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    CJTF – Combined Joint Task Force
DV – Distinguished Visitor
FARP – Forward Air Refueling Point
FOB – Forward Operating Base
ID – Infantry Division
LT – Lieutenant (pronounced “El-tee.”)
LTV – Light Tactical Vehicle
LZ – Landing Zone
MEDEVAC – Medical Evacuation
NCO – Noncommissioned officer
SeaBee – United States Naval Construction Battalion. Heterograph of “CB,” for “Construction Battalion.”
SNCO – Senior Noncommissioned Officer 
 
      
 
    Note – The U.S. Navy typically supplies the U.S. Marines with medics for their rifle companies called “corpsmen.” To avoid being singled out by snipers, these corpsmen will wear Marine Corps camouflage uniforms instead of Navy uniforms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Captain Ben Gibson had risen at four a.m., or at least as close as the U.S. Army could estimate four a.m. in Va’Sh’s 26-hour day and had started the morning with physical training. He liked running. It was the best way to clear his head, and he always felt better afterward. Even if he hadn’t slept well the night before, which was more often than he’d like, a good run always acted as a bracer, a way to prepare him for the coming day. 
 
    A few laps around the inside of Forward Operating Base Leonard’s perimeter fence didn’t account for any great distance, but he wasn’t quite ready to let people run off-post. Despite their seemingly stable relationship with the villagers of Pelle, Ben wasn’t about to run the risk of his people being kidnapped by Va’Sh resistance or worse. So, running the perimeter, with the guard towers and razor-lined “E-wire” that ringed the FOB, would have to do. 
 
    He nodded at a trio of Rangers who were running in the other direction. They all gave him a “Good morning, Sir!” as they passed. One of the runners, apparently sharing his thinking, had his M-31 carbine strapped to his back, bouncing uncomfortably against him as he ran. His own pistol, secure in its shoulder holster, likewise made running awkward. But it wasn’t worth the risk, in his eyes. 
 
    As he passed the clamshell mess hall, he caught sight of a hand-written sign fluttering in the breeze as it tried to escape the tape that held it to the front door. 
 
    WE HAVE EGGS! 
 
    The Air Force convoy, it seemed, had not only delivered a helping hand in moving the Va’Shen villagers. They had also delivered a load of eggs. Ben wasn’t sure how long they’d last, but he hoped there’d be enough for everyone to get at least one real omelet. 
 
    The Ranger commander came to a stop outside his hooch and opened the door. He quickly removed his running shoes and replaced them with shower shoes before grabbing his robe, soap, towel and shave kit and made for the showers. A few more Rangers saw him and wished him good morning before he was safely inside the shower trailer. 
 
    Turning the shower on, he once again thanked his lucky stars for the SeaBees and the hot water showers they were able to set up. A man can live without a lot of things, but that didn’t mean that he should have to. 
 
    Today is going to be a good day, he told himself. Hot water, fresh eggs, and a slow day at the office. 
 
    Yeah, he didn’t believe it either. But he wanted to. Unlike some of the other high-speed, low-drag operators in the Army, Ben had an appreciation for slow days.  
 
    Stepping out of the shower, he wrapped the towel around his waist and looked at himself in the simple mirror set over the sink. He tried on a smile just to see how it looked, but it didn’t sit right so he abandoned it. He shaved, taking his time, not in a hurry to start the day yet.  
 
    By the time he was done and had stepped back outside, there was a line at the mess hall. He wasn’t sure how many chickens there were on Va’Sh, but he knew there weren’t enough to give them fresh eggs all the time. He double-timed it back to his hooch, intent on changing into his uniform and joining the line. 
 
    Opening the door, he stepped inside, turning to close it behind him. He only barely noticed that the lights were on… and they shouldn’t have been. 
 
    <A blessed morning to you, Tesho.> 
 
    The alien words made him jump, his back hitting the door and shaking the entire hooch. His hand instinctively went to his right hip, but while he had been careful to make sure he had his pistol during his run, he had left it in his hooch when he went to the shower. 
 
    Fortunately, the realization that he wasn’t in danger finally found him as his eyes came to rest on the Va’Shen woman sitting on her knees on the wood floor of his hooch. She stared at him, perhaps puzzled by his reaction. Her long, violet tail twitched back and forth on the floor behind her. Unlike the last time he saw her, this morning she was wearing a teal and white dress reminiscent of a Korean hanbok with a wide belt like a Japanese obi wrapped around her waist. A pair of dark grey boots sat in the corner near the door. 
 
    Ben caught his breath and growled low in his throat. “Alacea,” he began, trying to keep his temper in check. The shock of unexpectedly finding a Va’Shen in his quarters stirred up very unpleasant memories in him, feelings that he was now trying to fight down as he addressed the vixen. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Alacea looked at him, trying to discern the meaning of his words through his tone and situational context. Instead of answering, she rooted through the satchel she had brought with her and produced a clay pot. 
 
    <I cooked breakfast,> she announced, half proud of the statement and half concerned. In all the priestess’s life, she had only cooked for herself a handful of times. The rest of time she ate with the other Mikorin in the temple.  
 
    She took the lid off the pot and showed him the thick grains of lemess, Va’shen rice. 
 
    Ben looked at the white, mushed contents of the jar and tried not to grimace. Whatever it was, it didn’t look very appealing. The hope of fresh eggs was starting to disappear before his eyes. “That looks… great,” he said. “But you didn’t have to bring me anything.” 
 
    <There is also tea,> she continued, digging into her satchel again. 
 
    “How did you get in here?” he asked futilely. “There are big men with machine guns out there whose one job is to keep people out.” 
 
    Before he could hear whatever answer Alacea would give, a loud and urgent rapping came from the door. 
 
    Alacea watched as Ben looked back and forth between her and the door for a moment before turning and opening it. Although he intended to open it only a crack, the person waiting on the other side pushed her way in, oblivious to Ben’s less-than-clothed state. Seeing yet another female entering his hooch uninvited, Ben tied his robe more securely. 
 
    “No, LT, please, come in and join us!” he announced with a good bit of bite in his tone. 
 
    Patricia looked at him and suddenly realized, simultaneously, that her commander wasn’t dressed and that he wasn’t alone.  
 
    Alacea, for her part, watched Patricia warily, wondering about her sudden presence in her Tesho’s quarters. <Lady Patricia,> she greeted officiously with a bow. <You are here very early.> 
 
    “Sorry to… um… interrupt,” Patricia told them, though only Ben understood her. She turned to him, her face clouded with severity and dread. “I need to talk to you. Now.” 
 
    “It can’t wait for pants?” Ben asked her. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she replied, eyeing Alacea, whose ears had flattened against the top of her head. “Please, Sir, you need to hear this.” 
 
    “All right,” he said, arms outstretched in defeat. “What’s the emergency?” 
 
    Alacea watched in growing annoyance as the two of them spoke, Patricia quickly and seriously, and the priestess was perturbed at being left out of something obviously important. She busied herself by pouring tea into two clay cups as she watched the Dark Ones converse out of the corner of her eye, trying her best to discern their meaning from their very alien body language. 
 
    Patricia was holding a book up in front of Ben, pointing at a specific passage as she spoke. Ben, for his part, made that loud, barking sound he made when amused, but Patricia went on, still very serious. Her Tesho’s face lost its mirth, and his skin began to pale as he snatched the book from Patricia and read through it himself. 
 
    The vixen sipped at her tea while they continued talking and planned her next move. After having an opportunity to rest and recover from their march from the hills, Alacea had been able to examine her situation more carefully, and what she found disturbed her. 
 
    First, there was, in her mind, very real doubts about the identities of the aliens who had invaded her world. Bearing almost nothing in common with the Dark Ones of their ancient history, the occupiers presented her with the possibility that they were something completely different and therefore completely unpredictable. 
 
    Secondly, she had made a critical error last night by allowing her Tesho to dismiss her and let her return to the temple. In her mind, this act was one of two things: a test of her oath to him or a sign that he did not believe their deal to be fully binding. If it was the first, then she failed, and he could argue that she was not living up to her end of the bargain made when he took her as myorin and therefore did not have to live up to his. This placed her community in a precarious position. If it was the second possibility, then it meant his intention to live up to his promise was only as strong as her intent to live up to hers. Again, making her people vulnerable to his whim.  
 
    The only way around both of these possibilities that she could see was to live fully up to her promise. She had traded her hand for the safety of her community, and that meant she must pay that promise in full. It would be hard for her, but her people were counting on her to be the perfect myorin for this invader. 
 
    She looked up as her Tesho raised his voice. He was obviously upset by something. Lady Patricia must have angered him somehow.  
 
    Her thoughts returned to her situation as they continued to bicker. The problem facing her now, and an insurmountable one at that, was how she, a Mikorin, was supposed to be a perfect myorin. It was true that Mikorin could marry, in fact some vixens became Mikorin with the hope of attracting a noble tesho. The problem was that Mikorin occupied such a high rung on the social ladder that only nobles could take them and so most remained unwed all their lives.  
 
    Alacea had only been a little girl when she lost her parents and had gone to live with the Mikorin after that. She had only dim memories of what her mother had done as Myorin. 
 
    She put a finger to her lip. Perhaps she could, in her role as Na’Sha, call a specialized aderen of myorin, a council of brides, who could instruct her. Her marriage, after all, was tied to the fate of the community and so it was a community issue. 
 
    Her ears twitched and her tail swept the ground behind her. Yes! That was a wonderful idea! Surely with the guidance of vixens such as Yasuren she would overcome her ignorance. 
 
    The argument by the door caught her attention again. Ben’s fingers were rubbing his temples. Such an odd practice. 
 
    Ben, however, knew exactly why he was rubbing his temples. 
 
    “This is a joke,” he said. 
 
    “I wish it were,” Patricia replied.  
 
    “How did this even happen?” Ben demanded. “What point in our interactions exactly could she possibly have confused for a wedding?” 
 
    “So,” Patricia began, clearing her throat nervously. “It must have been sometime before she started calling you ‘te…’ the word,” she corrected herself, not wanting to tip Alacea off to what they were talking about. “If I had to guess, I’d say it was probably when she bit you.” 
 
    Ben looked down at the mark on his hand where the vixen’s teeth had drawn blood. “But… why?” he asked. “I never said anything that would make her think…” He caught himself and turned slowly to stare at Patricia, who bit her lip and wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I never said anything,” he continued. “Because I don’t speak the language.” His tone now was low and dangerous. 
 
    Patricia swallowed. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” he began, using her rank to highlight just how serious he was right now. “Are you one hundred percent certain about your translations?” he asked. “Was there ever a moment when you thought ‘maybe I’m using the wrong word here?’” 
 
    “Well,” she began. “I guess… I mean… ‘command’ in Va’Shen could be linguistically close to ‘propose’ or maybe something…” 
 
    “You did this!” he hissed. 
 
    Patricia held her hands up as if to ward off a blow. “Okay! Okay! This is probably my fault!” 
 
    “’Probably?!’” 
 
    “Almost certainly!” she corrected.  
 
    Ben rubbed his temples again. “What a mess,” he hissed. The Ranger took a deep breath and looked over at the vixen priestess, calmly drinking tea on the floor of his hooch. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s tell her and get this all straightened out…” 
 
    “Whoa!” Patricia cried, stepping between the two of them. “Just a sec! What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to tell her it was a mistake and we’re not really married,” Ben replied as if speaking to a child. “Because we’re not.” 
 
    “But to her you are,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Fine!” he retorted. “Semantics! Potayto-Potahto! We still have to shut it down!” 
 
    “You mean get a divorce?” Patricia asked for clarification. 
 
    “Exactly,” Ben said. “It’s just marriage. We get a divorce, no harm-no foul.” The familiar words sounded weak to him somehow but wasn’t sure why. It should be simple, right? Marriage is easy to get into and easy to get out of. It was that way on purpose. People changed their minds all the time. 
 
    “Okay,” Patricia said, leading him further into the trap. “And how, exactly, on Va’Sh, do you do that?” 
 
    “Well, you just…” He trailed off as Patricia’s logic trap closed around him. “I mean…” Again, nothing. “Well, there’s got to be some way, right?” 
 
    “And you base that assumption on what, exactly?” she asked him. 
 
    A choked laugh escaped his throat at the utter absurdity of his situation. “It’s… Wait, are you saying… Look, it was all just a misunderstanding! If we explain it, I’m sure she’ll understand.” 
 
    The trap became a noose as Patricia spoke. “Sir, she only told you where her people were after she bit you. Now, I’m not an expert on Va’Shen culture, but think about this for a second. In her eyes, you married her, and she told her husband a secret about her people. Now that you’ve gotten what you want from her, you propose to tell her it was all a big mistake? How do you think she’ll interpret that?” 
 
    Ben said nothing, the noose tightening around his neck. 
 
    “And it’s not just her we have to worry about,” Patricia went on. “She is obviously an important cultural figure to these people. She went to bat for us, kept that one hunter from killing Ramirez, argued our case for bringing them all back to the village… How do you think they’ll react when an alien invader uses their spiritual leader and then tosses her aside when it’s no longer convenient?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not like that…” 
 
    “You heard what Ballard said last night,” she went on. “About what it’s like in the other sectors. What if the only reason we’re not taking fire from the mountains right now is that she told them to leave us alone? If they think you’ve insulted their spiritual leader, who knows what they might do?” 
 
    “So what the hell am I supposed to do, LT?” he demanded. “Stay married, buy her a house and a white picket fence in a good school district?!” 
 
    She held her hands up again, trying to keep him calm. “Look, I’m not saying stay married to her. I’m just saying that we have to be really, really careful about how we handle this.” She held up the book again. “I’m going to go to Jamieson and talk to this guy, Sinclair. He’s the leading expert on Va’Shen culture. He probably knows a really simple solution to make this all go away.” 
 
    Ben looked up at the ceiling in utter horror at the statement. “He also works directly for the three-star,” he reminded her. “You tell him I married a local and it’s going right to the general!” he hissed. 
 
    “I’ll keep it all hypothetical!” she assured him. “No problem! They’ll never know.” 
 
    “And in the meantime, I’m out an interpreter,” he argued weakly. 
 
    “I’ll leave you the book,” she promised. “It’ll be fine! I promise! I’ll be back in a few days max!” 
 
    He shook his head and growled. “What a screwed up situation,” he breathed. “This is a stupid problem to have, LT!” he complained. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “At least we’re tackling it early!” 
 
    “Just go,” he sighed in resignation.  
 
    Patricia put the book in his hands and opened the door to leave. 
 
    “Oh, and Sir?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She gave him a nod. “Pants.” 
 
    “Right,” he muttered as the door closed. He examined the cover of the Va’Shen language guide and turned, freezing suddenly as his eyes lighted on Alacea and he remembered he wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Um…” He looked at the book again and opened it, hoping there was a guide for simple phrases, but after flipping through the thick tome for almost a minute, he concluded there was no simple answer here. “Look,” he said, shutting the book and tossing it on his cot. “You… um… You can’t stay here.” 
 
    Alacea, for her part, looked up as Ben spoke. Her tail slapped against the floor as she suddenly realized that this was the first time they had been alone together in an enclosed space… And her Tesho was only barely dressed. The hair on her ears stiffened, and she cast her gaze to the floor in front of her as he continued to speak. 
 
    The Dark One commander, her Tesho, said more in his incomprehensible language. She caught sight of his feet as he moved closer to her and realized it was more of his body than she had ever seen before. Was it time? Was he going to take advantage of their sudden isolation to cement his hold on her? He continued to speak, but she couldn’t understand. She closed her eyes, bracing herself. Yes, she suspected he wasn’t actually a Dark One, but that didn’t automatically make him something other than a brutish male. 
 
    She felt his hands close around her upper arms, and she squeaked reflexively, squeezing her eyes shut harder as he lifted her off the ground. 
 
    Great Ones, please give me strength to be a good myorin but also not weep… 
 
    He placed her on her feet and pulled her forward. She kept her eyes closed, determined to let him do what he wanted and then be done. She would be as good as she could for him, though she had no idea what she was supposed to do during the actual act beyond marking him and allowing him to mark her. The rest was a mystery, but she was certain that it would start with him throwing her onto his cot, so she tensed up, bracing for the impact. 
 
    Instead, she heard the front door open, and she was pulled into the fresh morning air. 
 
    Surprised, she opened her eyes and found herself looking at her Tesho as he stood in the open door. He held up a single finger, and then shut the door between them. 
 
    Alacea stood there in utter shock. She looked around as if unsure she was actually awake and not dreaming. Was he rejecting her? Throwing her out? Had she done something wrong? He had not seemed enthused about finding her in his den. Was she not supposed to come here? Perhaps in his culture tesho and myorin lived in separate rooms. 
 
    Her ears flattened and her tail swished against the dirt as she couldn’t help but feel a little insulted. Did he have no idea how much strength of will it took for her to submit herself to him? To add even more insult, her boots were still inside his den and she was now standing outside barefoot like a beggar girl. 
 
    She looked from side to side, wondering if she should just return to the temple, when the door opened again, and her Tesho stepped outside with her, now fully clothed in the same mottled green and brown uniform all the Dark Ones wore. He offered her her boots, which she snatched angrily from his hands. 
 
    Make up your mind!  
 
    “Okay,” Ben began, straightening his patrol cap. “So, I appreciate you bringing breakfast and all, but after what I just heard, I need fresh eggs and coffee. You want some coffee?” 
 
    “Caw-fee?” she mimicked slowly. She hurriedly put on her boots. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll love it,” he said as he stepped past her. “Let’s get coffee.” 
 
    Utterly bewildered by her situation, Alacea fell into step just behind him and to his left, following him down the path toward the mess hall. She wasn’t sure where they were going, but he had said that one word with an air of reverence. Perhaps they were heading to the Dark Ones’ temple for prayers. 
 
    The idea both fascinated and horrified Alacea. As a holy vixen herself, she could respect a sense of piety, even in an enemy. On the other hand, if her suspicions were incorrect, then she was about to come face to face with the Dark Ones’ god. Who could tell what this dark, evil, malignant deity, this “Cawfee,” would be like?  
 
     She imagined a midnight-black furred demon with fire for eyes and horns protruding from every part of his body. Alacea shuddered. What dark rites would her Tesho perform for it? What if he wanted her to participate? The thought made her gulp. She could not betray the Great Ones whom she served! 
 
    They came upon a line of Dark Ones, and Alacea felt this enough evidence to confirm her theory. Obviously, this would be the line for their temple, the place where their community would come together and pray. 
 
    “’Morning, Sir… and… Ma’am?” a familiar voice made her ears twitch. Directly in front of them in the line, Ramirez and Burgers waited for their turn to pray. 
 
    “Good morning,” Ben returned tiredly.  
 
    “Good mor-neen,” Alacea repeated, offering them both a bow. 
 
    The line moved closer to a closed door. A few would enter at a time, and the rest would wait. The building was large, enough to easily fit a hundred people, further bolstering Alacea’s conclusion. Eventually she watched Burgers and Ramirez enter and the door shut behind them. She took a deep breath. On the other side of this door would be her first lesson in the spirituality of these alien invaders. 
 
    The door opened, and they stepped inside. 
 
    Four shiny metal basins lined the walls. She watched Ben step toward one and lift a handle, initiating a flow of water which he used to wash his hands. Alacea quickly mimicked him. Once done, he opened another door for her, holding it open and gesturing to her to step inside. She did. 
 
    The sounds of many voices speaking the incomprehensible alien language assaulted her sensitive ears. It took her a moment to become accustomed to it, and just as she had, Ben held something out to her. A large rectangle made of some weird type of grey wood.  
 
    What a strange rite, she thought. 
 
