
        
            
                
            
        

    COMMANDER SHADOW



Braden Campbell
 
I am a warrior of the fire caste. I have seen the carnage of battle before, wherever the Greater Good has struggled to overcome the dark barbarity so prevalent across the galaxy. Death and destruction are distasteful, yes, but I now know the deeper truth. They are an inevitable by-product of our people�s civilising mission. They cannot be avoided, and thus must be embraced. That is a lesson not found in the curricula of the military colleges on Bork�an. That is something only my time here as Overseer of Cytheria could teach me.
The battle of Herzen Ridge is where it began. My enlightenment, that is, not our conflict with the gue�la rebels. That, as you well know, is a struggle that has dragged on for quite some time. We made great strides initially. By the third day of our occupation, we had destroyed an entire armoured regiment of the planet�s primary defence force, the warriors of the �Ka�Tashun Sept�. Yet, despite the fact that they had been decisively beaten in honourable combat, they refused to acquiesce. Remnants of their units retreated into the jungles and continued to engage us in a most uncivilised manner. They abandoned whatever standard military uniforms they might have once worn, making them visually indistinguishable from the gue�la citizenry who had submitted to our authority. They would remain hidden instead of openly presenting themselves, and would only attack vulnerable targets. So underhanded were their methods, so ignoble, that there existed no word in our language to describe it. My attache, Por�el Tan�bay, eventually taught me the gue�la term for such violent opposition: �insurgency.�
What kind of a people would consider this an acceptable methodology? That�s the question I should have been asking myself all along; because the answer, when arrived at, would have clearly showed me the form my response should have taken. Instead, I dawdled. I tried to negotiate with them. I appealed to their reason. I hoped against hope that they would eventually come to their senses and see the futility of resistance. Then, I was called out to Marae�Taa Gorge.
For fear of Ka�Tashun snipers, I travelled via modified piranha. The normally open top of the skimmer was now covered by a thick, windowless canopy. Even the cockpit was completely sealed. My pilot navigated with the aid of vidscreens and cameras mounted on the hull. Thus, I was unable to see anything of the surrounding countryside as I drew close to the site, but I could imagine the scenery blurring past. We were far beyond the plains by now, heading into the jungle highland with its dark red foliage, raging rivers, and jagged, broken topography. To one side of me was the mag-lev line; the track, when completed, would link Cytheria�s two largest colony sites together with high-speed monorails.
Infrastructure. That�s what the Tau Empire brings. When I first arrived here, the gue�la lived in a shameful state with their machinery in disrepair and their urban centres nothing but crumbling ruins. They believed this to be quite acceptable, for they had never known otherwise. I began to change all that. Before long, Cytheria had clean water to drink and fresh food to eat. Ample power ran to structurally sound buildings. Still, the Ka�Tashun called us oppressors. They were doing so even as I travelled to the gorge. All morning, the airwaves had been filled with their pirate signal, claiming responsibility for the attack on the railhead.
�The enemy is reeling,� a voice proclaimed through the static. �Today, we have struck a decisive blow for freedom, and in the days and weeks to come, we will do it again and again. We will not rest until the xenos have been eradicated. Take heart citizens, for the Emperor is on our side. His wrath is coming, and will soon deliver us from the oppression of the Tau!�
No one had yet been able to discern the source of these transmissions. It was maddening.
The vehicle slowed, and the canopy opened. As I climbed out of the piranha�s rear compartment, I was immediately met by Tan�bay; typical of him to have arrived on the scene before me. I first met him the day the annexation of Cytheria began and had found him to be the epitome of the water caste ever since. He was always prepared with whatever pertinent information I might need, even before I myself realised that I required it. His demeanour was one of unchanging calm. He seemed never to show worry or doubt. When he spoke, his sentences flowed unceasingly, free from any pauses or interruptions of thought.
Tan�bay�s hands were folded inside the voluminous sleeves of his robe as he bowed in deference. In the sky, an orange sun beat down, but his enormously brimmed hat kept his placid face in shadow. True to his years of training in the fields of diplomacy and interspecies negotiation, he constantly referred to himself using majestic, plural pronouns. One could actually hear the capitalisation in his voice. It was as if, when he spoke, he did so on behalf of the entire Tau race.
�The Shas�o honours us with his presence,� he lilted. �May it please him to hear our initial assessment of the events preceding his arrival?�
Tan�bay was standing so close that I couldn�t see past him. �What is it?� I asked gruffly. I couldn�t recall the last time I�d had more than a few hours of sleep. �What�s happened?�
�Our people have suffered yet another attack at the hands of the renegade gue�la of the Ka�Tashun Sept,� he said. �A small contingent of fire warriors, assigned to guard the site, have fallen in battle, and will be remembered with all due honour for their valiant defence. The greater number of casualties consists of members of the earth caste; engineers and technicians involved in the building of the mag-lev bridge, which, to my lasting sadness, I must report has been effectively destroyed.�
I pushed past him then, and he dutifully melted off to one side. Marae�Taa Gorge, for those of you unfamiliar with Cytheria, is part of a massive chasm that bisects most of the continent. A river, which to my knowledge has never been named, rushes along the bottom. On average, the distance between the canyon walls is quite wide but in this one particular place, they are narrow. It was, therefore, a natural place to construct a crossing for the mag-lev system. I had seen the architectural designs months before. I am no expert, but I thought them to be quite aesthetically pleasing. The Fio�o in charge of the project was smiling as he described it, but I doubted he would be doing so now. The completed portion of the bridge had been firebombed; hit repeatedly with rockets and shaped explosive charges. Where once there had been graceful, white curves and support pillars, there was now only a twisted, blackened thing; a metal skeleton that sent plumes of acrid smoke up into the air even as the superstructure bowed down towards the river.
