reaction. "That may provide us with information about his whereabouts or catch him from a direction he isn't expecting." Not seeing any objections, I continued. "Single file." 
 
    There were trails, but they appeared to have been made mostly by animals and led to watering holes or streams. If any led to Bapoto, they weren't obvious, so the scouts just tried to maintain a northerly direction. We thought Bapoto, Gugu, and Dubaku formed a triangle with two of the legs being sixteen and ten hours’ walk. And since Gugu and Dubaku appeared to be a right angle, the Bapoto-to-Dubaku leg was the hypotenuse and approximately nineteen hours. So, after twelve hours, I decided to make camp for the night so as to be rested when we reached Bapoto. As I had hoped, the scouts found human trails when we got within several hours of the village. We approached carefully to ensure Nuranjo and his gang weren't camped there or lurking close. When we arrived, the villagers were cautious but there was no panic. The word had clearly been disseminated that Delphi troops were wandering the jungle and didn't appear violent. I wondered if that was due to the spy network or word of mouth. This time, the village chief didn't need a youth to translate for him. 
 
    "Welcome," he said with a tentative smile as he surveyed my group and me. "I am Chief Eniola. How may I help you?" 
 
    "We are Delphi troops looking for Nuranjo and his militia since we have been told he is killing villagers and stealing from them," I said, wondering if the direct approach would work. "And we would like to know what your village spy is telling him right now." 
 
    Eniola smiled. "Probably that the troops chasing him are in the Bapoto village, how many you have, and that they have a woman soldier." 
 
    "Has he been here recently?" I asked as the chief appeared willing to answer questions; whether the answers were truthful or not remained to be seen. 
 
    "The gang of youths you killed came through here two days ago. I have not seen Nuranjo in many months." 
 
    "You have an agreement with him?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes, it is in the best interest of my people. We cannot fight him and win, so we must join him," the chief said as a matter of fact. I agreed with him. 
 
    "Chief Eniola, I have medics with me. I will have them see to your people if you have no objection." I wondered if his people would confirm what he had told me. I thought they would but regardless, helping if we could was a good thing." 
 
    "I would welcome your help, and I will fetch Nsia and bring him to you so he can tell you what he told Nuranjo." 
 
    That evening, I asked, "Well, have we discovered anything we can use?"  
 
    "No," Peppermint said, shaking his head more in disgust than emphasizing the negative. "Nuranjo's gang use the Bapoto as their private brothel, and it keeps everything peaceful. Occasionally, they take a youth but otherwise leave the tribe alone." 
 
    "If they come through here often, it might indicate that Nuranjo's base camp is north of here. Ironically, that would make sense, as it would mean he would be close to Thabo city and able to keep tabs on what was happening there–like that troops from Delphi had arrived, and he’d know where they were headed," I said thinking out loud and hoping for feedback. 
 
    "He must be sending a kill squad after us. Killing twenty-six of his militia and stealing his food must have pissed him off." Smitty grinned at me. "And a girl in charge. How insulting." 
 
    "If we can determine how, that may indicate the most likely direction of his base camp," I said. 
 
    "Or it may just be where he was raping and killing when he found out about us," Mamba said with a snort. 
 
    "True–" A buzz on my emergency TCom channel stopped me cold. 
 
    Fox, company from the north. Five minutes or less. Firebird. 
 
    "Same teams, one south and one west. Slide east and north." They were moving before I finished talking. I got the best men in the Tasmanian SFG, I thought as I ran, following the men heading toward the jungle on the east side of the village. When I was thirty steps into the jungle, I found a small rise and dropped down and began setting up my CheyTac, since I would be less likely to kill innocent villagers with it than I would with the Tavor, even using small bursts. I had just finished when youths began exiting the jungle from the north. It was immediately apparent they were ready for a fight. One older youth headed for the chief's hut while the rest wandered the village. This was a cluster fuck waiting to happen, and it was getting worse as the group began dispersing. I closed my eyes seeking to quiet the panic. After what seemed like an eternity, I clicked on Taipan's channel. "Fire from cover," I said. He began a second after I gave the order. Youths began falling one after another as the shots rang out. By the third kill, it began to have the desired effect. They began collecting together, moving away from the shooter and seeking shelter behind huts. I clicked on the west icon and began firing. Another seven or eight dropped, and I signaled for west to stop and waited. As the youth began emerging, I clicked on the south icon while moving north with the rest of the west team. Now the youths were in panic mode and spraying shots everywhere while running for cover. I signaled south to stop, knowing they would now slide east.  
 
    From what I could see, it appeared less than ten remained alive, which meant Nuranjo had sent over thirty to kill us, because there were at least twenty-three dead bodies. Six more died before several dropped their guns and raised their arms above their heads. Proving Tasmanians were not heartless killers, none of them were shot. 
 
    As a deadly quiet settled over the village, I walked over to the youths who had surrendered, followed by my west team. I was joined seconds later by Chief Eniola. 
 
    "Chief Eniola, would you mind translating for me?" I asked, thinking he would like to see Nuranjo eliminated. He nodded for me to continue. 
 
    "You can lower your hands," I said, and then Eniola said something, and everyone lowered their hands. "Does anyone here speak Standard?" 
 
    One boy, around fifteen, raised a hand. His face was pale, and his left hand was shaking.  
 
    "Do you know where I can find Nuranjo?" I asked.  
 
    The boy shook his head. "He not in camp #1, maybe in #2," he said looking nervously from me to Eniola and back again. 
 
    "Two camps?" I asked Eniola who immediately started a conversation with the youth and two others. Eniola nodded. 
 
    "They say Nuranjo has two camps. One north of here about eight hours’ walk and another east. The east one is a two-day hard march," Eniola said. 
 
    "How many in each camp, and what about women?" I asked Eniola to save time. He spoke with the boys for several minutes before turning back to me. 
 
    "They say camp #1, the one to the north of here, had about eighty men, but now there is less than thirty. There are no girls in the camp. Nuranjo sold the last of them a month ago. He doesn't know to whom. They were told that camp #2 had two hundred boys. They don't know about girls," Eniola said. 
 
    "What will happen to these boys?" I asked. The chief shrugged. 
 
    "They have all been branded," Eniola pointed to the shoulder of one tall thin youth. The symbol looked like a one-inch asterisk, but on closer examination, it was three swords: one pointing down, one on an angle up, and one on an angle down. "If they are caught by Nuranjo, they will be executed as deserters. Usually that involves a knife fight, with the deserter facing five to eight opponents. They usually stop the fight when the deserter has been cut numerous times; then they tie him to a pole to bleed to death. It's not pleasant. And if he goes into the city, they will either hang him or throw him into prison where he will die from starvation, or disease, or fights. So, most will return to Nuranjo if they get free."  
 
    I decided to send Howard an update. 
 
    Professor, Nuranjo has two camps. One camp is an eight hour walk north from the village of Bapoto, which would put it approximately sixteen hours east of Thabo City. It had eighty fighters but lost twenty-six at Dubaku and another thirty at Bapoto, so it now has only twenty-five. I thought I would visit and eject the tenants. The second camp is due east of the first by some twenty to twenty-four hours. I'm told that camp has close to two hundred fighters and Nuranjo. I could wait at camp one. If you find camp two and Nuranjo escapes, he may come running to me. Fox 
 
    I got an almost immediate reply. 
 
    Fox. Where are you getting all this information? We haven't run into one of Nuranjo's fighters. Professor. 
 
    I replied immediately. 
 
    Professor, this proves Nuranjo isn't stupid. If one ten-person team can take out his twenty-six man kill squad, he could envision losing his entire militia if he engaged ninety Tasmanians. he has a Nuranjo guide leading you and gets reports from each village you visit, so he can engage you at a time and place of his choosing or avoid you forever. I'd shoot your guide, take the cell phone away from the village spy–each village has one–and have your medics treat the villagers. They will tell you all you need to know. Fox. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    Planet Dodoma: Surprises Can Be Good or Bad 
 
    The next morning, we left for camp #1 after I damaged one of the spy's battery connections on his cell phone. I didn't want camp #1 ready for us when we arrived or Nuranjo knowing we were planning an attack on his camp since no one appeared to know where he was at the moment. Fortunately, there appeared to be a human path going in the right direction. Wanting to be fresh when we reached camp #1, I called for an early stop to make camp, rest, eat, and get a decent night's sleep, although everyone had a two-hour guard duty shift. I doubted the camp would be sending anyone else, but a surprise in the jungle would be a disaster with bullets from thirty or more automatic weapons flying indiscriminately in every direction. I shuddered at the thought. 
 
    We were up at dawn and on our way in less than fifteen minutes. Lucky, because less than twenty minutes later, I got an urgent text message from Peppermint who was currently in the lead. He had sent it to me but on an open channel, so everyone was aware. 
 
    Large group approaching on trail. Contact in two minutes. 
 
    The worse possible scenario I had imagined and was trying to avoid–an automatic weapon's fight in thick jungle terrain…multiple deaths, wounded. My mind whirled in panic for what seemed like eternity, and then it quieted as I conquered the fear. I was filled with revulsion as I sent: 
 
    Disperse both sides, hide, Tasmanian attack on my signal. 
 
    To a quiet mind, it was the best of a list of terrible responses and would at least reduce the number of automatic weapons firing. A Tasmanian attack would mean we would have the element of surprise as we exploded into the group, the fighting would be one-on-one death clashes against untrained youths, and the odds were tolerable. By now, the lead men/youths were even with me and I sent, GO! 
 
    I rose from behind a flowering bush and fought my way in agonizing slow motion toward the lead men. I was within two meters of them before they stopped and turned to face the noise of cracking underbrush and giant leaves smacking me as I raced toward them. One was raising his weapon as I slammed into him, pinning his weapon against him as my knife cut through his throat to his vertebrae. As he was propelled backward, I shot the next youth in his open mouth, using my Jericho. His head exploded spraying blood on the closest two youths. Subconsciously, I felt Smitty hit the line from the other side. As I turned to face the man in the lead, he had begun firing as his gun swiveled toward me. I dropped into a split and threw my knife, hitting him in the eye, but not before his pellets sprayed the youths behind me. One youth, wounded judging by his blood-soaked shirt, charged me as he fumbled to turn his weapon in my direction. I crossed my right leg over my left, catching his leading ankle and throwing him sideways. I shot him twice as he fell. Pain scorched my leg and side as the pop, pop, pop of multiple weapons could be heard. Silence. As if I had gone deaf. Not a bird chirping, or monkeys jumping from tree to tree, or squirrels running up trees. Silence. For a moment, I felt Death as a living breathing thing hanging in the air, searching for what now belonged to him. 
 
    Smitty shattered the silence. "Peppermint, Wolf, the Fox needs a medic," he shouted.  
 
    I wanted to get up but couldn't seem to get my muscles to cooperate. Finally, I got my mouth working. 
 
    "What's our status?" I asked wanting to know but at the same time not wanting to know. I could just lay here and pretend everyone had survived. It seemed like hours passed before Smitty knelt beside me with Peppermint. 
 
    "Two with serious wounds, four with less serious wounds, which includes you, three with minor wounds…and one dead–Firebird," Peppermint said just above a whisper. 
 
    "That was a good call, Fox," Mamba said, looking down at me. "I thought it crazy at the time, but it was what we were trained to do. Half of us would be dead if we had tried to shoot it out with them. We're all going to miss our brother, Firebird, but he died in the best Tasmanian tradition. You made the right call, Jolie, we all felt it as we rose out of the jungle like wraiths of death." 
 
    "Truly a Ghost Platoon, Jolie," Smitty said as Peppermint jabbed me with a needle that mercifully turned my world black. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Camp #1 took eight days to reach. Peppermint arranged for a drone to drop medical supplies as several of the injuries required additional medication, bandages, and equipment. Fortunately, no one else died, although without the drone drop, Taipan and Spiderman might not have made it. Peppermint and Salamander had insisted we wait until Taipan and Spiderman could walk, and afterward that we stop after three to four hours’ walking each day. I had to admit, I was thankful each day when we stopped early. One bullet had torn a hole in my thigh and the other cracked a rib, which was lucky as it deflected the metal from hitting important organs. 
 
    While we recuperated at camp #1, I sent Howard a message. 
 
    Professor, we are recuperating from a surprise encounter with thirty-two of Nuranjo's troops from camp #1. Whoever was in charge decided or was ordered to march down to Bapoto and kill the woman and men from Delphi. We met them on the jungle trail halfway between the two villages. We are pretty beat up, one dead, so I intend to rest at camp #1 until you need us or Nuranjo shows up. Fox. 
 
    Howard responded almost immediately. 
 
    Fox, Nuranjo may well show up. We are going to search the area you indicated we might find camp #2. If we find it, he and some of his fighters could escape. So, be careful. Howard. 
 
    I laughed to myself. Talk about bluster. In our current condition, we would have trouble defending nuts from a family of pygmy squirrels. 
 
    "Tasmanians, I need a conference," I shouted, and slowly the eight wandered or limped over to me and sat. "You're a sad looking bunch of Tasmanians." 
 
    "At least we managed to walk over to you. You don't look like you could walk that far," Wolf said. 
 
    "How would it look if the boss had to walk over to you?" I said, fists on my hips with the proper look of indignation. 
 
    "Like an old woman who should be retired, judging by the sight of you," Bulldog said. That got laughs and everyone clapped. 
 
    "Alright, we all look and feel like roadkill. So, the question is how do we kill Nuranjo when he arrives?" I asked and received open-mouth stares. "Howard is searching where we were told Nuranjo's camp #2 was located. When he finds it, unless the space gods are asleep, Nuranjo and some number of youths are going to get away and head…guess where?" 
 
    "Here!" everyone shouted. 
 
    "Right, because no one told him he no longer owns his swamp-side resort," I said looking indignant again. "So, how do we get a few hours' notice, and since we aren't in a condition to run, how do we live through the experience?"  
 
    "We can work on the few hours' notice," Smitty said, "while you work on the 'living through the experience' part." 
 
    That got another round of clapping. I clapped too, which quickly stopped their smiling. 
 
    "Well, at least I got you to do something," I grinned. 
 
    * * *  
 
    I estimated we might have as little as three days to as many as ten days to prepare, depending on how quick Howard could locate their camp. DAMN, I swore, Nuranjo could decide not to fight and bring the entire camp. I saw Wolf and waved him over. 
 
    "What do you want, Jolie?" he asked as he neared. "Need help with your problem?" 
 
    "Actually, yes. I need a drone to drop us all the plastic explosives they have," I said, hoping they had a truckload. "And tell them we need it today and to ship what they have available immediately rather than wait until they have it all together." 
 
    "The boys and I thought we could take them on hand-to-hand," Wolf quipped. 
 
    "A hundred?" I asked, frowning. 
 
    "We were thinking ten or so. You didn't hear me say it, but the boys are a little tired." He smiled, turned and ran off. Me too, I thought. 
 
    To my surprise, the first of four drone drops delivered a fifty-centimeter square package seven hours later.  
 
    "Smitty, your specialty is finally going to be useful," I said, invoking the memory of Firebird whose specialty was also explosives. "I want you to design a killing field for Nuranjo and his friends." 
 
    "You have an explosive specialty." He grinned. 
 
    "Yes, so I'll watch. It will be good training for me," I said. "I'm concerned that Nuranjo may choose not to engage Howard and come here with his hundred-plus militia planning to join with the group here before taking a stand against Howard." 
 
    "What about us?" Bulldog asked. 
 
    "I'm hoping he considers us dead or lost or in some village looking for him," I said. "And with a hundred-plus fighters, he wouldn't be worried about running into us on the way here. I know my brothers are ready for another hand-to-hand fight, but your sister isn't." 
 
    "Okay, for your sake, we'll use the plastic they sent," Smitty said, taking out one of the plastic-wrapped orange cakes from the box. "Good, I prefer Semtex to C4. It has a bigger punch. If they send more, we could put charges all around this camp and make Nuranjo and his band of killers go poof." 
 
    "That assumes they are all in this area and he doesn't send twenty or thirty to another village, or see that this one is empty when he's expecting troops here and doesn't enter, or…" I said, envisioning worse case and our great trap not surviving contact with the enemy. Our last encounter was a good example of what happens when inexperienced youth panic and their fingers get stuck on their triggers. I could just imagine thirty or forty spraying the jungle. They would kill every living thing including the ants. I cringed at the thought. "I thought we might use small charges to herd them into a killing zone." 
 
    "That's diabolical. No wonder you got Fox as a call-sign." He shook his head. "I'm glad you're on our side."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    Planet Dodoma: Howard 
 
    "I don't know how she does it," Howard said looking down at his TCom at the message Jolie had just sent. 
 
    Professor, we are recuperating from a surprise encounter with thirty-two of Nuranjo's troops from camp #1. Whoever was in charge decided or was ordered to march down to Bapoto and kill the woman and men from Delphi. We met them on the jungle trail halfway between the two villages. We are pretty beat up, one dead, so I intend to rest at camp #1 until you need us or Nuranjo shows up. Fox. 
 
    "We haven't encountered one Nuranjo gang member, and the Ghost Platoon has killed over seventy, captured one of his camps, knows he has a second camp, and that we are likely to scare him into going to his other camp," Howard said while looking at his platoon leaders. 
 
    "Not too surprising. She gave us Nuranjo's spy-guide, so she was a ghost. Thanks to our guide, Nuranjo not only knows where we are but also where we are going next," Gonzales said with a snort. 
 
    "Meaning he can pick the time and place to attack us, or he can choose to abandon camp #2 and flee to camp #1. Our platoon there won't survive." 
 
    "I like Fox's suggestion: shoot the guide and take the cell phones from the camp spies," Tang said, pointing a finger-like gun at Owiti. "Bang. Then maybe we can surprise Nuranjo at camp #2." 
 
    "I wouldn't underestimate Fox. Some of our brothers may rush to doing things that are suicidal, but Fox thinks before she acts. She will have something prepared just in case Nuranjo does come. Of course, that doesn't mean they will survive the encounter," Howard said. "And the demise of the Ghost Platoon would be a tragic loss. She's managed to pull together nine of the best Tasmanians in the battalion, and she has a unique talent for finding our opponents’ weaknesses and disrupting their operations. Like now. She's caused Nuranjo more trouble with nine men than we have with ninety." 
 
    "The problem is that her platoon is not fully functional if she has seriously wounded and is one man short," Harman said, frowning with concern. 
 