    He then offered her a knife and fork before picking up a set of his own and stepping into a new line. The priestess took a look around and found herself both annoyed and little relieved. This was obviously not a temple. A Dark One wearing a white hat stood behind a large buffet, scooping ladles full of food on the soldiers’ plates as they proceeded through the line. 
 
    She followed Ben. Her experience with Dark One food had been hit or miss, but not uniformly disgusting. 
 
    Ben caught the eyes of the mess private and nodded. “How are you doing on eggs?” he asked. 
 
    “Starting to run low, Sir,” the private responded. “It wasn’t that big a shipment.” 
 
    The Ranger nodded. “Okay, give me the powdered then, and some sausage and some bacon.” 
 
    “Powdered eggs,” the private recited as he used metal tongs to fill the captain’s plate. “Sausage and bacon…” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ben said. “Make sure your guys get some of those eggs, okay?” 
 
    “Will-do, Sir.” The private saw Alacea holding her tray in front of her. “Um… Sir? I’m not supposed to serve… um… indigenous personnel.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ben said. “She’s… part of the staff.” 
 
    The private nodded and turned to Alacea. “Ma’am?” he asked, for some reason assuming the vixen would speak English. 
 
    Alacea looked at the food and turned to Ben. She pointed at his plate, and the mess private nodded, putting together a breakfast identical to the captain’s. She bowed to the private and followed Ben down the line. The officer stopped at a large metal cylinder with a spout on the bottom. Taking a handled cup that sat next to it, he filled it with a steaming brown liquid and placed it on Alacea’s tray. 
 
    “Coffee,” he supplied. He filled a cup of his own and grabbed a handful of sugar packs and creamer cups before turning and heading for a table. The overwhelmed vixen followed him to the table and watched as he deposited his tray on it and pulled a chair out, taking a seat. 
 
    Alacea put her tray down and examined the chair. Like the horrendous vehicle, there was no place for her tail. Her ears flattened. Va’Shen sat on pillows on the floor, eating from much lower tables. If she sat on her knees at this table, only the top of her head would clear it.  
 
    Her ears popped up as she found a solution. She turned the chair around so that the back touched the edge of the table and mounted it, sitting on her knees on top of the chair, making her about the same sitting height as Ben. 
 
    Ben tore the tops off three sugar packs and emptied them into his coffee. Alacea watched and carefully did the same to the sugar and then a moment later the creamer. As he stirred the coffee with a plastic stirrer, she grabbed one from his tray and mimicked him. Watching him carefully, she perfectly emulated him as he raised the cup to his lips and took a sip. 
 
    Alacea made a sickly hacking sound and stuck her tongue out, trying to expel the very essence of the bitter brown beverage from her mouth. She grabbed up a napkin and rubbed her tongue with it as Ben closed his eyes and sighed, savoring the first taste of morning brew. 
 
    <Vile! Positively vile!> she cried. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the stuff,” Ben sighed. 
 
    <How do you drink such a thing?!> she demanded. <It’s like it’s made from the distilled essence of suffering and disgust!> 
 
    “Best part of waking up,” Ben noted, deliberately failing to notice Alacea’s protestations. 
 
    <You are strange and disgusting creatures!> she accused. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” he said, responding to her tone rather than her words. “It’s not like I gave you decaf.” 
 
    Alacea took a deep breath and tried not to dwell on the lingering taste of the beverage in her mouth. She instead looked down at her plate and braced herself for the next challenge. She pointed at the lumpy yellow mass that sat closest to her.  
 
    <What is this?> she asked. 
 
    Ben closed his eyes and snapped his fingers, trying to remember the right words. <That… are… ‘eggs.’> 
 
    “Egguz,” she repeated. <What is this?> 
 
    <That is bacon,> he replied. She looked at him, perhaps for more description, but he had none. “It’s pig butt,” he said bluntly. 
 
    She looked down and pointed. <What is this?> 
 
    <That is sausage,> he told her. “Also pig.” 
 
    <Is it good?> she asked. 
 
    He looked at her in puzzlement. In response, Alacea mimicked taking a bite, then clasped her hands together and looked at the sky in bliss. <Good,> she said. Then she repeated taking a bite, but this time pointed at the coffee. <Bad.> 
 
    Ben smiled. <That is good,> he said, pointing at the sausage and bacon. He pointed at the eggs. <That is…> He stopped and held a hand out, waggling it up and down. “Eh…” 
 
    She took a small bite of sausage, and her ears flickered delightfully. <It is good!> she exclaimed. 
 
    “Glad you like it,” Ben said, taking another slug from his coffee. He watched the Va’Shen girl eat and turned his thoughts on his predicament. There certainly didn’t seem to be an obvious way out of the situation. He almost laughed at the irony. This was his second marriage to a woman he didn’t actually love, made for the sake of convenience, though, to his credit, he didn’t realize it at the time. 
 
    He wondered how she felt about the whole thing. From her perspective, he had forced her into a marriage like a conqueror who marries a princess to give his invasion an air of legitimacy. He was sure she must hate this as much as he did. Perhaps if he really did explain the situation to her, she would simply be relieved at finding out the truth and not having to put up with the pretense. 
 
    Patricia’s warning came back to him. It would be the height of human arrogance to assume that the Va’Shen held the same values as humans or that Alacea would feel the same way he did under similar circumstances. Their biology, physiology, brain chemistry, history, culture, evolution were so radically different that there was no telling what counted as “common sense” to a Va’Shen. That wasn’t an insult to them, it was simply a fact. In her mind, this situation could be the natural consequence of last week’s events. For all he knew, she was thrilled with this. 
 
    The thought made him feel like a jerk. It was like talking with Jess’s family, who had all been supportive of him following her death, treating him like he was the man who loved her. They didn’t know he actually hadn’t, and neither did Alacea. And he could not think of a way to rationally explain it. 
 
    So, his only hope now was that Patricia could find something at Jamieson he could use to extricate himself from his new domestic situation… without bringing down the rage of the entire valley on himself and his troops. 
 
    Christ, and it’s only Monday, he thought.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Ben put on his patrol cap as he exited the mess hall and held the door open for Alacea as she gingerly followed him, no longer willing to guess where any particular door would lead in the Dark Ones’ camp.  
 
    The two walked in silence until they reached the main crossroad of the camp, the main entrance to the FOB on their left. Alacea quickly bowed to him and spoke. 
 
    <I thank you very much for the meal, Tesho,> she said. <However, I have other duties I must attend to.> 
 
    Ben stared back at her, and Alacea’s tail thumped against the ground. She pointed at herself and then to him. 
 
    <I… will see you…> She pointed at her eyes. <This evening.> She pointed at the Va’Shen sun and moved her finger toward the western horizon where it set every night. 
 
    The Ranger took a breath and shook his head. “Yeah, you do you.” 
 
    She hesitated, feeling that he understood her but not entirely certain. The priestess turned and started for the main gate. A sentry sitting in the watchtower next to the main gate saw her and did a double-take.  
 
    “Hey! How did you get in here?!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Private,” Ben called to him. “She’s allowed in.” 
 
    The guard watched Alacea leave and shrugged. “If you say so, Sir.” 
 
    Besides, I don’t think you could actually stop any of them from sneaking in whenever they want, Ben thought. FOBs on the other planets he’d been to had had the benefit of cameras, infrared trip wires and a fully operational electronic security suite, and even then, only with the most dedicated eyes, was it possible to detect a Va’Shen intrusion. Here they had none of those advantages.  
 
    They could sneak in here whenever they want and kill us all. 
 
    The idea made Ben shudder. He wondered if the nearby villagers knew it, and he wondered again if that one fox girl was the only thing keeping them from actually doing it. 
 
      
 
    There were more Va’Shen on the streets today than before, but still not as many as would usually be out and about in the morning. Many, Alacea was certain, were holing up in their homes, not sure that it was actually safe to be out and about.  
 
    Like kashu poking their heads out and sniffing the air, she thought as she walked toward the temple. The closer she got to the center of town, the more people she actually saw. She recognized every face to one degree or another. As Na’Sha she was expected to know everyone in the community, but with only three years in her post, she was still considered new.  
 
    Her ears twitched happily as she instantly recognized a pair of familiar tails standing outside the chieftain’s residence. Yasuren and Bao Sen appeared deep in conversation, a conversation that broke off as she approached. 
 
    <Fair morning, Na’Sha,> Yasuren told her with a bow. Bao Sen mirrored the action, and Alacea returned it. 
 
    <Fair morning to you as well,> Alacea returned.  
 
    Bao Sen turned to Yasuren. <Thank you for your counsel, Yasuren. Excuse me, I have much to do this morning.> She bowed to the noble vixen and then to Alacea before starting off down the road. 
 
    <Counsel?> Alacea asked her friend. 
 
    <Bao Sen asked for advice on an idea she had to help improve relations with the Dark Ones,> Yasuren told her, opening a red and gold fan and concealing her lips behind it. 
 
    Alacea’s tail twitched at the statement. <I did not think Bao Sen was interested in such a thing.> 
 
    <She understands that good relations with them will be better than the alternative,> Yasuren told her. She quickly sought to change the subject. <And how are you this morning, Alacea? Edurisu said he saw you walking toward the Dark One encampment this morning.> 
 
    The priestess’s ears flattened against the top of her head at the apparent revelation that Yasuren was using spies to keep tabs on her. 
 
    <Of course,> she told Yasuren openly. <I have obligations there, after all.> 
 
    Yasuren’s eyes narrowed, probably knowing she had said a little too much. <And did your visit opportune you to any new knowledge on our Dark One neighbors?> 
 
    Alacea knew what Yasuren was asking for in her own roundabout way. She wanted to know if Alacea had heard anything about the Dark Ones’ plans for Pelle. Rather than rebuff the chieftain’s myorin, Alacea answered truthfully. 
 
    <Actually, yes,> she said. <They have a sense of modesty.> 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched in mirth. <Have they?> 
 
    <Quite. I also learned they imbibe a horrific beverage they have named ‘Caw-fee,’ which I can only assume, in their language, means ‘terrible brown sadness.’> 
 
    The noble vixen’s ears shook uncontrollably, and Yasuren snorted and turned her head, apparently finding Alacea’s declaration hilarious.  
 
    <It sounds like your morning was quite educational!> she cried. 
 
    <So it would seem,> Alacea allowed, her own ears twitching. 
 
      
 
    Ramirez adjusted his hold on his M-31 as he came upon the next sentry placed around the collection of rumbling earth-movers that were busy flattening the ground for the FOB’s back-up landing zone, only a half-mile from the Ranger’s camp. He exchanged a few words with the man, made sure nothing was amiss and that he had plenty of water, and started for the man barely within eyesight to his north. 
 
    Standing guard for a group of SeaBees and their construction project wasn’t exactly thrilling, but it was the most exciting thing happening for the Rangers today, so Ramirez had volunteered to run the detail. It wasn’t really a job for an E-6, just one rank below that of a senior noncommissioned officer, but their personnel mix was so wonky it was hard to tell who had what proper role anymore. They didn’t even have a sergeant-major! Technically, Ramirez and Burgers were the highest ranking enlisted soldiers in the camp, which made them the de facto senior enlisted advisors and first sergeants in charge of keeping an eye on the other troops and advising Captain Gibson on issues affecting them. 
 
    Still, it was a sunny day. The sky was clear, and the wind blowing through the purple, red and blue grasses made for an undulating rainbow effect that was simply cool to watch. It sure beat the hell out of sitting around the Tactical Operations Center all day, futilely trying to make the radio work. 
 
    Halfway to the next sentry, the Ranger walked past a dark grey tree with red leaves. He took a quick look around, making sure none of the other sentries were watching, walked up to the tree and undid the buttons on the front of his trousers. Despite his earlier fears, human urine didn’t seem to harm the vegetation on this world, so he was a little more comfortable stopping to take a piss. He started to whistle casually. 
 
    Just as he began, he heard a voice behind him. 
 
    “Rah-mee-ress.” 
 
    Ramirez jumped nearly three feet in the air and swore as pee got all over his hands while he struggled to button up. Still cursing, he turned to the source of the greeting. Like a phantom appearing from nowhere, Bao Sen was now standing before him, arms folded over her chest, her tail lazily curling and uncurling. 
 
    “I wasn’t peeing on your tree!” he cried in greeting. A moment later, he recovered and gave her a nod. “I mean… Hey, Bao Sen! Zup…?” 
 
    It still pissed him off the way the Va’Shen could just casually sneak up and take Rangers like him by surprise. It was their least flattering attribute. Although he was starting to think their sense of comedic timing was a very close second. 
 
    The Huntress gave him a once-over and raised her hands, starting the same set of charades they had used the day before to communicate. <We hunt… tomorrow… You come?> 
 
    Ramirez didn’t get all the movements, but he recognized the ones she had used before to represent hunting. When she pointed at him, he thought he got the gist. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah!” Realizing it might not mean the same thing to her. He pointed to himself and to her and made the bowstring pulling motion. “That’d be great.” 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears twitched. <Good. We’ll come get you tomorrow.> Without another word, she turned and started across the grassy plain. 
 
    The sergeant watched her walk away and could not, for the life of him, figure out how she had managed to sneak across a stretch of grassy land without him seeing her approach. 
 
    He shook his head. It looked like he was going hunting! Sometime…. He wasn’t sure when… 
 
    But it was progress. 
 
    He continued to watch her walk away, and only when he was certain she was gone did he turn back to the tree and start to whistle again. 
 
      
 
    Unlike FOB Leonard, Jamieson Airfield was massive. The same SeaBees who had built up the tiny base in Pelle had first spent months building runways, hangars, barracks, fences, bathrooms, guard towers and even the occasional convenience store for the thousands of servicemembers who operated out of Va’Sh’s largest U.S. military base. 
 
    Patricia turned and watched in casual fascination as a Starreacher Cargo Launch Vehicle roared down the launch rails parallel to the main runway, following the tracks as they sloped up to a full ninety degrees and propelling itself up toward the sky to a waiting transport ship in orbit. The sight was a familiar one, but she always found it amazing. Her brief time at Jamieson before moving out to Leonard had not afforded her a chance to see one. Her brief time at Jamieson had also not given her a reliable familiarity with the base, which was why it was taking her so long to find the main headquarters building for the Combined Joint Task Force. 
 
    Combined Joint Task Force Operation Unified Resolve had been the U.S. and allied nations’ response to the Va’Shen threat that began when the aliens had attacked a civilian research colony on Epsilon Eridani three years ago. At its height, it had consisted of nations from forty-two countries, but that number had since dwindled to twenty-six as victory had taken away the necessity for some countries to spend the colossal amounts of money needed to move and maintain personnel and equipment across the stars. Even the U.S. had drastically downsized its commitment, and only the fact that the Chinese and the Russians were running their own occupation zones on Va’Sh’s other two continents made the idea of cutting the occupation short a non-starter. 
 
    She smiled in relief as she found a non-descript tan building, one of hundreds on Jamieson, sitting nearby. This one, however, had a red flag with three white stars flying in front of it, signaling the presence of an Army three-star general within. And since there was only one three-star on Va’Sh, that made this the headquarters building. 
 
    Pulling the door open, she removed her patrol cap and stepped inside, looking down a long hallway with offices on either side. She could hear the angry ringing of bells come from several, and her nose wrinkled in thought, trying to place the sound. It was only when she heard the ringing in the office closest to her and the sound of someone identifying themselves that she realized she was hearing phones. 
 
    She walked down the hall, checking name placards as she went until she found the one she was looking for.  
 
      
 
    DR. EVERETT SINCLAIR 
 
    CULTURAL ADVISOR TO THE COMMANDER 
 
      
 
    The door was open, but she knocked on the doorframe. An elderly man with white hair surrounding a bald patch on the top of his head was reading something intently through a magnifying glass at his desk. He didn’t bother to look up as he answered. 
 
    “If you’re from the CJ4, no, I don’t know why they don’t want you driving past that field, but they’re very upset about it, so just find some other route!” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not from Logistics,” Patricia told him. “I’m from Sector 13.” 
 
    The man looked up and studied Patricia through his gold wire-rimmed glasses. “Sector 13?” he asked. “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied, taking a tentative step into his office. Unlike an office on Earth or one of the colonies, Sinclair’s office had no knick-knacks, mementos or framed photos anywhere. The amount of personal affects you were allowed to bring was limited, transportation costs once again rearing its ugly head. 
 
    “I’m Lieutenant Patricia Kim, Sector 13’s terp. Are you Dr. Sinclair?” she asked. 
 
    The man stood up and smiled, offering his hand to her. He was one of the few civilians she had seen working at the CJTF, so the off-white, striped button-down shirt and khaki slacks, while non-descript anywhere else in the universe, immediately made him stand out on Va’Sh.  
 
    “I am, indeed,” he said. Patricia shook his hand, and he gestured at a chair for her to use. She sat down and pulled the chair closer to his desk. “What brings a lieutenant so far from… Tankara Province, is it?” 
 
    “Pelle, yeah,” she said. “Well, I happened to be here, escorting a wounded troop for treatment, and I wanted to discuss a… um… cultural issue… with you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your man,” Sinclair told her. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’ll be fine,” Patricia told him with a wave. Burton was in high spirits when she left him, and the doctors at the base hospital hadn’t seemed terribly concerned with his wounds. 
 
    “I hadn’t heard about any insurgent activity yet in Sector 13,” Sinclair went on. He frowned. “Terrible news.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Patricia corrected. “It wasn’t combat related! Well… I guess in a way it was… We were attacked by a yarl.” 
 
    The explanation seemed to only confuse Sinclair. “A yarl?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s this big wild animal that spits an exploding loogie,” Patricia explained, feeling stupid just for having to say the words.  
 
    “That’s extraordinary!” Sinclair cried. “Tell me all about it!” 
 
    Without getting into the specifics of how they learned the location of the Pelle villagers, Patricia told Sinclair how the Rangers went into the hills to bring the Va’Shen home, how they encountered the armored behemoth and how Burton was wounded. 
 
    “Incredible!” Sinclair noted. “You will have to make sure you describe this creature in detail when you draft your report. There is so little we know about the wilder parts of Va’Sh, and this creature and its armored scales are certainly something we need to warn the other sectors about.” 
 
    “Of course!” Patricia said. In truth, she hadn’t intended to describe the monster in her report beyond “indigenous wildlife,” but apparently it was more important than she had thought. 
 
    “Amazing story,” he said, shaking his head. “Please forgive me, this is my first time to another planet, and it’s all very exciting to me. You don’t get attacked by alien monsters while researching dead languages at Oxford.” 
 
    “Oh! Yeah,” she agreed. “Totally.” 
 
    He stood up and walked to a small refrigerator in the corner of his office, taking two bottles of water from it as he continued to ramble. “They brought me here, you see, because I specialize in dead and forgotten languages.” He handed a bottle to her and sat back down. “Latin, Sanskrit, ancient Egyptian. The people in the government seem to think that the best person to learn a totally new language is someone who is an expert in reviving dead ones.” He smiled at his own quip and took a drink. “But enough of all that, what brings you to my office?” 
 
    Patricia put her hands on her knees and took a breath, readying the story she had rehearsed on the drive from Leonard. “So!” she began, “Our captain has been invited to a Va’Shen wedding… and he wants to make sure he doesn’t say or do the wrong thing. So! I was hoping you might know about their wedding customs and courtesies so that I can brief him.” 
 
    Sinclair cocked his head to the right and smiled. “You were invited to a Va’Shen bridal feast?! Why, that’s extraordinary!” The elderly man seemed much more excited about being invited to a wedding than anyone Patricia had ever met in her life. “Your captain must have made a very strong impression on them!” 
 