Then I saw the bodies. The rapid response team was reverently arranging them into two groups, earth caste on one side and fire warriors on the other. Within these, the fallen were being further organised into rows and columns from those with the highest rank and station to the lowest. Later, in accordance with caste traditions as old as the Greater Good itself, the workers would be buried and the soldiers would be cremated. The order and civility of it all should have given me some sense of peace, but it did not. The sheer number of the dead overrode such feelings.
�Four hundred and seventy-seven killed,� Tan�bay said gently. �None wounded.�
I turned to face him. �You mean there are no survivors? Not one?�
The man�s face was impassive. �It is half the reason we requested the Shas�o come in person.�
I blinked in the intensifying noon-day sun. �What�s the other half?�
Several buildings were still standing intact near the destroyed bridge. Tan�bay led me into one that, until recently, had been a facility for repairing heavy lifting equipment. It was now a makeshift field command. As we entered, several fire warriors of middling rank stopped their busy activities to bow. I was taken into a small office that contained two chairs set before a large vidscreen. On a nearby table lay a collection of metal tubes in varying sizes. As I seated myself, Tan�bay closed the door and dimmed the lights. He pulled a data crystal from some hidden pocket and, after inserting it into the machine, poured himself soundlessly into the chair next to mine.
The scenes that flicked past me were memory captures retrieved from damaged or destroyed security drones. They must have been stationed not only on the bridge itself but all around the compound, for the perspective was constantly changing. Through their electronic eyes, I watched with growing horror as the Ka�Tashuns launched their early morning assault.
No one saw the first barrage coming, but it was certainly audible. There was a series of muffled booms, followed by a high-pitched whistling. Many of the earth caste looked around in puzzlement, or turned to ask one another if they had heard the same thing. Then the first of the missiles slammed into the bridge�s support pillars. The structure shook and, as the workers began to flee, part of the deck twisted to one side. With a terrible, shearing sound, the entire thing sagged downwards. Those who had been trying to escape clawed frantically for handholds, but there were few to be found. Their eyes were wide as they fell off the bridge, tumbling down, down into the gorge to smash apart on the jagged rocks or drown in the churning water.
The element of surprise was now spent. Unlike the workers, our fire warriors were calm, disciplined. Within seconds they had formed into cohesive squads, and began to shoot back. Their pulse rifles tore the tree line to shreds with crackling beams of energy. Even the drones were firing now, following their programming and networking themselves into squadrons. Despite all this outpouring of fire, it was impossible to tell if any of the Ka�Tashuns were actually being hit, ensconced as they were in the jungle foliage. The quiet, ordered peace of the morning was now filled with the cacophony of battle.
There were small explosions all around. The ground was being cratered by some type of shell or heavy canister. Then two things happened. The workers began to clutch their necks and collapse on the ground and the heads of the fire warriors began to snap back sharply as, one after the other, they fell down dead. A fine, red smoke began to drift across the scene. At first, I didn�t understand what I was seeing. The fire warriors were being specifically targeted by long-range snipers; that much was obvious. But given the speed with which they were being cut down, the number of enemy marksmen hiding out there must have been great. The workers and engineers who had collapsed were now clawing the air, seemingly oblivious to everything else around them. Their eyes were bulging and their faces began to turn a deep purple. Suddenly, one of them shuddered so violently that I could hear his spine break. Something exploded from his mouth and nose. His body shook, and he was still. The same thing was happening to all of them now. Every Tau not wearing a suit of environmental battle armour was likewise dying in a suffocating, epileptic fit. The red smoke thickened as it drifted across the scene.
I looked over at Tan�bay. �Some kind of chemical agent?�
Tan�bay rolled one hand over in the air, a gesture he did often as if he were casting something away. �The Ka�Tashun Sept is widely known to employ hyperlethal poisons.�
�Their snipers, yes� I replied sternly. I had studied the Ka�Tashun�s methods and tactics down to the most minute of details. �But never like this. This is being delivered in shell casings. That implies portable mortars or shoulder-mounted launchers.�
The vidscreen was a panorama of death now. Hundreds of earth caste lay twisted and broken on the ground. Red foam filled their every orifice. My fellow warriors were also gone. Only the drones remained, but they were being quickly dispatched by volleys of lasers. Those that did not explode outright, wobbled as their flight systems failed. When they crashed, they recorded a world turned at odd angles, where the land and sky were reversed or completely knocked askew.
�And in such a volume,� I continued. �How could they produce so many toxins with their limited resources?�
�We believe the compound to be organic in nature,� Tan�bay said. �I regret to inform the Shas�o, it is also most abundant in the deep jungle areas of this world to which our foe has now retreated.�
With that, he rose and went to the table. He picked up one of the grey metal tubes and handed it to me. It was sealed at one end and had a diameter large enough to accommodate my forearm. A fine, red, powdery residue clung to the interior. I wiped some off with my finger and immediately felt a stab of burning pain.
�These are sporepod blooms,� I said with realisation. The interior of Cytheria�s major landmass was a steaming, foetid rainforest so thick as to be nearly impassable. It was home to all manner of biting, poisonous things, but few as bad as the hata�le bush. The fruit of this leafy, burgundy-coloured plant was a hollow pod about the size of a clenched fist. The slightest amount of pressure would cause it to spew forth its spores in a misty cloud. They were harmful to both tau and gue�la alike, burning any exposed skin they might land on, and causing haemorrhaging if ingested.