    "I'd like to split the company, but if Nuranjo does decide to take us on with well over a hundred fighters, he could overrun one platoon on its own. We, the Tasmanians, can't afford to lose a thirty-man platoon." Howard laughed. "I swear I'm going to take Jolie's Vanquishing Fear course when I get back. If she were here, she would sit down and close her eyes, and when they opened, she would have the best option. Whereas I'm frozen with indecision because I can't separate the various scenarios from the consequences," Howard said and stood quiet for a long time. "Tang, have someone discreetly watch Owiti. I've made my decision." Howard stood watching Tang who nodded and walked back to his platoon area. Howard scanned the area, found Owiti not to far away, and waved for him to come over. 
 
    "Owiti, I want to go to Bapoto. What is the best way there?" Howard asked. Owiti stood for a while, rubbing his chin before answering.  
 
    "I thought you wanted to find Nuranjo?" 
 
    "Do you know where he is?' 
 
    "No, Commander Howard. He's like a ghost. Could be anywhere. He has spies everywhere, so he's impossible to find," Owiti said, looking sincere, which of course he was. He was a spy, and each camp had a spy, so they were everywhere. And he probably didn't know where Nuranjo was since Howard doubted the man would trust anyone with that information. 
 
    "My people in Bapoto may know. So, what is the shortest way to get there and how long will it take?" Howard asked, putting a bite of impatience in his words. 
 
    Owiti picked up a stick and drew a small circle in the dirt. "We are here," he said. "The closest village is Atieno to the southwest about sixteen to eighteen hours’ walk." He drew another circle directly south. "That is Gugu, about eight to ten hours away. From there, we go west to Bapoto, maybe ten hours." 
 
    "Why can't we go directly from Atieno to Bapoto? It appears to the west of Atieno," Howard asked looking at Owiti's drawing.  
 
    "No good trail. Take twice as long, maybe longer." 
 
    "Okay. We leave tomorrow morning at dawn," Howard said. He turned and walked back to the Tasmanian camp area, hoping he wasn't drawing Nuranjo to Atieno for an ambush. If he was, it could result in the two armies meeting in the jungle, and that would be a disaster. It would negate the Tasmanians training and be like fighting blindfolded. 
 
    "What now?" Harman asked.  
 
    "We wait for Owiti to tell Nuranjo we are leaving for Atieno in the morning. Tomorrow morning, we leave as planned. Twenty minutes into the jungle, we shoot Owiti and turn north and double-time to find camp #2." 
 
    * * * 
 
    They left the next morning at daybreak on the trail Owiti indicated. Howard had been informed that Owiti had been on his cell typing shortly after his discussion with him.  
 
    "Halt," Howard called about an hour later. "Owiti, your cell phone, please." 
 
    "Why?" he asked, clearly nervous. "It has personal information on it that has nothing to do with our agreement." 
 
    "We know you're in communications with Nuranjo. Your phone." He held out his hand. Owiti immediately moved his hand with the phone behind him. "And I'd like to know the exact location of camp #2." 
 
    "I don't know anything about Nuranjo's location or the whereabouts of his camps," Owiti said, his voice rising as he spoke. Just then, Tang appeared with his Jericho drawn and pointing at Owiti's leg. 
 
    "This is going to hurt, and you are going to give up your phone anyway," Tang said in a conversational tone. Owiti finally handed it to Howard, who immediately opened it and began reviewing the text messages. 
 
    "I had no choice. He would kill my family if I didn't," he pleaded, his eyes moist with fear.  
 
    "Lead us to camp #2 and you will live to see your family," Tang said, moving the weapon to point at Owiti's head. 
 
    "I don't know where it is," he shrieked. 
 
    "Too bad. We can't let you go, and you are useless to us." 
 
    "I think it may be north and west of the Rehema village. I help find." There was excitement in his voice as if his death sentence had been pardoned. 
 
    "How long to the Rehema village?" Howard asked. 
 
    "Nine hours if we fast." 
 
    "You have twelve hours to find it or we will find it without you," Howard said leaving no doubt he meant Owiti would be dead if he failed to find camp #2 by then. 
 
    "I find, I find." 
 
    "Garrick, you take Owiti and set a Tasmanian pace. Nuranjo thinks we are going to the Atieno village and then on to Bapoto. If he is any good, he will want to collect his troops at camp #1 and hit us on the trail to Bapoto or when we arrive. With a surprise attack and traps, he might think he could win." 
 
    Garrick nodded and grabbed Owiti by the arm and pointed north. Owiti began a slow run as Garrick followed behind him. Howard spread the three platoons a half klick apart—close enough to support each other but far enough to avoid a total surprise to the company. They kept a grueling pace that had Owiti sweating and panting even though he had no equipment to carry. 
 
    They reached Rehema seven hours later but didn't stop. Three hours later, Garrick signaled a stop. 
 
    "There is a large clearing ahead, but it appears empty," Garrick said when he joined the platoon leaders.  
 
    "Harman, send several scouts to the left; Tang, several to the right; and Gonzales, several into the camp," Howard said, feeling sure it wasn't a trap. Nuranjo was taking the most logical option, consolidating his forces for a strike against the Delphi troops. Fifteen minutes later, the scouts were back. 
 
    "It's empty. The fire pits are still warm. They left less than four hours ago," Garrick said.  
 
    "Owiti, how far to a point six hours north of Bapoto?" Howard asked, caught in a conundrum. Catching up with Nuranjo on the trail could result in a cluster-fuck as the youths would have their weapons on automatic, and the resulting thousands of bullets generated by a firefight would result in a large number of Tasmanians wounded and dead. On the other hand, if he let Nuranjo beat him to camp #1, the Ghost Platoon would be unlikely to survive for the same reason. The ideal solution would be to arrive just after Nuranjo and his troops arrived and encountered whatever traps Luan had arranged for them. 
 
    "Twenty hours at normal pace, maybe sixteen fast. Nuranjo will have to stop for six to eight hours," Owiti said after several minutes’ thought. "Youth might make it without sleep but not fit to fight. Nuranjo couldn't." 
 
    "Okay, six hours’ rest. That will put us ten hours behind them. I'm hoping they will rest for eight hours and take two hours longer to make the trip because we are going to make camp #1 in sixteen hours nonstop," Howard said. "In the ideal, I'd like to arrive as the Ghost Platoon springs their trap. He then typed a short message to Jolie. 
 
    Fox, Nuranjo is heading to camp #1 with all his troops from camp #2. Could be one hundred plus. We estimate he will arrive in as early as twenty hours. We will try to arrive within minutes of his arrival. Professor.  
 
    She replied immediately. 
 
    Professor, we are tired, but we will try to give him a welcome fitting a monarch. Fox. 
 
    Howard laughed. He showed her response to the platoon leaders. 
 
    "I don't know what nine Tasmanians are going to do against over a hundred troops with automatic weapons, but I don't think I would like to be in Nuranjo's shoes," Tang said to nodding heads. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Howard and the troops left six hours later. He knew Owiti wouldn't last the sixteen-hour run but felt they could leave him when he dropped from exhaustion. He would be too far from a village to get a phone, too weak to get to a village without a rest, and by that time, it would be over. 
 
    "If they stopped halfway and rested for eight hours, we must be only five hours behind them, and they have a ten-hour march to camp #1. 
 
    Five hours later, they found Nuranjo's rest stop, and an additional five hours later, Garrick passed word back that they had caught up with Nuranjo's army. Howard then assembled the platoon leaders.  
 
    "I want to remain a klick behind Nuranjo's troops and to maintain company silence. If we are discovered, it could be a disaster if Nuranjo chooses to fight, which I would if I were him. We have to hope the Ghost Platoon distracts him enough for us to make our entrance a surprise." 
 
    Five hours later, Howard heard the first explosion and waved to attack. That had ninety-four Tasmanians moving at a ground-eating run toward camp #1. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    Planet Dodoma: Camp #1 
 
    "If there are over one hundred troops headed our way, they will be on the trail leading here and will stretch back over two hundred meters," I said after opening my eyes. I don't know how long I had been meditating, but I had a clear picture in my mind. "I think two bombs. One at two hundred meters the other at one ninety. The one at two hundred goes first then five seconds later, the second one explodes." 
 
    "That will force the troops forward but off the trail," Smitty said, frowning and shaking his head in disapproval. 
 
    "True. But we plant bombs beginning ten meters ahead on both sides every ten meters at say thirty degrees and explode one on each side every five seconds," I said drawing the picture in the dirt. 
 
    "Keeping them from running into the jungle…" 
 
    "Right. Then two bombs say five meters apart running up the trail towards the camp, spaced ten meters apart," I said. 
 
    "Forcing them to flee into the camp where…boom!" Smitty said and smiled.  
 
    "And I want three trenches dug about fifty meters from the edge of the camp clearing for us to shoot from," I finished, hoping that would be enough to survive. 
 
    "That's devious. Did I teach you that in my demolitions class?" He laughed, then continued. "We blow up the few people on the path at the end of the line. They will naturally leave the path seeking safety in the jungle only to find it also has bombs, so they run back only to find the trail has bombs that are walking up the trail. Having nowhere to go except forward, the survivors head for the camp where bombs and snipers wait." He clapped and gave a small bow. "I like it. Let's get everyone that's fit to start digging." 
 
    It took two days to dig the trenches and holes and another to lay the wires to each semtex cake. Since timing was essential to the plan, Smitty and I would have to set the charges off manually. We not only wanted them herded into the camp, but we wanted to kill as many as possible in the process. We were just finishing when I received a message from Howard. 
 
    Fox, Nuranjo is heading to camp #1 with all his troops from camp #2. Could be one hundred plus. We estimate he will arrive in as early as twenty hours from now. We will try to arrive within minutes of his arrival Professor.   
 
    "Remind me to thank Nuranjo for his excellent timing. Wouldn't want to greet him when we were tired and the place a mess," I said. "Let's do a check of the area to make sure there is nothing to give away our surprise party, get a hot meal and a good night's rest, and be at our assigned positions in fifteen hours." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I sat going over our preparations, trying to convince myself I hadn't missed anything and then trying to anticipate what could go wrong with the plan. At least a dozen things I could think of and probably a dozen more I haven’t thought of, I mused. Nuranjo's weakness was all the things he didn't know, like camp #1 being under Tasmanian control. My weakness was all the things I didn't know he knew, any one of which could help him anticipate my surprise. And even if everything went well, Tasmanians were likely to die. I felt a drop of sweat roll off my forehead, down the side of my nose, over my lips, and onto my chin. I was about to wipe it away when I heard or rather felt the approaching troops through the ground. Then I saw the first troops looking exhausted and tired as they came into sight. Slight smiles appeared on some of their faces, seeing the camp. The line seemed to go on forever as they staggered by. I thought I saw Nuranjo and for a brief second, I was tempted to shoot him. I waited for what seemed like hours but was probably less than ten minutes. As I saw what looked like the last troops, a group of three pass where I knew the bomb was buried; I touched the switch. The three were thrown helter-skelter as the sound of the explosion filled the air. The effect was not exactly what I expected. Most either froze in place or dove for cover. Smitty wisely waited until they began getting back onto their feet before setting off the second bomb, which was several meters closer. More troops were torn apart and killed. This time, many of the troops headed for the jungle to escape the path, which obviously wasn't safe. I waited as they approached my line of explosives, then began setting off one after another like a marching line of death. Those not killed turned back, not sure there were more bombs further on.  
 
    Now everyone was running back towards the path and Smitty and I began setting off the bombs on the path. It resembled a cloud of death moving closer to the camp with each exploding pair. Before they could run out the other end of the clearing, I set off the explosives in the camp. It was like a surreal image of hell, as bodies were flung into the air in every direction. Before the dust had settled, Howard's Tasmanians came running into view. I put my head in my arms and fought to get the image out of my mind. Although we had no choice, and it saved Tasmanian lives, it didn't feel like a taarah moment. Soon, the noise of Tavors firing faded, and my mind quieted. 
 
    "Are you alright, Jolie?" 
 
    When I opened my eyes, Howard and Smitty stood looking down at me. I nodded. 
 
    "What's our status?" I asked, hoping for some good news. 
 
    "One dead, five wounded," Howard said. "The explosions left most of the twenty or so survivors stunned and confused." 
 
    "Jolie was pissed that Firebird got killed in our jungle encounter with the troops from camp #1, so she designed a series of explosions that would drive Nuranjo's group into the camp where we had enough explosives to kill anything in the area." 
 
    "It was very effective, and you might well have survived those few who lived; actually, the trenches would have reduced the casualties if we hadn't arrived in time," Howard said.  "On an expedition like this one, two deaths are close to a miracle–" Howard began but I couldn't contain my rage. 
 
    "It's closer to a fucking, flaming disaster. Damn terrified youths spraying the air with bullets not knowing what the hell they were shooting at," I shouted. 
 
    "She's still pissed," Smitty said with a chuckle. Howard tried not to smile. 
 
    "Sorry. I don't feel sorry for the evil little monsters, but if they hadn't decided to go to Bapoto to kill us, we wouldn't have met them on the trail, and I doubt anyone in my platoon would have been killed. We would have caught them in their camp…" I let Howard finish the thought. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Jolie, we hear the Ghost platoon killed all the rebels while the other platoons were chasing ghosts," someone shouted after we had settled down in our assigned bay for our return trip to Delphi. The bay was looking for my usual after-action performance. I wasn't in the mood, but these were my family and they wanted entertainment, so I'd try. I began my normal investigation of the bay to make sure no one was listening to what I was going to say. Of course, everyone was in the bay including Howard, his platoon leaders, and all the Tasmanians. 
 
    "I'll be in a lot of trouble if this gets out," I began, still nervously looking around. "I took our guide aside and gave him one of the two cell phones I purchased and bribed him to play along with me. You can't believe how much the native wanted to cooperate. I had to have everyone in the platoon chip in. Don't give me that look," I said looking daggers at one section of the room. "I was only looking after their interest. So, when our commander left with the guide, I left for a village the guide told me had a spy. When we arrived, I used a little persuasion to convince him to do me a little favor." 
 
    "Persuasion?" someone asked. 
 
    "I tied him to a tree with a large wasp nest."  
 
    "If he didn't move, the wasps wouldn't bother him," the same person said. 
 
    "That's what I told him. While he considered whether to give me Nuranjo's number, and while the boys and I waited for him to decide, we had a contest to pass the time–who could knock down the wasp's nest with a rock from twenty meters. But before we could get started, he interrupted the game. Two practice rocks and he was screaming the number. So, I had him check with Nuranjo and update his gang's activities. Then I called the guide and told him the sites to visit–five villages with no troops. Meanwhile, my platoon went to the sites I had been told had troops. Afterward, I decided to throw our senior brother a bone and gave his guide the village where Nuranjo had his remaining troops. We killed all but twenty, whom we let go when our commander was close, so he would have something to take credit. The things I go through to make my platoon look good." I said and bowed when the clapping began. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    Planet Delphi: Fort Endeavor, Back to School 
 
    "Your platoon has had three assignments in a row and is not in prime condition," Howard said when I sat. I was surprised to see Simons sitting off to the side. "Consequently, it wouldn't be fair to give them post-assignment leave until they’ve recovered, and we've agreed your platoon would take their post-assignment leave at the same time. Regardless, I don't like the idea of your platoon taking the next assignment even if they have recovered by then. And you aren't in prime condition either." 
 
    "That's not a nice thing to say to a girl," I said, giving a pouty look. We had been back for a week, and I had spent several days in the hospital being treated for my two bullet wounds. In truth, I was functional but not fit for another assignment, nor were most of my men. 
 
    "I'd like your platoon to manage the next Tasmanian Qualification class," Howard said and smiled. I sat frozen in shock. 
 
    "Me?" I squeaked out eventually.  
 
    "I will be there but only to answer questions and to observe. Colonel Medina will also be part of the team. She wants to be involved, hoping to be able to assess potential women for future classes," Simons said. "The senior Tasmanians have been impressed with you, Jolie, and are open to having more women Tasmanians." 
 
    "That will give the chief a rest, give you and your team a rest, and provide the chief with a backup in an emergency," Howard added.  
 
    Translation, Simons is tired of teaching the course, you and your team need something to occupy you while you recuperate, and if Simons is injured or killed on assignment, you will be available to replace him, I mused.  
 
    "The class starts in one week, so you will have time to get ready and acquaint yourself with the curriculum timing.   
 
    * * * 
 
    "Smitty, I assume you know what we're being assigned since you appear to have a high-level mole on the Tasmanian senior committee or whoever runs the place," I said after the meeting had ended and I found him at the Devils' Club. He had the nerve to grin. 
 
    "You're going to be the chief for the next Tasmanian Qualification course," he said. "Congratulations." 
 
    "I want you to find a replacement for Firebird," I said feeling moisture forming in my eyes. "A scout and sniper, I think." I was almost tempted to say medic, but that wouldn't have helped last time, and we effectively already had three medics. "I want him to feel part of the platoon when we eventually get another assignment." 
 
    "Let me think about it. Ironically, you could get any Tasmanian you wanted to volunteer. Based on our previous assignments, we're the most desirable unit on any assignment." He turned and wandered off. This had to be the only group of individuals where everyone wanted to be part of the unit closest to the action and therefore the most hazardous assignment. Ironic, since we were awarded neither medals nor promotions. 
 
    I met with the team the day before the class would start. It felt and looked strange to see Tasmanians dressed in army uniforms and Medina with sergeant rank. I had a master chief insignia, Smitty had master sergeant rank, Medina staff sergeant, and the others an assortment of lessor ranks. 
 
    "First, I'd like to welcome Jafar Noman, scout and sniper, call sign Panther, to the Ghost Platoon." 
 
    "Thank you, Jolie. I'm looking forward to being a member of the team," he said giving a small bow. He looked as dangerous as his call sign, with slightly curly back hair, a goatee, and a narrow face with a hawk-like nose. He was a tall, lean figure. 
 
    "I want you all to know that except for Staff Sergeant Medina, you are all being punished for outstanding performance on your last assignment. The good news is that none of you are being given a squad or platoon to lead. That's my punishment for appearing to lead you idiots to that success," I said to a round of clapping.  Medina just shook her head. "Cathy, my understanding is that you want to get a feel for what it takes to qualify to be a Tasmanian by observing the day-to-day activities." 
 
    Medina nodded. "Correct. I want to see what it takes to succeed," she said, then snorted. "And to understand how crazy one has to be to meet your standards." 
 
    "Well then, you've come to the right place. These are the craziest Tasmanians you could find," I said feeling a warm sense of pride. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    Planet Delphi: Fort Shiva, Welcome to Hell 
 
    It was still dark when the lights came on and a siren blasted loud enough to sober a passed-out drunk. The colonel, me with my chief master sergeant stripes, and Smitty with his master sergeant rank stood assessing the assembled men while Staff Sergeants Knight and Beal entered the room and began setting up several tables. The colonel smiled, probably thinking of the first time he met me here in this same building and thinking I'd wouldn't last more than a day or two. "Chief, it’s time." 
 