    “That’s… one way of putting it,” Patricia allowed, taking an awkward sip of water to keep from saying anything else. 
 
    “Well, as it so happens, I was speaking to one of the Va’Shen diplomats the other day, and the discussion turned to our wives, so I know a little about how it all works,” he told her. 
 
    “Awesome,” Patricia said in relief. 
 
    “The Va’Shen,” he began, speaking like a professor lecturing a student, “are… complicated. Some of their traditions and ceremonies are overly elaborate, while it seems that the most important ones are incredibly simple. For instance, what your captain has been invited to is most likely not the wedding itself, but a feast celebrating that wedding. The ceremony itself is merely a tod declaring his intent to ‘take’ a vixen as his bride. If the vixen consents to being taken, she will mark the tod by biting his hand.” 
 
    Patricia didn’t speak for a moment. “Yep, that sounds about right,” she finally said quickly. 
 
    “And believe it or not, that is it for the ceremonial portion! They are now married! Later there is a feast and such, but the ceremony itself is usually very private and just between them.” 
 
    The terp cleared her throat nervously. “Wow!” she said dramatically. “That is… hard to hear.” She found her footing and what she thought was a good opening and went for it. “But, if it’s so simple, there’s probably a lot of Va’Shen who get married too young and decide they made a mistake, right? What if they decide it was a bad idea and want to get a divorce? Does the local judge sign something or…” 
 
    “I asked that same question,” Sinclair told her, genuinely excited to be able to talk to someone about Va’Shen culture. “And here’s the kicker. As simple and quick as that little ceremony is, it is far and away the most binding. The Va’Shen are monogamous, like we humans for the most part. But when they decide to take a mate, the decision is final.” 
 
    “Final?” Patricia repeated, her voice rising an octave. 
 
    “Final!” Sinclair said, slapping his hand on the desk in emphasis. “It is seen as a binding contract ensured by their gods.” 
 
    Patricia swallowed back the knot forming in her throat. “Yeah… but… I mean… Surely… I mean that’s taking ‘till death do us part’ a little far, don’t you think?” she laughed nervously. 
 
    “Death has nothing to do with it,” Sinclair said. “The vow endures past death. After you die, if the gods decide you should no longer be married for the rest of eternity, they will divorce you.”  
 
    “What if the guy wants out?” she asked plainly. “What if he doesn’t love the girl? Or what if they fall out of love?” 
 
    “Then he does what men on Earth have done for thousands of years,” Sinclair said dramatically. “He takes a mistress.” He laughed at his own little joke. “Seriously, though,” he started again, “While people today take things such as religion and marriage as quaint, old-fashioned oddities, the Va’Shen live them and to top it off, it’s not, strictly speaking, a private issue. That marriage becomes an aspect of the community, so when a Va’Shen couple have difficulties, the entire community comes together to resolve it. A very high-context society.” 
 
    “I see,” she whispered. So, there was no simple solution, no quickie divorce. The Va’Shen gods decided whether your marriage was worth keeping past death. Captain Gibson was not going to like this.  
 
    What the hell do I do? 
 
    “Cake.” 
 
    “Huh?” Patricia asked, snapping out of her thoughts. 
 
    “If your captain wants to bring something, he can bring a cake,” Sinclair told her. “The Va’Shen in the capital love them. If you like, the mess hall here makes them for ceremonies. You should take one back with you.” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah… totally,” she replied, drifting back into her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Staff Sergeant, where do I begin?” Ben asked, leaning back in his chair as he sized up the Ranger on the other side of his desk. 
 
    “Going with the full rank,” Ramirez noted with a nod. “This is off to a good start.” 
 
    Ben bit his lip and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the cheap metal and particle-board desk. “Let’s start with something positive,” he began. “Your idea is… unique.” 
 
    “I can work with ‘unique,’” Ramirez assured him. 
 
    “Follow up constructive question,” Ben preambled. “Are you an idiot?” 
 
    “Less positive, less positive,” the NCO commented.  
 
    “Let’s review,” Ben told him. “You propose to go out into the Va’Shen wilderness with a group of armed Va’Shen to shoot animals.” 
 
    “Right!” 
 
    “You don’t know where exactly you would be going, when you would be leaving, when you would be coming back, or exactly how many armed Va’Shen we are talking about,” the captain continued. 
 
    “Also accurate,” Ramirez told him. 
 
    “And in addition to this, you want to do this alone,” Ben concluded. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, that does track,” Ramirez nodded. 
 
    “So, all that isn’t what makes you an idiot,” Ben told him. “What makes you an idiot is coming here to pitch that idea to me thinking there was a chance in Hell of me approving it.” 
 
    “I can see where someone in your position would be skeptical,” Ramirez agreed. 
 
    “I mean… What the Hell, man!?” Ben cried. 
 
    Ramirez held up his hands as if preparing to ward off a punch. “Okay, Sir, look!” he said. “This is a chance for us to really make a connection with one of their little communities! You know?! I mean, hunting, it doesn’t matter what planet you’re on, shooting tasty animals is a universal bonding method.” 
 
    “And if it’s a trap, you’re the tasty animal!” Ben shot back in response. 
 
    “Yeah, but… why?” Ramirez asked. “I mean, why go through the whole charade? If they wanted to kill us, they could just sneak in here and frag us with glassers while we’re in the shower.” 
 
    Ben growled low in his throat. Ramirez’s point seemed a little too well-timed with his own concerns about security. Alacea had managed to get within stabbing range of the FOB commander in his own hooch without anyone on the FOB seeming to have noticed, and he doubted the Va’Shen nun’s infiltration skills were on the extreme high end for a Va’Shen. 
 
    “Assuming I agree with your point,” Ben said. “Why would I let you go alone? You don’t speak the language…” 
 
    “Neither does anyone else,” Ramirez pointed out. 
 
    “And I can’t even ask the lieutenant to go with you because she’s at Jamieson,” Ben finished, ignoring his counterpoint. 
 
    Ramirez’s face scrunched up in puzzlement. “Why did LT go to Jamieson?” he asked. 
 
    “Hey!” Ben snapped defensively in reply. “I’m asking the questions here!” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    “So, no terp,” Ben went on, sidestepping the very uncomfortable question. “And no one to watch your back.” 
 
    “If it is a trap,” Ramirez began reasonably, “Then an extra guy is just going to be one more casualty. And they invited me. I don’t know how they’d feel about me bringing a date.” 
 
    “Nope! Too stupid! Even for the Army!” 
 
    “Come on, Sir,” Ramirez tried again. “Way I figure it, it’s like mil-to-mil training.” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait to hear you spin this one,” Ben said, putting his face in his hands. 
 
    “So, the Huntresses are the closest thing Pelle has to a military force, right?” Ramirez asked, getting into this new line of reasoning more and more by the second. “And in military-to-military training, we teach them stuff, we act like they’re teaching us stuff, but most importantly, we’re making good connections with the people with the guns!” 
 
    Ben glared at him, obviously not biting on it. 
 
    Ramirez bit his lip and tried to come up with something else. 
 
    “Way I figure it, it’s like reconnaissance…” he started again. 
 
    “Please, just stop,” Ben ordered, rubbing his temples. “Tell you what, I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir! Thank you, Sir!” Not waiting for the captain to change his mind, Ramirez came to attention and waited to be dismissed. 
 
    “Just go,” Ben sighed. 
 
    Ramirez bolted from the office. 
 
      
 
    Alacea was already pouring tea as the young vixen took a seat in front of her in the large, nearly empty room where such business occurred in the Mikorin temple. The polished wood floors reflected the light from the many water torches that lined the room and illuminated the paper walls, helping make the meeting space bright and welcoming. The only bits of furniture in the room was a rug and two pillows on which they sat and the simple porcelain tea set Alacea was using.  
 
    The choice was deliberate. When one met with the Na’Sha, it was to speak of the spirit, and thus would not do to be distracted by other things such as ornate furniture or art. To speak to the Na’Sha was, in a way, to speak to the gods, and the gods had no need of such things. 
 
    Alacea knew the vixen, of course. She knew everyone in the village. Beretes had worn her best hanbok for the meeting, though it was weathered and worn. Her red-tinted glasses clashed with her light green hair, and she looked down at the ground as she rested on her knees before the priestess. 
 
    The Na’Sha had a feeling she knew what this was about. It was, unfortunately, not the first time she had had this conversation over the last three years, and it had only become more tragic as time passed.  
 
    <Beretes,> Alacea began, holding the tea out to her. <How may I be of help?> 
 
    Beretes continued to look at the floor as she took the tea, licking her lips in worry, her ears flat against her head. <Na’Sha,> she began timidly. <I seek an… an exception.> 
 
    Of course, Alacea thought wearily. It was exactly what she thought it would be. Her ears flattened against her own head in sadness, her tail twitching from side to side behind her. <You are not the first,> she said. <And I am sure you know by now how I answered those other requests.> 
 
    <Yes, Na’Sha,> Beretes replied dully. <It’s just… I did not think it would be this hard. And now, when I look to my future, I see nothing but sadness and loneliness.> 
 
    <Your mother and I warned you this was a possibility,> Alacea reminded her softly, sympathy in her voice despite the “I told you so” message it flavored.  
 
    <I didn’t think it could happen,> Beretes told her. <Not… Not to him.> 
 
    The Mikorin’s tail went limp in sympathetic anguish. This was one of the cases where it was most difficult for her to provide comfort. She had no basis of comparison, had never faced such a torture herself. 
 
    Had never loved anyone as much as Beretes and the other young vixens had. 
 
    <I did not want him to leave without knowing how I really felt,> Beretes went on. <I did not want the last memory he had of me to be my rejection. When I marked him, I knew it was possible that something might happen, but I didn’t really believe it!> 
 
    And now he’s gone, Alacea finished the thought in her mind, unable to hurt the girl more with the words spoken aloud. You were a myorin for a few days, and will be so forever, but unable to experience the joys that should come with it. 
 
    Beretes was a war widow, one of many in Pelle. And one of the very foolish young vixens who allowed themselves to be taken just before Pelle’s contingent of conscripted tods left to fight the Dark Ones beyond the stars. 
 
    Never to be seen or heard from again. 
 
    <I meant it when I said I loved him, Na’Sha, you must believe me!> Beretes begged. <But when I think that I will never know motherhood, or have someone to spend my life with… I cannot stand such a bleak thought!> 
 
    Hence the reason Beretes had come to Alacea. Once taken, a vixen was taken for life and beyond. But there were exceptions, and only a Na’Sha could grant them. Unfortunately, the bar for such an exception was stratospherically high. A noble who lost their spouse could be granted one if they had no children, the need to keep the bloodline going an acknowledged need.  
 
    But for a young vixen who let her heart get ahead of common sense… That was a different story. 
 
    The first time Alacea had received such a request, she had sent a letter to the Mikorin Na’Sharavan, the Mikorin who personally served the Emperor, the Na’Sha of the Imperial Capital and by default the leader of all Mikorin, to seek guidance and inquire if the war situation warranted such exceptions. 
 
    The answer in the letter she received had been simple, direct and cold. 
 
    No. 
 
    Alacea had prayed hard to determine the meaning behind such an answer, and she discovered one. 
 
    It would not be fair to the tods who had sacrificed themselves for their world. Those soldiers waited in The Spring Glade, knowing their myorins would one day join them and spend eternity together.  
 
    To deny them that happy eternity, after everything they had done for Va’Sh, would be no less heartbreaking than what their myorins now faced. 
 
    But how to make a grieving vixen understand that? That was the quandary. 
 
    Alacea took a breath before speaking and braced herself in preparation of disappointing another vixen. <Beretes, to choose a tesho or myorin is to choose the one you will spend all of eternity with. The years you are about to spend without him will be dwarfed by the millenia you spend with him in the Spring Glade.> 
 
    <I know Portas would understand,> Beretes countered. 
 
    <You speak with great certainty while condemning a tod you claim to love with an eternity of loneliness,” Alacea pointed out candidly. 
 
    Beretes’s ears flattened against the top of her head so fiercely that it appeared they would start digging into her skull. Her tail slapped against the polished wooden floor in obvious anger.  
 
    <And what would you know about it?!> the young vixen cried on the verge of tears.  
 
    <Peace, child,> Alacea said softly, trying to calm the emotional girl. 
 
    <How can I have peace when you are taking away any chance for me to have a fulfilling life?!> Beretes shot back. <I made a mistake! If I had known, I would not have let him take me! I do not deserve to be punished for it! It’s not as if I chose to marry a monster,> she added scornfully. 
 
    If Beretes thought she was being sly or subtle, she was wrong. The clumsy insult did not go over Alacea’s head. It punched right through her heart. Her ears flattened, and her tail slapped the ground even as she did her best to maintain a calm veneer. But unlike Kasshas, she had not mastered the art of concealing her emotions from others. 
 
    <We all live with the choices we make,> Alacea replied tersely. <And good intentions do not fix a broken fence. You made a commitment to a young tod who died far too young and much too far from home to simply turn away from him. You have come to ask for an Exception. Instead I give you guidance. Make a pilgrimage to the Shrine of the Fallen and pray for your tesho. That is the very least that you owe him.> 
 
    Beretes looked chastened, realizing that her anger had caused her to push too far. 
 
    <Na’Sha, I am…> 
 
    <This concludes our business,> Alacea cut her off, rising gracefully, but rather quickly, to her feet. <Go in peace.> With that, she turned on her heel and walked out of the room, leaving the impudent young vixen slack-jawed in her wake. 
 
    Alacea immediately felt guilty for how she ended the meeting, but she also understood she was too angry to be able to actually assuage the girl’s fear of the future. And her guidance was sound and appropriate. It was not the way she wanted to conduct things. She was the Na’Sha. Her community needed her to be a calm point in the center of the vortex.  
 
    But Beretes’ insult had been too personal, too hurtfully meant to simply ignore. Alacea’s nails bit into the palms of her hands so hard as she walked down the hall that they near drew blood. She felt betrayed, hurt and unappreciated. Everything she had done she had done to protect her community, and everyone from Kasshas on down seemed more to blame her for their situation than appreciate the very real possibility that had she not thrown herself at Ben Gibson, he might, even now, be leading his soldiers through the mountains, hunting Va’Shen villagers like game. 
 
    And to have some arrogant young girl throw it back in her face made her feel like crying. 
 
    Perhaps she should talk to Yasuren. The noblevixen seemed to understand her plight more than anyone. 
 
    Before she could act on this notion, however, Pavastea came dashing around the corner ahead of her. Pointing outside, the pink-haired young woman cried, “A Herald! A Herald has come!” 
 
    Alacea felt a flutter in her chest. This could be it. This could be the news everyone had been waiting for. The priestess rushed after the other Mikorin toward the front gate. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, thank you for coming to see us,” the camouflaged man wearing gold oakleaves on the front of his uniform said as he sat down across the basic wooden meeting room table from her. Two other men sat down on either side of the major, a captain and an Army master sergeant. All three she knew worked for the CJTF’s “J2” section, the directorate of the task force that dealt with intelligence matters. 
 
    “No problem, Sir,” Patricia said somewhat nervously. Normally, a meeting like this would be basic. Because email and other advanced forms of communication didn’t work on Va’sh, every intelligence officer in the field was required to report for a debrief whenever they visited Jamieson Airfield. So, while the nature of her mission was “less than official,” she was still required to stop by and tell them, in person, things she knew. 
 
    “I know you’ve only been there about ten days,” the major went on. “But anything you can tell us about Sector 13 would be beneficial.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir,” she replied. 
 
    As long as you don’t ask about what I’m doing here, she added silently. 
 
    “Great, let’s start with threat indicators,” the major began. “What are you seeing down there?” 
 
    “Well… um… nothing,” she confessed. 
 
    The major squinted at her in disbelief. The master sergeant clicked his pen a couple of times. 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “No, Sir. No indicators of intended action toward the FOB.” 
 
    “Nothing?” the major asked again. “No activity? No protests? No armed indigenous personnel?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, Sir! There’s the Huntresses!” 
 
    The master sergeant clicked his pen and put it to his notepad, ready to take down all the information available on this armed renegade group. 
 
    “Okay, how do you assess their political or military objective?” the major asked. 
 
    Patricia thought hard for a minute. “Well… they hunt… So… ‘To eat tasty animals,’ would be their primary objective.” 
 
    The master sergeant clicked his pen again and sat back in his chair with a sigh. 
 
    “You said they were an armed group,” the major reminded her. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Patricia replied. “They possess hardlight rifles.” 
 
    “Great! Rounded up to the nearest ten, about how many rifles are in their possession?” 
 
    “I counted four.” 
 
    The major squinted again and bit his lip. 
 
    “Oh!” Patricia cried. “Sorry! Rounded up it would be ten.” 
 
    The master sergeant stood up and started for the door. “Anyone want coffee?” he asked the group. He left without waiting for an answer. 
 
    The captain turned to the major and whispered into his ear. “They’ve only been on the ground for just over a week,” he said. 
 
    “True,” the major whispered back before turning to Patricia again. “Lieutenant, in your short time in the area, have you had any notable interactions with the indigenous personnel?” He paused and then offered a few examples. “Conversations with locals? Protests? Harsh looks?” 
 
    “Oh, jeez, where to start?” Patricia replied. “We’ve spoken to the village chief, Kasshas,” she said. “His myorin, Yasuren…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the captain broke in. “’Myorin?’” 
 
    “His wife.” At the captain’s nod, she continued. “We’ve also spoken at length with the village Mikorin, including the Na’Sha, the Aru’Dace, the Roru’San…” 
 
    “Stop! Stop! Stop!” the major interjected. He turned to the captain. “Get Sergeant Simmons back in here.” He turned back to her as the captain got up out of his chair. “I don’t know what those words mean.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, the Mikorin are like priestesses… but not… Each one is responsible for a certain part of the village culture and seem to act as an embodiment of the community they serve. The Na’Sha is their leader.” 
 
    The major looked at her dumbfounded as the captain and master sergeant returned. “And you’ve spoken at length with them?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Why? Is that bad?” 
 
    “No! It’s just… You’re the first to report that.” Most reports he had received about interactions with the Va’Shen tended to focus only on the village chiefs, and those discussions were brief and straight to business. He turned to the master sergeant. “Make a note on ‘Mikorin’ and ‘Na’Sha.’” 
 
    The senior NCO nodded and started writing. “How do you spell ‘Na’Sha?’” he asked. 
 
    They all looked to Patricia, who had, without realizing it, just become the J2’s expert on the Mikorin. 
 
    “Oh, I have no idea!”  
 
      
 
    “You’re going to let him do it?” Warren asked incredulously even as he knelt down to inspect the fitting between two freshly laid water pipes. Convinced they were solid, he stood back up and faced the officer who had shocked him. 
 
    Ben shrugged. “I think I have to,” he said. “It could be an early opportunity to make serious social connections here.” 
 
    “Yeah, but alone?” Warren asked as he started toward the next bend in the pipe. As the FOB’s only senior noncommissioned officer, Ben had gone to the worksite on the far side of camp to bounce Ramirez’s request off Warren for a sanity check. “Kid might wake up without a kidney,” he joked darkly. “If he wakes up at all.” 
 
    “I agree there’s a risk,” Ben said, falling into step next to him. “But he’s also right that that risk is already here. I found Alacea in… on the FOB this morning,” he continued, quickly correcting himself to avoid uncomfortable questions. “She just walked in past the guards and razor wire like she was taking a walk in the park. If she can do it, you know any pissed off teenager with a glasser can do the same. And out in the bush, surrounded by armed Huntresses, an extra guy won’t be much help anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, but is the risk worth it?” Warren asked him. Ben was a smart enough officer to understand the value of senior NCOs and the decades of experience they had. It was questions like this that brought him to Warren in the first place. “I agree that we have to make connections with these people, but is the reward here worth putting a U.S. Army Ranger at risk? I assume you wouldn’t have put a rifle in his hands and sent him out on patrol alone during the fighting. Why is it different now? You can argue the threat is still the same.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t have done that,” Ben conceded. “But this has long since ceased being the kind of war where you can count up the bodies at the end and see who wins. Whoever wins this round is the side with the most friends.” 
 