�Indeed they are,� Tan�bay replied.
�They can be dangerous, but not deadly. Certainly not like this.� I gestured towards the vidscreen where the slaughter continued to play itself out.
Tan�bay�s voice was clinically calm. �It appears that the Ka�Tashans have somehow managed to amplify the plant�s natural toxicity. The modified blooms are taken into the mucous membranes of the respiratory tract, where they begin to reproduce almost instantly. The victims not only bleed internally and go into toxic shock, but end up asphyxiating themselves as a hata�la bush literally takes root in their chest and nasal cavities. The sponge-like growth you see coming out of the victims� mouths are actually their lungs being forced outwards by the expanding plant.�
�How?� I asked. �How could they have done this?�
�To that, Shas�o, We regretfully have no answer. Yet one thing is certain. What you now face is a weapon that works on two levels. The first as seen demonstrated here, but secondly, and of perhaps a more pressing concern, is the fear that it will generate; fear among our populace, both tau and acculturated gue�la. Fear leads to distrust, distrust to disharmony, and that, as the Shas�o well knows, is anathema to the Greater Good.�
�Using fear as a weapon,� I mused. The Ka�Tashun barbarity was physically sickening. I rose quickly, and turned to leave. Then I heard a voice speaking in the harsh language of the enemy.
�Sir, this one�s still running.�
My head snapped back towards the vidscreen. One of the drones, whose camera eye was still functioning, had been lifted from where it had crashed. The image jostled for a moment, then came to rest on a gue�la�s face. His skin was painted thick with mud and some kind of red camouflage. His mouth and jaw were covered by a stubbly, animalistic growth of fur. His brow was dark and heavy, and his eyes blazed with a white-hot hatred.
�Shas�o Rra?� he sneered. �Can you hear me?�
I knew at once who it was by the insulting name he used. Only one person on Cytheria had ever called me that. Ezra Mihalik, the self-proclaimed leader of the Ka�Tashun Sept.
�Of course you can,� Ezra continued. �That diplomat of yours will drag you out here in the name of procedure. And what�s more, someone of your education, you�ll want to see this first-hand.�
Off-camera, there was the sound of laughing.
�I�ll be brief. This attack was a test and, I think, a pretty effective one. You and all your forces have eight days to leave Cytheria. If you don�t, my men will release these spores into each and every population centre on the planet. And don�t think I won�t actually do it because my fellow humans would also be killed. You should know that, as far as I�m concerned, anyone who isn�t helping to resist you is collaborating with you, and they deserve what they get.
�Eight days, Shas�o Rra, or watch your people die.� He looked away and nodded. The drone dropped back to the ground. From its new vantage point, I watched as several sets of boots walked away.
Tan�bay said nothing. Perhaps he was giving me time to think. Or perhaps there was simply nothing more to be said. I had one week to break the resistance. One week to somehow find Ezra Milhalik, and stop him. I�ll show you, I remember thinking. I am no �Commander Shadow�.
Ezra Mihalik had come up with his insulting name for me during our first and only negotiations. This was perhaps a month prior to the attack on the railhead. I was still suffering under the delusion that he was a logical being. So I sent out word that I would meet with Mihalik and try to put an end to the Cytherian conflict. A short time later, my offer was accepted. Two heavily muscled Ka�Tashun soldiers arrived at the gates of my compound. They were shirtless, dressed in heavy boots and camouflage-patterned pants. Each of them wore a bright red cloth tied around their heads. They were armed only with knives. One of them carried some kind of large communications device strapped to his back. They told the guards that they were envoys from the Ka�Tashun Sept come to see me, but were otherwise stoic and silent.
Once they had been disarmed and scanned, they were brought into a spacious meeting room where Tan�bay and I were already waiting. They placed the bulky device on the table in front of me, switched it on, and then stepped back with their hands clasped behind their backs. A voice began to emanate from a tiny speaker in the machine. It spoke in the choppy, harsh language of the gue�la. Fortunately, I spoke it too.
�Are we good? Can you hear me?� it said.
�Yes,� I replied, �I can hear you. To whom am I speaking?�
�Why, this is Ezra Mihalik, commander of the fifty-sixth Ka�Tashun Company. I also speak for the few remaining members of two other Ka�Tashun companies, the twenty-sixth and fifty-first.�
�I see. I take it then that you have chosen not to meet with us in person.�
�You�re very perceptive,� the voice replied.
I looked at the two Ka�Tashuns. Their faces were impassive, but behind their eyes, they were smiling.
Tan�bay leaned forwards and launched into his carefully prepared opening. �Commander, this is Por�el Tan�bay speaking on behalf of the Tau Empire, and may we begin by saying how pleased we are that you have agreed to negotiate with us, no matter the forum. If our two peoples can learn to live together in peace, then the benefits for both sides will, without doubt, be enormous.�
�Emperor wept,� Mihalik groaned. �Are you the guy in charge?�
�If you are asking as to whether or not we are directly responsible for Cytheria�s pacification and regime change, then, no. If, however��
�Fine� Mihalik interrupted. �Then let me talk to the one who is.�
I sat forward in my chair and addressed the transmitter. �I am the person in command of our military forces.�
�Ah, good.� There was a creaking in the background as Mihalik leaned back into whatever he was sitting on. �What do I call you?�
�I have not yet chosen a name,� I said slowly. �You may address me by my rank: Shas�o.�
Mihalik chuckled softly. �You
you have not yet chosen a name?� he parroted. �What the hell does that mean?�
Tan�bay answered him with a lesson in protocol. �Personal names should only be used between family members and close friends. At all other times, it is proper to address others according to their station in life. The only exception would be for those who have earned the right to embellish their title with simple descriptors, certain achievements, or places of importance.�
�And you haven�t any of those, is that it?� Mihalik asked me.