    "Candidates," I said, in a normal voice, "line up at one of those tables and collect your personal tracker, which you will wear at all times, including the showers. Grab the map you will need for this exercise, and a knapsack for you to take whatever food and water you want from the tables outside." I removed a small device from my belt and produced a hologram. "This is a replica of the map you will receive. The map is marked with your starting point; the trail marked in red is the shortest route to your destination, which is approximately two hundred kilometers from this building. You will have forty-eight hours to get there. One minute late and you will be disqualified." I tried not to smile at the jaw-dropping expressions. "Yes, I am the woman who will determine each day whether you are worth further evaluation. You want to be Devils? Well, welcome to hell. I am the Devil's handmaiden." 
 
    As the candidates were selecting water and food from the table, I whistled to get their attention. "Candidates, you're not allowed to discard your empty containers before the finish line. Before you begin the exercise, the contents of your knapsack will be inventoried and your time of departure noted. At the finish line, your knapsack will again be inventoried. To successfully complete this exercise, you must arrive in less than forty-eight hours and have all of your trash. Understood?" 
 
    "Yes, Chief Master Sergeant," the men shouted. 
 
    "Good. There are no second chances. You meet the requirements for each exercise, or you will be disqualified." 
 
    After all the candidates left, Shirley walked up to me.  
 
    "I see you finally got some rank," she quipped. 
 
    "Now I'm working on getting some colorful medals," I said, and she laughed. 
 
    "You must be off to a good start, as I saw Simons smiling. I heard a lot of comments while at the registration tables. The boys are trying to figure out why a woman is running the course and whether that will make it easier." As we talked, Medina came walking over. 
 
    "I heard this test eliminates seventy percent of the candidates," she said. 
 
    "True, and as I remember, this was the easiest part," I said to Medina's open-mouth expression. "And this is only half of the exercise, as they have only eight hours to rest before they have to return with the same restrictions. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Cathy, would you like to go wake them up for exercises?" I said as we assembled just before dawn. 
 
    "I thought you said the next several days would be rest days," she said, giving me a hard look. 
 
    "I didn't say they could lay in bed all day." I grinned, and eventually Medina smiled. When they arrived outside, Wolf ran them through basic warm-up exercises, and then we went for our morning ten-kilometer run, fifteen-minute breakfast and latrine break, and to the area for knife training. At the end of the week, I took them to the knife-throwing range. 
 
    "I assume you all know how to throw a knife into a target," I said and waited for everyone to nod. "Good, then this is your opportunity to hone your skill. The targets are at fifteen meters for you to warm up. Any Tasmanian can put a knife in the kill zone at twenty-five meters. Sergeant Lowe is passing out knives for you to practice, but don't start until one of us has checked you out." I walked over to a stocky man who I knew was a Ranger. "Well, Peters, give it a try," I said nodding to the three knives on the stand in front of him. The targets were a half meter wide and two meters high with a smiley face with two eyes and a heart painted on the board. Peter sneered at me; he picked up one knife after another and threw. 
 
    "Well you only missed once, cut of an ear, and hit one in the leg. The kill zones are considered the eyes and the heart," I said, and waved Wolf over. "Sergeant Reid, would you show Peters the correct way of throwing?" 
 
    Reid spent a few minutes explaining the best way to hold the knife, the subtleties of throwing, and finally put one in the eye painted on the board. Peters threw three more with little improvement. 
 
    "Candidates," I shouted to get their attention, "to qualify, you must hit the kill zone with three out of three knives—oh, that's the twenty-five-meter target." 
 
    "Can you, Chief?" someone shouted, and I saw lots of snickering. 
 
    "Doesn't matter. I'm not trying to qualify. I would suggest your only concern be with what you can or cannot do if you want to pass. Whether you are better than me or the other candidates won't matter. All that matters is whether you can meet the qualification criteria," I said picking up one of the knives. "Doesn't look too hard," I said and threw the knife. They were smiling as it flew past the fifteen-meter post but then stuck in the right eye of the twenty-five-meter target. 
 
    "That got their attention," Medina said. "And mine." She gave a short laugh. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "This week is about the standard Tasmanian weapons: the Tavor X95 and the Jericho T941. I assume you all know where to point the weapons and can hit the target given time," I said. "This week, you will learn how to dismantle these weapons, provide them tender loving care, and hit the target in the kill zone with each bullet. No spray-and-pray shooting." 
 
    "Why, Chief?" Carter asked. 
 
    "Because all the ammo you are likely to have is what you're carrying. If you waste a lot of ammo on a few individuals, you may find yourself fighting an assault weapon with your combat knife," I said, then pursed my lips. "Oh, and if you can't, you won't qualify." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Today's task is to get from point A on your map to point B without being captured or killed," I said, and gave a shudder at the memory of the interrogation exercise, where Smitty had almost killed me. 
 
    "This obviously isn't as easy as it sounds," Medina said as the last of the candidates entered the rain-forest area. 
 
    "No one will make it to point B. Everyone will be captured and subjected to mental and physical stress." 
 
    "I hope you didn't design these tortures," Medina said, having endured my Vanquishing Fear exercise. 
 
    "No," Simons said. "If she did, we’d be lucky to get any candidates." 
 
    After eight hours, Medina, Simons, and I walked around each of the detention sites. At one site, three men were tied to trees. I stood looking at them, frowning hard in thought. Then I took a small jar of honey out of my jacket and a brush and proceeded to paint each man's exposed skin. 
 
    "Chief, that honey attracts those damn poisonous black spiders," Jafar said, with a look of horror on his face. 
 
    "If you see one, kill it. They usually don't bite unless aggravated," I said. 
 
    "Does that honey attract poisonous spiders?" Medina asked as we began walking to the next site. 
 
    "No. It attracts bugs. It's Jolie planting a thought that will grow over time as the bugs show up," Simons said. "I just hope a few of these candidates can survive her. She's a master at creating fear when there is nothing to fear." 
 
    In the end, eleven candidates passed the interrogation exercise, although several later admitted they would have cracked if the test had gone on for an hour or two longer. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next week, we began fighting with emphasis on techniques that kill or cripple. Three days into the training, I stopped Todd, Mamba, from calling out the names of the next two individuals to fight. 
 
    "Sergeant Bradley, your candidates look bored. My mother could win against any one of them," I said, shaking my head in disgust. 
 
    "Want to show us, Chief?" Todd asked, looking worried. 
 
    "Sure," I said walking into the ring. 
 
    As I did, Todd called out 'Willis' and smiled. Willis was average for a Tasmanian, which meant he was twelve centimeters taller and a good thirty kilograms heavier than me. I put on my best look of concern as I looked back at Todd, who shrugged. Willis was trying hard not to laugh as Todd gave the signal to start. Willis began with a front kick to my chest, which I sidestepped as my right arm swept under his leg and push upward as I moved into him. He fell backward and rolled to a standing position looking mad. I made no effort to pursue him when he fell. He approached looking red with rage and threw a right punch at my face. I blocked it with my right arm as I twisted right to change my profile. He had anticipated the move and spun left. His left arm was a blur as his fist shot toward my left temple. But as he had begun to rotate, I dropped down on my right leg and swept his legs out from under him. His momentum spun him in midair and he hit the ground face first. Before he could move, I kicked him in the head. 
 
    "The Chief Master Sergeant has just taught you a lesson that could save your life someday. Never assume your height, or weight, or sex gives you the advantage, and never assume you know more than your opponent does, and never, never get mad when you fight. It makes you careless." Todd smiled at me. "Thank you, Chief." 
 
    "Glad to help." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Jolie, I'm exhausted just watching," Medina said beginning the fourth week of the second month. "They have been going nonstop for seven days with only three to four hours’ sleep each night." 
 
    "They have seven more days of the same. The object is to see their performance and judgement when they have been pushed beyond human endurance," I said, watching the nine remaining candidates stagger out of the barracks. This is what makes us Tasmanians. It's standing side-by-side with your brothers after days of nonstop fighting, out of ammo with only a knife, surrounded and outnumbered, and knowing your brothers will be standing with you as long as they are alive, and that the enemy will surrender before you and your brothers do. It's not hype, Cathy. I've been there and felt it. It's real." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Well, Fox, what did you think about running the Tasmanian Qualification course?" Simons asked after the ceremony for the eight new Tasmanians. 
 
    "Interesting. It gave me a better understanding of why the course is structured the way it is and the intended purpose," I said. 
 
    "Why did you dismiss Willis and George? I thought they had performed well," Simons asked. It was a good question since I also thought they had performed well. 
 
    "They did. I had doubts about their mental attitudes. I wouldn't have felt comfortable with them guarding my back," I said, although I wasn’t sure that was a valid reason. I had checked with my team, but no one had a strong feeling either way. 
 
    "It was your call to make, Jolie. Although we can use all the Tasmanians we can get, in the end, we need a very special breed of individual if we are to remain unique." He laughed. "I'm glad it was your call. I'm not sure what I would have done, but I believe you made the right decision." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I hear you're replacing the chief to run the Tasmanian Qualification course," someone said as I walked into the entertainment and dining part of the Tasmanian club, aptly named the Devil's Lounge. 
 
    "I hope not. They will all fail the interrogation exercise," someone quipped. 
 
    "And no one will pass if they have to match her qualification criteria," someone else added. 
 
    "I heard the final test was beating her in a knife fight," another voice said. 
 
    I held up my hands for quiet. "I'm suggesting that all of you should have to requalify. I'm tired of all the things I have to do to make you wimps look good," I said as I joined a table with several of my Ghost Platoon. 
 
    "The audience isn't too far from wrong. You did pull some stunts out there, like with the honey. There are three candidates tied to a tree. Jolie walks to Jafar and whispers something and then continues over to the candidates, where she pulls out a tube of honey and starts brushing it on their exposed skin," Todd said, smiling. "Then Jafar mentions the honey attracts tiny poisonous black spiders. And she has this so-what attitude and says Well, knock them off if you see one. Their faces went snow white." 
 
    "I liked the twenty-five-meter knife throw and then the Oh, you'll need to be able to do that to qualify jibe afterward," Van said. "I swear there were candidates there practicing every night for weeks."  
 
    "One thing’s for sure, the eight Fox qualified are solid Tasmanian metal," Pete said, raising his mug to me. 
 
    "Jafar was a good pick, Smitty. I like him," I said to change the topic. I’d had several workouts with him and knew he’d be a good man to have at my back. 
 
    "Yes. He's usually one of the first men picked for an assignment. He's quiet but a very good scout, sniper, and knife fighter, and he’s well liked. He will have no trouble fitting in. And he liked your sense of humor." 
 
    "That makes him crazy enough to be a Ghost," Pete said to nodding heads. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Delphi: Wanzhou: Another Tasmanian Assignment  
 
    "Jolie, you indicated that your platoon was functional and ready to take another assignment," Howard said more as a question than a statement of fact. He had assembled three men, two I knew: Tang and Sadler. 
 
    "Yes, Howard. We have had our post-assignment leave and are fully operational," I said, as anxious as my team for an assignment. "What's the assignment?" 
 
    "It's strictly a Tasmanian operation. The countries of Redmier and Blackspar both claim the rights to the island Bystone, which lies approximately equidistant between the two states. They have been fighting over Bystone for centuries, and over the years, each has occupied and mined the island for its minerals. Recently, very rare minerals have been discovered and both countries are threatening a war, which has the potential to poison the planet's atmosphere, and it has forced Delphi to intercede. Although both countries have agreed, Redmier has an unknown number of miners currently on the island. Estimates range from two to five hundred, some number of which are military. Redmier claims the miners were told to cease operations but have refused. The problem is no one wants to bomb the island for obvious reasons, and combat shuttles are of limited value as the island has hundreds of interconnecting tunnels. So, the only way to get them to stop is to go in after them." Howard took a sip of water. "Once they are out, Delphi can negotiate an agreement between the two countries. Unfortunately, the miners and soldiers will have the overwhelming advantage, as they know the tunnels and we must take the fight to them." 
 
    "And they can use explosives but we can't," I said after only a few seconds’ thought. 
 
    "Luan, I'm Jerry Morfort, call sign Bull," the short stocky third man said. He had a square face, long wavy brown hair, and was frowning. "How did you come to that conclusion?" 
 
    "Hi, Jerry. Because we don't know how much force the ceiling of each tunnel can withstand, nor the consequences of sealing off a tunnel. They do," I said. I wasn't looking forward to fighting a war in tunnels and immediately typed my team a quick message. 
 
    Ghosts, we will be working in tunnels. will need white and black lights, infrared detectors, frequency scanners, gas masks, night vision goggles, lots of flashbangs, and anything else you can think of.  Fox. 
 
    "Anything we can use, Jolie?" Howard asked as he watched me typing on my TCom. I shrugged and forwarded my text to him. He spent a minute reviewing my message, then nodded. "I've forwarded the Fox's text to her team to each of you. If you can think of any additional items, share it with the platoon leaders. We are going to need every advantage we can get." 
 
    "That's an impressive list of options, sister," Sadler said, looking up from his TCom. The stories I hear is that you like to wander around. In tunnels, how is that going to be any different than what the rest of us will be doing?" He grinned. 
 
    "Beats me, Ironman," I said using his call sign and shrugged. "I just follow the boys on my team. They do all the work and they give me all the credit, so they don't wind up with a squad to lead." 
 
    "Her boys are the cream of the Tasmanians and clever to boot. They have a leader who is always in the thick of any engagement, and they can't be drafted as squad leaders because they are permanent members of her platoon." Tang laughed. "That's the definition of Tasmanian Heaven." 
 
    "You each have five squads of eight men. We are taking one hundred and twenty men plus an eleven-man Ghost Platoon," Howard said. I opened my mouth to correct him, but he spoke before I could speak. "Jolie, your platoon is now a permanent ten-man unit, not counting their platoon leader. Sorry for the short notice, but I was just notified of the change by the committee. We leave in two days at six hundred hours." 
 
    I sighed in resignation and began typing. 
 
    Smitty, we need another man. The Ghost Platoon now has eleven permanent members. Obviously, no good deed goes unpunished. See who you and the boys would like off our waiting list. Luan. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I had just sat down with my breakfast tray when I saw Smitty walking toward me with a tall thin man with a bushy beard and an equally full head of dark brown hair and hairy arms. 
 
    "Hi, Fox, this is Josh Ramos, our newest team member. He is another well recognized scout. His specialty is explosives, and his call sign is Tarantula," Smitty said nodding toward his companion. "Josh, this is, Jolie, the Fox, our Tasmanian sister and platoon leader."  
 
    "Nice to finally meet you, Fox. I feel like I know you from all the stories I've heard over the years. And I was one of the first to answer your Devils to me call from the Fort Carlson detention center." He gave a derisive snort. "What cowards. There were weapons and bodies everywhere, and every one of those military police was twice your size. You certainly maintained our Tasmanian mystique. " 
 
    "Why don't you get something to eat and join me?" I said, waving to the table. He nodded and walked off with Smitty toward the serving line to get a breakfast tray. I began eating as I waited, wondering about the new man. I could imagine his rage finding several men beating an unconscious, bleeding Tasmanian. Hearing their trays being set down on the table broke my musing. 
 
    "Josh, I imagine you already know most of my team." I said, thinking him a long-time Tasmanian judging by his call sign. 
 
    "Yes, we have all been with the Tasmanians for around ten years and have been on several assignments, and we have spent a lot of our free time together," Josh said. 
 
    "Josh is better at explosives than me–" Smitty began but I interrupted him. 
 
    "Then why do I have you?" I asked, frowning. 
 
    "So, you can have someone to fetch and carry and punish for nearly killing you," Smitty said followed by a grin. 
 
    "Welcome to the Ghost Platoon, Tarantula. We leave for Wanzhou tomorrow at eight hundred hours." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Well, Fox, are you looking forward to this assignment?" someone shouted after we had selected bunks, stored our gear, and our transport was airborne. 
 
    "Are you kidding?" I shouted and folded my arms across my chest. "Crawling round in holes like moles." I raised my hands face high, palms toward me with my finger curled so I could examine my fingernails. "Can you imagine what that is going to do to my nail polish? One hundred credits down the toilet." I turned my palms outward and walked around showing them to everyone. I had painted them with different colors and designs before coming on board. After I had showed everyone my handiwork, I returned to the center of the bay. "And what about my fricking tan? I'll look as white as last week's catch and stink fishy besides. And what about my hair with five kilos of dirt and beetles and worms feeding off my hair? I'll be bald by the time we emerge. Oh, you think that's funny?" I glared around the bay and almost lost my angry face hearing the laughing and seeing smiling faces. "And how am I going to concentrate with spiders and millipedes crawling up my sleeves and down into my pants?" I almost laughed at the looks on many faces as they envisioned bugs inside their uniforms. "So, I've told the boss man, no, no, no. I'm going to stay top-side while you boys flush them out for my team to shoot." 
 
    "What did the boss man say to that?" 
 
    "He agreed, since it gives him a good excuse to avoid those millipedes and spiders," I said and put on my happy face. 
 
    "I suggest we get the pilot to turn this transport around and go back to Delphi," a baritone voice shouted. "I'm never going to get those images out of my head."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
    Planet Delphi: Wanzhou: Tunnels 
 
    We landed on Blackspar. Howard felt we needed a briefing about the island, its tunnels, and terrain before being taken to Bystone. Naturally, I had attended the briefing along with the real platoon leaders. 
 
    Mr. Ashby, the senior Blackspar military officer and a four-star general, said, "Bystone was at some point in the distant pass covered with water, as was a large part of Redmier and Blackspar. When the water receded, it had sculptured the land. Much of the land was relatively flat surrounded by small mountains. The mines used to have access directly from the surface, but constant wars over the last two hundred years had created a system of trenches for fighting and moving about. Over the past hundred years, the trenches had become tunnels and the only access into the mines. Today, there were trenches for the soldiers to fight from, but every trench led into a tunnel that was connected to multiple other tunnels. To my knowledge, no one had an up-to-date map of the tunnels or which ones led into any specific mine or which mines were currently active." He paused for questions. 
 
    "How big is the island?" Tang asked, gazing at the map of Bystone, which was hanging from a wooden stand to the right of the general. 
 
    "Approximately eight-point-one kilometers at its widest point and sixteen kilometers long. The mountains comprise about forty-nine percent of the landscape." 
 
    "How are they being supplied?" Howard asked, while nibbling at his lower lip. 
 