    “The old ‘hearts and minds’ cliché?” Warren asked, bending down to inspect the bend in the pipe. “I have never seen a war where that actually works.” 
 
    “With humans, no,” Ben said. “The Va’Shen aren’t human.” 
 
    The SeaBee stood up and dusted off his pants before turning and facing Ben. “You’re counting on the aliens who started this war being better people than us. That’s a dangerous gamble.” 
 
    “We’ve also seen that you can’t win hearts and minds hiding inside a FOB,” Ben told him. “Besides, there’s another good reason to do it.” He pointed to patch of ground nearby with an empty water bottle lying on its side next to a scattering of rocks. 
 
    A less experienced officer or NCO would have missed the implication, but Warren had been on several deployments and knew the significance. 
 
    “Bored soldiers throw rocks,” Ben told him. 
 
    “Bored sailors too,” Warren agreed. 
 
    “There’s nothing for the troops to do here when they’re not on duty,” Ben continued. “There’s no net, their devices don’t work, and do you have any idea how much an honest-to-goodness book goes for up at Jamieson? While I was up there, I watched a guy offer up a copy of The Hobbit for six hundred dollars, and he had a buyer ten minutes later. When a bunch of bored soldiers get together, one of two things happens. Either they all get together and use their MREs to cure a deadly disease or…” 
 
    “… They burn the whole camp down,” Warren sighed, biting his lip.  
 
    “If we can normalize things,” Ben went on, “Make it so the troops can go downtown and feel safe, get out and check out this really amazing place, that’s going to relieve some of the pressure. It’s gonna have to start with little things like this. We can’t hide on the FOB for a whole year.” 
 
    Warren sighed. “It’s still a big risk,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, but it might just be worth making.” 
 
    The sailor nodded. “In the meantime, I’ll ask some of my guys to come up with some MWR-type stuff. I don’t know… horseshoe pits, a prison gym, stuff like that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief,” Ben told him. Morale, Welfare and Recreation was an often overlooked aspect of Army deployments, but they went a long way. 
 
    “You know, Sir,” Warren added as Ben started to turn away. “If something happens to him… they’ll crucify you.” 
 
    The Ranger thought about it for a moment. Warren was right. If this went wrong and Ramirez ended up having his body dumped outside the fenceline, headquarters would want a head to roll, and that head would be his. But more than that, he wasn’t sure what he’d do if faced with knowing he had sent one of his men to his death for the sake of a goodwill outing. 
 
    “If something happens to him,” Ben finally answered. “I’ll pay for the nails,” With that, he turned and started back to his office. 
 
      
 
    There was already a huge crowd in Pelle’s central square near the Mikorin temple when Alacea and Pavastea finally arrived. It seemed as if every Va’Shen in the village had come to hear what the Emperor’s Herald had come to say. 
 
    Heralds had become a more regular sight in Pelle since the war started. It was a Herald who first informed them that the Dark Ones had been found trespassing on one of the Great Ones’ worlds. Another had come to announce that the Emperor had declared war and was calling for volunteers to fight the Dark Ones. The last had come bearing news of the surrender and the Emperor’s command to cooperate with the Dark Ones forces. 
 
    Sufficed to say, their visits over the last three years had become bad omens. They hadn’t heard good news from a Herald in quite some time. However, many were hoping for good news this time, including Alacea. 
 
    Perhaps… Perhaps today, we’ll know… 
 
    The Herald stood upon the circular stone platform that marked the very center of the village. Standing three feet high, the white marble was engraved with imagery that identified Pelle: rivers, trees and crops. It was from this same platform that Kasshas would speak to the village and Alacea would offer prayers in time of need. 
 
    The messenger, himself, was arrayed in a short cloak of bright royal red, a color reserved for those who directly served the Emperor. His Imperial Guard wore it, as well as his retainers and, of course, Heralds. Brown trousers were bloused into a pair of well-worn grey boots, and a flat red hat reminiscent of a French beret sat on his head, his dark green ears poking through holes in the hat itself. 
 
    Alacea found Kasshas and Yasuren toward the front of the crowd and made her way to them. When she arrived, she gave a short bow to them and offered a quick apology for being late before turning to the green-haired Va’Shen atop the platform. 
 
    As with nearly everything in Va’Shen life, there was a ceremony that had to be performed when a Herald arrived. Since the message he brought was for the community, the embodiment of that community had to be present and acknowledge the Herald before he could deliver the Emperor’s words. 
 
    <Welcome, Herald,> Alacea said, bowing low to him. <The people of Pelle thank you for bringing our Emperor’s words to us.> 
 
    Right on cue, the Herald bowed back to her, just as deeply. <Thank you for your warm welcome, Na’Sha of Pelle,> he told her. <I bear the words of the Emperor.> 
 
    <Then speak, Herald,> Alacea replied. <And tell the people of Pelle how we might serve him.> 
 
    The Herald bowed to her again and turned to the assembled villagers. <People of Pelle!> he began, years of training allowing him to project his voice so that every upturned Va’Shen ear could hear him. <His Majesty again thanks you for all your sacrifices during and following the Great Unpleasantness which has gripped His kingdom.> 
 
    The Va’Shen listened and waited for the Herald to get through the usual standard messages and get to the real meat of the issue. 
 
    <His Majesty has announced that, due to some northern provinces being uninhabitable due to certain activities during the Unpleasantness, some Va’Shen communities shall move south to Imperial lands and, in some cases, to join existing communities.> 
 
    That was eye-opening. Like all communities, Pelle had sent the lion’s share of their crops to the capital to help sustain the war effort. So much so, in fact, that there were very real concerns as to how the village would feed its people in the coming year. The Emperor was now intending to send them even more mouths to feed. 
 
    <His Majesty hopes these communities will flourish within your own and thanks you for your accommodation.> 
 
    The Herald ended by bowing to the crowd. 
 
    No one said a word for several moments or even moved. The Herald turned to hop down from the stage. 
 
    <What about our tods!?> someone yelled from the crowd. 
 
    The Herald turned, his ears pointing up, and his tail twitching. At first he thought he had misheard. A Herald’s message was a one-way communication, not a discussion. But then someone else called out. 
 
    <Where are they?!> 
 
    <When will we know what happened to them?!> a third called out. 
 
    The Herald turned back to the crowd, his tail whipping back and forth. He raised his hands. <People of Pelle,> he began again. <I am sorry, but that is the only message I have for you today.> 
 
    <How can they not know?!> a vixen called. <How can they not know if my son is alive or dead?!> 
 
    The rumble from the crowd was growing in volume as the collection of villagers started to turn into a mass of whipping tails and flattened ears. 
 
    Seeing the anger approaching a boil, Alacea hopped up onto the stage with a dancer’s grace and held up her hands over head. 
 
    <Please!> she called to them. <Please! I am also disappointed! But this Herald is not to blame for it!> 
 
    <Then who is!? Why won’t they tell us!?> someone yelled. 
 
    <If the Dark Ones killed them then tell us that! Don’t try to cover for them!> 
 
    <If they knew, I am certain the Emperor would tell us!> Alacea answered, taking the crowd’s anger dead on. <We must be patient!> 
 
    <We already have a Dark One mouthpiece up there! We don’t need two!> 
 
    The bolt lodged firmly in Alacea’s chest. The words stunned her into silence. 
 
    But not Yasuren. The noble vixen moved to the front of the crowd and stood between the crowd and the platform. <Who said that?!> she demanded.  
 
    Alacea took a step forward until her feet were on the very edge of the platform. <I AM THE NA’SHA!> she called out. <I STAND BEFORE THE GODS TO ARGUE FOR YOUR SALVATION, AND IF SECURING THAT SALVATION MEANS I MUST SPEND ETERNITY IN THE FROST, THEN I DO SO GLADLY!> 
 
    The Va’shen fell silent at the Mikorin’s thunder.  
 
    <What shall the Gods think of a community that abuses a Herald of the Emperor!?> she continued. <Of a community that lobs stones from the safety of a fog of ears!?> She waited as if expecting an answer. After a moment she continued on. <What argument shall I make for that?> she asked them. 
 
    The villagers said nothing, many looking down at the ground or covering their ears with their hands in shame. But some met her steely gaze unapologetically. 
 
    Alacea turned to the Herald and bowed to him. <I apologize, Herald,> she said. <I am responsible for their rudeness, and if His Majesty demands punishment for their behavior, I shall accept it.> 
 
    The Herald swallowed nervously. <N… No, Na’Sha. Your community is worried, and I understand that.> 
 
    <We are undeserving of your grace,> Alacea told him. <Please, I invite you to stay at our temple and rest before starting the next leg of your journey.> 
 
    He bowed back to her. <Thank you, Na’Sha, but I cannot stay.> 
 
    <Then please let our Ya’Jahar prepare a meal for you and supply you with food from our pantry for your journey,> she tried again. 
 
    <Thank you, Na’Sha, but it would be best, I think, if I left imm…> 
 
    <Please!> Alacea snapped suddenly. The Herald’s tail almost puffed up at the sudden interruption. <I cannot face the Gods knowing we have treated a Herald so poorly and did nothing to rectify it.> 
 
    The Herald looked out at the mass of Va’Shen, many of whom looked positively miserable, and back to Alacea, who was still bowing low to him. Faced with such a request from a Na’Sha, he could not refuse without giving a grave insult, and while such an insult might be deserved in this case, it would still reflect poorly on the Emperor. 
 
    He bowed to her. <I thank you, Na’Sha. I look forward to sampling the skill of your Ya’Jahar.> 
 
    <Thank you, Herald. Go in peace.> 
 
    With a last quick look at the crowd, the Herald stepped away from the platform. A vixen with straight, pale blue hair in a Mikorin’s hanbok approached him and bowed. 
 
    <This way, Herald. I will prepare your meal.> 
 
    From the platform, Alacea watched the Mikorin and the Herald until she was sure he was entering the temple and sighed. The crowd was already breaking up, the villagers murmuring as they left. Alacea looked down and found Yasuren looking back up at her. 
 
    <Do not judge them too harshly,> Yasuren told her sympathetically. <They were hopeful that this time there would be news.> 
 
    <I know,> Alacea replied softly. <I was hopeful too. Just as I know you were.> 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched. Her son had not been seen or heard from in more than two years. <Disappointed as I may be,> she said, <Angry as I may be. I would never bring shame to Tasshas with such behavior.> 
 
    <There is still hope,> Alacea told her. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched again. <I know. And I will hope every day until the day he returns or the day I meet him again in the Glade.> 
 
    <Yes,> Alacea told her. 
 
    <And you must keep hope as well, Alacea,> Yasuren told her, concern in her eyes.  
 
    The priestess took a breath. <I hope,> she conceded. 
 
      
 
    Ben grunted and put down the pen he had been writing with, shaking his hand in the air to try to work out the cramps. He had never really appreciated how valuable simple computers were until he was forced to write reports by hand with pen and paper. The ability to write reports, save them, and transmit them instantly across a planet had spoiled the modern military for more than two hundred years, and the reward for that efficiency was the demand for even more reports. Now that computers were no longer available due to the Fuzz, it made sense that the Army would demand less reports. 
 
    But this was the Army. And the Army didn’t run on fighting soldiers. It ran on spreadsheets and video teleconferences. If some two-star couldn’t see little green and red squares on a spreadsheet, how would he or she be expected to show any kind of leadership? 
 
    So, until someone at the Combined Joint Task Force level got their head out of their ass, Ben was stuck spending eighty percent of his day hand-writing reports that would be out of date before they even reached Jamieson. 
 
    He looked at the pen as if it were the enemy. It was time for a break. Sitting back in his office chair, his eyes fell on the Va’Shen language guide Patricia had left. Reaching forward, he picked it up and started thumbing through the pages. A lot of the words he saw he had heard, though the phonetic spelling listed in the book seemed different than how he remembered hearing it. His face scrunched up in thought. He remembered reading somewhere that Earth had more than six thousand spoken languages. He wondered how many Va’Sh had and how many different dialects there were. For all he knew this book was only useful in the Va’Shen capital where it was written. 
 
    The Ranger picked out a word and pronounced it to himself, trying to get it to sound right as it fell out of his mouth like a boulder falling down a mountainside. He looked up and saw it was getting dark outside. The analog clock hanging on the wall said it was past seven… which had a slightly different meaning in view of Va’sh’s 26-hour day. The rest of the office was empty. Patricia was still at Jamieson and wouldn’t be back until she found a ride on a convoy or a helicopter coming to Pelle.  
 
    He put his head down on the desk. It was quiet. There were no crickets on Va’Sh, but then there had been no crickets on Persephone either. 
 
    It’s been a long day, he told himself as he closed his eyes. 
 
    For a moment, he thought he would open his eyes and be in his kitchen on Persephone. He’d look up and find Jess snickering at him, and he’d tell her in an almost panicked, breathless voice about the dream he’d had. How Earth fought a war with alien fox people and she was killed in an attack on Persephone and he was now stationed on that world and accidentally married to an alien priestess. 
 
    Then she’d snicker again. He’d get suspicious and look in a mirror to find cat whiskers drawn on his face in permanent marker and a crude sketch of a penis on his forehead. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he wasn’t sure if he had been asleep or not, but just in case, he opened them slowly, hoping that his wish would be true. 
 
    Instead, he saw a pair of Va’Shen ears silhouetted in the office doorway. Suddenly, he wasn’t on Persephone or even Va’Sh. He was on Epsilon Eridani, and any second the sirens would go off, and the Va’Shen soldier would leap at him with a knife. 
 
    With a quick, indrawn breath, he pushed away from his desk, falling backward off the chair. He scrabbled for his sidearm but was so used to seeing this scenario in his dreams, he turned left to look under a bed that wasn’t there instead of drawing it from the holster on his right leg. He corrected, and his hand found the butt of his pistol… 
 
    <Tesho? Are you well?> 
 
    The familiar word stopped him cold. He remained there, half crouched on the ground, facing the back wall, his hand gripping his pistol as he mentally fought the muscles in his hand to keep them from drawing it on their own. He took several breaths and hopped to his feet, whirling on the Va’Shen who had startled him. 
 
    “GODDAMMIT, WOMAN! WOULD YOU STOP DOING THAT?!” 
 
    Alacea stood five feet from him, her eyes wide, her tail puffed up in fight-or-flight and the hair on her ears standing on end, surprised and taken off-guard by his rage. She swallowed and immediately dropped to her knees, putting her forehead down onto the floor. 
 
    <Forgive me, Overlord!> she replied rapidly. <I did not mean to anger you!> 
 
    Ben put his hands on his head, trying valiantly to grab hold of the few centimeters of hair on top of his head so he could pull it out. Now they were back to square one, a frightened, dim-witted alien woman and the second coming of Genghis Khan. 
 
    He closed his eyes and put his fingers to his temples. He was still breathing fast, and his pulse was racing behind his eyes. Does this woman have any idea how close I came to shooting her? 
 
    His hand went from his temple to his mouth, covering it as if to keep more harsh words back. He looked down and found Alacea still on the floor, her tail swishing back and forth against the floor in panic. 
 
    “Look… Just… Just get up, okay?” 
 
    She didn’t know what he was saying, so she concluded the safest course of action was continued prostration and didn’t move. 
 
    “C’mon,” he tried again. “Get up.” At no sign of movement, he swore to himself and crouched down in front of her, taking her by the upper arms and pulling her to a sitting position. She crouched before him, her eyes watching his every move, unsure if the alien speaking to her was the courteous alien she breakfasted with this morning or the enraged Dark One of her people’s nightmares. 
 
    He looked at her let out a breath. “Look,” he said. “I’m sorry, okay? I…” He pursed his lips and shook his head. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    The Ranger clapped his hands together in front of his face as the befuddled alien watched. He pointed to himself. “I…kill…” He made stabbing motions with his hand. “… Va’shen,” he finished, putting his hands on his head in an imitation of their ears. Alacea’s eyes went wide, and he realized that was a bad way to start. “Va’Shen…” he started before she could interrupt, again with his hand-ears on his head. “… kill… humans.” He made the stabbing motions and pointed to himself. He then pointed at his eye. “I see… Va’Shen…” Hand-ears again before he put his hands over his heart. “… I…” He then pretended to gasp in fear. 
 
    Alacea’s mind worked to decipher the meaning of his charades. She watched as he continued a moment later. 
 
    “I… sorry.” He worked his fingers trying to figure out how to mime regret in a way that an alien would understand. “Just a sec,” he said, finally remembering he had a dictionary on his desk. He reached for the book and opened it. <Heart regret,> he said in her language. 
 
    The vixen’s tail slowed and changed direction, gently striking the floor as she began to take his meaning. 
 
    I… frightened him? she wondered. 
 
    It would make sense, she knew, if their roles had been reversed. If she had been in the temple, turned and saw a Dark One standing in her door, she would jump in fright as well. But to hear a Dark One, a supposedly fearless, brutal monster admit to fear… She had never considered it possible. This had been the same Overlord who had marched willingly into the smoke alone to face a wild yarl. 
 
    The more I learn about them, she thought, the less sense the old stories make. 
 
    She watched as he looked away, not realizing it was out of shame. 
 
    What the Hell is wrong with me? he asked himself. Rangers aren’t supposed to be skittish… 
 
    Alacea took a breath and bowed her head again. <Tesho,> she began, <I apologize for startling you. I will announce my arrival from now on.> 
 
    He looked at her and started flipping through the book. She reached out and put her hand on it. <I express heart regret,> she said, echoing him. She bowed her head to him again to demonstrate it. 
 
    Her day had been filled with startling contrasts. One of her own people had tried to shame her publicly and showed no sense of remorse beyond their refusal to claim ownership of the remark. Meanwhile, a Dark One, well within his rights to treat her as a slave, privately snapped at her and immediately tried to apologize for it. 
 
    The world has fallen from its place in the heavens and when the Gods caught it again it all was turned about, she thought. 
 
    Ben stood up and stepped away from her. “So… um… what can I do for you?” he asked. 
 
    She looked at him in confusion again. He looked through the book. 
 
    <I… accomplish… activity… behalf…your presence?> he asked. 
 
    Her ears began to twitch spasmodically. <Your speech is worse than Lady Patricia’s,> she commented, much more comfortable now that they had made their apologies. She reached into the bag she carried and pulled out another clay jar. <I have brought you dinner.> 
 
    He looked at it cautiously. 
 
    <Food,> she said, thinking a basic word might be in his book. Sure enough, he flipped through the pages and found the word and its definition. 
 
    Ben pointed at himself. “For me?” 
 
    She bowed and offered the jar to him. Taking it, he pulled off the lid and saw the same kind of finger-sized grains she had brought him earlier for breakfast. “It looks… delicious,” he said. 
 
    The priestess put her fingers to her lips. <Try it,> she urged. 
 
    Not having any kind of utensil, he scooped some of the alien rice from the jar with his fingers and put it into his mouth. It had an odd flavor to it but wasn’t bad. 
 
    “Mmm,” he said. He rubbed his stomach to help convey his meaning. “It’s very good,” he told her. 
 