I was anxious to move past such a personal subject. �I am a commander of the fire caste. Thus, you will address me as Shas�o.�
�You said that means �commander�, right?�
�Correct.� I had the growing suspicion that the voice on the other end of the radio had no intention of negotiating for peace. �Let us begin by��
�Just commander,� Mihalik mused. �Nothing else. Because you haven�t chosen the name yet. Or because you haven�t earned it?�
I took a moment to consider my reply. Before I could say anything more however, Mihalik spoke again. His voice was low and direct.
�They put you in charge of a whole planet, so this can�t be your first time out.�
I cleared my throat. �It is not. I have survived four trials by fire.�
�But there was nothing in those four that stood out enough for you to add them to your name, huh? And if �trial by fire� is Tau for �tour of duty�, then how did you earn your rank with so little experience?�
�Commander Mihalik,� I began.
�Oh, you can call me Ezra. I have a name.�
�Ezra, then. If you must know, I was given the rank of Shas�o when I graduated from the most prestigious military training centre in all the Empire. I may have only completed four trials, but I have studied the art of war for half my life. It would be a mistake for you to underestimate me.� I smiled then, confident that the weight of my credentials would put this backwater rebel leader in his place.
�So,� Mihalik said after a pause, �you read about war in a bunch of books, and now you think you have what it takes to actually conduct one. You�re the shadow of a commander. You�ve got no substance. Hey, diplomat, how do you say �shadow� in Tau?�
If Tan�bay was as outraged as I was he didn�t show it. �Rra,� he replied helpfully.
�Then that�s what I�ll call you: Shas�o Rra,� he said, once again speaking to me. �What do you think of that?�
�I don�t care for it,� I said between clenched teeth. �May we return to the subject of negotiating a cease fire?�
For a long moment the only sound coming from the machine was background static. The silence stretched out so long in fact, that I thought the transmission had somehow been cut off. I was about to ask Mihalik if he was still there when he spoke up.
�No,� he said flatly.
�No what?� I asked, puzzled.
�No, we can�t discuss a ceasefire. You see, Shas�o Rra, you and I are a little bit alike. I�ve spent half my life studying war too. Only I didn�t do it in some nice, clean school. I did it in swamps, and jungles, and burning cities. I learned about wars by actually being in them.
�So, in the interests of
diplomacy, I�ll give you a choice. You can either pack up all your men, all your little drones and all your fancy war machines and go back to wherever it is you come from, or you can stay here and try to take me on. You haven�t got what it takes to beat me, I know that now, but I promise you�ll get a real education while you try.�
�I have two of your men here, Ezra,� I warned him.
�Yeah, good men. They volunteered for this mission. You know, what you should do is torture them for information and then kill them. But I figure you�ll just set them free. They�re unarmed, they haven�t done you any harm, and it would be the civil thing to do. But maybe you�ll prove me wrong. Either way, they�re prepared.� With that, he signed off. �See you around, Shas�o Rra.�
I released his men.
It didn�t take long to discover where the Ka�Tashun were hiding. Their radio broadcast was easy to trace. At first, I thought this was strange. The enemy were very adept at relocating themselves and their dwindling supplies of weapons and equipment. Every time that our forces would locate and destroy one of their hiding spots, they would simply reappear days later in a new one. Only after I had met with Kor�el Che�rod did I understand.
Like all members of the air caste, everything about Che�rod was long and thin. A flex-screen map was spread out on my desk and he pointed to a highlighted area with a finger that was twice the length of mine. �Here,� he said. His voice was a throaty whisper. �Herzon Ridge.�
I leaned in to get a closer look. Che�rod was pointing to a plateau in the deepest heart of the jungle. It appeared to be completely inaccessible.
�You�re certain?� I asked.
His face contorted slightly. �There is no doubt, Shas�o. My pilots are most skilled. This is the location that you seek.�
I blanched. Of course he was certain. Kor�el Che�rod was not only a decorated veteran with far more trials to his name than I, but he was also many years my senior. How dare I question the validity of his actions like that? The lack of sleep was beginning to affect my judgment.
Tan�bay, seated in a corner, immediately came to my rescue. �We are certain the Shas�o meant no disrespect,� he said. �However, the stakes in this particular instance are so high that there cannot be the slightest doubt. We are certain the Kor�el would agree?�
Che�rod�s eyes flicked from Tan�bay, to myself, and back again. �Indeed,� he breathed. He squared his narrow shoulders and continued. �The renegade gue�la are broadcasting their propaganda across half the planet, utilising a transmitter far more powerful than any they have in the past. It was quite easy to triangulate its source. The location was then visually identified using orbital satellite imagery, and double-checked by multiple overhead fly-bys with barracuda-class fighters.�
Che�rod tapped the screen, zooming in on the ridge. A few outlines of buildings could be glimpsed through the otherwise unbroken canopy of red leaves. �According to records, these structures are a botanical research station, constructed by the gue�la and dating back several centuries.�
�A botanical research station,� Tan�bay murmured. �That would explain how the Ka�Tashan are able to produce so many altered sporepod blooms.�
�Our sensor sweeps indicate the presence of between sixty and seventy personnel. There is no evidence of any vehicles or anti-air defences.� His report concluded, Che�rod clasped his hands behind his back and waited.