    "They claim they aren't sending them any supplies, neither food nor ammo." Ashby gave a short sniff in obvious disbelief. "Supplies are generally delivered by shuttle, but as they know we're watching, it would be by boat or submarine. But even if they aren't, I'd wager they sent a three-month supply when they knew the situation would eventually be resolved through negotiation." 
 
    "How many soldiers?" Morfort asked. 
 
    "A company between one hundred fifty and two hundred. 
 
    "And miners?" Morfort again, eyes squeezed nearly tight in thought. 
 
    "Two hundred, maybe two hundred and fifty." 
 
    "Are they armed, and will they fight?" Sadler asked. 
 
    "They will have weapons available but aren't army and aren't likely to fight, although they may help to impede your progress. Redmier expects to lose but hopes to get a month or two of product before they have to stop mining operations," Ashly said. 
 
    "How heavy would be the finished product from a day's mining?" I asked, and all eyes turned toward me. 
 
    "They are heavy metals and will be unrefined, so approximately one to two hundred kilo." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I don't normally like to split up the company, but in this case, I think that's the best strategy. We can cover more and we're unlikely to run into the entire Redmier company unless they are mining only one mine. And even then, forty Tasmanians should be able to keep them in check until the other platoons arrive. The object is to neutralize the army, and then the miners should surrender, if what Ashly said is true," Howard said, after we had landed on Bystone and he had collected his platoon leaders. "So, the faster we locate the soldiers, the faster we can go home, which will be a good thing because I'm having trouble getting Jolie's image of crawling through the tunnels out of my mind." He gave a strangled laugh. "Sadler, your platoon is number one. You will scout the terrain to the west. Morfort, your platoon is number two. You will scout the terrain to the east, and Tang, you're three and will take the terrain between platoons one and two." Howard waited for each man to nod before continuing. "And what do you plan to do, platoon leader four?" 
 
    "Since you've given all the prime territory to the other platoon leaders, I thought I see if I could find a tunnel to wander around in," I said with a sigh, and smiled to myself, remembering how nervous I had been when speaking to squad leaders when I first became a Tasmanian when Howard was a company leader. I gave secret thanks to Simons for having faith in me and for allowing me to pass the qualification school. Because in the end, Simons determined if you passed or not. 
 
    "I thought you were worried about spiders and millipedes," he said and waited with the others for my reply. 
 
    "No, my position is at the end of the line, so they will have found all those nasty little creatures before I get there," I quipped, turned, and headed for my team. As I walked away, I heard Tang speak. 
 
    "That exemplifies et anima una like nothing else could. She walks off to the space gods only know where, with no orders or direction, and we think it's normal." 
 
    I heard a chorus of "Taarah."  
 
    * * * 
 
    "Where to, Fox?" Smitty asked when my team had gathered around me. 
 
    "Where do you Tasmanians think we should go?" I asked, although not expecting any meaningful answers. 
 
    "Not into any tunnels. What good is a sniper in a tunnel?" Bulldog said to nodding heads. 
 
    "Communications don't work underground," Wolf said. 
 
    "And you said we couldn't use explosives in the tunnels," Smitty said with a smile. 
 
    "I agree," I said to open-mouth stares. "Which is why you're lucky to be with a woman who doesn't like getting dirty and smelly." 
 
    That elicited snorts and hoots. 
 
    "I'm hurt that you think I do." I squeezed my eyes like I wanted to cry, then smiled. "Smitty, get out a map of this island. I would like to find a nice place to swim while the company is imitating moles. So, find a place where we can get to the coastline without having to climb a mountain." 
 
    "You're serious?" he asked then shook his head and searched his backpack until he found the map. 
 
    "The island runs north and south. Blackspar is on the west side while Redmier is on the east side," I said, looking at the map. "Therefore, everyone will be watching the east side. So, I'd like to swim on the west side where no one is watching." When I looked up, everyone was frowning. 
 
    "Why?" was the immediate and spontaneous reply from everyone. 
 
    "Because, we don’t have to kill all the soldiers to end this debacle. We just have to stop the miners' output from leaving Bystone. Therefore, if we find how they are getting the material off the island and probably getting supplies, we can go home without sampling the island's millipedes and spiders." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "You're never just wandering, are you, Jolie?" Smitty asked as we began heading for what looked like a break in between two mountains towards the southern end of the island. 
 
    "No. Ready, in an engagement, should start with looking to identify the enemy's potential weakness or their objective. In this case, it's stealing as much heavy metal material before they are forced to share it with Blackspar. That means it can't be still sitting on the island when they are forced to capitulate." 
 
    "And since they can't bring in a shuttle to move it with us and the Blackspar military watching, they would have to use a boat or submarine," Smitty said, thoughtfully.  
 
    "That's my working theory. Of course, we may find I'm wrong, but we'll cross that bridge when we get to it," I said while looking toward the south, which appeared as relatively flat land culminating in a continuous chain of varying sized mountains. The approximate spot where the break should appear looked to be about a klick away. "Well, scouts, how should we proceed? I want to go there." I pointed to where I thought the break should be. 
 
    "Two scouts, one hundred meters apart and ahead of the main group," Mamba said. After seeing nods of agreement, I nodded, and Bulldog and Wolf started moving at a walk, separating and slowing as the distance from us increased. When they looked to be a hundred meters in front of us, Taipan waved for us to begin walking. I idly wondered if it would be as easy leading another squad–I doubted it. I guess it was a marriage of convenience. I made the decisions which I didn't mind, and they did all the work, which avoided them the responsibility of having to make the decisions.  
 
    "We had been walking at a snail's pace for over an hour when shots rang out, and I saw Wolf dive for cover, or at least I hoped that's what he did rather than from being shot. Almost simultaneously, Bulldog hit the ground and was firing. I assumed it was to support Wolf who was scrambling backward. At the same time, Taipan and Panther began moving forward as they unslung their CheyTac rifles. As they did, my TCom buzzed and Wolf spoke. 
 
    "We have several soldiers firing at us from a trench. They're lousy shots," he said to my relief, as it meant he hadn't been hit. 
 
    "You have Pete and Jafar coming up to support you," I said into the open channel. 
 
    "They will have to hurry. Bulldog is popping heads like he is at a shooting range. Those trenches aren't much protection against a CheyTac rifle. If he can see your hair, you're dead." Wolf's voice was full of amusement. Suddenly, there was silence. I rose along with the rest of the team and ran at a crouch to Wolf's position. 
 
    "Wait here, Fox. I'll check it out. I should be safe with five snipers covering me." He laughed and proceeded forward at my nod. I laid down with my CheyTac and scanned the area through my scope. Nothing appeared to be moving. A minute later, Wolf waved and announced, "All clear." 
 
    The trench looked to be thirty meters long and all but invisible from only fifteen steps away. The trench had a meter-high platform for shooters to stand and a two-meter-wide walkway. Six men lay in the walkway with half their heads missing. The trench led to a two-man-sized hole that disappeared into the earth. I nudged Smitty who was standing next to me. 
 
    "Throw a couple of flashbangs into the tunnel. I'd like to a take peek inside," I said, interested in the way they were constructed. He nodded and walked to the beginning of the tunnel then threw one flashbang in then another before covering his ears as he moved past the tunnel entrance. I turned away and covered my ears. When I saw the second flash, I turned, jumped into the trench, and made my way to the tunnel entrance. There I cautiously entered with my Tavor at the ready, aware that two of my team had entered with me. About five steps into the tunnel, it began a fifteen percent descent into darkness. From what I could see from the light outside and my flashlight, the floor, walls, and ceiling appeared to be a clay soil mixed with particles of weathered rock. The ceiling was supported every ten meters by an eight-by-eight wooden frame. I concluded it wouldn't take much of an explosive charge to collapse the ceiling and walls, which would take days to repair. I saw no wires for lighting and assumed they used portable lighting to move around or maybe helmet lights. It would be interesting to explore the tunnel to see if it went directly into a mine, or connected to other tunnels, or both, and where they led. But that could take months and wasn't part of our mission. 
 
    "Let's move on before they send reinforcements," I said as I emerged from the tunnel. I noticed Panther and Taipan had replaced Bulldog and Wolf as the lead scouts, and we were all moving in under ten minutes. Before we did, I threw two grenades just inside the entrance and was satisfied it would take hours to open if not a day to repair. In any case, it would give us time to get out of the area. The soldiers might leave their trenches if they saw an advantage, but I doubted they would leave them to chase us. 
 
    Three hours later, we arrived at the spot on the map that looked like a passage between the two mountains; however, it was a narrow path that wound between the two mountains, rose several stories, and disappeared around the back of one. A handful of men could hold that path against hundreds. "Tarantula, Spiderman," I laughed at my subconscious choices, "take a look at that path and see if it's safe for me to go swimming," I said, not having any other plausible breaks in the mountains that went where I wanted to go. They trotted off and fifteen minutes later were out of sight. This was the reason no Tasmanian in his right mind wanted to be a leader–make a decision, select the men, then wait to see if you made a good or bad decision, and the cost of a bad one. I hated waiting. Like getting tested for an incurable disease and having to wait days for the result. Once you knew the result, you could deal with it, but there was no way to deal with the waiting. 
 
    "Fox, Tarantula is waving; it's safe to go," Peppermint said. The pressure in my chest eased and a wave of relief washed over me as the men inside my heart stopped playing racket ball. I entered the path with my team following. The path was narrow and looked to have been an animal trail that had been widened and excavated for human travel. As I rounded a large rock face, I saw the water and assumed the landmass off in the distance was Blackspar. To the north lay the ocean. Now I had a choice: south or north. I thought using the ocean to approach the western side of Bystone the most logical; however, if Redmier was using the bay, which shared a border with Blackspar, to approach Bystone, I would lose several days having to backtrack the entire length of the island. On the other hand, it would only take a half a day to explore the southern tip. 
 
    "South," I said noting the separation between mountains and water was less than a hundred meters at the widest point I could see. "Single file?"  
 
    Mamba nodded, scanned the group, and a line formed with Josh in the lead. We didn't start moving until he was several minutes ahead. Over the next hour, we found two trenches, but they ran parallel to the water and were obviously intended to repel boats approaching from Blackspar and looked old and unused. Probably from the days before combat shuttles. Neither of the trenches appeared to go into the mountain on close examination. When we reached the southern tip of the island, I decided to turn back. 
 
    "That's far enough," I said to Spiderman who was currently the lead scout. "I've recalled Art. I think this is far enough if I'm right and both Blackspar and the Tasmanians are watching Redmier's potential approach to Bystone's eastern coast. Same single file for now, although it's probably not necessary until we reach the pass." I had no sooner finished talking when Salamander took off north at a fast walk. 
 
    "Gather around," I said when we reached the pass. "It will be dark in a little over three hours. Would it be to our advantage to travel by night or day?"  
 
    "If they have night vision goggles, we will be more noticeable at night than in the day. But if you are right, they will be more likely to be smuggling the material out at night and easier to detect," Jafar said. I agreed with him as did the others.  
 
    "Alright, let's rest here until it's dark and then proceed north along the coastline," I said. "One guard on two-hour shifts. As Panther has pointed out, anyone approaching should be easily to see with night vision goggles." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We moved slowly, assuming the Redmier soldiers would have night vision goggles and be alert if in the process of smuggling the day's mining material. We found an empty trench that had a shaft into the mountain, but it appeared abandoned. Again, the trench ran parallel to the coast and appeared intended to repel Blackspar troops landing on Bystone. 
 
    "Smitty, Joshua, rig an explosive trap somewhere in the shaft," I said, after frowning at the tunnel for several minutes. "Just in case we're wrong or the tunnel provides access to soldiers. Besides, an explosion would provide us with an alarm and hinder whatever the other side is attempting." 
 
    A half hour later, we found a second trench and another mine shaft. A little exploration determined the tunnel looked to provide access to the first tunnel we had discovered and another that went north. 
 
    "This looks like a network of tunnels to get soldiers safely to the trenches in anticipation of a Blackspar invasion by water. But it doesn't appear to have been used recently," Wolf said after spending an hour investigating the tunnels. 
 
    We rigged another explosive before leaving. The night proved unproductive as we had found nothing of interest. I estimated we had only covered a third of the west side of Bystone when we stopped at daybreak. 
 
    "I'd like to continue our search in about eight hours," I said as we were eating. "I don't think Redmier would be active this far into Blackspar waters. It's more likely they are approaching from the ocean and are using the area just west of the northern tip of the island. So, beginning our search in eight hours should put us close to that area by sunset. I'll take the first watch." I looked around and decided I could watch both directions if I climbed twenty or thirty meters up the mountain behind us. From where we had stopped, it wasn't a difficult climb. Twenty minutes later, I found several large rocks to sit and had an unobstructed view to the north and south coastlines for a couple of hundred meters. I had been there less than an hour when I had a message from Howard. 
 
    Luan, where are you? Howard.  
 
    On the island with you, I mused, but thought I shouldn't mention that. 
 
    Howard, we are on the other side of the mountains on the west. So far, no activity. Luan. 
 
    Howard responded immediately. 
 
    Luan, I would think the activity would be on the Redmier side, since they are occupying the island. Howard. 
 
    That side was already crowded, I mused, as I typed my response. 
 
    Howard, consequently everyone is watching that side. Luan. 
 
    Howard's response was slower coming this time. 
 
    Luan, point taken. We have encountered three groups of soldiers: two on the Redmier side and one on the Blackspar side of the mountains. They entered the tunnels after only token resistance. We followed them into the last one we encountered. Fighting in the tunnels negates most of our training advantage. they set traps that killed several Tasmanians and cut off six more from the outside. It's required seven hours to rescue them. Any ideas? Howard. 
 
    Stay out of tunnels, I mused, but thought better of mentioning that. 
 
    howard, no except to keep looking. Luan. 
 
    I saw Jafar climbing in my direction shortly after my last exchange with Howard. 
 
    "I'm your relief," he said when he neared my position. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Shouldn't we be investigating those tunnels?" Smitty asked as we stopped for a rest and to eat just as the sun was setting. We had found another trench and had just finished setting explosive traps inside what appeared to be another abandoned mine shaft. This was the second one we had discovered today. 
 
    "Why?" I asked as I took another bite of my energy bar.  
 
    "To evict the squatters." 
 
    "We'd get all sweaty and dirty," I quipped. 
 
    "That's why they pay us," Cedric said to nodding heads. I knew they all wanted some action and thought the tunnels might provide some. 
 
    "I modified my enlistment contract and took out all the dirty and sweaty clauses," I said. "But I have to admit it has been a bit boring. Don't give up, the night is young." 
 
    We slowed down as the night darkened the sky and let the lead scout get over a hundred meters ahead. If I were right, I thought this the most likely area to smuggle the material the day's mining had produced off the island. Otherwise, what was the point of continuing to mine as half would belong to Blackspar? 
 
    We hadn't gone fifteen minutes from the last tunnel when we heard an explosion from behind us. When I look around, a cloud of debris appeared to be coming from the vicinity of the last tunnel. Simultaneously, my TCom buzzed with an urgent message. 
 
    Luan, thirty plus troops heading toward you. Bulldog 
 
    I pointed at the mountain, which was only fifty meters from where we stood, and gave a double pump of my arm to indicate it was urgent. Bulldog joined us as we climbed. We managed to get a couple of stories high and find good cover before the soldiers came into view. They were coming along the beach at a walk, rifles swinging back and forth as if searching for someone. I couldn't help a crooked smile. Their proposed ambush would have been reasonably good if the enemy hadn't mined the tunnel giving them warning, precluding the additional troops needed to block their retreat, and providing the overwhelming numbers to crush them. 
 
    "Hold your fire until they are in front of us," I said quietly into my TCom on an open channel. From what I could see of the advancing soldiers, their focus was on the beach ahead and not on traces of activity on the ground or the mountain. My concern was that they outnumbered us three to one and that they were somewhat bunched together. Consequently, many of us would be shooting at the same people, which would diminish our kill ratio, thus making the numbers more of a problem. "Team," I said quietly into an open TCom channel, "your initial area of responsibility will be based on your position in our last scouting formation." I just hoped everyone understood what I was suggesting. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the soldiers came walking into our area appearing more focused further ahead. I waited unit the two in the lead were even with my position, then I clicked on the icon to begin firing. It appeared that as many as seven dropped on the first volley. Not too bad as they had been bunched together. Half dove for cover while half stood, weapons swiveling back and forth. Six more went down. The men on the ground were returning fire. Unfortunately for them, most were firing blind and had no cover. Six more died. Now most were panicking and began running. None survived. 
 
    "We need to hurry," I said, thinking we may have interrupted a shipment and hoped we could arrive before they could leave. I worried that the soldiers at the tunnel where the explosion occurred would be coming along at some point. My team seemed to form back into its former line and began moving at double-time. Fifteen minutes later, we saw a line of men carrying bags toward the water where several rigid inflatable boats were sitting half out of the water. The men didn't look like soldiers and dropped their bags when they saw us coming toward them.  
 
    "Shoot to kill and the boats are not to leave the beach," I shouted. I hated to kill the miners, but it may save lives if the others realized the danger they were in. The soldiers would follow the officers' orders, but I doubted the miners would, and without the miners, this stalemate would be over. 
 
    The scene was chaos. Several men in black, skintight wet suits were trying to push the boats back into the water. I knelt and shot one after another until the last five raised their hands. Most of the men carrying bags dropped them and ran for the tunnel. My team let all go except for those with weapons. The ones who didn't run dropped onto the beach with their hands over their heads. Now all that could be heard was the sound of the small waves lapping onto the beach. I walked over to the boats as Smitty supervised getting the prisoners restrained and collected together. The first boat had four bags laying in the back. I cut each open. The bags contained rocks ranging in size from one to seven centimeters. The rocks looked black with red and orange particles imbedded. The second boat only had one bag of similar looking rocks. The third and fourth boats had bags that contained food supplies. I walked up the beach and opened each of the bags the men had dropped. It was more of the same: rocks and food. 
 
    "Simple operation. Each night the boats land here delivering food and getting a load of rocks to return to Redmier for processing," I said to the three Tasmanians who were following me. "Salamander, can you do something to ensure those boats are no longer functional?" 
 
    "Sure thing, Fox. Do you want the rocks and food removed?" 
 
    "Yes. I assume the rocks are worth a lot of money, and we can use the food since I guess we should stay here until the residents are removed," I said and walked over to where the prisoners were being held. "Who would like to give me a tutorial on the tunnels? This one specifically," I asked looking at the group of five who were dressed in work clothes. When no one answered, I continued. "The standoff is over, so the tunnels are no longer a secret. Certainly, nothing worth dying over," I added as an incentive as I pointed my Tavor in their direction. 
 