    She seemed to comprehend the message and bowed again. <Thank you, Tesho. I’m afraid my knowledge of cooking is very limited. I’ve eaten the food prepared for me in the temple for almost my entire life.> 
 
    He didn’t understand her words, so he simply listened to her voice. It was somehow calming. The words of her language made use of a lot of “sh” and “ess” sounds, like it was a language designed from the ground up to be whispered. Given the Va’Shen’s acute hearing and their skill as hunters, it made a certain kind of sense. He felt like the words would sound very much at home when whispered into his ear. 
 
    As if reading his mind and knowing he was musing about her language, Alacea reached into her bag and pulled out a cloth sack, dumping it on the floor between them. Several wooden blocks with foreign markings painted on them landed on the plywood floor with a series of clacks. The priestess arranged them in a line on the floor between them as he watched. Finally, she held one up. 
 
    <”Sho,”> she pronounced, showing him the marking. <”Sho.”> She put the block down. 
 
    “Sho,” he repeated. 
 
    Alacea clapped her hands quickly. <Very good!> she said as if praising a three-year-old. She held up another block. <”Tu.”> 
 
    He repeated the sound, and she clapped again. His eyes narrowed as he realized she was literally teaching him as if he were a toddler. His suspicion was verified a moment later when Alacea reached into her bag and handed him a thin, brown wafer. 
 
    “Look, thanks,” he said, reaching up to take a bite of the cookie. “But I’m not a child…” He stopped as he chewed. “This is amazing,” he said, looking down at the half-eaten cookie. The taste was hard to describe. It was nutty with an almost vanilla-ish taste. 
 
    She held up another block. <”Ga,”> she prompted. 
 
    “Ga,” he obediently repeated, finishing his cookie. He moved his legs, sitting in a more comfortable position in which to finish tonight’s lesson. 
 
    “Shotuga,” she put the sounds together while placing the “ga” block at the end of the other two. She held up another cookie. “Shotuga,” she said again. <Cookie.> 
 
    <Cookie,> he repeated. 
 
    Her ears flicked forward and back, and she clapped her hands again. <Good job!> She handed him the cookie, and he took it, biting into it immediately. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Ramirez knew he was in trouble when the door to his hooch opened and he heard someone whisper to the occupant of the top bunk. 
 
    “Staff Sergeant Ramirez?” 
 
    “No, I ain’t Staff Sergeant Ramirez!” he heard Burgers hiss back. “Do I look four-foot-three to you?!” 
 
    “Sorry, Staff Sergeant!” the other man whispered back. Ramirez could feel the man’s eyes on him as he rolled over. “Staff Sergeant Ramirez?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” Ramirez replied with a yawn. “What time is it? And who are you?” 
 
    “Zero-one-twenty, Staff Sergeant,” the man whispered back. “Specialist Rafferty. Entry Control Point Alpha.” 
 
    “Dude,” Ramirez grunted as he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bunk. “What do you want that couldn’t possibly wait until morning?” He wasn’t even bothering to whisper, his revenge on Burgers for the four-foot-three remark. 
 
    “There’s a local girl at the gate asking for you,” the sentry told him. 
 
    Ramirez rubbed his eyes and blinked. “A local? You mean a Va’Shen?” 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant. Walked right up to the barrier and just said your name.” 
 
    “A girl?” he asked, blinking sleep out of his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant.” 
 
    Ramirez hurriedly pulled on his t-shirt and grabbed his uniform trousers off the end of the bed. 
 
    “Wanna borrow some cologne?” Burgers sleepily asked from the top bunk. 
 
    The other Ranger ignored him as he finished tying his combat boots. Standing up, he grabbed his uniform jacket and put it on as he followed the sentry out the door. He was hopeful that this was the visit he was expecting, albeit earlier than he thought it would be. It was only a few hours ago that Captain Gibson had given his approval for this little field trip. 
 
    He broke into a smile as his hopes were realized. Standing at the FOB’s main gate, bathed in the bright white illumination of the camp’s lights, was Bao Sen. The Va’Shen Huntress’s hand rested on her hip, and her bright red tail flicked lazily back and forth in mild annoyance at having to wait so long. She saw Ramirez, and her ears twitched. 
 
    “Rah-meer-ezz,” she pronounced. <We’re going to hunt. Will you come?” She mimed her question as she had done before, and Ramirez quickly got the gist. 
 
    Rather than try to answer in English, Ramirez held up a finger then pointed at her. He then pointed at the ground in a “stay right here.” He then turned and rushed back to his B-hut to grab his gear. The moment Captain Gibson had given him the okay, Ramirez had hauled ass to the armory to get a rifle appropriate for hunting big game instead of the M-31 he normally carried. What he had walked away with was the same bolt-action .338 Lapua he had carried into the mountains to search for the Pelle villagers.  
 
    Of course, this time he asked for a few accessories. Knowing the Va’Shen’s sensitivity to sound, he equipped the rifle with a suppressor so he wouldn’t inadvertently deafen anyone near him. He also asked the armorer for hollow-point rounds instead of the typical full-metal jacket rounds. 
 
    “You know those are illegal to use in combat, right?” the armorer had asked him with an arched eyebrow. After assuring the armorer it wasn’t intended for battle, Ramirez had walked out with a box of ten hollow-point rounds, much more appropriate for taking game. 
 
    As he hurriedly threw his assault pack over his shoulders and his boonie hat on his head, he called to his friend, still trying to sleep through the racket Ramirez was making. 
 
    “Tell the Captain I’m out with the Huntresses,” he said. 
 
    “Who is that?!” Burgers groaned sleepily. “Go away!” 
 
    Ramirez didn’t bother to answer. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and stepped out of the B-hut, making sure to let the door slam loudly against the frame as he walked away. Trotting back to the gate, he found Bao Sen and the sentry still waiting for him. 
 
    “All set!” he announced.  
 
    Seeing that the Dark One was ready to depart, Bao Sen turned and started down the dirt and gravel lane that led to the main road.  
 
    Ramirez fell into step alongside her, his rifle slung over his shoulder. He quickly went through a mental check to see if he was forgetting anything. Weapon, ammo, MREs, water… 
 
    Bao Sen turned her head to make sure the Dark One was still with her on the pitch black roadway. She wasn’t sure how good a hunter he was, but she was pretty sure if he lost her in the dark on the road, she wasn’t taking him with her. Fortunately for everyone, the Ranger had no trouble keeping up with her, and after ten minutes of walking, the two arrived at their destination. 
 
    A large four-wheeled wooden cart sat in the middle of the road. The vehicle was taller than Ramirez with wooden rails that ran along the sides much like the modifications he had made to their trucks. Two large, four-legged animals the size of oxen but with a single horn protruding from their heads, were hitched to the front. The animals looked back at them for a moment, their eyes, if they had any, obscured by dirty, mop-like white hair that covered their bodies. 
 
    Bao Sen nimbly hopped up to the back of the cart and said a few words to someone inside. Then she turned and reached down to Ramirez. 
 
    <Come,> she said. <Climb up.>  
 
    Ramirez grabbed the edge of the cart’s “floor” and effortlessly pulled himself up and over the railing. When his feet touched the floor, he turned, smiling. 
 
    Eight female Va’Shen, Huntresses, were sitting on their knees on either side of the cart, looking at him with frank disapproval. Although the Va’Shen emoted more with their tails than their facial expressions, their eyes practically dripped contempt. A few held hard-light rifles, most had bows and sharp-looking knives strapped to their sides. The air practically stank of hostility mixed with whatever it was those creatures pulling the cart were. 
 
    Ramirez smiled widely. “Howdy!” he greeted with a wave. “I’m Ramirez! Thanks for having me along!” 
 
    Half translating, half introducing him, Bao Sen gestured to the Ranger. <His name is “Rah-meer-ez,”> she said. <Nobody kill him.> 
 
    There were a few quiet hissing sounds from the vixens, and Bao Sen motioned to an empty spot next to the wagon’s back gate. Ramirez sat down, legs crossed and made himself comfortable. He turned to the Huntress sitting next to him and smiled again. “Hey, how ya’doin?” he asked. 
 
    The Huntress rose from her seat without a word and moved to the front of the wagon. After some pushing, the next Huntress in the row ended up next to Ramirez. 
 
    Alzoria spared the Dark One a look, just long enough to confirm that Ramirez was the same Dark One whose antics in their mountain sanctuary had gotten her a lecture from Bao Sen.  Once her suspicion had been confirmed, she turned her eyes to the Huntress sitting across from her, her tail twitching in utter dissatisfaction. 
 
    Ramirez either didn’t notice or chose to play dumb. “I’m Ramirez,” he said, holding his hand out to her. 
 
    Alzoria ignored his greeting and instead addressed Bao Sen who was sitting across from her. <Why did you bring this savage?> she asked.  
 
    Bao Sen’s tail thumped the floor of the cart twice in irritation at being so directly interrogated by such a junior member of their guild. <Because it pleases me to,> she responded curtly. 
 
    Ramirez watched the byplay, his hand still out. A second after Bao Sen’s comment, he pulled his hand back and instead tipped his hat with it. “Not a shaker,” he said. “That’s cool. You look familiar. Did we meet in the cave?” 
 
    Alzoria hissed between her teeth as the cart started moving. <Can you at least muzzle him?> she asked. <If he talks this much in the bushes, we’ll never take any meat.> 
 
    <It is a long way to the bushes,> Bao Sen pointed out. <He harms no one by talking.> 
 
    “So…” Ramirez spoke up. “Anyone know any good jokes?” 
 
    <He harms me,> Alzoria pointed out. 
 
    <Then you are free to leave,> Bao Sen returned. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll start,” the Ranger continued, oblivious to the conversation in front of him. “A Soldier, a Sailor and a Marine walk into a bar…” 
 
    It was Alzoria’s turn to thump her tail against the floor. <A Huntress hunts,> she grumbled, looking away from Bao Sen in defeat. 
 
    <Then she can do so without complaining,> Bao Sen twisted the knife. 
 
    “And the bartender goes, ‘sorry, but I don’t serve crayons.’”  
 
    He waited a moment to see if anyone would laugh, not expecting anyone to, but it was polite. “Okay, now you do one,” he said, nudging Alzoria. 
 
    The Huntress hissed but said nothing. 
 
    It was going to be a very long hunt. 
 
      
 
    By Ramirez’s watch it was almost five a.m. when the cart stopped, and the Huntresses all stood up. He followed suit and looked over the railing at the road behind them. It was still dark, though the first tiny hints of sun-up could be seen to the east. Grabbing his gear, he vaulted over the rail and landed in the soft dirt of the road below.  
 
    The Ranger took a look at their surroundings as the Huntresses dismounted. To their right was a farmer’s field, though there was nothing growing there at the moment. To the left, however, the wooded land rose steeply, its contents impossible to see through the darkness. 
 
    Bao Sen tapped his arm to get his attention, and once she had it, she knelt down next to him. He watched as she took out what looked like a glass mason jar with a white, spherical rock sitting in it. She poured some water from her canteen into the jar and tightened a lid onto it before shaking it a few times. The rock inside the jar began to glow with a pale, yellow light. 
 
    Putting the jar on the ground between them, Bao Sen began drawing in the dirt. Ramirez watched as her finger conjured a simple sketch of a four-legged animal with a long snout and a pair of antlers that twisted like corkscrews before splitting off into several directions. 
 
    <Datsu,> she said, tapping the drawing. 
 
    “Looks like a deer,” Ramirez commented.  
 
    Bao Sen patted her stomach. <They’re good to eat. That’s what we’re hunting today.> 
 
    “Datsu,” Ramirez repeated. 
 
    The Huntress pointed to an area of the animal’s chest just above where its forelegs met the body. She circled the spot and looked up at him. 
 
    “The heart,” Ramirez concluded. It was roughly in the same area you would find a deer’s heart. He tapped his chest where his heart (and the Va’Shen heart) was. “Heart.” 
 
    Bao Sen jabbed her finger at the spot. <This is where you hit him. He will go straight down. If you miss, he will run, and we will have to chase him.> 
 
    Ramirez didn’t understand the words, but the tone was every bit the same his father had when he first taught him to hunt on Vega. He knew without a translation that she was telling him to hit the animal in the right place the first time, or they’d spend the day tracking a wounded animal through the forest, and no one wanted to spend their day doing that. 
 
    “Got it,” he told her, tapping the same spot.  
 
    As one they both rose to their feet. Bao Sen took a beautiful, but well-worn, recurve bow from the wagon as well as a dark blue quiver made from the hide of some yet unseen animal. She emptied the water from the jar, allowing the darkness to return to the road and pointed up the hill. The Huntress leader called to the others and started marching into the trees as the others fell in behind her. 
 
    Ramirez hefted his rifle and started up the hill behind them. As they entered the tree-line and started climbing up the steep grade, he could see small, glowing lights jumping from tree to tree. He remembered seeing them in the woods near the mountain during their mission to find the villagers, but he hadn’t been able to find the cause of them. 
 
    He broke his attention from the lights and split it between the surrounding terrain and the Huntresses in front of him. There was still a chance this was a trap, and it was incumbent upon him to keep an eye on them while also keeping an eye out for tasty animals. At the same time, he had to memorize the route and any landmarks he could use to find his way back if he needed to return to the road on his own. 
 
    The Ranger slowed his stride and softened his steps as years of hunting experience and Ranger operations focused his mind on stealth. The need to keep up with the Va’Shen competed with the need to step carefully. The steep terrain made his body work harder, and he had to consciously keep the sound of his breathing from rising. He watched for brittle sticks and leaves in the darkness and stepped around or over them. He was going to show these ladies how a Ranger hunts! 
 
    They eventually reached the top of the hill, and it flattened out with the hunting party walking along the top of a wooded ridgeline. They continued walking. Occasionally, Bao Sen would point to two Huntresses, who would split off and move down one side of the ridge or the other or both. The rest continued walking. 
 
    The sun was starting to rise to Ramirez’s right, and the sky was an odd mix of green and purple as Va’Sh’s star, Bellatrix, peeked over the horizon and found them through the trees. Ramirez admired it for a moment. Moments like these were part of what made hunting so fun. He refocused his mind on stealthiness and continued to follow the Huntresses. 
 
    Further up the line, Alzoria’s ears flattened against the top of her head. <He smashes through the brush like a drunken yarl,> she complained. <He’s going to scare away the meat,> she hissed to the vixen in front of her. 
 
    Bao Sen growled low in her throat, not at Ramirez’s comparatively noisy footsteps, but the younger Huntress’s incessant complaining about him. She wasn’t exactly a fan of the Dark One either. She had only invited him to try to forge some kind of relationship with him that she might exploit later. But listening to Alzoria whine about him was becoming intolerable. 
 
    <Why did you bring him?> the blonde asked once again. 
 
    Bao Sen stopped in her tracks and turned to her, causing Alzoria to stop suddenly. She could see, too late, that Bao Sen’s ears were practically trying to burrow into the top of her skull in anger.  
 
    <If you’re so worried about him,> Bao Sen hissed quietly, <Then you may take responsibility for him. You two will take this spot.> 
 
    Alzoria’s tail whipped about in anger, smacking into a bush and shaking the leaves from it. 
 
    <Or if hunting has become such a chore for you, you can walk back to Pelle and ask to apprentice with a glassmaker!> Bao Sen had been pushed too far. Her authority within the Hunting Guild stemmed from her father’s position, and she was only the guild leader while he was away, but she was not about to let some rookie Huntress lecture her about her decisions. As long as she ran the guild, her directions were absolute. Alzoria, it seemed, was forgetting that and so needed to be put back on the proper path. 
 
    The blonde Huntress glared, but she then cast her eyes down to the ground in submission. <Yes, Bao Sen.> 
 
    Bao Sen got Ramirez’s attention and pointed at him and then to Alzoria followed by pointing at the ground. Ramirez got it and nodded, something Bao Sen had learned was an affirmative. She waved the others forward, and everyone in the group but Ramirez and Alzoria soon disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    The dim light of Bellatrix showed them they were standing atop a saddle in the ridgeline where the slopes toward the bottom on either side were not as steep as it had been in other areas. Alzoria took a look around, ears twitching in (almost) satisfaction at their location. 
 
    She jabbed Ramirez in the arm with her hand, and he arched an eyebrow. She pointed at him and then down the left side of the ridge. She pointed at herself, and then down the right. 
 
    The Ranger nodded. “Okay,” he whispered. “Yell if you need…” He trailed off as Alzoria’s back disappeared down the ridge. “Right,” he finished to himself. Hefting his pack, he started downhill to look for a good spot. 
 
      
 
    Patricia backed her way through the hospital ward’s swinging doors, careful not to spill the cups of coffee resting on top of the white chow hall “to-go” box in her hands. While the rest of the buildings on Jamieson had a sort of rushed, make-shift look to them, the Miller Theater Hospital was brightly lit and so clean Patricia was certain she could eat off the floor if she had to. Although most of the state-of-the art military medical equipment in the U.S. arsenal was useless on Va’Sh, the docs and nurses managed to do an incredible job with the equipment that did work and moved heaven and earth to get the patients they couldn’t help on to a ship in orbit to evacuate them to somewhere to get treatment. 
 
    But if you didn’t need state-of-the art treatment, you ended up in a bed in the recovery ward, Patricia’s destination that morning. 
 
    As she walked through the ward, she was surprised by the number of occupied beds. She had assumed there would be a few patients here recovering from common accidents, but there were more beds full here than not and most with what looked like combat injuries. 
 
    She turned a corner and found Specialist Burton halfway down the line of beds on the left. He had managed to avoid wearing a hospital gown and was instead in a pair of black sweatpants and a gray Army physical training shirt. That wasn’t particularly odd. What threw Patricia off was that he already had another visitor. 
 
    A tall blonde woman wearing a set of green and brown Marine Corps jungle fatigues was sitting in a chair next to his bed, writing something in a notepad.  
 
    Burton caught sight of her and waved, giving her welcoming grin. “’Morn’n, LT!” he said. “How goes it?” 
 
    The other woman looked up and saw her, hopping to her feet and coming to attention. “Good morning, Ma’am,” she offered. 
 
    “Good morning,” Patricia replied, gingerly holding out the coffee and food she had brought. Burton sat up in his bed and snagged the two cups of coffee so Patricia could put the “to-go” box on the table next to the bed. “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Doing great,” Burton told her, biting his lip. “So great, they’re shipping me out.” 
 
    “What?” Patricia asked, shocked. “I thought the wound was nothing!” 
 
    “It is nothing!” Burton confirmed in frustration. “But since it’s the first of this kind of wound from this planet and since they don’t know anything about the animal that caused it, they want to ship me to the Space Force hospital on Arcturus.” 
 
    The blonde, who up until now had been waiting patiently, broke in. “They think there’s a chance some particles of the creature’s… um… phlegm, I guess… might be stuck to some of the microscopic stone particles in the wound, so they just want to make sure.” She thrust her hand out to the Patricia. “Hi, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh! Hi! Sorry!” Patricia shook the woman’s hand. “Lieutenant Patricia Kim, Sector 13.” 
 
    “Hospital Corpsman Second Class Mina Fletcher,” the young woman replied as they shook. At first Patricia was thrown off by the rank, as it was a Navy rating rather than a Marine Corps rank, but a look at the woman’s collar showed she was, in fact, wearing a crow insignia with two chevrons under it. 
 
    “My replacement,” Burton added bitterly. 
 
    At Patricia’s questioning look, Mina nodded. “I just came by to learn a little about the unit and what it’s like down there.” 
 
    “Oh, well… It’s definitely interesting,” Patricia told her as she took a seat in the chair on the opposite side of Burton’s bed.  
 
    “It’s nothing!” Burton assured the Navy medic. “Just watch out for the bomb-spitting monsters and you’ll be good to go!” 
 