�This is most excellent, Kor�el,� I said, beaming. That arrogant fool, Mihalik, had let his pride cloud his actions. His braggart radio messages would be his undoing. Things were finally about to turn around on this accursed planet. �It would appear Herzon Ridge is where control of Cytheria will be secured once and for all, and the honour falls to you and your men. You may begin bombing at once.�
I could see it now. Plasma torpedoes would fall from the sky like a cleansing rain, and the cyclonic winds generated by the exploding cores would sweep the Ka�Tashun�s ashes away. It would be quick and painless. A far better end than they deserved. Who�s the shadow of a commander now, Mihalik? I thought.
Kor�el Che�rod was frowning. �With all due respect, Shas�o, given the apparent nature of the gue�la bio-weapon, that would be most unadvisable.�
I narrowed my eyes at him, but a moment later understood. Of course. Whatever spores weren�t consumed in the initial explosions would be carried up into the atmosphere by the shockwaves. The prevailing winds would then spread them across half of Cytheria. No wonder then that Mihalik was unabashedly transmitting his location. He knew quite well that I daren�t vaporise his stronghold from the air.
�Again, he mocks me.�
�Shas�o?� Che�rod asked, and I realised that I had been thinking out loud.
I cleared my throat to compose myself, and then nodded towards the door. �I understand, Kor�el,� I said. �You have executed your duties in this matter with honour and efficiency. Take my thanks to your men.�
Che�rod bowed his head, and left. I stared down at the map until my eyes were burning. The ridge couldn�t be attacked from the air, which left a ground assault as the only option. However, the jungle was far too thick for sufficient numbers of battle suits to operate in, and any fire warriors sent in on foot would simply end up as fodder for Ka�Tashun traps and ambushes. My enemy seemed untouchable. Perhaps Mihalik had been right after all. All my years of study on Bork�an had failed to prepare me for this type of scenario.
�There is a gue�la expression,� Tan�bay said softly after some moments, �that the Shas�o might be wise to meditate on. �One cannot fight fire with fire�.�
I scowled at him. �That only proves what a backward people they are. Fire is the element of war. Soldiers should always be pitted against other soldiers. Anything else would be uncivilised.�
�Then the Shas�o would agree the axiom is incorrect; that in effect, the only way to fight fire is with fire? That like should be met with like?�
�I would,� I snapped without consideration.
Tan�bay pressed his fingers together, and lifted his head to gaze up at the ceiling. At the time, I took it to be a pose of contemplation. Now I suspect that he was intentionally avoiding eye contact. He inhaled deeply and said, �We are an enlightened people. The methods of fighting as have been displayed by our enemies on this planet are simply not in our nature, and that is well. However, there exist within the Empire certain other species who, owing mostly to cultural retardation, are not so civil. We have seen them in combat. They can be
quite effective. �
Outside, the sun was setting. The room began to darken.
�Where was this?�
�Along the eastern edge of the Empire. In our youth, we undertook a prolonged tour of the worlds beyond the Perdus Rift.�
There was a silence between us. Tan�bay waited. He was an advisor, not a military commander. His job was to offer avenues of action, to open doors. Whether or not I followed or stepped through was left entirely up to me.
�Where is the closest War Sphere?� I said at last.
�As it so happens, there is one in-system.�
�Contact it.�
Tan�bay�s robes rustled as he stood. He bowed his head and spread his arms wide. �It is an honour to serve the Shas�o,� he said.
When he was gone, I moved to the window and stared out across the grounds. Dark clouds were gathering across a violet sky. Out in the jungle, Ezra Mihalik was sitting atop Herzon Ridge, smugly thinking that he had beaten me. He was positive that I lacked the bloodlust required to shift him, and he was right. Such a thing was beyond a tau such as myself. Not so for the kroot.
During my officer�s training on Bork�an, I studied all of the tau�s various alien allies. The kroot were even taller than the air caste, but not at all fragile. Their limbs were taut with ropey muscles. Their skin was greasy leather. Their heads were crowned with quills and their faces dominated by a massive, serrated beak. They had a knack for picking up new languages and when they slept, they did so lightly, crouched together in large groups. They were also ferocious cannibals. They believed that by eating the remains of their fallen enemies, they could gain their strengths. This may have been more than primitive superstition, in fact. Scientists within the Empire were of the opinion that something in the kroot genetic structure did indeed cause them to take on the characteristics of whatever they ate. Despite decades of trying, no one had been able to break them of this particularly barbaric trait. Still, they were so adept in certain areas that commanders across the Empire were willing to turn a blind eye to it. Their homeworld, Pech, was covered in vast coniferous forests, and thus, they were renowned for their ability to move through even the thickest cover at great speed and in absolute silence.
They were exactly what I needed with which to fight the Ka�Tashuns. Fire with fire.
I planned to lead them myself. Allies though they may be, a people as primitive and uncivilised as the kroot must still be supervised. More importantly though, I was now determined to kill Ezra Mihalik personally. He would not be captured or subdued. Nor was he going to die in an honourable or gentlemanly way. I was going to shoot him into pieces and leave him in the jungle as fodder for the beasts. It was what he deserved.
For the next three days, I met with earth caste engineers and modified a stealth battle suit specifically for my needs. It was nearly completed when Tan�bay appeared to tell me that the kroot had arrived. Dawn was still hours away and the sky was pouring rain. I walked out of the mechanical bay to appraise them. There were forty in all. They stood barefoot in the mud, naked, save for a few scraps of leather armour. Their skin, the grungy brown colour of dead leaves, was exuding a greasy substance that made the rainwater bead and run off. They stank of dirt and sweat, salty and earthy. In their taloned hands they each clutched a long-barrelled rifle made of wood and tarnished metal. Some of these were adorned with clusters of feathers or glass beads strung on pieces of copper wire. Every one of them was capped with a primitive bayonet. Several canvas packs lay scattered about them. Off to one side, a pack of roughly two dozen kroot hounds snorted about in the sopping ground and nipped at one another viciously.