    They collectively turned pale and a minute later, one older man spoke. "It connects to a long tunnel that runs the length of the west side and has connections to each of the trenches, to the fifteen active and inactive mining shafts, and to two tunnels that run to the east side. It is relatively the same on the east side." 
 
    "Thank you," I said and typed a message to Howard. 
 
    Howard, we've found the place where the mined material is being shipped back to Redmier and food being delivered to the miners and soldiers. I plan to stay here until Redmier realizes the game is over unless you have something else for us to do. No rush, we have plenty of food. Luan.  
 
    Howard was quick to respond. 
 
    Luan, they will be sending soldiers to kill you. Howard. 
 
    I smiled as I typed. 
 
    Howard, they tried that. Cost them thirty-one soldiers plus some unknown number when they tripped an explosive device we set in one of their tunnels. Besides, no point now that we know the area they were using to smuggle the material. Luan. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day, Redmier agreed to join Blackspar for negotiations with Delphi as the arbitrator. Delphi agreed to build a processing and distribution center on Bystone and take twenty percent of the profits with Redmier and Blackspar splitting the remaining eighty percent. The negotiation went quickly as Delphi was funding the building of the facilities and had the resources to enforce peace. 
 
    We were on a transport home two days later. I had just finished packing my duffle when a shout rang out. 
 
    "Fox, we heard you managed to get the Redmier to the negotiating table all by yourself," an unfamiliar voice said. 
 
    I jumped out of the second-tier box, landing on the floor easily, and then began stomping as loudly as I could up and down the bay looking pissed and mumbling. 
 
    "My damn team has done it again," I shouted and spit. "I tell them I want to go to the other side of the mountains. They want to go crawling around in the tunnels hunting only the space gods know what. I don't care if they want to get dirt in their hair, under their finger nails, and in their shorts. I rather go where there is water where I can go for a refreshing swim and stay clean. I tell them there will be soldiers guarding the pass through the mountains that they can shoot. Finally, they agree. They griped and complained all the way across the pass when we didn't see one soldier. Bitch, bitch, and more bitching. Finally, after I have a swim and dry off in the sun, they want to explore the area. I agree to stop the whining. So, we begin heading north, and what the frigging hell do we find but a tunnel. And more whining. They all want to explore the tunnel. Imagine that! The damn thing looks like the entrance to an animal's den. By the size of the opening, it’s a very, very large animal. They're all gooey eyes, jumping up and down, and dragging me toward the gaping hole, shouting that our enemy is in the tunnel. What enemy, I ask. I'm not mad at anyone. I don't even know anyone on Wanzhou to be mad at. They insist we're being paid to evict the people in the tunnels. I just know there are people on the other side of that black hole who have guns with bullets with my name on them. So, I throw a grenade inside the tunnel and the ceiling caves in and makes it impossible to enter. No one will talk to me for hours. I go for another swim. Then Smitty tells me they want to continue north looking for another tunnel. I give in after hours of listening to all their stupid macho, glory-hungry reasons. You would almost think we were going to get a pay raise if we find people to shoot at us. I give in hoping they will stop begging and that my headache will go away. Damn if an hour later we don't find another tunnel. Thinking quick, I pitch another grenade into the opening while no one is looking. When everyone stops screaming at me, I tell them I saved their lives. There were fifty soldiers getting ready to charge us. They don't believe me, saying the tunnel is too dark for me to see. I tell them they had lights on their helmets so the tunnel was lit for as far back as I could see. Now they want to rush north, hoping to find another tunnel. Before I knew it, two men, one on each side, hoisted me up and carried me along at a double-time march. I kept shouting no, I'm your leader and I say no. But they were singing as they ran and claimed they couldn't hear me when they stopped to eat. Before I could think of some reason to stay put, I'm told thirty soldiers are coming toward us. I point toward the mountain thinking we could hide until they pass, but oh no, the boys had to let them know we were hiding in the boulders by shooting at them. When the shooting stopped and I peeked over the boulder I was behind, they had killed them all. I decided that was a good thing. Hopefully, they had gotten to shoot someone and maybe we could stay there—well, up the beach away from the dead bodies. And proving I was having a really bad day, we run into another tunnel with soldiers and men carrying bags to and from several boats. More shooting." I scowled at each box as I stomped around the bay. "And then my team stabbed me in the back. Multiple times. They told Howard it was my idea to search the shore line." I stomped from one end to the other. "So, everyone is happy…except me. Howard thinks I'm a great squad leader, my team's happy they are permanent members of a squad with a permanent squad leader. I tell you now…I'LL GET EVEN. I'll see every one in my team made a SQUAD LEADER." 
 
    I bowed when the clapping and cheering stopped. I love these idiots, I mused as I crawled into my box to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
    Planet Delphi: 504th TQE 
 
    "How do you do it, Jolie?" Howard asked a few days after my team finished its post-assignment vacation. I sat in his office drinking coffee. I wasn't sure I knew what he was referring to. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Wind up where the critical action is taking place," he said, as if I was supposed to know what he meant. 
 
    "I really do very little." I held up my hand when it looked like he was going to interrupt. "Smitty put together a team that is composed of what I have to assume is the cream of the Tasmanians. They only need a leader, so they don't have to make assignments. Other than that, they don't need me," I said knowing it was true. 
 
    "That's true. But I'm talking about deciding where to go," he said, refusing to let me off the hook. 
 
    "My true father's insistence that I always think about each task I was given, no matter how small. After a while, it became an automatic part of everything I did. So, when you give me an assignment, I first consider what you would like me to accomplish. I don't ever think it's to kill the enemy. It's more like find what will upset the enemy. Sometimes, it's obvious, but most of the time, it requires I wander around looking for opportunities." 
 
    Howard nodded. "Yes, Simons had it right from the beginning. Because of your father's training, you are more valuable wandering around than part of the main force. And the team Smitty has assembled for you certainly is the cream of the Tasmanians and requires little supervision, just being pointed in the right direction. You and them are a perfect match." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I had been assigned to participate in the upcoming 504th TQE or the five hundred and fourth Tasmanian Quarterly Exercise, which began one hundred and forty-six years ago. Apparently, eighty TQEs had been cancelled due to assignments and extenuating circumstances. The TQE was used to evaluate commanders, platoon and squad leaders, as well as individual members for future assignments. The TQE was designed to be as close to a real assignment as possible and ran continuously for seventy-two hours, with little or no opportunity to sleep. 
 
    I was assigned to the aggressors and would be shuttled to the starting position four hours after the defenders had left to set up their positions. Over three hundred fifty Tasmanians were taking part in the exercise: two companies each with one hundred and forty-eight troops: a commander plus three platoon leaders, each with eight six-man squads, and over fifty referees. According to my instructions, Simons was the commander of the aggressors, Company B, with Tang, Murphy, and Grant the platoon leaders. I was designated a squad leader for a team of five: Ryan, Ollie, Alfie, Max, and Sami with Tang my platoon leader. My designation was Company B, platoon 1, squad 5 or B15. 
 
    We arrived at six hundred hours and Tang immediately called for a meeting of his squad leaders. 
 
    "Simons has decided to attack the right side of Company A with two platoons, hoping to overwhelm that section and force the other platoons to leave their fortified positions and generate general confusion. My platoon would be held in reserve to take advantage of any weakness that develops. Although we would like to defeat Company A, there was a secondary agenda that was the real goal of the exercise. They had a high-value prisoner in a house that company B must try to liberate. Tang smiled. "Simons said that since we were lucky to get Fox in Company B, it's your squad's primary responsibility." 
 
    "Sounds like fun, Platoon leader Tang," I said and smiled. Tang pulled out a map and pointed out where Simons planned to begin his attack, where Tang was to be held in reserve, and where Company A's headquarters was located and the prisoner was being held. I sat to think about my options. When I opened my eyes, thinking it had only been a few minutes, the area was clear except for five men I had never met looking down at me. When I looked around, I could see the main body moving off to the west. 
 
    "Platoon Leader, Tang said you were our squad leader and we should wait for you to…" a square-faced, tall well-built man said while frowning. "We're in squad five." 
 
    "Good. I'm Jolie Luan the squad leader." I fished out my exercise instructions. "Ryan?" I asked looking at the group. A wiry young man, with short brown hair, and a narrow face and wide-open eyes raised a hand. 
 
    "That's me, sir…ma'am." He blurted, his face turning red." 
 
    "No sir, or ma'am. I'm Jolie, or Luan, or Fox which is my call sign. "What's your call sign?" 
 
    "Don't have one, ma…Fox," he managed after some stuttering. 
 
    "Ollie?" I asked and a muscular broad-shouldered man nodded. 
 
    "No call sign, squad leader," he said staring hard at me. 
 
    "Jolie or Fox. I don't care which. I know I'm the squad leader so don't rub it in. 
 
    "Alfie?" The square-faced, tall well-built man who had originally spoke, raised a hand. 
 
    "Rub it in?" he asked. I looked harder at each of the five men. 
 
    "Does anyone here have a call sign?" I asked. Each man shook his head in the negative.  
 
    "We were told they are nick names that stick and were usually earned on assignment," Alfie said. This couldn't be an accident. It had to be a test of some kind. No call sign would indicate none of them had been on their first assignment or they had, and nothing stood out about them. 
 
    "That's true," I said and smiled. "Each Tasmanian eventually gets a call sign that the majority of people who know him thinks fits his looks, personality, mannerisms, or actions while on assignment. But they must be unique since we use them to identify the person. You will eventually get one that you may or may not like, but it will be with you for your lifetime with the Tasmanians. Unfortunately, you don't get to pick. Max?" 
 
    "Here, Jolie," said a tall muscular man with a goatee and a devilish smile. 
 
    "Sami?" 
 
    "Here, Fox," A square-faced man with a bald head who looked like a wrestler replied. 
 
    "Alright. While the rest of the boys are running around trying to kill each other, we are tasked with locating the prisoner and freeing him from his evil capturers. That will require stealth and cunning and not strength and good shooting. Although we may have to kill a few men to achieve our goal, killing is not the objective. We would like to sneak in, free the captive, and leave without being noticed. That would be a perfect 10," I laughed, looking at the disappointment on each of their faces, knowing they wanted to be fighting Company A with the rest of Company B.  
 
    "The object of most if not all engagements is not to kill the enemy. It's to win, and winning can usually be accomplished without killing everyone, and sometimes without killing anyone. In this exercise, the object is to free the captive. Killing is a diversion." I paused to see if it had entered anyone's brain. "Since Simons has chosen to attack the west flank, all eyes should be on the west and the prisoner, so we will attempt to infiltrate the east flank, whose troops, like you, are lamenting not being part of the killing frenzy in the west."  
 
    I started walking slowly although we were far enough from the line designating the start of the enemy's, Company A, defensive line. As we came within fifty meters of the line, I slowed, staying where trees and brush would make it hard to see us, and stopped when I thought us within twenty-five meters. 
 
    "Huddle around. I'll go first. You're to follow one at a time, but stay well behind me. You're free to use a different path if you see an alternative route. If you are caught, you have failed. If you are seen and have to shoot someone, you get a D. If you get through unseen and without having to shoot anyone, you get an A," I said looking around. Seeing they understood, I began a slow approach to the imaginary line, sometimes on my hands and knees, sometimes on my belly, and often laying still for long periods surveying the area. I spotted four Tasmanians in fatigues with red splotches indicating they were from Company A. Unfortunately, they were attentive, paying little attention to the cacophony of paint-guns firing to the west. Seventy-five meters to the west were another four, but their attention was partially distracted by the noise to the west, with little concern to the east, because their brothers were there.  
 
    I made for a spot within twenty meters of the distracted group. It took me an hour to crawl even with them and another hour to get far enough past them to feel I could rise onto my hands and knees. I could make out Company A's headquarters house on a hill looking to be about a klick away to the southwest. Looking through the scope on my Tavor; it looked like a hastily built wooden cabin capable of holding ten to fifteen men and having maybe two separate rooms attached and an outhouse twenty meters away from the house. The foundation appeared to be supported by sixteen poles raising the frame a half meter off the uneven ground. I waited over an hour until Ryan appeared. I gave him a thumbs-up gesture, and he crawled next to me. 
 
    "Wait for the next man before following me. I'm headed for that building." I nodded at the cabin. "Be careful. They will have lookouts and there could be troops wandering the area. Avoid our troops as much as the others. We don't need the attention they could attract." I rose and slowly made my way toward the cabin, careful to take routes that provided the most concealment from the cabin observers. Four hours later, I stood within twenty meters of the building and waited as one by one my squad appeared. Twenty-eight hours had elapsed. 
 
    "You're probably wondering why we don't rush the cabin, kill everyone there, and free the prisoner," I said looking around the group who were all nodding. "That wouldn't be a win unless we could successfully make it back across the line, and it would be a total failure if we didn't. Since those odd are far less than a hundred, I'd prefer to see if we can find another way. So, that is our last alternative. You're to find concealment and wait for my signal." I looked at each man and received a nod. Some didn't look happy, but they were Tasmanians and would follow my orders, even if they thought I was being overly cautious because I was a woman. I made my way to the back of the building as it was heavily treed and began my crawl toward the house. It was morning with no clouds, so progress was slow, thinking I wanted to avoid movement which may attract the eye faster than a body lying still. Finally, I slipped under the crawl space and lay listening.  
 
    "Simons is leading Company B. They’ve easily broken through our line on the west, but we managed to contain him from moving east. But Tang managed to get behind our containment line and inflicted heavy damage. We are holding for now, but he has a twenty-man advantage. Now that I know he has all his company in the west, I've reduced our troops in the east by seventy percent and sent them to reinforce our troops in the west. We may be able to keep him from breaching the cabin with whatever forces we have left tomorrow. We need to work the clock. He has only forty hours remaining," someone said, right above where I was lay. Looking up the floor appeared to be one-by-two meter, two-centimeter plyboard sheets nailed to five-by-twenty-centimeter beams. 
 
    "Hey, someone. I need to piss. It's been well over eight hours," someone hollered from somewhere above me to my right. 
 
    "Charlie, Jose, escort our prisoner to the outhouse. 
 
    "Why? He's not authorized to try and escape," another voice whined. 
 
    "We wouldn't want some stray from Company B to find him by accident and run off with him. He's our only hope of winning this exercise because I doubt we are going to win the war." 
 
    A few minutes later, I heard steps going to my right and a door opening. I saw three men come down the front two steps and walk to the wooden outhouse. Five minutes later, they were back, and I was able to identify the area the prisoner was being sequestered and the eight plyboard sheets that constituted his prison. I selected the third sheet from the back wall and began probing for the nails holding the plywood to the beam. It took two hours to locate the twenty nails. I signaled for two of my squad to join me and preceded to show them the marks I had made to pinpoint the location of each nail, and I showed them the one I had already dug loose.  
 
    Together, we began digging with our combat knives into the beam to free the two-centimeter long nails. Some were easy, as they were near the edge, while others were difficult, as they were in the center of the beam. It must have taken about eight hours because the prisoner called for another outhouse break. After he returned, I waited for a messenger to arrive with an update on the war. While they talked, we slowly lifted the panel. Our prisoner smiled seeing me and slipped into the opening. It was now night time and we quickly slid into the forest behind the house. Everyone was smiling. 
 
    "We go south," I said which received multiple frowns. I ignored them and waved our prisoner south. I stopped an hour later, having veered partly to the west. 
 
    "Why did you go south rather than to our line, which is north?" Ollie asked when I finally stopped at least a half klick away from the house.  
 
    "Because it's the only direction they won't search," the prisoner said. "Hi Fox, Mamba talks about you all the time. I'm Daron, call sign Condor." 
 
    "Nice to meet you, Condor. I'll bet that's an interesting story," I said. 
 
    "I like hang gliding, and now and then it comes in handy," he said. "We going to sneak behind Simons’ offensive lines?" 
 
    "Easier than crawling around in the dirt trying to avoid patrols. 
 
    We began slowly moving west while watching north in an attempt to determine where Company B was currently located. From what I heard while under the cabin, Simons was pushing east and had the advantage. We looked to be at least two hundred meters above the main fighting and maybe fifty meters from Company A's defensive line. I decided to maintain our distance from the battle to avoid being noticed. I had new Tasmanians, and while they had performed well so far, they weren't as stealthy as my normal platoon. Two hours later, I felt certain we were well behind Company B's line and began moving north. 
 
    "Shit," I muttered. 
 
    "That does complicate matters," Condor said, obviously having seen what I saw. 
 
    "What's up?" Sami asked as I waved them to me. 
 
    "Company A is attempting to flank Company B," I said and sat. When I opened my eyes, everyone was staring at me. Condor was smiling. 
 
    "I told them that was normal Fox behavior, and they should be patient." Condor was grinning. "Mamba said you did that all the time." 
 
    "Thanks, Condor. I forgot not everyone is aware of my idiosyncrasies," I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment. "That's a desperate gambit by Company A, as they must have weakened their main line of defense, but it could work. They will have the element of surprise." I looked up at Condor. "You don't happen to be used as a scout?" I saw him nod. "I'd like to get closer to them but wait to see what they are planning." 
 
    "Why wait. We can surprise them…and be heroes," Ollie said. "We’re Tasmanians…" 
 
    "So are the ten you want to engage," I said and nodded to Condor to go. He nodded and began moving north. The ten from Company A were moving slow and cautious, and two hours passed as they maneuvered well behind Company B's main line. It was obvious they were here to find Simons. "Ollie, Max, take Condor and go about thirty-meters west, find good cover, and stay hidden unless you're discovered. The rest of us are going to fan out and attempt to surprise the ten on my signal." 
 
    "We would have a better chance with all seven," Ollie said. 
 
    "If the prisoner dies, we've failed. So, we're going to be martyrs. We won't kill them all, but we will alert Company B to their presence so they won't succeed in killing Simons and a bunch of company B troops that could even the numbers." I waved Ollie off to the west and turned to the others. "Ten-meter separation, try to move with me, fire on my TCom signal, or if we are discovered before my signal." 
 
    I moved almost at a normal walking pace, wanting to close the distance and not caring if we were discovered. Five minutes later, we were within twenty meters and I could see Simons and several troops sixty plus meters ahead. I clicked my TCom and fired. I hit my target in the back, but before I could target the next man, he had spun and dove off to the side while firing. His paintball hit me in the side. Mine hit him in the thigh. To my surprise, none of the ten looked to be firing at Simons. They were all shooting at us. I dove in the direction of the third man and shot, hitting him in the chest and getting hit in the side, but the second man hit me in the head. We had killed five and wounded two others according to the referees. To my surprise, the five turned south and rushed past me and my four dead squad members, but they were soon caught by men from Company B who descended on them. 
 