    “Yeah, that is definitely a new one,” Mina agreed with wide eyes. 
 
    “Fortunately, so far it’s the only issue we’ve had,” Patricia said, taking another look around at the wounded men and women around them. “I didn’t think this place would be so crowded,” she said in near awe. 
 
    “Most of these guys are from up north,” Mina told her. “Task Force Raven. Word is it’s not going very well.” 
 
    “How’d your debrief go?” Burton asked. 
 
    “They thought I was an idiot,” she told him frankly. She took one of the coffee cups and took a sip. “I think they were expecting a lot more violence, and when I told them we haven’t seen any yet they must have thought I was just a shitty intel officer.” 
 
    “We just got there,” Burton said in her defense. “Give it a couple of weeks. I’m sure someone will shoot at us eventually.” 
 
    Patricia smiled at the faux-reassurance. “Yeah, that’d be great,” she replied in mock exuberance. 
 
    “Trust me,” Burton told her. “You don’t know Staff Sergeant Ramirez like I do. That guy gets shot at everywhere he goes.” 
 
    The terp rolled her eyes. “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” Burton asked.  
 
    Patricia shrugged. “I signed up for a flight back to Pelle, but it’s going to be awhile until one goes that way with room. Just chilling out here until then. When do you leave?” 
 
    “As soon as they have a flight up to the Armstrong with room on it for me,” Burton told her.  
 
    Patricia nodded but didn’t say anything. Her mind had gone back to the outcome of her actual mission here. She was going to have to tell Captain Gibson that there was no “quickie divorce” option on Va’Sh, and they would have to dig a little deeper into the situation without upsetting Alacea and the Va’Shen or the chain of command. 
 
    The issue presented a real quandary for her. As an Army officer, she felt it was her duty to report what was happening to her superiors in the Combined Joint Task Force. They could take the proper action. The problem there was that the “proper action” would most likely be to get Captain Gibson off-world as quickly as they possibly could, and they didn’t know enough about Va’Shen culture to accurately guess what their response to that might be. The other problem was that this was very likely her fault, and she didn’t want to risk the troops at FOB Leonard or Captain Gibson’s career if there was a way to delicately extricate themselves from the mess. 
 
    As things stood now, Alacea’s assistance and intervention on their behalf could be the reason that the hospital beds around her weren’t occupied by Sector 13 Rangers. If they made an enemy of her, who knows what the Va’Shen in Pelle might do? 
 
    An image of Alacea leading an enraged Va’Shen army from atop a saddled yarl popped into her head, complete with a banner flying over the Mikorin’s head with the Va’Shen words for “A Woman Scorned” painted on it. 
 
    It was an exaggeration, perhaps, but the wounded soldiers around her attested to the value of a good relationship with the local community… even if that relationship was a weird interspecies marriage to a confessed intergalactic war criminal. 
 
    She snorted a laugh at the description. The whole thing was ludicrous from start to finish. The two medics turned her way. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “Something struck me funny.” 
 
    “What was that?” Burton asked. 
 
    She sighed. “All of it.” 
 
      
 
    Sho Nan, Mikorin Ya’Jahar of Pelle, silently prayed over the steaming bowl of soup sitting on the table in front of her, thanking the Gods for providing the ingredients and the knowledge she needed to make it safe and well. Holding her hands up, palms out like a human soldier surrendering, she whispered the holy words and then brought her fingers together. Opening her eyes, her ears flickered once in contentment, and she lifted the spoon. 
 
    Before she could dip the spoon into the admittedly thinner-than-she-would-like soup, a familiar set of pink twintails took the seat on the other side of the table from her. 
 
    Sho Nan put the spoon back down. Aside from her and Pavastea, the rest of the temple’s dining hall was empty, the other Mikorin having finished breakfast already. Now that they were gone, Sho Nan was looking forward to enjoying her own breakfast. It was the vow of the Mikorin Ya’Jahar that she not eat until all others she cooked for had, and the blue-haired vixen took her role very seriously. 
 
    <Are you here to eat?> Sho Nan asked her. <You may have mine.> 
 
    <Oh! No, thank you!> Pavastea replied quickly. <I’ve already eaten, I just wanted to… sit, I suppose.> 
 
    <I see,> Sho Nan said evenly. She picked up her spoon again. 
 
    <It’s just, I wanted to talk to someone.> 
 
    The Ya’Jahar put her spoon down again, but her ears and tail remained motionless. Most Va’Shen emoted with their ears and tails, and only very little could be discerned from their facial expressions, but Sho Nan was notoriously hard to read. She actually preferred it that way as it allowed her to keep many of her own thoughts to herself. It was particularly useful now when, although she liked Pavastea and wanted to be of help to her, she was rather annoyed at having breakfast interrupted after having to wait so long already. 
 
    <Something troubles you?> Sho Nan asked. <Usually you speak to the Na’Sha about such things.> 
 
    <It’s the Na’Sha I want to talk about,> Pavastea admitted. 
 
    <The Gods look down on a gossip,> Sho Nan reminded her. 
 
    The hair on Pavastea’s ears stood on their ends in embarrassment. <I don’t mean to be a gossip. I am worried for her and want to know if that worry is shared.> 
 
    <What are you worried about?> Sho Nan asked, her voice still low and even, betraying nothing of her own thoughts. 
 
    Pavastea looked down at the table, her tail flashing on one side of her and the other as it twitched back and forth in apprehension. <Ever since she announced her marriage to that Dark One, she has been treated with less and less respect. It’s like… It’s like they think she switched sides.> 
 
    <Did she?> Sho Nan inquired. 
 
    <Of course she didn’t!> Pavastea erupted. <She did what she had to do to protect us! Everyone who’s showing their tails to her now are only alive because of what she did! It’s like they really would be happier if the Dark Ones had killed her!> 
 
    <And you know this to be true?> the Ya’Jahar asked, idly stirring her soup. She showed not a hint of emotion even as Pavastea was slapping the table, her tail going wild behind her. 
 
    <Yes, I do!> 
 
    <Then why are you worried?> Sho Nan asked, locking her blue eyes with Pavastea’s. <A Na’Sha who acts appropriately has no fear of the Gods or Great Ones.> 
 
    <But it’s not the Gods or Great Ones who are judging her!> Pavastea shot back. <It’s those… idiots!> 
 
    <And the Na’Sha cares what idiots think?> 
 
    Pavastea was brought up short. She opened her mouth to make a reply, but no sound emerged. 
 
    Sho Nan stirred her soup as her friend visibly deflated in front of her. 
 
    <I suppose not,> Pavastea admitted quietly. <It’s just that she has so much to deal with already, and it seems like her own community is turning against her.> 
 
    The other Mikorin said nothing. 
 
    <She has been spending her mornings and evenings with that… alien,> Pavastea went on bitterly. <I can’t imagine how hard it must be for her. Can you imagine having to lay with one of those soulless things? No tail, no ears… It must be like being with a statue. It’s creepy!> Her tail shuddered in disgust. 
 
    <Not every morning,> Sho Nan said casually. 
 
    <Huh?> 
 
    <She’s not there every morning,> Sho Nan repeated. <She’s behind you right now.> 
 
    <Don’t even joke like that, Sho Nan!> Pavastea cried in dread. Her ear fur was once again standing on end at the thought of such an embarrassing situation. 
 
    She turned her head slowly as if afraid she was going to find a monster behind her. The fur on her tail puffed out in alarm a moment later. 
 
    Alacea stood behind her, looking down at the floor. 
 
    <N…Na’Sha! I… I…> Pavastea stammered. 
 
    <Pavastea is concerned about your marital activities,> Sho Nan offered on her behalf while also taking the opportunity to stir the pot. 
 
    Pavastea turned to Sho Nan in shock. <SHO NAN!> 
 
    <I… I heard,> Alacea said softly.  
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha! I’m sorry! I just…> 
 
    Alacea looked up, her ears twitching. <It’s all right, Pavastea. It is only natural that a vixen your age be curious about such things.> 
 
    <Oh, I am NOT curious AT ALL!> Pavastea cried. 
 
    Alacea played with her hair with one hand and looked off at the wall in embarrassment. <My Tesho has taught me many… many… things about their marriage practices,> she said. <Shall I show you their mating dance?> 
 
    <M…M… Mating dance?> Pavastea stuttered. 
 
    Alacea clapped her hands together. <Oh, yes! It is quite fascinating! First, you must cover yourself in mud! Then, roll about in a bed of fresh-cut grass.> She raised her hands over her head.  <Then, the married couple raise their arms over their head and dance around a roaring fire while making sounds like wild pachu!> 
 
    Pavastea’s ears and tail went limp. 
 
    <Like this…> Alacea said and took a deep breath… 
 
    <It’s okay!> Pavastea cried, dropping to the floor and kowtowing to the Na’Sha before she could make animal sounds. <Thank you! I think I understand now! It is very fascinating!> 
 
    <But I’m not done,> Alacea told her in mild disappointment. <There are seventeen more steps…> 
 
    <Forgive me, Na’Sha!> Pavastea cried. <But I have other duties! Excuse me, please!> 
 
    Before Alacea could reply, Pavastea hopped to her feet and walked out of the dining hall as fast as her hanbok would let her, her long twintails bouncing behind her as she went. 
 
    Alacea and Sho Nan watched her go. Sho Nan brought the soup bowl to her lips and took a sip before speaking again. 
 
    <The Gods look down on a gossip,> she noted dryly. 
 
    <Indeed,> Alacea agreed, her ears twitching in amusement. <But I am touched by her concern.> 
 
    <Are you all right?> Sho Nan asked her seriously. 
 
    <I do not fear for my life,> Alacea told her. <And my Tesho treats me with great respect, more than I thought he would.> She turned to the Ya’Jahar. She and Sho Nan were closer in age and had grown up in the temple together. Despite how she presented herself, the Mikorin cook had a wicked sense of humor. <Did you enjoy that?> 
 
    <Immensely,> Sho Nan confessed. <And I am heartened that you can still make jokes.> 
 
    <Feel joy, and the Gods feel joy for you. Despair, and the…> She broke off before finishing the old idiom. 
 
    … and the Dark Ones feel joy in your stead. 
 
    It didn’t feel like a fitting statement, so she didn’t finish it. Sho Nan watched her over her soup bowl. 
 
    <You did nothing wrong,> Sho Nan told her. 
 
    Alacea looked up, surprised by the unbidden statement of support. 
 
    <A Na’Sha serves her community and gives her life for it,> Sho Nan reminded her. <You just did it in a different way.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched happily. <Thank you, Sho Nan.> 
 
    <Have you come to eat?> 
 
    <No… um…> Alacea suddenly seemed reluctant. <I have come… for lessons.> 
 
    <Lessons?> the other vixen asked, her tail twitching in a rare sign of surprise. 
 
    <Yes, lessons,> the Na’Sha repeated. <I cannot keep bringing him overboiled lemess. I need to learn to cook properly.> 
 
    Sho Nan’s ears began shaking uncontrollably. 
 
    <It’s not that funny!> Alacea argued. 
 
    <Of course not,> Sho Nan agreed evenly. She rose to her feet and started for the kitchen. <I have some time before I must start the midday meal. I can teach you until then.> 
 
    <Thank you, Sho Nan!> Alacea cried. She fell into step behind her friend and followed her to the kitchen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Sitting with his back to the dark-crimson trunk of an alien tree about thirty feet up the side of the ridge, Ramirez took in the view that Va’Sh was presenting to him. Below him, running through the bottom of the gully, a small stream flowed peacefully past the stand of crimson trees that shed tiny white leaves with every gust of wind. Every few minutes the sun rose, the light offered a different view of the planet’s natural beauty around him. 
 
    This was one of the best things about hunting in Ramirez’s opinion. You weren’t just looking at nature like some kind of tourist. You were a part of it, just another animal hunting another for food. A modern man interjecting himself into the food chain and in doing so being able to witness nature behind the scenes. 
 
    It was one of the reasons Ramirez had joined the Army and signed up for colonial duty. He wanted to see other worlds, more than just his home colony or Earth. He tried out for Ranger school because he knew that, as part of the Colonial Response Force, the Rangers had to be prepared to deploy to any of Earth’s colonies, and that meant they got to train on many of them.  
 
    Va’Sh, however, was completely different than anything he had seen before. 
 
    He just wished he could get along with its people. 
 
    He knew a lot of Rangers who straight up hated the Va’Shen, and you didn’t have to wonder why, not after what they did to Persephone. A lot of his friends lost family, friends and loved ones, not to mention everything they owned in the world. The Va’Shen had made them all homeless. But Ramirez had never gotten tied down with a girlfriend on Persephone and so had very few things to miss about the place. Add to that the fact that he was just an outgoing guy in general, and he really was well-suited to this kind of duty. He wanted to be friends with the Huntresses for the same reason he liked being friends with anyone. They seemed like good people who liked to hunt. 
 
    The Ranger could understand, however, their coldness toward him. If the roles were reversed, he’d probably be living in the mountains of Vega, making his way as a guerilla. He imagined if they had had their choice, Bao Sen and the other Huntresses would be doing the same. 
 
    His thoughts went to the blonde Va’Shen sitting on the other side of the hill, Alzoria. She seemed particularly cold to him. He wondered if maybe she had lost family in the war. Ramirez knew it would chap his ass if he had lost friends or family and then had to play nice with some of the people who killed them because his boss told him to. 
 
    Then again, in a way, weren’t the Rangers doing the same? 
 
    A soft crunch made him freeze where he sat. He waited, still as death, listening… and then heard another one. Off to his left, coming from the other side of the creek. 
 
    Ramirez slowly, very slowly, turned his head. He nearly gasped out loud when he saw the source of the sounds and had to consciously keep his mouth from dropping open. 
 
    Standing on the other side of the creek, its long snout down in the white fallen leaves, was a Va’Shen datsu. It looked much like an Earth stag, but with snow-white fur that blended well with the fallen leaves around it. Its ears were shorter than a stag’s and stood up between the long, cork-screwed antlers that protruded from either side of its head.  
 
    The antlers themselves were a sight to behold. They looked like they were made of glass or crystal, and the ends of its more than 20 points tapered to an icepick-like stiletto. 
 
    It was an absolutely beautiful animal. 
 
    I’ma kill it, Ramirez declared in his head. 
 
    The datsu hadn’t seen him. Perhaps it smelled him, but never having smelled a human before, perhaps it didn’t know that Ramirez was a predator. Maybe the smell of whatever the Va’Shen version of acorns were concealed the threat that was crouched less than thirty yards from where it was standing. 
 
    Ramirez slowly raised the rifle to his shoulder and looked through the scope. Suddenly the animal seemed so close he could reach out and touch it. It still wasn’t paying any attention to him. 
 
    The datsu was facing to his left, giving Ramirez a clear broad-side shot at him. He rested the crosshairs on the front of the animal, just above the shoulder. Ramirez licked his lips and tried to keep his excited muscles from moving the rifle too much.  
 
    The crosshairs were making a smooth, natural figure-eight pattern on the side of the animal, which still hadn’t noticed him.  
 
    Usually, when hunting a deer, Ramirez would whistle right before shooting to make the deer freeze and look up, but this Datsu was so unaware of what was happening, the hunter was afraid that just the click of switching the rifle’s safety off would send the creature bolting. 
 
    Okay, Ramirez, he thought. On three. 
 
    One… 
 
    He took a deep breath and slowly began to let it out. 
 
    Two… 
 
    His thumb reached up and clicked off the safety. 
 
    Thr… 
 
    Something touched his left ear, and he froze. The datsu looked up at him curiously as Ramirez caught something in his peripheral vision, moving to his right. 
 
    “Oh, COME ON!” he cried in frustration. The figure on his right snatched the rifle out of his hands. “You couldn’t wait two more seconds!?” Ramirez growled as he turned to his left, to the Va’Shen commando holding the hardlight rifle at his head.  
 
    “Dude,” Ramirez continued. “Not cool.” 
 
    The other Va’Shen soldier slammed the butt of his hardlight rifle into his back, dropping the Ranger to his knees. 
 
    “Okay! Okay! I know! I know!” Ramirez told them, his hands up. “Naisho something something…” He turned his head to the right and saw the datsu looking at him. He could swear he could see the animal smiling at him. He wasn’t sure what was worse, getting captured or missing out on such a great shot. 
 
    He looked up at the commando in front of him. Despite his grayish hair, he was obviously young, probably around Ramirez’s age. His red and purple uniform was faded and practically hung off the trooper, as if it was a size too large or the trooper had simply shrunk one size smaller. His tail was not as bushy or vibrant as the tails Ramirez had seen on the vixens in Pelle, but that was something he had noticed before as one of the differences between the male and female Va’Shen. 
 
    Ramirez couldn’t see the other tod standing behind him, but he could feel his hands roam up and down his body as he searched the Ranger for weapons, taking his knife, identification, gloves and everything else Ramirez had been keeping in his pockets. 
 
    “I’m gonna want that stuff back,” he told them. The Va’Shen behind him replied by slapping him in the back of the head. He heard the commando take a few steps back, probably covering him with another hardlight rifle. 
 
    The tod in front of him gave two sharp whistles, and suddenly, two more tods were emerging from the bushes around him. 
 
    “Holy crap, I really am the worst Ranger,” Ramirez muttered to himself. He bit his lip and his thoughts went to a dark place. Somehow Bao Sen had stuck him right where these guys were hanging out? No, he had been set up. 
 
    On one hand, he thought, he really shouldn’t be surprised at being betrayed. It was the reason he had specifically requested to go alone, so that no one else would be hurt if he was wrong. On the other hand, though, it just seemed so unlike Bao Sen. Although it was difficult to communicate with her, the Va’Shen Huntress had always struck Ramirez as a straight shooter. Deep down she may have wanted to stab Ramirez in the heart, but she seemed like the type who would walk up to him and do it herself. 
 
    He kept a careful watch on the commandos as they conversed and tried to come up with an escape plan. Like the first two, the other set of Va’Shen looked disheveled, dirty and skinny.  
 
    One of the new commandos came within arm’s reach of him and stared at him. Behind him, the Va’Shen covering him spoke. 
 
    <What should we do with him?> he asked. 
 
    The Va’Shen inspecting him answered. <I don’t know,> he said. <I’ve never been this close to one.> 
 
    <Let’s kill it and move on,> a third injected. 
 
    <It’s the first Dark One we’ve managed to capture,> the fourth replied. <We should take it back to the Captain.> He punctuated the statement by pointing off into the woods. Ramirez’s eyes saw the movement and made note of the direction the commando was pointing. 
 
    <What for?> the “Kill Ramirez” faction of the group asked. <The Captain doesn’t speak Dark One.> 
 
    <Maybe it speaks Va’Shen,> the one covering him muttered. <Huh?> He reached out and slapped Ramirez’s head again. <Do you understand my mouth sounds, devil?> 
 
    Ramirez said nothing. 
 
    <We can’t just sit around,> the one in front of him said. <There could be others.> 
 
    Before any of them could reply, the commando advocating killing Ramirez raised his rifle and pointed it at the trees further up the ridgeline. 
 
    The others turned to look. <What do you see?> one asked. 
 
    Ramirez stayed perfectly still. He didn’t know what they were talking about, but they were obviously on edge about something. The last thing he wanted to do was to bring further attention to himself. 
 
    One of the commandos pointed at a tree. <Up there!> he hissed. 
 
    The sound of a hardlight rifle crashed through the trees, finally prompting the datsu to run away in fear. Ramirez turned instinctively, wanting to see what they were shooting at. Two more shots reached into the woods, tracking a blur that dashed left from tree to tree. A last shot struck the trunk of a tree right in front of it, causing chunks of wood to explode out from it. 
 