Tan�bay gestured, and one particular kroot stepped forward. He wore a string of half-chewed bones around his waist, and had applied some kind of white makeup underneath his left eye. Otherwise, he would have been completely indistinguishable from the rest. They all look alike to me.
�Shas�o,� Tan�bay announced loudly, �may it please you to meet Shaper Awl.� I nodded slightly
Awl made a clicking noise from somewhere in the back of his throat. �We have sworn to fight for the tau.� The pitch and tone of his voice was disturbingly melodic, like birdsong echoing up from the bottom of a well. �Their enemies are our enemies. Lead on. We will follow.�
�I take it you have been briefed on the nature of this mission?� I asked him. �You know our objective?�
Awl had no lips with which to smile. Instead he opened up his beak, and clacked his thick tongue against the roof of his mouth. �You shall have your prize,� he said slyly. He whistled sharply to the other kroot, and they began to gather what meagre supplies they had. As they did so, Tan�bay moved to my side.
�Good fortune to you, Shas�o. We will take our leave now, and hope to see you again upon your safe return.�
�Wish you were coming along?� I asked, raising an eyebrow.
�The Shas�o has no need of us,� Tan�bay replied. He looked at the kroot, then turned back to me. His face had a gravity to it that I had never seen before. �There will be no diplomacy where he now goes.�
A pair of drop ships waited on the nearby landing field. By the time I had encased myself into the stealth suit, the kroot had already clamoured aboard. I joined them, sealed the ramp behind me, and signalled for the pilots to take off. Within minutes, we were airborne, speeding over the plains towards the jungle lowlands. I spent the time in silence, checking and rechecking my suit�s systems. I synchronised its inbuilt positional relay to the satellites above, and studied our insertion route on my heads-up display. I ran a test on the integrated shield generator. Finally, I familiarised myself with the automatic stimulant injector, an experimental piece of technology that would flood my bloodstream with painkillers should I become wounded. The kroot, on the other hand, jabbered incessantly in their squawking, clicking, chirping native language. They made barking sounds that I assumed were laughter. Awl haphazardly poured some kind of thin oil all over his rifle, then produced a leather rag and began to work it into all the mechanical housings. He seemed to take no notice of how the others behaved until we were very near the landing zone.
The lights in the troop compartment changed from white to yellow, and we began our descent. Awl barked for his troops to get ready, and they immediately fell silent. The aft ramp opened, and within a minute, we were out. The engines flared as the drop ships rocketed away. I watched them vanish up into the heavy clouds above. When I turned back, the kroot were already moving swiftly into the thickening underbrush. I activated my suit�s adaptive camouflage and followed. It was not always easy. The kroot preferred to climb up into the trees and swing from limb to limb. The hounds kept pace on the ground. They raced from one trunk to another, constantly snorting and sniffing the air.
The rain had let up, but very little light managed to filter through the foliage above. I walked along the forest floor surrounded by a deep gloom. I saw increasing numbers of hata�le bushes, all of them picked clean of their sporepods. Hours later, as I pushed my way through a thorny shrub twice my height, I stopped to find Awl crouched on the ground ahead. His head was cocked to one side. All about him, kroot were clinging to the sides of the trees. The second he saw me, his clenched fist snapped up, and I froze. Without saying a word, he gingerly brushed at the ground before him. Buried just below the surface there was some kind of explosive device.
Awl spoke to his warriors in a rapid string of squeaks, and they vanished back up into the trees. He turned to me. �Plasma mine,� he said quietly. �Short proximity sensor.� Then, with a single bound, he too leapt back up into the jungle above. I carefully manoeuvred around the trap, all the while amazed how Awl had known it was there. I double-checked my scanners, but there were no telltales. Whatever materials the Ka�Tashuns had used to make their landmines, they did not register.
The afternoon was growing late and the rain had begun again when we arrived at Herzon Ridge. I cautiously moved forward and joined Awl, who was lying prone beneath a bushy shrub. I saw no sign of the other kroot, but knew that they couldn�t be far off. Awl pointed to his eyes, then flicked a talon forwards. Ahead of us was a rough clearing with three sizable buildings. The first was low to the ground and rectangular-shaped. It had a single large door set into one face, and only the thinnest of slots for windows. A tall, metal tower adorned with dishes was affixed to its otherwise flat roof. The second structure was an enormous glass-enclosed dome filled with plants and greenery; a multitude of cylindrical storage tanks that ran along one side of it. The third building, set apart from the other two, was actually more of a raised, flat area. It was octagonal in shape, and stood atop four squat pillars. Armoured walls hung from every side, but these look rusted and long since used.
�Landing platform,� I whispered to Awl.
He nodded, and pointed to the thickly shadowed area underneath it. �There are gue�la under there. Thirty or so by the smell. They must not like the rain.�
Switching my optics into the infrared, the enemy platoon sprang to life. The Ka�Tashuns, for reasons I had never been able to fathom, eschewed environmental combat armour. Their multiple areas of exposed skin therefore lit up my display in brilliant hues as they radiated their body heat. Oddly, when I looked back at the kroot shaper, he was nearly the same colour as the surrounding jungle. The disgusting grease that his skin exuded was apparently some natural adaptation for stealth.