    Since I had been declared dead, I sat. A few minutes later, Spiderman came over and sat. He had been one of the ten and had been killed. 
 
    "You look confused, Fox. That's not like the Fox I know." He smiled. "As you frequently remind us, those who make Tasmanian are crazy but not stupid." He grinned. "When we found Condor missing, some of us figured it had to be the Fox and deduced she wouldn't go north, west, or east but south. So, we thought we would send a larger team than you had to sneak behind Company B's line, hoping you would see us and attempt to stop us. When you did, we hoped to kill the prisoner. It worked perfectly except the prisoner wasn't with you." 
 
    "Unlike the new Tasmanians I had in my squad, I knew six of us weren't going to win a battle with ten of my brothers," I said as Simons came walking up with Condor. 
 
    Simons laughed. "Tasmanian Jolie Luan has earned a posthumous award from a grateful Company B." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Everyone was exhausted from three days of the quarterly intercompany exercise but not ready to sleep, me included, I realized as I looked at my bunk. So, I washed and changed into a clean uniform and decided to go to Happy Corner where I expected most of the Tasmanians will have gone to decompress from the TQE exercise. I wasn't up to interacting with civilians. 
 
    When I arrived, I saw a lot of people I knew, but decided to sit at the table of Tasmanians I had been assigned for the TQE. 
 
    "Hi, Fox. I guess you can't sleep either," Ryan said as I sat. "You know Alfie, Max, Ollie, and Sami. The girls are Abby, Sally, and Paige." 
 
    "Too much adrenaline," Ollie said with a laugh. "You need it to keep going, but it's on so long, it's hard to shut it down." 
 
    "Ya, your body is wasted but you mind is wide awake," Max said, took a slug of beer, and laughed. "The beer is too slow down the mind." 
 
    "I guess I'll have one then," I said signaling to a waitress and pointed to Max's Delphi dark beer bottle. She nodded. A minute later, she placed a bottle on the table. I picked it up, thinking the bottle felt like it was made of lead, and took a swallow. The beer felt like a thousand needles going down my throat but the cold liquid soothing. "Wow," I said just as the noise in the room suddenly dropped in half then went silent. 
 
    "Where is that camp whore who you pretend is a Tasmanian," a man in an army uniform shouted. I shook my head to clear it and realized the man was Major Lloyd. Several Tasmanians stood looking angry. 
 
    "Here I am, Major." I waved as I stood, feeling like I was moving in molasses.  
 
    "Well, I'm here to prove you aren't a Tasmanian and couldn't qualify for the Rangers. You're a whore and a coward. You only have a big mouth when you have Tasmanians near to protect you. So, they and you need to admit it or I'm going to teach you a lesson you'll never forget." Spittle could be seen coming from his mouth as he shouted. I pushed both hands down indicating everyone should sit.  
 
    "Alright, Major, let's get on with your demonstration," I said languorously, like I felt. 
 
    "Get your knife out," he shouted. 
 
    "Can't. It's sharp, and you could get hurt." That seemed to enrage Lloyd, and he walked quickly toward me and lunged at the last moment with his knife pointing at my upper chest. My right arm rotated up, blocking his trusting right arm, then my arm pushed his extended arm down, and then struck up and out. My open palm hit him in the chest, sending him backward and fighting to breathe. Unfortunately, my left hand was a bit slow trapping his knife arm, and he cut me as he was flung backward. The cut was shallow but deep enough to bleed. When he could breathe again, he laughed. 
 
    "I couldn't have cut a real Tasmanian. You won't be so lucky next time," he said as he walked toward me. His knife slashed out toward my face, which I ignored as he was too far away. It was faint as was the return slash across my stomach. The knife stopped halfway, and he lunged at my intestines. Nasty, I thought as my right arm again blocked his thrusting arm as I twisted right, but this time my left hand grasped his arm as my right arm came up and over his right shoulder. Then I stepped in and turned left forcing him backward over my right leg and he crashed to the floor. But I lost control of his knife arm, and the knife cut my right arm again–not through Lloyd’s skill but through my clumsy slow movement. If I had brought him across my knee instead of my leg, I would have broken his spine and avoided the cut. He lay several meters away pointing at my bleeding arm and laughing. I took a step backward and collapsed into a meditative posture and sought a quiet mind. I heard gasps from some of the people around the club, and Lloyd laughed hysterically. 
 
    "Major Lloyd, I apologize for calling you wet pants. It was uncalled for, but you caught me when I was tired, and I was mad at you for unnecessarily risking Rangers’ lives. I apologize–-" 
 
    "See the Tasmanian whore is afraid." 
 
    "However," I continued, "you insulted my brothers, and for that you own them an apology which I intend to collect, now."  
 
    "You pathetic whore. Look at you. You can't even stand. Beg me, and I won't cut your tongue out." He laughed. 
 
    "Major. The men and women who fail the Tasmanian Qualification School are not inferior to those who passed; they are just not suited for the missions the group is assigned. And truth be told, probably a lot saner." I heard a ripple of laughter. "You're inferior not because you failed to qualify but because you're not man enough to apologize when you're in the wrong. We're not better people than those in the army or Rangers, just better trained than anyone in the military. So, I warn you now, if you attack me you will get seriously hurt because I'm obviously too tired to play with you." I sat, feeling at peace. 
 
    "Bitch," Lloyd screamed as he rose to his feet and rushed to where I sat and swung his knife toward my face. My left arm rose, making contact with his knife arm. My hand slid down, so my left hand grasped his wrist, and I pulled him toward me as my right arm shot out and my open palm drove into his nose. He was lifted up and backward several stumbling steps before landing on his ass while his nose squirted blood. He sat there wiping his nose and swaying. His nose was obviously  broken, and he was dizzy. I could hear people breathing it was so quiet. "I'll kill you, you fucking whore," Lloyd screamed as he staggered to his feet, picked up the knife he had dropped, and grabbed it for an overhand strike. Then he began a fast walk toward me. As he stepped forward with his right foot, getting ready to launch himself at me, I rolled on my left side and my right foot shot out into his knee. A loud crack sounded as the knee was driven inward. He collapsed face down as I rolled over and into a meditation posture. 
 
    "Would someone call for a doctor and an ambulance. I don't think the major would like to be treated by Tasmanians," I said, feeling totally exhausted. "And could someone bring me my beer?" 
 
    Peppermint knelt down next to me and examined my arm. "I'd say one click," he said and smiled, then added, "I'd say that was a reasonable performance after being awake for over seventy-two hours and while trying not to kill the fool." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    Planet Delphi: Assignment Surbaya 
 
    "Jolie, that was damn sneaky or clever, depending on whom you talk to. I'll bet your squad wanted to storm the cabin, kill the Company A troops, and release the prisoner," Simons said as we sat in Howard's office drinking coffee. 
 
    "Yes, they were disappointed they didn't have anything to kill when everyone else did," I said. "The tribulations of having a timid woman for a squad leader." 
 
    Simons laughed. "Thanks for not killing Lloyd. You would have been justified but the rumors might have portrayed you as a vengeful killer and rubbed off on the Tasmanians." 
 
    "We were all concerned when you sat and were bleeding," Howard interjected. "Until Peppermint leaned over and said, 'The major's in a world of shit now. She just cleared her mind.' And true to his word, a minute later you broke the major's nose and then shattered his knee." Howard took a sip of his coffee before continuing. "The major is being dishonorably discharged for attempted murder since you didn't draw your knife." 
 
    Simons snorted. "Being a woman and small by comparison to a Tasmanian or Ranger and your non-confrontational style sure does confuse everyone. If I had been the major, I would have approached you with the same caution as a pit of vipers." 
 
    "I'm hurt, Chief. You make me feel like Medusa," I whined which caused both men to break out laughing. 
 
    "That's an image that is going to be hard to forget," Simons said. "In fact, it's a good thing you already have a call sign or that one may have stuck." 
 
    "Before Fox can ask for satisfaction, let me get to the reason for this meeting," Howard said with a grin. "Jolie, the Rangers have a favor to ask of you. The military were directed to look into a rumor that a supremacist militia exists on Surbaya. Normally, that wouldn't be a problem because those groups are usually small and isolated and don't create any civil problems. But this group is actively recruiting, finding traction in the rural areas, and credited with being responsible for an escalation in crime. The army brass thought it a problem best addressed by the Rangers on Surbaya, but Colonel Medina thought it would be perfect for you and your platoon. You would get a chance to visit you father, you know the country and the people, and you would be authorized to call on the Rangers stationed on Surbaya for support if necessary."  
 
    "Jolie is the only Tasmanian who would call on Rangers for support." Simons snorted a laugh. "The men would rather go down in a blaze of glory than admit they needed help." 
 
    "Yes, Chief, we all admit she is a good addition to the Tasmanians," Howard said while smiling at Simons. "Well, Jolie?" 
 
    "Why not?" I asked. "It appears the only way my boys and me are going to get an assignment. The USP appears to have run out of bad guys." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I've called you here to announce we have an assignment and some changes," I said looking around my Ghost Platoon with fondness. "I've been promoted to commander for this assignment thanks to you idiots giving me all the credit for the good things that happen and taking all the blame for the bad things–" 
 
    "I haven't heard of an assignment or you being tasked as a company commander." Smitty was frowning so hard his nose was disappearing into his eyebrows. 
 
    "So, I need a platoon leader." I barely restrained a laugh as every head was involuntarily shaking in the negative and bodies shrinking back like they were too close to a raging fire. 
 
    "I guess it should be my second in–" 
 
    "No, no, no," Smitty said as he rose and took a step backward. "You can't do that to me." 
 
    I laughed so hard tears ran down my face and my stomach began to ache. Finally, I managed to speak. "The Ghost Platoon has been tasked to look into a supremacist group on Surbaya. So, that makes me the company commander, doesn't it?" 
 
    "You almost caused me a heart attack, Jolie," Smitty sputtered. "You should stop calling me your second in command." 
 
    "Can't," I said, sobering as I wiped my tear-streaked face with my sleeve. "There is no way I could have collected a team of this caliber or had any idea of my responsibilities as a squad leader without you, Smitty. So, you're stuck with the title, but I promise not to ask you or the others to make decisions you aren't comfortable with." 
 
    "Good, then you can continue to get all the credit, and we'll continue to take all the blame," Mamba said, to a shout of "Taarah." 
 
    "A shuttle will be here tomorrow at noon. We are being transported on the war cruiser, Thor." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
    Planet Surbaya: Supremacist 
 
    When we exited the shuttle on Thor, we were met by a navy lieutenant who was clearly confused as to who to address and whether to salute. After several minutes of indecision, he decided to ask, as no one was saluting or paying attention to him. We were all gawking around like kids in Santa's workshop. 
 
    "Who's in charge?" he finally asked. I took pity on him. 
 
    "Confusing, isn't it, Lieutenant?" I said. "Military uniforms with no rank or medals. We could easily be mistaken for new recruits still in basic training. We're Tasmanian Special Forces troops, and I have the dubious honor of being in charge." I held up my hand as he looked like he may be thinking of saluting. "By tradition, we don't salute anyone, and no one is required to salute us. I'm Tasmanian Luan. You can call me Jolie or Luan or Fox, but not ma'am." 
 
    He laughed. "I'm Lieutenant Carlson, Joe. I'll wager that upsets a lot of senior officers." He said looking around the group and then back to me and shook his head. "Jolie, we have quarters for you and your group in the commando's area." 
 
    "Lead on, Joe." I was lost the entire ten minutes it took to get to the marine's area. When we arrived, the area reminded me of a sport's arena with men and women commandos involved in an assortment of activities from sitting around talking, to exercising, to fighting matches. I didn't recognize anyone from my last trip to Surbaya. Activity ceased as we were led across the bay to the commando's sleeping quarters. The lieutenant wanted to assign us two-man rooms and me a separate one, but we settle for an open room which could accommodate twelve, probably reserved for low ranking enlisted. I declined a separate room for myself. 
 
    "Thanks, Joe, but I'm used to being quartered with my brothers. They're harmless," I said to Joe's open-mouth, stunned silence. 
 
    "It's alright, Joe, the Fox may be small but she's not harmless," Wolf said to an assortment of nods and comments. After getting our gear stowed, we wandered back into the open workout area. A master gunnery sergeant greeted us. Except for his age, he looked a Tasmanian's equal at one hundred eighty-one centimeters and supporting a muscular physique. His square face looked to be made of granite but showed signs of wear, and his short-cropped hair was streaked with grey. 
 
    "Welcome aboard. I'm Gunny Herman. We don't ever get an opportunity to host Tasmanians. You normally get delivered by transports," Herman said as a statement of fact, but it was really a question. 
 
    "They're a little big for eleven Tasmanians," I quipped. "It's a go-look-and-see assignment." 
 
    "And if you don't like what you see?" 
 
    "If it were up to me, I'd share the party with the commandos," I said, not wanting to get into a unit comparison even indirectly. 
 
    "Those are the plainest uniform I've ever seen on combat soldiers," Herman said. "Don't even have name tags." 
 
    "I'm Jolie or Luan. I prefer Jolie. And that's because no Tasmanian has a rank. We're all equal and paid the same except for time in the unit." 
 
    "But I heard you say you were in charge," Herman said looking around the group for any comments. 
 
    "And it's permanent, which really sucks," I said glaring at the group. 
 
    "But then you have rank…" Herman was clearly at a loss for words. 
 
    "Normally, we are assigned based on our previous assignments. So, you could be a member of a squad on one assignment and the company commander on another. Doesn't matter, the pay is the same. The Ghost Platoon," I waved to the group, "that's our call sign—is the only permanently assigned unit."  
 
    "You have my head spinning," Herman said after a minute of silence. 
 
    "Don't feel bad. I've been with the Tasmanians for several years, and I still get confused. I still believe there is some Machiavellian secret to the madness that will be explained to me someday when I'm older. And I know they know it." I scowled and poked a finger at each man in turn. 
 
    Herman laughed. "I was told you were all crazy. How about some demonstrations?" he asked. 
 
    "Demonstrations but no matches," I said. "That would deteriorate into a competition which would serve no purpose." 
 
    "What's wrong with a little competition?" he grinned. 
 
    "I'll do one match, but only to demonstrate the difference between your training and ours," I said.  
 
    "Difference?" he asked. By now we had attracted at least half the people in the area. 
 
    "Yes, differences. Our groups operate in difference environments and therefore require techniques unique to those assignments. For example, you're not very likely to be crawling in mud and water infested with snakes and crocodiles or fighting on a mountain. And we can expect to be on two or three assignments a year, whereas you are unlikely to get one every couple of years." 
 
    Herman looked skeptically at me before speaking. "What kind of a match?" 
 
    "You're trained in knife fighting?" I asked. Herman couldn't stop a grin when he nodded. 
 
    "Good, select your best knife fighter and I'll select one of my brothers. Afterward, we can discuss the differences," I said trying not to smile, although I had no idea what commando knife training involved, but I was comfortable with ours. Herman looked around the bay, pointed to a tall wiry man, and waved for him to join us. I turned back to my group. "Alright, I need a volunteer." No one raised a hand or spoke or nodded. Herman's smile got bigger. "It's just a friendly match to show the commandos what I'm talking about," I said, trying to sound like I was pleading with them. 
 
    "You're our leader," Smitty said, playing along with me. "You show them." 
 
    Now all the commandos were grinning or smiling or snickering. I looked over at the wiry young man. 
 
    "He's more your size," I said looking back and forth between the wiry man and my group. 
 
    "What's wrong, Jolie? Need a mud pond to fight in." His eyes were sparkling with laughter. 
 
    "No, my brothers are doing what they usually do, taking every opportunity to embarrass their sister." I whined. "Alright," I said, snatching one of the practice knives out of Herman's hand and walking onto one of the fighting mats. Herman and the wiry man joined me a minute later, both grinning. 
 
    "Gunny, your fighter needs to get serious, otherwise he is going to whine that he wasn't ready when I beat him," I said, standing relaxed with my hands at my side. Herman's smile remained although not quite so wide after the rebuke. The wiry man laughed. "Gunny, has smiley ever been in a knife fight. Or just good fighting dummies." I wanted to make sure they weren't going to claim I tricked them afterward. Herman straightened up and put his hand between the two of us but looked to his sergeant. "Carl, you lose this fight, and I'll a make you wear a naval uniform for the rest of this tour." 
 
    "No, Gunny. I'll teach the little bitch a lesson," he snarled. I noticed money was being exchanged as the audience made a circle around us.  
 
    "You ready?" Herman asked, as he looked to Carl then me. I gave an almost imperceptible nod. He dropped his hand but hadn't managed to step back as I exploded into Carl, knocking him back several steps. Anger crossed his face as he prepared to attack me, but Herman stopped him with a hand. 
 
    The Gunny took a step closer to Carl and scanned him from head to foot. He had a red mark on his neck across the carotid artery, a line from his clavicle to just below his heart, a blotch of red over the heart area, and a line across his right femoral artery. "My god, did any one film that?" Herman asked, shaking his head and then looking to me. 
 
    "You train with matches and determine the winner by who demonstrates a potentially killing or disabling cut, even if it would take minutes for the opponent to bleed out. Our matches are life and death clashes that last only seconds," I said as I handed his knife back to him. "Carl, I apologize for the insult. I wanted you mad so you would take the fight seriously." 
 
    "Why?" Herman asked. I assumed he wanted to know why we trained like that. 
 
    "We don't want our opponent calling for help or delaying us from moving on to the next opponent. If we just cut an artery, he could alert his buddies, could continue fighting for a minute or two, and troops could arrive in time to help him." 
 
    "Are you the best of your group?" Herman asked, looking over at my group who were collecting their winnings. 
 
    "No. Most if not all are better. They have longer legs, reach, and more body mass. It amuses them to let me fight and then imply, if a woman Tasmanian can do that imagine what the men can do." 
 
    Herman laughed. "It works." 
 
    The three-day trip was interesting as we shared stories, training, and our lives in our respective units. As usual, the most difficult part was the no rank, no medals, and no saluting. One night, I was invited to dine with the captain and his senior staff. I left them with cruiser-size headaches. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Our shuttle landed at Fort Lochay, and to my surprise, we were met by Colonel Medina. 
 
    "How?" I muttered. 
 
    "I was on Thor with you and your team, but they gave me quarters with the naval officers because I'm a colonel," Cathy said, and smiled. "You shook up the captain and the commando colonel's orderly, structured world. "No rank, medals, or position just doesn't fit in the military, and it makes for dull uniforms." 
 
    "Why are you here?" I asked. 
 
    "To support you in case it's necessary," she said. "Where are you planning to start? 
 