    Ramirez heard a high-pitched squeal and saw Alzoria stop just short of that tree and fall back on her rear. 
 
    <Let’s see a prayer!> one of the commandos yelled up at her. 
 
    Alzoria threw her hands up and climbed to her feet. <Don’t shoot!> she called down. <I’m one of you!> 
 
    <Come down!> another soldier called. <Keep your hands up!> 
 
    <I’m coming! Just don’t shoot! I’m a Va’Shen!> 
 
    Ramirez watched as Alzoria carefully descended the hill, her hands up in a crude imitation of a Va’Shen prayer. As she came closer, one of the commandos went up to her and took the bow and quiver from her shoulders. Taking the knife from her belt, he pushed her to the ground and took a step back. 
 
    <Who are you, and what are you doing here?> the Va’Shen who had been examining Ramirez demanded. 
 
    <My name is Alzoria. I’m a Huntress from Pelle,” Alzoria replied. Her tail swished back and forth in agitation. <This is a Pelle hunting ground. What are you doing here?> 
 
    The commando behind Ramirez nudged him with his hardlight rifle before answering. <Hunting.> 
 
    The Va’Shen leader’s ears bent forward in suspicion as he looked back and forth between Alzoria and Ramirez. <You know this devil?> he asked. 
 
    <Yes,> Alzoria answered cautiously. <He came with our hunting party.> 
 
    The Va’Shen soldiers looked to each other in shock. 
 
    <Is that a joke?> one of them asked her. 
 
    <What do you mean?> Alzoria asked.  
 
    <You’re hunting with it?> another asked. 
 
    <It wasn’t my idea!> the Huntress defended. 
 
    <I wasn’t aware that Pelle’s Huntresses sold their honor so quickly,> the Va’Shen leader told her evenly. 
 
    <What did you just say?!> Alzoria cried. <I didn’t have a choice! I was forced!> 
 
    <Yes,> the lead commando agreed. <We can tell by how emaciated you are, how torn up your clothes look and how bruised your face is. Obviously, you fought to the very edge of death,> he ridiculed her. 
 
    Alzoria looked around herself at the other Va’Shen. <What… What is this?> she asked in a haunted tone. She started to get up, but a Va’Shen soldier pushed her back to her knees.  
 
    <It is war, vixen,> their leader told her. He turned to the others. <Bind her hands. We’ll take her with us.> 
 
    <The war is over, you idiot!> she shouted at him. 
 
    The four Va’Shen froze in place, shocked at the words. 
 
    <Didn’t you know that?!> Alzoria went on. <The Emperor surrendered! Va’Sh is occupied!> 
 
    The Va’Shen that earlier argued for killing Ramirez spat into the snow white leaves. <What a pack of kashu dung!> he bit out. <The Emperor would never surrender to the Dark Ones!> 
 
    <Is… Is that possible?> one of the soldiers asked. 
 
    <How do you know this?> the leader asked Alzoria. 
 
    <It… It was announced by an Imperial Herald,> she told him. 
 
    <A Dark One trick,> the “kill Ramirez” faction spat. He turned to the leader. <Obviously, they found a collaborator like her to go from town to town in order to sow confusion.> 
 
    <What?!> Alzoria cried. She wasn’t sure what was more flabbergasting; the soldier’s theory or his roundabout accusation that she was a Dark One collaborator. 
 
    The head Va’Shen’s tail twitched up and down in thought. <Do you have any other evidence?> he asked her. <What did the returning soldiers of your village say?> 
 
    Alzoria was taken aback by the question. An Imperial Herald’s word was never questioned, and as for returning soldiers… 
 
    <N… none of our soldiers have returned,> she told him quietly.  
 
    <And that did not strike you as odd?> the leader asked. 
 
    <We assumed they were dead,> Alzoria confessed. 
 
    The Va’Shen leader knelt next to her. <Or isn’t it more likely that they are off fighting the Dark Ones while you cavort with the monsters they struggle against?> 
 
    The Huntress’s eyes went wide. 
 
    <Collaborator bitch,> “kill Ramirez” growled as he stepped up and roughly grabbed Alzoria’s hair. The Huntress shrieked in pain. The Va’Shen leader opened his mouth to discipline his subordinate… 
 
    …And Ramirez, seeing the moment he had been waiting for, acted. 
 
    The Ranger dashed forward and brought his knee up into “Kill Ramirez’s” stomach, bringing the commando right down. But the other Va’Shen were quick on the uptake. One of them smashed the butt of his hardlight rifle into the back of his head. Ramirez went straight down and rolled down the hill until he landed face-down in a patch of moist dirt next to the stream. 
 
    Suddenly freed from the soldier’s grip, Alzoria fell onto her rear and watched him fall down. <Stop it!> she screamed at the soldiers. The Va’Shen leader helped “Kill Ramirez” up while the other two grabbed the Ranger by the shoulders and hauled him up onto his knees. 
 
    “Kill Ramirez” gasped for breath and made retching sounds. 
 
    <Enough!> the leader cried at them all. <Bind their hands! We’re taking them with us!> He made sure his subordinate could stand on his own before kneeling behind Alzoria and tying her hands behind her back. <Every Dark One on the planet will have heard that,> he growled. <Get up!> 
 
    Alzoria, still in shock, allowed the soldier to lead her by the arm down the hill, “Kill Ramirez” staggering behind them. The other two were half-supporting, half-dragging Ramirez away from where he had fallen, wary of another escape attempt. 
 
    None of them noticed the small velcro square with staff sergeant stripes lying in the dirt next to a crudely drawn arrow pointing in the direction the party was marching. 
 
      
 
    Ramirez was really only half awake during the march to the Va’Shen base. A rifle butt to the head will make anyone a little woozy if not downright unconscious. So, the images he remembered from the walk were fleeting, jumbled, and possibly hallucinatory. He did remember going up and down hills, someone gently pouring water on his lips so he could drink and entering a dark hole in the world that frightened him. 
 
    By the time they had entered that hole, however, he was mostly lucid and the images he saw became sharper in his mind. They were definitely underground, walking through tunnels hewn from the rock and dirt of Va’Sh’s hills. Jars strung with rope hung from the ceiling, each with a glowing crystal submerged in water like the type Bao Sen had used. Boxes and crates lined the walls, forcing them to turn to the side every so often to make their way through. 
 
    Ramirez turned his head to look down a hallway. A Va’Shen soldier was poking into a vent with a stick. A moment later, his hand darted into the vent and came out holding a green and white lizard-looking animal the size of an iguana. Ignoring the creature’s cries, the soldier started down the hall, and Ramirez lost sight of them as they moved past the passageway. 
 
    Eventually, he found himself being shoved into a dimly lit room with dirt and mortar walls. The floor had been packed down so hard that it was practically concrete. The room was empty but for a single empty wooden box that gave him the impression that it was once a storeroom. 
 
    The Va’Shen soldiers looked down at them as they rearranged themselves into a more comfortable position on the floor. Alzoria glared up at them, both frightened and angry at their treatment of her. 
 
    <You stay here,> “Kill Ramirez” told her, pointing down at her. He turned and gave Ramirez a lazy kick as he started out of the room. 
 
    “I love you too!” Ramirez called at his back. 
 
    The soldier looked at him with contempt and shut the door, barring it behind him.  
 
    Alzoria took an unsettled breath. Now that they were gone and she had a moment, the weight of her situation came crashing down on her. Captured by Va’Shen renegades who thought she was a Dark One collaborator, she couldn’t think of a worse position to be in. Her tail and ears shivered and she looked down at the ground. 
 
    Ramirez, meanwhile, was looking at every corner of the room, examining everything that may be an advantage or disadvantage. So far, all things considered, he liked what he saw. No video surveillance, a wooden door, one sentry outside and they used rope to tie their hands instead of handcuffs or zip ties.  
 
    “This really must be their first rodeo,” Ramirez muttered to himself as he scooted backwards to Alzoria. “Hey, Alzoria.” 
 
    The Huntress didn’t reply. Ramirez looked over his shoulder at the Va’Shen girl and saw her ears  trembling. 
 
    “Hey, Alzoria,” he called again, gentler this time. “Alzoria.” 
 
    Finally, she looked over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” he said calmly. He met her worried gaze and smiled. “It’ll be okay,” he repeated. He shifted his weight and backed closer to her. “First, we need to get our hands free,” he said. 
 
    Alzoria didn’t know what he was saying, but she did know he was using a calm soothing voice like the kind you use with an animal before you slaughter it. Then he was moving backward toward her, which she found rather puzzling… 
 
    Until she felt his hands on her tail. 
 
    The Huntress grit her teeth angrily and pushed out with her legs, all but leaping away from him. 
 
    “Pachu!” she shouted at him. 
 
    He looked at her in confusion. “Pachu?” he repeated. “Pig?! No! Look!” he stood up and turned his back to her, wiggling his fingers. “See? We have to get our hands untied!” 
 
    All Alzoria saw, however, was a perverted alien wiggling his tail-hungry fingers at her. She backed away and put her tail in a corner of the room. 
 
    <Stay away from me you pervert!> she cried. She glared at him from her corner hide-out. 
 
    “Oh for shit’s sake!” he cried. Looking around, he spotted the wooden crate from before and sat down in front of it, his hands finding a sharp corner. He pushed the rope binding his wrists against the corner and started rubbing it up and down. 
 
    For several minutes, the room was silent except for the sound of Ramirez sawing the rope on his hands. Once Alzoria realized what he was doing, she felt pretty foolish, but couldn’t bring herself to admit it, even if he couldn’t understand her. 
 
    “The least they could do would’ve been to leave us some water,” Ramirez complained as he worked his hands behind him. 
 
    <I wonder if they’ll kill us,> Alzoria muttered. 
 
    Ramirez grit his teeth as he worked through the pounding headache smashing the back of his skull in time with his heartbeat. He wasn’t sure what the next step should be. At first he thought these Va’Shen were the insurgents he had been hearing so much about, but every Va’Shen he had seen so far was in a uniform like the Va’Shen he had fought on other worlds. Insurgents were usually common folk, perhaps led by a core group of former military personnel, but their power was their ability to blend in with civilian populations. You couldn’t do that in a uniform. 
 
    Another possibility was that this group was no-kidding Va’Shen Imperial Army, perhaps laying the groundwork for a general uprising to kick the Coalition off the planet, but if that were the case, why did they look so haggard? 
 
    Before he could consider the situation further, the door opened. Ramirez stopped sawing and tried to act casual. He shot a look to Alzoria, who was looking up at the Va’Shen who entered the room with fear. 
 
    The tod who walked into the room wore a uniform like the others, but a red armband was wrapped around his left bicep. His hair and fur were a rusty reddish brown color and a five o’clock shadow colored his face. Another Va’Shen soldier stood behind him with a hardlight rifle. 
 
    “Guess you’re the guy in charge,” Ramirez said. 
 
    The soldier looked Ramirez up and down before turning to Alzoria. <I am Captain Turan, of the Fourth Commando of the Third Princess’s Windsabers. What is your name?> 
 
    <I am Alzoria,> the Huntress told him. <Why are you holding us?!> 
 
    <Because he’s an enemy soldier and you were found with him,> Turan told her simply as if the question itself was stupid. <My people tell me you’re from Pelle. Is that true?> 
 
    Alzoria swallowed, not sure she should be answering. <Yes,> she finally replied. 
 
    <Then we are neighbors, Alzoria of Pelle,> Turan said, crouching down next to her. <My tods and I are from the village of Kar’El.> 
 
    She didn’t reply to that. 
 
    <When did Pelle fall to the Dark Ones?> he asked her. 
 
    <Pelle didn’t fall,> she bit back. <The Empire surrendered, and we were occupied.> 
 
    <I have heard nothing through official channels that that is the case,> Turan told her evenly. <I have heard, however, of the possibility of deception operations happening to other units. Dark Ones breaking into our communication webs and trying to deceive our forces into showing themselves.> 
 
    Alzoria, again, didn’t reply. 
 
    He continued to stare at her with dark purple eyes. After a moment, he nodded his head toward Ramirez. <Does this one speak Va’Shen?> 
 
    <No,> she said simply. 
 
    <You’re sure?> 
 
    <Of course I’m…> Alzoria trailed off and blinked. How did she know that Ramirez couldn’t speak Va’Shen? Yes, he only spoke in the Dark One language, but how did she know he wasn’t just pretending to be unable to understand them? 
 
    He turned to Ramirez. <What about it? Can you understand me?> 
 
    “Ramirez,” the Ranger replied. “John S. V. Staff Sergeant. U.S. Army. Two-one-two-seven-five-five-six.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Turan asked Alzoria. 
 
    <I… I don’t know,> she said. <The first part is his name.> 
 
    <Rahmeeraz?> he asked. He looked the Ranger over for a moment.  
 
    Alzoria finally shook herself out of it. <Look!> she said, <If you just call your commanders and ask, they will tell you that the war is over!> 
 
    <And if my commanders tell me that is a lie and to execute you as a collaborator?> he asked her. 
 
    The Huntress clammed up. The officer’s possible explanations for everything suddenly made her uncertain. Could the war still be going on? It was strange that their tods had not returned. What if they were still off-planet fighting against the Dark Ones? What if the Overlord, who even the Na’Sha had labeled a most clever person, had somehow arranged a way to hold the village of Pelle without a single shot being fired?  
 
    That would make her… that would make all of them… collaborators. 
 
    She swallowed back panic and looked at Ramirez. What if her entire village was the butt of an incredibly well-orchestrated practical joke? 
 
    Turan caught her gaze and looked back at Ramirez. <Do you need his permission to answer?> he asked her. 
 
    <Of course not!> she cried.  
 
    <What were you doing in this area?> he asked her. 
 
    <We were hunting,> she replied. <This area is one of Pelle’s hunting grounds.> 
 
    <And he made you take him with you?> he asked. 
 
    <Well... No,> she said. <He… He was invited.> 
 
    <He was invited to accompany you to my fighting area?> 
 
    <That’s not what I mean! We’re just hunting!> 
 
    <Who invited him? Was it you?> 
 
    <No! I didn’t even want him to come!> Alzoria cried. 
 
    “Hey, asshole,” Ramirez called from his spot. “Lay off, would ya? She’s just a civvie. She’s got no part in this.” 
 
    Turan turned to him. He didn’t understand the Dark One’s words, but he caught the tone. He nodded to the other Va’Shen commando, who stepped forward and kicked Ramirez in the stomach. Ramirez rolled onto his side, his knees drawn up to his chest, trying to claw the air back into his lungs. 
 
    The Va’Shen officer turned back to Alzoria, who had watched the whole thing wide-eyed. <How many of these Dark Ones are in your village?> he asked her. 
 
    Alzoria’s tail was moving a mile a second in agitation and fear. <I… I don’t know,> she gasped out. <I… I’ve only seen a few of them at a time.> 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Turan’s ears flattened against his head. 
 
    “I said ‘HEY!’” Ramirez repeated, still coughing as he sat back up. “You should tell your kid sister over there to stop skipping leg day. He kicks like my grandmother.” 
 
    The officer’s tail twitched behind him. 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” Ramirez coughed, addressing the other Va’Shen soldier. “Squats. It really is the most important lift.” 
 
    Turan looked Alzoria in the eye. <If you have any influence over your Dark One friend, I would suggest you begin exercising it. We’re not so well stocked on food that I’m willing to waste some on an unruly prisoner.> 
 
    <What are you going to do with us?> Alzoria asked him. 
 
    <I will contact my superiors and report your capture,> he told her as he stood up. <And then we’ll see.> 
 
    With that, he turned and led the other commando out of the room, shutting the door behind them. 
 
    “What a douche,” Ramirez said at the same time Alzora muttered, <What a pachu.> 
 
    They looked at each other for a minute, and Ramirez smiled. Alzoria took a breath, but her tail’s thrashing had begun to slow. She wasn’t crazy about being on the same side as the Dark One, but it appeared that, at the moment, it was the only side willing to have her. 
 
      
 
    Turan marched down the narrow corridor that led back to his command post at the center of the tunnel network. Va’Shen commandos pressed themselves against the wall at his approach, giving him room to walk by unobstructed. His conversation with the captured vixen had unnerved him. No matter how he looked at it, the news was bad, made worse by their isolation. 
 
    As he entered the command post, his officers and sub-officers turned from their duties, anxious to hear what he had to say about this interrogation. The command post was, aside from the now-nearly empty storerooms, the largest room in the tunnel network. A large map of the of the forest and ridge hung  next to another map showing the surrounding three provinces. The red marks showing troop positions and movements had not changed in quite some time, but he had a feeling it was about to. 
 
    <What did the Dark One say, Captain?> Scout Team Leader Eruto asked him. As the sub-officer whose group found the Dark One and collaborator, he had the honor and privilege to inquire about their status. 
 
    <The vixen told me the same thing she told you,> Turan told them. <The war is over, and we lost it.> 
 
    <Impossible!> Able Guardsman Sayuno blurted. He, too, had been on the team that captured the two trespassers and the one who had urged them to kill the Dark One.  
 
    Eruto stepped on Sayuno’s foot, silently telling him to be quiet. 
 
    Turan paid the outburst no mind. He was busy examining the map. 
 
    <Captain, may I question?> Able Guardsman Rozan spoke up from behind him. Turan turned and gestured his assent. Rozan looked at the ground as a good commando did when questioning an officer’s actions. <You told the vixen you were going to ask our leaders about her story.> 
 
    <That is right.> 
 
    <But… Captain… Our site-to-site communicator is still damaged. We have no way to do so.> 
 
    <True,> Turan told him. <But they don’t know that. If the vixen is a collaborator, she will think her deception is about to collapse on itself, and in her worry for her own life, she may agree to reveal information on the Dark Ones she serves.> 
 
    <You believe she will turn on the Dark Ones?> Eruto asked. 
 
    <Why not?> Turan replied. <She turned on us. Anyone who is willing to switch loyalties once would be willing to do so twice. And if she is the one being deceived by the Dark Ones she may begin to see the holes in their deception and give aid to us of her own will.> He turned back to the map, took a black piece of cloth and pinned it to the map. <In any event, by her own admission, the enemy holds the village of Pelle.> 
 
    <Then they are practically sleeping in our den,> Eruto noted. 
 
    <Indeed,> Turan agreed quietly. He took a breath and continued examining the map, as if the other pieces of cloth would start moving of their own volition and give him any further news. 
 
    <Captain, do you not consider the possibility that she may speak the truth?> 
 
    Turan turned and found several pairs of eyes looking at him, and the same number of ears pointed his way. There was so much hope in their gaunt faces. All of them were willing to die to save their people, but there was a small, cold, tired, hungry part of them that just wanted it to be over so they could go home, with honor or without it. 
 
    As their captain, Turan was responsible for their honor while they were deployed. In a way he was like a military version of their Na’Sha. For their sake, he could not let them return without their honor, no matter how much homesickness gnawed on them. 
 
    <Our orders were to remain silent,> he said. <If we were supposed to retreat, the Field Commandant would issue orders to us, and we have received no messages. Not by site-to-site, not by runner. That tells me the other commandos are doing exactly what we are. They are holding their ridges and waiting for the opportunity to fall on the Dark Ones like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky.> 
 
    <Perhaps… Perhaps we should send a runner,> Rozan suggested, eyes still cast at the ground. He knew making such a suggestion could be interpreted as insubordinate and cowardly, but hoped that Turan, whom he knew as a fair-minded officer, would not see it that way. 
 