�More over there,� I said, indicating the area between the glass dome and the building with the radio tower. Another thirty men milled about. Underneath waterproofed tarps, I noted the telltale shapes of two huge machine guns; blocky things that fired kinetic bolts the size of my fist. �I think they�re expecting us.�
Awl grunted. �We must strike quickly, and close the distance. We will stand little chance against their heavy guns. What is the Shas�o�s command?�
�We�ll divide in two. Take half your fighters and circle around to the left. Eliminate that unit near the glass dome. I�ll go with the others and clear out the area beneath the landing field. Then, we converge on the final building.�
Without another word, Awl slithered backwards and vanished into the undergrowth. I made my way as close to the elevated pad as I dared, and found twenty kroot waiting for me. A dozen hounds lay in the mud, panting softly. I was about to ask how it was they kept the beasts so controlled and quiet, when the jungle around me exploded.
I had no idea how the Ka�Tashuns knew that we were about to strike, but it didn�t matter. They opened up on us with everything they had. A mortar shell sailed up into the trees above me, and detonated. Huge shards of wood rained down. Lasers tore into the underbrush all around me, striking several of the kroot warriors. Their death screams were ear-piercing. A second shell of some kind landed directly amidst the hounds. The explosion lifted half of them high into the air and smashed them against the trees.
�Go! Go!� I shouted, but all the kroot still able to do so were already charging towards the Ka�Tashuns. I stood and ran into the clearing. I now saw that there were four groups sheltering underneath the landing platform. One of these contained a heavy weapon, and the kroot made straight for it. They leapt up into the air with their rifles clutched two-handed above their heads. Then they crashed down, caving in skulls and shattering limbs as they swung their weighted guns every which way. The remaining three Ka�Tashun squads backed up a few steps and prepped their rifles. I recognised the strategy. They weren�t going to rush in and try to help their comrades. Instead, they were going to let them die, sacrificing one small unit so that the rest could gun the kroot down in a massive, point-blank volley.
The stealth suit�s robotic exoskeleton amplified my every movement, and with a single bound, I had flanked them. The barrels of my burst cannon became a blur as I opened fire. Pulse blasts ricocheted off the nearest support column, and several of the Ka�Tashuns, forgetting about the kroot for a moment, ducked low. They searched about frantically, but my adaptive camouflage made me appear as little more than a moving blur, a ghost, a piece of the jungle come to life.
I ama shadow, I thought.
The kroot had finished slaughtering the heavy gun crew, and were moving towards a fresh target. More than a dozen Ka�Tashuns fired into them with their primitive laser weapons and sniper rifles. It had little effect. The kroot were like a wave of violence now, surging forwards and smashing into the foe. I continued to provide covering fire for them, but the truth was that they were doing fine without me. I gunned down the two gue�la closest to me and moved to yet another position.
There was one Ka�Tashun there that I took to be an officer of some kind. He wore a crimson rag tied over his hair, and his arms were covered with scars and tattoos. His sidearm was also larger and heavier than any of the weapons carried by the others. He levelled it and let loose with a bolt of plasma. It bounced harmlessly off of my shield generator, splashing across the surface of my battle suit in brilliant blue droplets. His face registered a look of stunned disbelief that was almost amusing. I let the burst cannon roar and he flew apart into gristly chunks.
For a moment, I stopped moving and drank in my surroundings. Lightning lit the clouds in ripples of purple. There were corpses everywhere. Many of the trees, I noted, were on fire, despite the pouring rain. Nearby, a pair of hounds were gnawing on a fallen Ka�Tashun. He was screaming obscenities and stabbing at them with his combat knife. They severed one of his arms and pulled off his face and he finally shut up. I watched several kroot use their rifles to sweep another man�s legs out from under him. Then they beat him relentlessly, breaking his limbs and pulverising his ribcage. Across the clearing, there was an orange flash as one of the few remaining rebels used his flame thrower. Several hounds caught fire. They ran around in circles as they burned to death, barking and whining. I saw Awl, in retribution, kick the man in the head with such force that it nearly flew off. Less than a quarter of his kroot were still alive, but those that were had formed a ring around the final Ka�Tashun.
For a moment, I thought it must be Ezra Mihalik, cornered at last, and my pulse raced. As I ran closer though, I saw that it wasn�t. He was just another officer, dressed similarly to the one I had blown apart a moment ago. He had a crimson head wrap and heavily tattooed arms. He held a sword in one hand that crackled and glowed, and in the other he had a pistol. His face was a portrait of defiance: his eyes narrowed and his teeth barred. He was a cornered animal. The last three hounds were circling around him, growling and snapping as they looked for an opening. It never occurred to me to put a stop to such cruelty. The kroot were delighted to see this sport, and I left them to it. I had prey of my own to find.
There was no movement in the glass dome. That left the flat roofed building as Mihalik�s only possible remaining location. The solitary door did not appear so thick or armoured that I couldn�t break it down, but I knew better. It would be trapped somehow, or would have a half dozen heavily armed men waiting just behind it. I followed the example of the kroot and simply avoided it altogether. I squatted down, then kicked out hard. The stealth suit�s augmented legs and thrust assist boosters sent me rocketing upwards. As I descended, I pulled my legs in tight, and fired my burst cannon at the building�s roof. When I landed, I again kicked out, crashing through the roof and landing in a crouch.