    "I thought I'd get a briefing from whoever considers this group a problem, and then go talk to my father before I decide." As usual, I had no idea, and hoped to get a better picture of the situation before I decided where to wander. 
 
    "I have Colonel Gardner, the senior officer on Surbaya, and his chief master sergeant waiting to brief you and your team," she said and waved us toward a single-story building. Inside, two men waited. The room was long and narrow, with a white board on one wall, which ran the length of the room, a podium at the front, and collapsible chairs in ten rows of five." Colonel Gardner, this is the Tasmanian team sent to investigate the situation. Tasmanian Luan is the team leader." 
 
    Gardner was a tall man with a thick head of white hair, a smooth oval face, and a muscular body that was slightly overweight. The chief master sergeant was average height, but his stocky body looked like solid muscle. The Colonel was silent for a long time while he scanned the group and stared at me. He didn't look impressed. 
 
    "Chief Masson, I'll let you brief the team," he said waving Cathy to the chairs in the front row. My team and I took seats at random with no one sitting next to someone. 
 
    "The rumors began well over three years ago. Back then, it was of men in black and gray military-like camouflaged uniforms running around in the High Country. That's what most southern Surbaya citizens call the mountainous country up north. Camouflaged clothing is normal during our hunting season, so no one gave it much notice. People began to take some notice when the sightings increased and persisted outside the hunting season along with frequent gunfire. Over time, more and more men who went into the High Country failed to return. And last year, several women went missing. So, six months ago, the colonel sent an eight-man army squad to investigate. We lost communication with the squad after only three days, and when none of them returned over the next two weeks, the colonel had a six-man squad of Rangers dropped into the area of the army squad's last-known location. We lost communication with the Rangers two days later, and they haven't been heard since then. That was over two months ago. That's when we notified Delphi that we had a problem." 
 
    "Air reconnaissance?" I asked. 
 
    "Nothing suspicious," the chief said. "But that's not too surprising, as there are a lot of civilians in the High Country. So, unless the group was wandering around in uniforms of some sort or firing weapons at the shuttles…" He left the sentence hang. 
 
    "No civilian called for help?" I asked. 
 
    "A significant increase in crime but no reference to a militia or organized groups of armed men." 
 
    "Do you have a map depicting the reported crimes?" I asked. 
 
    "No, but I could put one together for you," the chief said. 
 
    "You weren't sent here to analyze crime reports. You were sent here to catch the group who killed the troops I sent to investigate the increased crime. To do that you need to get your team up in the High Country and begin hunting them," the colonel shouted. 
 
    "Chief, I'd appreciate that information, and we'll need a ride to Harjar," I said, ignoring the colonel's glare. 
 
    "Where the hell is Harjar?" the colonel shouted. 
 
    "Harjar is in the High Country where you want my team and me to go," I said, keeping the amusement out of my voice. 
 
    "What's in Harjar," the colonel asked in frustration.  
 
    "A place to start." And my father, I added mentally.  
 
    * * * 
 
    "Are you planning to join us, Colonel?" I asked when Medina joined the shuttle that was taking us to Harjar. 
 
    "After watching the Tasmanian Qualification School, there is no way I want to tramp around the High Country with you and your team," Medina said while shaking her head. "I couldn't pass the first half of the first test, that two-hundred-kilometer walk in forty-eight hours much less the return hike—the test you claimed was the easiest part of the qualification school. No, I'd like to meet your father, get an idea what you are planning, and work out some way of communicating with you." 
 
    We landed in an open area less than a klick from my father's school and living quarters.  
 
    "That building," I said pointing to a squarish looking building with a sweeping red titled roof that turned upward like a hawk in flight and was similar to the Chinese architecture back on old Earth. As we approached the building, the six-meter cement wall enclosing the school could be seen along with the entrance: four massive red poles supporting a red shingled roof. It was a mirror image, if smaller, of the school's roof except this one had a three-meter long dragon along the roof's peak. The school's entrance looked into an open courtyard of thirty square meters of hard-packed clay and three steps onto a porch that led into the school's interior. The walls were white, which contrasted with the two massive red doors adorned with carved and painted animals: a snake, crane, monkey, dragon, and a tiger. My father stood just inside the entrance as if he had been expecting us, which I was sure he had when he heard the shuttle and saw it land. 
 
    I bowed to my father who bowed back, then I stepped forward and hugged him. I loved him, not just for saving my life, but for his tender care and the gift of his art. When I let go, he looked to those patiently waiting just outside the entrance. 
 
    "My daughter and I welcome you to the Gung Luan School of Self-defense," he said, surprising me and emphasizing it was my school as well as his. 
 
    "Master Luan, I'd like you to meet Colonel Medina, a Ranger in the Delphi Army, and my Tasmanian brothers," I said introducing each man in turn. When I had finished, he led us into the school's main room. 
 
    "What may I do for you, as you are obviously not on vacation?" he asked. 
 
    "No, Father. My team and I are here to find out all we can about a group of men who appear to be forming a militia and possibly the reason for the increase in crime in the High Country," I said. "And I think Colonel Medina would like to stay in the area while we investigate." 
 
    "Colonel, you are welcome to stay here if you wish," Luan said. 
 
    "Cathy, please. Yes, I'd like that, and if you don't mind, I’d like to find out more about the remarkable daughter you raised." 
 
    He smiled. "A precious gift from the orphanage who became my daughter and a master practitioner of Gung Luan." He paused for a long time while studying my team. "They call themselves the Libertao and dislike being under the USP, specifically their rules. They appear to be building an army capable of challenging the Surbaya army. That may be possible, but the Surbaya army is merely a small satellite of the Delphi army. In the meantime, they are growing off the hard-working citizens of Surbaya. Like the Iron Hand, they are imposing a tax on the businesses in the High Country and subjecting the locals to martial law." 
 
    "Do they tax you, Father?" I asked. 
 
    "Of course, Jolie," he said. "And require I teach their new hires, which they draft at will, including women, although I've never seen a woman in uniform." 
 
    "How often do they come to collect their tax?" 
 
    "Every month, more or less. In about a week from now." 
 
    "Excellent," I said. "Father, you're going to be sick and your daughter will substitute for you until you're well again. How many do they send?" 
 
    "Ten or so. More if they have new recruits to train." 
 
    For the next two days, we arranged to have food delivered to the school and to get everyone standard student uniforms. On the third day, I announced that Master Luan had broken an arm and his daughter would be taking over his duties. My team members were explained as new members of the Libertao. Each morning, we went for our standard twenty kilometer run, which turned out to be interesting. The altitude in the High Country meant the oxygen was thinner and most were struggling with what was our normal run and subsequent exercises. 
 
    "Are you sure this is a twenty-kilo run," Smitty asked on our first day running in Harjar. "Feels like thirty." 
 
    "Slightly less, actually. But it's good practice, and it will give you a feel for what you can and cannot do," I said, not realizing the effect the altitude would have on individual members of my team. So, for the next few days, I tried to expose everyone to activities we might encounter: shooting, fighting, and staying up for twenty-four hours. I noticed a slight derogation in performance due to fatigue, but it was minor and was quickly compensated once we understood the potential problem. Six days later, ten Libertao showed up at the school while I was teaching a class of seven boys and two girls from Harjar. 
 
    "We are here to collect your monthly protection tax," said a Surbaya native of average height, in good physical condition but not overly muscular, with long scraggly hair over a scarred face. His face twisted in hate as he recognized I wasn't a Surbaya native. "Where's old man Luan?" 
 
    "Your protection isn't worth the money. He broke his arm while under your protection. That should entitle him to a refund," I said, frowning. The man moved closer to me. 
 
    "You get the payment, or you will have more than a broken arm," he said drawing a knife as he advanced on me. "On second thought, you're a new recruit," he said pointing the knife toward my face and sneered. Behind him, his men were smirking, grinning, or laughing. I grabbed his wrist as I drove a front kick into his groin. His knife slid into my hand as he doubled over in pain and lost control of his hand muscles. I used his knife to slash his throat. Now his men began drawing their weapons, but they were focused on me rather than on my team, who had their lasers out of their student uniforms. They dropped almost as one. 
 
    "Father, what do you think they will do now?" I asked thinking I already knew. 
 
    "When they find out their men were killed, they will send a large force to Harjar for retribution," he said looking concerned. 
 
    "From what direction?" 
 
    My father pointed to the west. "Their camp is somewhere in that direction. I believe Harjar is the farthest eastern town currently under their control."   
 
    "Is there a road or path they will follow?" I asked. 
 
    "There is a road and a path. They will have to use the road if they are sending vehicles with troops, but the path is faster for small numbers. Vehicles would take up to eight hours. On the path, troops could be here in six," my father said looking up at nothing while deep in thought. 
 
    "Smitty, take a sniper and do something to the road to slow them down if they do send vehicles. I'll take the rest of the team and prepare a reception if the troops come via the path." I showed my father my TCom screen, which currently had a map of the local area. 
 
    "The road enters the town here, and the path enters there," he said pointing as he talked. "We are here." His eyes were sad as he continued. "They will come with many more troops than you have." 
 
    "I hope so. The idea is to whittle their numbers down to something manageable," I smiled and gave him a hug. "My brothers are the elite of the Delphi military, Father, and we will have surprise on our side." 
 
    Smitty took Bulldog and began a jog toward the road my father had indicated. I waved my hand over my head and began a double-time walk towards the path. Thinking we had at least a couple of hours before they got the word, it would be safe to travel two to three hours before arranging our ambush and drawing attention away from Harjar. I stopped two hours later to be safe and to give us time to prepare an ambush. 
 
    "It's heavily treed, so it will be easy to remain concealed, but the Libertao will also have plenty of cover after the ambush," Jafar said looking around. 
 
    "The ground slopes at about ten degrees over there." I pointed about fifty meters ahead. "We'll put five on the upslope and four on the downslope side. We'll also split the four snipers, and the two explosives specialties. The high side will begin the ambush. The low side will stay hidden until the Libertao are at least twenty-five steps up the slope. That will deprive the enemy from finding decent cover. While we're waiting, we can set up some explosive traps." I had no sooner finished delivering my plan of attack when Taipan, Spiderman, Peppermint, and Wolf joined me. I noticed Tarantula, Panther, Mamba, and Salamander walking down the path. 
 
    Perfect, I thought. Each group had two snipers, an explosive, and a medic specialty, that is with me being counted as an explosive and as a sniper, but then my group had five members. I went about looking for good spots for the enemy to find decent cover from both shooters on the way to my group and rigged each with an explosive device, then found myself a place to hide until the enemy would be ripe for the picking. I thought we could handle thirty but little more. If the enemy cooperated, fat chance of that, I mused, we could possibly help Smitty ambush the vehicle convoy if they sent one. 
 
    Five hours later, I could hear the Libertao moving at a double-time march, and fifteen minutes later, they came into sight–twenty-five strong. They carried standard assault rifles and two had RPG-like shoulder missile launchers and two others each had a fifty-caliber machine gun. 
 
    "Taipan, you have the two carrying the machine guns," I said quietly into my TCom, thinking they were making too much noise to hear my whispers. Besides, they were at least forty meters away. I sighted in on the lead man carrying an RPG launcher, clicked on my TCom, waited for the countdown to finish, and fired. The shot hit him in the head. He spun around and landed several feet away. Before he hit the ground, I had acquired the second man, who stood stunned in my crosshairs, and fired. At least six were dead by now. The others were either on the ground, or diving for cover, or paralyzed with inaction. The latter five died next. 
 
    "Charge," a stocky man shouted while rising with his rifle pointing up the slope and firing in our general direction. Most rose and began running toward us while shouting and wildly shooting. Another five went down before they began seeking to find cover. I clicked on my TCom and the Tasmanians below the path began firing. They shot the three who hadn't followed the order to charge and had remained on the ground before selecting other targets. Chaos reigned as those who had charged realized they had no place to hide from both groups firing at them. Several activated my traps, thinking they had found cover which made the remain few desperate to leave the area. No one escaped the carnage. For the most part they were inexperienced troops use to shooting at targets that didn't shoot back and had been caught by surprise. As I stood to take inventory, I received an urgent message. 
 
    Fox, we blocked the two trucks but they either heard the fighting or where notified somehow. In any event, they abandoned the trucks and appear on their way towards you. Expect about forty with assault weapons, RPGs, and machine guns. Smitty. 
 
    I sat, knowing my team would assemble around me. Sure enough, when I opened my eyes, my team was sitting in front of me. "I have four shitty solutions. First, return to Harjar, have the colonel get us a shuttle, return to Fort Lochay, and develop a new plan using the army." I looked around my team and saw no enthusiasm for that scenario. "And I would expect the Libertao to burn the town to the ground for revenge. Anyone in favor of the first alternative? I'm not asking for a decision, just your own personal opinion." No one said anything and everyone was imperceptibly shaking their heads, which I interpreted as they would follow but wouldn't like it. "Second, is to meet the forty Libertao troops coming after us. I doubt we have time for a good ambush that we could win, but I doubt more than one or two of us would survive. What about option number two?" I asked. Again no one said anything, but I saw a few halfhearted nods and shrugs, which I interpreted as not a great idea but not totally unreasonable. "Third, we could head away from the Libertao troops while looking for a spot to ambush them. Better odds of winning and a few more surviving." I saw mostly shrugs, which I interpreted as the better of the three. "My last solution is to follow this path and see if we can find their main camp and make the word Tasmanian the worst curse in their language." 
 
    "Taarah," they shouted in unison. 
 
    "Funny, that's the solution I had decided on," I said, knowing it was the most dangerous option of the four and the one most likely to get us all killed and yet the most appealing. "Let's collect their RPGs and machine guns and any other weapons and ammo that can be of use, and then let's be ghosts." While they worked, I typed a message to Smitty. 
 
    Smitty, I've decided to try and find their main camp. I want you and Bulldog to be our eyes and ears on the forty Libertao troops. Fox. 
 
    Smitty replied instantly. 
 
    Fox, Taarah, Flintstone. 
 
    "Alright, let's get moving. One scout out in front and one trailing. Let's keep the surprises to a minimum. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three hours later, I received a message from Smitty. 
 
    Fox, the leader of the Libertao isn't happy with the mess you left. He doesn't appear to know which way you went, so he is sending runners in three directions. Flintstone. 
 
    I immediately called everyone to me. "The Libertao is sending scouts looking for us. I thought we'd ambush him quietly," I said.  
 
    "They will know which way we went," Jafar said. 
 
    "Maybe," I said as I typed a message to Smitty. 
 
    Smitty, can you have Bulldog ambush the scout to Harjar, quietly. We are ambushing the scout headed our way. Might want to set a trap for the fun of it in case they split their force. Fox. 
 
    "Bulldog is going to take care of the scout to Harjar, so the Libertao leader will have to split his forces or make a decision to go one way or the other," I said, as my team melted into the surrounding landscape. I was hoping to reduce the forty Libertao's numbers and slow them down, so they weren't running up our asses before we found their main camp. They had us boxed in and may win in the end, but I planned the price to be outrageous. An hour after we got settled, a man can running down the trail. I sighted in on him with my CheyTac as he ran toward my position. When he stopped to look at the ground, I squeezed the trigger. He was propelled off the path as the quiet pop from the suppressor was heard. I spent the next hour rigging several explosive charges along the path timed to detonate simultaneously with the detonation of the last one in the chain. They were set ten meters apart to inflict the maximum carnage for a group bunched together–the lead man would trip the trap. Not only he and anyone close to him, but whoever was ten and twenty meters behind him would be caught in the resulting triple explosion. Even if someone found the trap, disarming one would act like a dead-man's switch and trigger the other two. I silently thanked Smitty for the hours of classroom instruction. When I was satisfied, I collected my team, and we were off again. An hour later, I received another message from Smitty. 
 
    Fox, scout to Harjar dead. Trap set. Smitty 
 
    And two hours later. 
 
    Fox, Libertao leader upset. Only one scout returned. He split his forces. Half to Harjar and half after you. 
 
    Smitty, after he leaves set traps for those returning that survived your Harjar trap. Fox. 
 
    Two hours later, I heard the triple explosion and a few minutes after that, another explosion far in the distance.  
 
    "Let’s find shooting positions on both sides of the path. I believe our pursuers might now be in a competitive weight class. Same rules of engagement as the previous bunch," I said as I headed up the gentle slopping hill, hoping their number had been reduced to a one-on-one fight. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I heard them before I saw them. But they were coming from the west not the east–so they must have called for reinforcements. As they passed, I counted thirty. The thirty would have been risky but added to the unknown force only minutes away, it could have proved overwhelming. I would love to have sat and given the situation some thought, but I doubted we had a lot of time to spare before those thirty-plus, at least some part of the Libertao forty, would be returning. 
 
    Without a word, I left my cover and began walking up the road, and within a minute, my team was back in our original formation with a leading and trailing scout. On reflection, I didn't think meditation would help since we weren't in control of the situation. We were not only lost in enemy territory but surrounded by an enemy of unknown size and capability. Worse yet we didn't have enough ammo and explosives for a prolonged engagement. 
 
    Then another message from Smitty. 
 
    Fox, the good news: you killed or seriously wounded over half of the twenty that went in your direction. They've stopped to treat the wounded and rest. The other half of their detail, which went toward Harjar, have just arrived. More good news, they also lost half their number when they tripped my traps. The bad news, they were just joined by thirty fresh looking troops and are on the move again in your direction. Smitty. 
 
    "Smitty informs me we have fifty troops following us now, which I estimate are less than two hours behind us," I said to keep everyone informed or maybe hope voicing the problem would illicit a solution. It did. 
 
    "We could stop and kick their asses before we go look for their main base," Tarantula said loud enough to be heard. That was greeted by a quiet, Taarah. In a way, the suggestion wasn't as ridiculous as it sounded. We would eventually have to make a stand, here or at their main base, or somewhere else, and ideally at a place of our choosing and while we had sufficient ammo. My musing was interrupted by shooting from up ahead, and a minute later, Wolf appeared. 
 
    "Looks like a training camp a couple of hundred meters ahead. There is a cluster of upward of a hundred camouflaged tents, a group of men on a shooting range, and another group marching," he said between gulps of air. 
 
    "How many?" I asked and mentally crossed my fingers. 
 
    "Fifteen on the firing range, twenty marching, and ten or so instructors. Don't know how many might be in the tents, if any." Wolf smiled. "They aren't expecting us." 
 
    I sat, needing a quiet mind, especially now as my mind was jumbled with conflicting priorities: the fifty behind us who would be running to engage us when they heard the fire fight. The forty-plus below who would disperse when the firing started, and an unknown number in the tents. Add to that our limited ammo for a prolonged engagement, and where should those who survived retreat? When I opened my eyes, everyone was calmly sitting around me, except for Spiderman who was standing on lookout. 
 
    "Alright, our two borrowed fifty-caliber machine guns will set up in that heavily treed patch." I pointed to a cluster of trees some forty meters from the path and several meters lower. They would be shooting upward, and the bullets that missed or were through-and-through shots would be trapped by the upslope on the other side of the path. And fifty caliber bullets would produce many through-and-through shots. "The borrowed RPGs will be positioned on the upslope." I pointed down the path thirty meters and on the upslope of the path, where a few larger trees stood. That area provided an excellent view of the training area below. "The snipers will be there." I pointed to a group of small trees and shrubs fifty meters upslope. "And everyone else will be in that clump of rocks." I pointed to a rocky section about twenty meters below the sniper location. Everyone was smiling as they began to realize this was to be our final stand. 
 
    "The snipers will begin our assault," I said looking at Mamba, Taipan, and Panther. "We will target the firing range. The second the marching troops look to realize the base is under attack, the RPG group will target them." I looked to Peppermint and Salamander. "I expect the fifty troops chasing us will arrive shortly afterward. The noise from the RPGs should have them running to engage us. The machine guns will engage them. I expect they will scatter, most upslope, some back the way they came, and some continuing forward." I smiled. "At that point, you can target whomever you want. Survivors can meet on the road above and maybe catch a ride home," I said not expecting anyone to survive. No Tasmanian was going to leave his brothers while one remained alive. I stood and blew them a kiss before heading for my position. Once there, I found a comfortable spot with good ground cover to keep me concealed. Then I typed Smitty a message. 
 
    Smitty, we are making our stand here. You and Bulldog will be responsible for anyone trying to escape back the way they came. Survivors will meet on the road above the path. Fox. 
 
    I got an immediate response. 
 
    Fox, Meet you there. Flintstone. 
 
    Having no reason to wait, I sighted in on the firing range, clicked on my count down signal to the snipers, and began slowly applying pressure on the trigger. At the chime, I heard three pops and fired. I sighted on the next man in line, who was looking at his dead buddy, and fired. Now several had jumped to their feet and were looking wildly around. Four were flung backward as I heard the explosions from two RPG rounds. Now all the men on the firing range and their instructors were down. I scanned the tents and selected men coming out to investigate the noise. There were less than ten. Soon, a deathly silence descended on the camp–at least from this distance. Through my scope I could see there were several wounded, most looked serious. Normally we would finish them, but ammo was getting low and everyone was saving it for those who would soon be coming. 
 
    A short time later, I heard the enemy shouting and saw a cloud of dust from their troops running. Five minutes later, the enemy came into view, some fifty meters away, looking like a monstrous snake slithering toward us, fangs showing. They had abandoned all caution as they raced to meet the threat. When they were fully exposed, I clicked on my machine gunners' icon and they immediately opened fire. The Libertao were so close together in their rush to get to the action, it was almost impossible to miss hitting someone, as it was for them to get untangled enough to mount a reasonable defense. The half who survived the butchery scattered like an exploding bomb. But they were disoriented, were not seasoned veterans, and had nowhere to go–snipers upslope, machine guns downslope, Peppermint and Salamander further up the path and Smitty and Bulldog behind them. That was all good news…until my rifle clicked on an empty chamber, then my Tavor, and finally my Jericho. And I knew I wasn't alone. I left my position scrambling downslope to aid my brothers. One of the Libertao men smiled as he saw me running toward him, raised his rifle and fired a second after I had thrown myself on my ass. Before he could lower his rifle to shoot me, I slid into him feet first. His legs shot out from under him and he fell face first onto my combat knife. Soaked with blood, I rolled him off me pulled out a throwing knife and looked for a target. Smitty stood twenty steps away smiling, occasionally shooting at someone who moved.    
 
    "I hope all that blood isn't yours," he said while scanning the area. Now all the Tasmanians were standing. 
 
    "Fortunately for you, I'm one click," I said. "Peppermint, Salamander, what's your status?" 
 
    "Salamander's two clicks, I'm one click," Peppermint responded.  
 
    "Everyone who’s not wounded, check to make sure our opponents are either dead or a prisoner. All wounded collect over here for an inspection. No exceptions," I shouted. The space gods must be asleep, I mused, we should all be dead. The only thing that saved us was the chaos that resulted from being caught bunched up on a narrow path with nowhere to take cover. It also helped that they weren't combat veterans who would have been less prone to panic. 
 
    Miraculously, only five of my team were wounded, including Spiderman, who was manning a machine gun and had troops shooting blindly in the direction of the unending chatter of gunfire. He had a shoulder wound which was disabling. Salamander on an RPG received two wounds to his thigh as a few troops attempted to continue forward on the path when the firing started. Smitty received two wounds, one to the arm and one to his side, and Bulldog one in his right side as several Libertaos attempted to retreat back down the path when they couldn't find cover. Tarantula had left cover after having run out of ammo when the fighting became one-on-one; he had a shoulder and leg wound. 
 
    "Everyone not wounded, I want you to investigate the training area. It would be nice to have a live Libertao to give us information about any weapon stashes, vehicles, and or other bases. While you're at it, we either need ammo for our weapons or ammo for new weapons and maybe a vehicle," I said. "I'm staying to help Peppermint with the wounded. Don't take any unnecessary chances…that means no more wounds." 
 
    "Yes, Mother," Taipan said as he, Mamba, Panther, and Wolf wandered off in the direction of the training area. 
 
    They returned two hours later. "This was the Libertao's main camp for training," Mamba said, speaking as the group's spokesman. "None of us have medical specialties, but the five men still alive were in no condition to be saved without the facilities available on a cruiser or at a major hospital. A few were talkative, thinking the medics with us could save them if they cooperated." He shrugged apologetically, probably for misleading them or thinking I cared. "Collectively, the consensus was that the Libertao Army had close to two hundred men. They have three more bases. A weapons' stash here." He pointed to a spot on the meter square map he was carrying. "What they call an R&R group of houses, which held captive women and had senior staff quarters, and a vehicle storage and maintenance area for their trucks and off-road vehicles." Again, he pointed to the map and then smiled. "We found ammo for all our weapons, including the fifty-caliber machine guns and the RPGs." 
 
    If their count is close, the Libertao can't have more than sixty soldiers remaining, and they are spread over three sites. And with luck, they may send a group out here to train or to investigate," I said after hearing their report. "We need time to rest, so let's get our wounded under cover and consider our next move." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We left the dead bodies where they fell, hoping anyone would think the troops that killed them had left, and we moved several tents behind the firing range and out of sight. I left Peppermint to treat the wounded and Wolf as a lookout along with the machine guns and RPGs, and I took the three unwounded snipers–Mamba, Taipan, and Panther–to scout out the three remaining locations. It took us an hour to climb up to the road. 
 
    "Single file twenty meters of separation," I said, not wanting us to be caught bunched together and an easy kill. Without answering, Mamba took the lead, Taipan followed and to my surprise, Panther motioned for me to precede him. I smiled at the protective gesture. Wanted to make sure their leader didn't get killed and someone would have to take her place, I mused. We saw no vehicles or people on the road for the next hour. Finally, Mamba stopped and pointed to a single-story house built from logs. 
 
    "This is the spot on the map where they claim the ammunitions are stored," Mamba said as we huddled together. 
 
    "Good cover from prying eyes. If it is, they probably have a tunnel under the house into the mountain," Panther interjected. 
 
    "Let's wait for night to approach the house. Maybe we can get a look inside to determine what we will face if we charge in unannounced," I said to nodding heads. Of course, I would have received nodding heads if I would have said let's storm the house now. It was already evening, and the skies were cloudy, so it only took a few hours to be pitch black outside. The house had only one entrance but several windows into the main room, and one in each bedroom. An hour later, the team had determined there were eight men in the house: two in each bedroom sleeping and four in the front room playing cards. I decided the safest course of action would be to shoot through the windows.  
 
    Mamba and Taipan took the two windows in the back of the house while Panther and I took the two windows in the front. I clicked on my timer icon and waited as the twenty seconds ticked off. When it chimed, I stood and began shooting at the four men playing cards. Glass exploded as bullets tore the window and frame apart. I could hear my team firing in the rear at the same time. Between Panther and I, the four barely managed to stand before they died. Panther dashed in and immediately checked each bedroom, while I checked the four at the table. Panther gave me a thumbs-up sign when he returned, and Mamba and Taipan joined us a minute later. A search of the house revealed a trap door in one of the closets, which led down into a thirty-meter tunnel to a forty-by-twenty-meter room filled with weapons, uniforms, vests, night gear, ammo, and explosives. 
 
    "It will be interesting to find out where they got all these goodies," I said. "I'd like to take the RPGs and go blow up their headquarters building, but I'd like to capture it to see what information it contains. Maybe there is some group backing the Libertao. This was a well-organized operation." We collected an RPG, a fifty-caliber machine gun, C-4, and ammo before returning to the house. When we did, I sat. 
 
    I woke to the smell of food. My eyes shot open and I was preparing to leap to my feet when Taipan spoke. 
 
    "Don't worry, Jolie. Mamba is outside on lookout. Jafar found the house was stocked with food and decided to cook us a dinner while waiting for our leader to wake up." 
 
    "Smells good," I said, feeling hungry. It had been a long time since we had last eaten anything except for rations and energy bars. 
 
    "That was delicious, Jafar," I said leaning back in my chair. Taipan had replaced Mamba as lookout. "The only problem with a meal like that is now I'm ready for a nap, and we should be moving on to the headquarters' building." 
 
    "But, now you have the energy to run down to the headquarters building and take them on single-handed. What a great story that will make," Jafar said. 
 
    "I'm the leader, so you three can run down to the headquarters building and take them on single-handed while I nap." I laughed. "Go get a couple more RPGs. I think we will do it the easy way." We left thirty minutes later. And to my relief, the headquarters' buildings, three in total, were only a klick down the road. The security was better with four men patrolling the grounds. The headquarters building was a two-story house, which looked new and at least four thousand meters living area, and two narrow one-story buildings behind the main building, which looked to hold fifty to one hundred men each. Only a night light appeared lit in the barracks. Headquarters was dark. 
 
    I'll take out the sentries, then you take out the barracks," I said. We lay on the other side of the road about fifty meters from the headquarters building and another thirty from the barracks. "That should empty the headquarters building." I got comfortable in between two bushes and slowed my breathing as I peered through the scope on my CheyTac. The three took up their RPGs and prepared to fire when the sentries were down or an alarm sounded. I chose the guard furthest from the others who was getting ready to walk behind the furthest barrack. Pop. He fell quietly halfway behind the barrack. Then I sighted in on the sentry standing guard in front of the steps to the headquarters building as the other two were now out of sight. Pop. He fell in front of the steps leading up to the door. A minute later, a sentry appeared from his tour of the headquarters building. Pop. He was thrown backward and disappeared from my sight. The fourth sentry was just emerging from his tour of the first barrack. Pop. Before he hit the ground, three missiles streaked towards the barracks. Windows and walls exploded outwards, the roof began collapsing from lack of support, and flames lit the entire area in an eerie hellish glow. A minute later, three more missiles streaked towards the burning barracks and lights began appearing in the headquarters building, and as I had hoped, men began emerging. 
 
    "Wait," I said unnecessarily as I wanted the building empty and shooting the men leaving could cause others to stay. "Now," I said several minutes later when I thought most out. The quiet pops of the CheyTac suppressors sounded as men dropped, never knowing death approached at supersonic speed or where their enemy lay. I decided to stay in the area until well after the light of dawn revealed the carnage, in case there were survivors lurking among the debris. By noon, we had killed eleven as they finally thought it safe and came out of hiding. During that time, seven women exited the headquarters' building and began running up the road. There was nothing we could do for them, so we let them go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY 
 
    Planet Surbaya: Mission Accomplished 
 
    "I'm bored," I said, and everyone gave me a puzzled look. "Let's go get a couple of vehicles, pickup our wounded, and go home." 
 
    Taarah was the unanimous response. Less than an hour later, we saw the area we were after. It was well hidden, especially from the air. A large camouflage netting hung on ten-meter poles, covering several troop trucks, ten off-road vehicles, an assortment of motorcycles, and heavy equipment for working on them. A small barn-like building sat closer to the road. Between the netting, building, and the vehicles’ camouflage paint, the area was difficult to see without a closer examination. At the moment, no one was in sight. 
 
    "What do you think?" I asked no one in particular. 
 
    "If they saw the fire or heard the explosions, they are hunkered down and prepared for a fight," Jafar said. "Otherwise, they are late sleepers." 
 
    "Or they've fled," Mamba said with a grin. 
 
    "That's awful open ground between here and the building, and there are a hundred places to hide among the vehicles and rocks," I said, as I lay there scanning the area through my scope. "Let's rest here until it gets dark." I mumbled to myself, obviously loud enough to be heard. I rather not tempt the space gods or wake them if they are sleeping. 
 
    "In other words, we’ve been too damn lucky so far," Taipan said. 
 
    "From what I’ve heard about the Ghost Platoon, I thought this was normal performance," Jafar said trying to sound serious. 
 
    "Well, it’s what our leader expects every time," Mamba said. And when I looked up, all three were grinning. For the next eight hours, we took turns watching for signs of life while the other three rested. Sure enough, an hour after dark, three men exited the building, got on motorcycles, and raced down the road. They probably thought they had successfully escaped when they had gone a hundred meters down the road. They died never having heard the sound from the bullets that killed them. 
 
    We approached cautiously, but no one else was in the building. Inside, it was much like a normal house except for the large number of bedrooms. 
 
    "Which vehicles do you want, Fox?" Taipan asked, looking around the area. 
 
    "Let's take two trucks and a jeep," I said. "I think there is a small dirt path that a jeep can negotiate in case some of the wounded need help getting up to the road." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Two hours later, we had arrived back at the training area, and we found the jeep had no trouble on the path down to the camp. 
 
    "How is everyone, Peppermint?" I asked. Peppermint stood next to one of the tents looking tired. 
 
    "They are all stable, but they could all benefit from a few days in a hospital. A few will need surgery," he said and then scanned each of us. "Anyone need attention?" 
 
    "No. Our platoon leader gets pissed when we get hurt," Mamba said smiling. 
 
    "And I have a right to be pissed. Makes me look bad." I tried to look angry but couldn't help a smile. This mission had looked as if it would get us all killed, but we had all survived. "Alright, let's get everyone loaded into the trucks. With luck, we should be back in Harjar by sunrise and have those who need more training in the hospital by noon." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Our trucks pulled up to my father's home and school just after noon. Before we could get everyone unloaded, Colonel Medina and my father were at the gate. 
 
    "What happened?" Medina asked, her eyes darting from me to each man and back to me. Before she could continue, I interrupted. 
 
    "As you can see, Cathy, half my team need remedial training. I spent more time looking after them than chasing the enemy." 
 
    "Nag, nag, nag," Smitty said. "That's the trouble with women platoon leaders." 
 
    Medina just shook her head. "Did you find their main camp?" 
 
    "Yep," I said, but didn't add anything. A bit cruel but I couldn't help it. I was in a fantastic mood–no one had gotten killed. 
 
    "Good, I can get Rangers up here to attack the base." 
 
    "Can't," I said. Medina frowned at me. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "No one's there." 
 
    "They deserted the area…because they know you know where it is?" 
 
    "Cathy," my father said, "she's enjoying herself far too much, which I suspect means they are all dead." 
 
    "Yep." I gave my best happy face. "But you should get the Rangers up along with a doctor. I'd like to get the wounded looked at by a doctor and hospitalized." I held up a hand. "And I'd like Rangers to clean out their weapons’ stash, collect their vehicles, visit their headquarters building to see who may have been supporting them, and clean up the mess we made." 
 
    "Oh my God!" Medina exclaimed. "How many?" 
 
    "Didn't count," I said. "But one of the Libertao said he thought slightly less than two hundred." I paused. "Oh, they should probably clean up the path to the camp. It's also a bit of a mess." 
 
    "I'll call, but afterward, you owe your father and me the gory details." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Medina dragged every detail of the story out of me while we waited for the shuttles to arrive. I agreed to lead Medina and the Rangers to the four sites. Three shuttles arrived two hours later with a doctor, a nurse, and twenty-four Rangers. 
 
    "How are they, Doctor…?" I asked when he had finished inspecting the wounded. 
 
    "VanDame. I've heard each Tasmanian had a specialty, one of which was medic. Your medic did excellent field work on the wounds, or a couple might have died," he said. 
 
    "We can't afford to take medics and other specialties along on assignments. It would slow us down and possibly jeopardize the mission. So, each of us has to have a functional specialty, and we have to maintain it while not on assignment. Three of my ten-man team have a medical specialty. Peppermint, Isaac, did most of the work, as our other medic was wounded, and I was preoccupied. I'm sending my entire team back with you for a checkup. The boys hate to admit they are injured." 
 
    "What about you?" he asked scanning me while he did. 
 
    "I'll check in with you when I get back to Fort Lochay. Honest. Otherwise, my team will bitch all the way back to Delphi." 
 
    He laughed as I walked back to where Medina was standing with my father. 
 
    "You appear to be on a high, Jolie," he said, appraising me as only a father could. 
 
    "Yes, Father. Some bad people have been stopped from hurting innocent people and none of my team died. A true gift from the space gods," I said knowing he had been concerned that my high was from killing. 
 
    "Space gods?" he asked with a slight frown. 
 
    "Yes, Father. My name for whoever might be up there," I looked up to the sky, "watching, helping, or playing with us down here. The last couple of days they were either asleep or being very helpful." 
 
    I boarded one of the shuttles with Medina. 
 
    "Cathy, have the pilot follow the trail west," I said, handing him my TCom, which had a map of the area. As he did, I pointed to where fighting had taken place. There were bodies everywhere: Smitty's trap, the thirty my team had ambushed, my trap, the fight at the training base, the stash house where the weapons were stored, the headquarters buildings, and finally the vehicle depot. 
 
    "I don't know how you survived," Cathy said as we left the Libertao's vehicle area and were on our way back to Fort Lochay. 
 
    "With ten exceptionally talented, intelligent, trained-to-perfection brothers," I said, with true affection. 
 
    "You Tasmanians are truly Devils," Medina said, shaking her head. 
 
    "And et anima una," I added. "Of one mind."  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    AUTHOR'S NOTE 
 
    For those of you, like me, who enjoy audiobooks because of the flexibility they provide, book I of the Tasmanian SFG, Welcome to Hell, will be available in March 2020, and book II, Devils to Me, later in 2020. 
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