I sprayed the room. The pulse blasts sparked and snapped as they impacted on tables and chairs, blew through computer screens, shattered glass and overturned wooden supply crates. The ammo counter on my heads up display rolled backwards at a furious pace. Finally, I stopped. There was no one here. I was surrounded by all manner of destroyed electrical and scientific equipment, but a quick sensor check revealed it to be devoid of life. I briefly considered the possibility that the entire building was a trap of some kind; that it was about to explode and release the sporepod blooms across Cytheria. Then the audio pickups built into the suit registered something below me.
I saw now that there was a stairwell in one corner of the room. I moved to it and peered cautiously over the railing. Metal steps vanished down into a basement level. I amplified the background noise and heard the distinct sound of running feet. Of course, I thought as I descended after them, attack and run. That�s what you do, Ezra. No glorious last stands. No honourable self slaughter. Just run and live to fight another day. But not this time.
At the bottom of the stairs was a long hallway roughly hewn into the bedrock. Multiple doorways branched off to the left and right. I followed the sounds, passing unoccupied rooms filled with beds, and a sizable eating area where food still steamed on plates. There was an open doorway at the end of the passage. I moved towards it and was met with a volley of laser fire. Most of it was safely absorbed with the additional armour plating I had specifically installed into the battlesuit, but as I barrelled into the next room, I felt a white hot stab of pain in my left shoulder. Alarms lit up inside my face plate, informing me that my suit had been breached. Not a second later, there was a soothing, hissing sound as painkillers were automatically injected into my bloodstream, and topical medicines were applied to the wound.
I had charged into a generator room. Four huge, blocky fusion reactors provided cover for Mihalik�s small cadre of veteran bodyguards. There was a heavy-looking blast door set into the back wall. There was a control panel beside it, at which Mihalik was frantically working. I raised my burst cannon, but before I could shoot, his men had rushed me. Three of them tackled me around the waist, hoping to knock me down. I leaned in to their charge and braced my legs against the doorway so as to remain upright. The fourth man activated a long melee weapon with jagged, metal teeth that blurred into motion. He drove it down across my helmet. My face was stung from a hundred shallow cuts as my faceplate shattered, but again, the suit�s medical systems made even this pain a distant and irrelevant thing.
I cleared the chainsword out of the way with my burst cannon, then punched its wielder in the face with all the strength I could muster. His nose exploded with a spray of blood and a snapping of cartilage, and he stumbled back. To his fellows, I delivered a flurry of elbow strikes and low kicks until they too had been distanced from me. Before they could recover themselves, I shot them dead.
Mihalik froze in place. He had a pistol holstered on his hip, and a ridiculously oversized mechanical glove on one hand. The heavy door was open now. Beyond it, I could make out a vertical tunnel and a ladder. A warm breeze blew into the room.
His eyes flashed. �Well,� he said slowly. �I guess you don�t plan to let me escape. Are you here to respectfully demand my surrender, then?�
I levelled my weapon at him.
�Oh,� he nodded. �OK then.�
Mihalik dashed forwards with a speed of which I would not have thought him capable. He held one arm rigid across his body like a shield, while his other, the one bearing the robotic fist, wound up to deliver a crushing blow. Had the thing not been so heavy and cumbersome, he might well have killed me. However, its awkwardness worked to my benefit. I grasped his shirt and used his own momentum to throw him to the floor. He landed with a heavy thud, and tried to swing his armoured fist into my thigh. I stomped down, pinning it, and with a burst from my cannon, blew off his forearm. The mechanical hand skittered across the room.
The stump below his elbow fountained blood. He began gasping for breath, but I was taking no chances. With two powerful kicks, I broke both of his legs. Then, still holding him by his shirt, I began to drag him along the corridor and back up the stairs.
�Wha



what are you
what are you doing?� he sputtered.
�I promised myself that I would leave you to the beasts.� I said flatly.
Outside, it was still raining. The kroot were making a meal out of the dead Ka�Tashuns, tearing off pieces of them and shoving the meat, raw and dripping, into their beaks. When I emerged from the building, they rose to their feet.
I threw Mihalik down into the mud. Awl approached. He clacked his beak the way another creature might salivate before an especially delicious meal. The other kroot began to gather around. The rebel leader�s eyes grew wide as he realised how it was about to end.
�Shas�o Rra,� he panted. �I guess



I was wrong to
to call you that.�
�No,� I responded. �As it happens, you weren�t.�
I did not turn away as they ate him. Nor did I try to mentally block out his agonising screams. I simply stood there. I felt neither remorse, nor disgust, nor pity. I didn�t even feel a sense of satisfaction or poetic justice. I felt nothing. I was totally and absolutely cold inside. I embraced it then, the name the gue�la gave me. Mihalik had called me the shadow of a commander. He meant it as an insult, but I no longer saw it that way. I would be Shas�o Alo�rra � Commander Cold Shadow � and wherever the enemies of the Tau are hiding, I would be there



intangible
unfeeling.
There were other, smaller groups of Ka�tashun yet to be dealt with. So in the days that followed, I ordered that the remaining kroot, who had been in orbit until then, land on the surface of Cytheria. I unleashed them into the wilderness and gave them free reign to seek out and eliminate whatever resistance they found. For a time, it worked wonderfully. Their savagery was more than a match for the rebels, and their bellies grew fat with the flesh of the enemy. Cytheria became largely pacified. Recently however, I have received a number of disturbing reports. The kroot increasingly refuse to obey the orders of their tau superiors and have taken to wearing red scarves around their foreheads. They speak in the gue�la language when they think no one is listening. Perhaps worst of all, in my subsequent conversations with Shaper Awl, he has begun calling calling me Shas�o Rra.
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