    Turan sighed. <Unfortunately, it is too late for that,> he said. <The enemy is operating in our area. If we send a runner now, we risk exposing ourselves, and our bolt from a clear sky will become a slow moving storm cloud seen from a watchtower. No, our orders are to hold, and so we hold.> 
 
    The other Va’Shen soldiers looked disappointed that they must continue to operate without news from the outside. Sayuno’s tail whipped from side to side in anger. 
 
    The Windsaber’s captain knew he couldn’t let his troops dwell on it. He had to give them something to do. <Scout Team Leader,> he began, causing Eruto to stand ramrod straight. <Send teams to check on our traps and check for sign of movement within one eben of our fighting position. And warn the sentries to be on their guard. More Dark Ones will be coming.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain Turan!> Eruto replied. 
 
    <The rest of you begin checking your positions, weapons and supplies,> Turan continued. <We have become lax from our abundance of patience. The battle we have been sent to fight is now near. Tell your tods to make themselves ready.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain!> the commandos cried. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Alacea set her tea cup down on the polished guum tree table in front of her and resumed her rigid, straight-back posture, mirroring the other three Mikorin kneeling on the other three sides of the table. Although they were drinking tea and were comfortable around each other, when discussing the business and future of the community, they were obliged to treat the meeting as a serious matter. And the news the Herald brought yesterday morning was, indeed, quite serious. 
 
    <The question is, ‘What will we absorb?’> Alacea asked them. <Kasshas will make the final determination, whether he is permitted to choose a number or one is chosen for him, but we must be ready to welcome these newcomers as best we can.> 
 
    <There are many questions the Herald simply did not answer,> the Mikorin to her right said. Sho Nan’s ears and tail were, as ever, inscrutable as she sipped her tea. <We know not the number of newcomers, or where they hail from…> 
 
    <Or what condition they are in,> Kastia added from the opposite side of the table. <The refugees who passed through Pelle as they fled from the north spoke of massive devastation, Va’Shen with severe burns and a mysterious illness that afflicts the survivors that appears to have no cure.> 
 
    From Alacea’s left, Hestean’s tail slapped the floor in concern. <How welcoming can we expect the community to be if they arrive carrying a plague?> 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped. <Is there a precedent that we might draw on, Hestean?> 
 
    Hestean gave the question a moment’s thought. <Possibly, the flood that devasted Kar’El three hundred and ninety years ago. Their community lost all of their homes and crops, and Pelle’s community welcomed the survivors until the waters relented and then helped them rebuild. We have enjoyed a close friendship with that village ever since.> 
 
    The Na’Sha’s ears twitched in agreement. As she remembered the story, the community had been welcoming of Kar’El’s villagers. 
 
    <The precedent is flawed,> Sho Nan interrupted.  
 
    <How so?> Alacea asked. 
 
    <The flood occurred during a time of plenty for Pelle,> Sho Nan told her. <There was food to spare. That is not now the case. If our farmers cannot find a way to increase our food supplies, our own community will be quite hungry before next harvest. Add others to feed, and that welcome can very quickly become a point of anger.> 
 
    <And,> Kastia added, <There was no illness.> 
 
    Hestean said nothing, but her ears twitched in agreement with the others. 
 
    <I see,> Alacea told them. 
 
    <No matter what happens, I foresee a great deal of tension between our communities,> Hestean confessed.  
 
    At that exact moment, someone grabbd Alacea’s arm and gently took the tea cup out of her hand. The priestess looked up and found Yasuren pulling her to her feet. 
 
    <Yasuren?! What are you…> 
 
    <Come, Alacea!> Yasuren replied happily. <We were just about to have tea! You simply must join us!> 
 
    <But we’re having tea here,> Alacea argued and the older vixen literally pulled her onto her feet and started pushing her toward the door. 
 
    <Not this tea! This is special important tea!> Yasuren assured her as she all but kidnapped the Mikorin Na’Sha. She turned to the other Mikorin, who stared at the spectacle with wide eyes and whiplashing tails. <Sorry! But she simply must try this tea!> 
 
    <Yasuren! What are you doing?> Alacea demanded as the noblevixen switched from pushing her out the door to grabbing her hand and dragging her out of the temple. 
 
    <We must speak!> she told Alacea. <Immediately.> 
 
    Rather than take her across the street to Kasshas’s office, Yasuren led her around the corner to a dirt alleyway between the office and another building. Alacea’s ears shot up upon seeing Bao Sen waiting for them there. 
 
    The Huntress was obviously agitated. Her tail whipped back and forth almost violently. As she got closer, Alacea could see that Bao Sen was soaked in sweat and was breathing heavily as if she had run a great distance and at great speed. 
 
    <Bao Sen?> Alacea began. <Are you all right?> 
 
    <Na’Sha,> Bao Sen replied. <There is trouble.> 
 
    As if in reflex, Alacea looked around as if expecting Dark One soldiers to start attacking the village any second. <What has happened?> she asked urgently. 
 
    Bao Sen’s tail was moving a mile a minute. Alacea had never seen the Huntress so distraught. <I lost a Dark One.> 
 
    Alacea chest went cold. <What do you mean?> 
 
    The Huntress swallowed but held her composure. <We took one of the Dark Ones with us on a hunt. I placed him with Alzoria on one of the ridgelines. When we returned, we found signs of a struggle, tracks leading into the forest… and this.> She held something out to Alacea. 
 
    The Na’Sha took the small, green square and examined it. She had seen these before. The Dark Ones wore them on the front of their jackets as some kind of insignia. This one had three black chevrons stacked upon one another sitting atop a half-circle. 
 
    <Who did you take?> Alacea asked. 
 
    <Rahmeerez,> Bao Sen answered simply. 
 
    Alacea’s tail slapped the ground.  
 
    <There is more.> 
 
    The priestess looked at Bao Sen quizzically. <Go on.> 
 
    <The tracks we found near the struggle,> Bao Sen began. <I have seen tracks like them before. When my brothers wore their uniforms before they left, they left tracks like them in the dirt near my home.> 
 
    <Imperial soldiers!?> Alacea cried. <You are saying Imperial soldiers took Mr. Ramirez?!> 
 
    <This is why I called you so urgently,> Yasuren said. <For we must decide what to do now.> 
 
    <Where is Kasshas?> Alacea demanded. <What has he said on this?> 
 
    <Kasshas can’t know,> Yasuren told her. At Alacea’s incredulous look, the noblevixen went on. <If he were to know, the whole affair would be considered one sanctioned by the chieftain.> 
 
    <Just who was it who sanctioned it in the first place?> Alacea asked them both, her ears pointed toward them. 
 
    The other two vixens looked to each other. <I did,> Yasuren answered. 
 
    Alacea turned to Bao Sen. <Bao Sen, did you lead this Dark One into a trap?> 
 
    Bao Sen’s tail stopped moving and hit the floor hard. Her ears threatened to dig into her scalp. <What kind of question is that to ask me?> she hissed. 
 
    <The exact question the Overlord will ask of me when we tell him his officer has been captured,> Alacea snapped back, refusing to be cowed by the Huntress’s indignation. <And if he detects even the slightest hint of doubt in my answer, he will believe that this community has violated one of the only two conditions he set on us; to not harm his people.> 
 
    Bao Sen’s tail began to move again, and the fists she had made in her anger began to loosen. <I did not,> she said. <I admit… I invited him with the hope of forging a relationship that I could use against the Dark Ones later.> She looked up at Alacea with steely eyes. <But I swear to you that I had no idea this would happen.> 
 
    Alacea let go of her own suspicions. <I believe you,> she said. 
 
    Yasuren chose this moment to reenter the argument. <What do you mean ‘when we tell him?’> she asked. <That has not yet been decided.> 
 
    <What is there to decide?> Alacea replied. <This news will not get better with more sunshine behind it.> 
 
    <If Rahmeerez and Alzoria were taken by Imperial soldiers, then that means they are there for a reason,> Bao Sen explained. <If we inform the Overlord of their presence…> 
 
    <We could be committing treason,> Yasuren finished. 
 
    Alacea considered this argument. What if these Imperial soldiers had been sent by the Va’Shen government and had stumbled upon Ramirez and Alzoria? She examined the argument through the lens of a Na’Sha who would have to argue against it. After several moments, her ears popped up and she turned back to them. 
 
    <There is no danger of that,> she declared. 
 
    The two vixens stared at her. <How can you know that?> Bao Sen asked. 
 
    <At this moment, we do not know who took Bao Sen and Alzoria, only that they are wearing the boots of Imperial soldiers,> she explained. <They could be former soldiers who kept their boots, or they could be renegades. What we know for certain is that the Emperor, through his Heralds, has ordered us to surrender and cooperate with the Dark Ones. If the Imperial Army has chosen, whether under orders or not, to act in defiance of those orders, it does not place upon us a responsibility or a right to do so ourselves.> 
 
    Bao Sen and Yasuren considered her argument. 
 
    <Our concern now must be what the Overlord shall do,> Alacea told them. <If we wait too long to tell him, he will be suspicious as to why. We must go to him and tell him what has happened and request his help in getting Alzoria back as well as offering to help get Mr. Ramirez back. We must present ourselves as a wounded party along with the Dark Ones.> 
 
    The two vixens looked to one another. They had not considered the idea that Pelle and the Dark Ones could be seen as both being wronged by an outside actor. 
 
    <Are you sure, Alacea, that the Overlord will see it that way?> Yasuren asked her. 
 
    The Na’Sha’s tail twitched. <I am sure that we are safer doing it this way than we would be trying to get them back ourselves or not telling him at all.> 
 
    Yasuren let out a breath, and her ears flicked in agreement. Bao Sen looked at the floor, ready to accept the decision. <Then we should go,> Yasuren told her. <If it is to be done, then, as you said, it should be done quickly.> 
 
    Alacea put her hands on their shoulders. <Then come. We will go together.> 
 
      
 
    The loud ring of metal striking metal made Ben smile triumphantly as he turned to Warren. “That’s three,” he said. 
 
    “That is three,” Warren admitted as he stepped up to take Ben’s place, a shiny metal horseshoe in each hand. Looking out at the other horseshoe pit about fifty feet away, he aimed and tossed the curved piece of metal in his right hand in a smooth, underhanded throw. A soft thud in the sand indicated that he hadn’t come anywhere near the metal stake in the ground. 
 
    While the senior chief took his turn, Ben took another look at the horseshoe pits the SeaBees had constructed with a few four-by-fours and some leftover steel they had reshaped for the purpose. Once again, Ben was amazed at what the Naval engineers could pull off with just a few hours’ notice.  
 
    “Auuugh,” Warren grunted as the second horseshoe found nothing but sand. “I think the balance is off in these shoes.” 
 
    “They seem pretty balanced to me,” Ben told him with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah? Well, I’m having a talk with Montrose, anyway. There is definitely something wonky about them.” 
 
    “While you’re dressing him down for losing at horseshoes, please tell him I said thanks for setting this up,” Ben told him. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re making a few other things,” Warren told him as the two walked across to the other pit. “This was just the easiest and quickest to do.” He bent down and picked up the horseshoes, handing two of them to the Ranger. “It’s not much, but it’s something.” 
 
    “What’s their next project?” Ben asked. 
 
    “They’re building a wall for throwing knives,” Warren told him. 
 
    “That sounds positively terrifying,” Ben replied as he took his position to throw.  
 
    Warren grinned. “Well, they’re also trying to figure out where to put a swimming pool, but a wooden wall seemed easier.” 
 
    “No kidding?” Ben asked, turning to him. “They’re building a pool? That’s outstanding.” 
 
    “Never underestimate the power of a bored Seabee,” Warren told him. “Give them a little wood and a wrench, and they’ll build you a roller coaster.” He paused for a moment before adding, “I wouldn’t ride it, though.” 
 
    Ben threw his first horseshoe and heard a thud. Nothing. He prepared to throw the other and was halfway through his swing when he heard a voice behind him call, “Tesho!” 
 
    The horseshoe slipped from his fingers, hit the ground about halfway to the other pit and rolled on its side under a nearby truck. 
 
    The Ranger captain turned and found Alacea leading two other Va’Shen quickly toward him. A quick look up at the watchtower behind them showed him a sentry pointing in their direction and yelling at two subordinate sentries. He shook his head. 
 
    <Hallo,> he mispronounced with a wave. 
 
    Alacea stopped a few feet from him and bowed, leading the other two in the act. He immediately recognized Yasuren, who had done her best to keep up with Alacea’s quick pace in a green kimono that reduced her gait to short mincing steps. The other Va’Shen had had no trouble keeping up with her, and his face fell when he realized it was Bao Sen. 
 
    The same Bao Sen who was supposed to be hunting with Ramirez at this very moment. 
 
    “Where’s Ramirez?” he asked immediately, his heart falling into his stomach. 
 
    Hearing the Dark One’s name let Alacea know immediately that her Tesho’s thoughts had gone straight to his subordinate. <We must speak. Urgently,> she told him. She looked around in search of someone. <Where is Lady Patricia?> 
 
    Likewise, Ben heard Patricia’s name and guessed what Alacea wanted. “She’s not here.” At their questioning looks, he waved for them to follow him. Alacea and the other vixens along with Warren followed Ben as he led them to his office. When they arrived, the captain went immediately to his desk and picked up the Va’Shen language guide on his desk. Flipping through it, he found a word he thought would work and looked at them. 
 
    <Patricia… distant.> 
 
    Alacea’s tail went slack. How was she supposed to get her point across and defend her people if she couldn’t communicate with him? She took a breath. If she kept the statements simple, she might be able to get him to understand her. 
 
    <Ramirez,> she began slowly. <Taken… Va’Shen… Soldiers.> 
 
    Ben understood two of four words. He searched the book for the others. <Soldiers,> he repeated. “Ramirez something Va’Shen soldiers.” He flipped the pages. <What… ‘taken?’> he asked. 
 
    Alacea wiggled her fingers in thought of words that might be in his book. <Taken…Kidnapped…> After each word, Ben looked for it in the book. <Captured…> 
 
    <Captured!> Ben cried. <Ramirez captured Va’Shen soldiers.> He looked up at them. “Ramirez captured some Va’Shen soldiers?” 
 
    Seeing his confusion, Alacea bit back her frustration and tried again. She pointed at herself. <Ramirez.> She pointed at Bao Sen. <Bao Sen, hold your hands up like you have a weapon.> The Huntress complied immediately, pretending to hold a hardlight rifle pointed at the priestess. She pointed at Bao Sen. <Va’Shen soldiers.> She finished by holding her hands up in surrender. 
 
    “Ramirez was captured by Va’Shen soldiers,” Ben said in sudden understanding. He turned to Warren. “Chief, go find Baird for me.” The Chief took off out the door like a shot. 
 
    <Alzoria captured Va’Shen soldiers,> Alacea said. 
 
    “Alzoria?” he asked, starting to look through the book. 
 
    <Alzoria…> Alacea pointed at Bao Sen. <Alzoria Va’Shen. Alzoria capture. Ramirez capture.> 
 
    It was clumsy, but Ben thought he had it. Ramirez and a Va’Shen named Alzoria, probably one of Bao Sen’s Huntresses, were captured by Imperial soldiers. He flipped through the book, found the word he wanted, and turned to the map hung on the wall. He pointed at it. 
 
    <Where?> 
 
    At this point Bao Sen stepped forward and pointed at a spot on the map several miles northeast of the FOB. Ben examined the area around her finger. There appeared to be a road near that point, so they wouldn’t have to hump very far to get there. He turned to Bao Sen. 
 
    <Bao Sen.> He pointed at his eye. <Show.> He pointed at himself. <Me.> He then pointed at the map. 
 
    The Huntress turned to Alacea. <I think he’s asking me to take him there,> she said.  
 
    <Then do so,> Alacea prompted her. 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears twitched in reluctant agreement. She was as brave as any Huntress ever was, but the Dark Ones still unnerved her. Ramirez came off as jovial and slightly stupid, but the Overlord had always struck her as brutally competent and decisive. What would the consequences be for her if she took him into the forest, and all they found was his soldier’s body? An image of the Overlord turning to her and gunning her down right there leapt into her head, and she found it wasn’t easily dismissed as absurd or unlikely. 
 
    She swallowed and turned back to Ben. <Yes,> she replied simply. 
 
    At this point the office door opened, and Burgers stepped inside. “You wanted to see me, Sir?” he asked, taking in the sight of the three Va’Shen nearby. 
 
    Ben got straight to the point. “Ramirez is in trouble,” he began. “Looks like he and a Va’Shen girl got picked up by Va’Shen military during their hunt. We’re going after them. Have Second Platoon outfit for a three day op and rally in the chow hall in an hour. Then get us some LTVs with working two-seventies and Mark Eights.” 
 
    “You got it, Sir!” Burgers replied and rushed out the door to get twenty soldiers ready for battle. 
 
    “Baird!” Ben called out. 
 
    The Ranger heard the shout and came back, holding onto the doorframe. 
 
    Ben was already writing something on a piece of paper at his desk. “Get me an LTV and four men for a courier detail. They’re going to Jamieson. ASAP.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    Burgers left again, and Warren stepped in to take his place. He had heard most of what just transpired and now stood waiting for his own orders. 
 
    “We’re bringing the base to alert status,” Ben told him, not looking up as he scribbled. “I’m sending a request to Jamieson for rotary support. When they get here, I’m going to need you to refuel them and then direct them here.” He turned in his chair and pointed at the map. To make sure no one forgot where to go after he left, he drew a circle around it. “It’ll take several hours to get to Jamieson and then get a bird back here. I’m writing up the whole story and sending it to the Joint Operations Center so they can track it.” 
 
    Warren nodded along. “It’ll take you an hour or so to get there,” he noted, pointing at the map. “And it’ll be dark soon.” 
 
    Ben took a concerned breath. “I know. We’ll go check out where Ramirez got hit, assess, and then begin tracking him at first light.” It annoyed Ben to have to say that, as if he were leading a force of Civil War soldiers. On any other world, he’d have the benefits of Night Optical Devices, thermal imaging, LTV-launched mini-drones and larger Wildcat drones flying overhead to provide overwatch and close air support. The best he could do on Va’Sh was a native guide and, hopefully, a helicopter sometime tomorrow. But to try to march into unfamiliar terrain, at night, occupied by professional enemy forces… that was stupidity in the extreme. 
 
    If Ramirez was dead, there was already nothing they could do for him. If he was alive, then his Survival Evasion, Resistance and Escape training was hopefully paying dividends. His goal now would be to remain alive as long as possible, and that meant being compliant, trying to forge a personal connection with his captors and avoid angering them as much as possible. 
 
    Yeah, but this is Ramirez we’re talking about, he thought. So what are the odds of that? 
 
      
 
    “I had sexual relations with your mother!” Ramirez stated loudly, plainly and directly into the face of the short, wiry Va’Shen soldier who then replied by punching the Ranger in the stomach again. Ramirez doubled over and fell to the ground, coughing as his body tried desperately to pull air back into his lungs. He coughed again, lying on his right side, his legs pulled up into his chest.  
 
    “And it… wasn’t very good!” he wheezed. 
 
    The Va’Shen commando didn’t understand what the Dark One was saying, but knew it wasn’t the information he wanted and was pretty sure that, whatever it was, it was insulting. He knelt next to Ramirez and shoved the map under his nose. 
 
    <Where are your forces?> he demanded again. <How far north has the line come?> 
 
    Ramirez, for his part, knew that they weren’t showing him a map to show him cool tourist destinations. They wanted him to point out where his friends were. He was already reasonably sure that Alzoria had given up the Rangers at Pelle, but that didn’t mean he was going to confirm it or tell them about any of their other FOBs and outposts scattered around the region. 
 
    Rangers were given SERE, Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape, training to help them survive in the event they were ever captured. Of course, those lessons were based on being captured by humans. He wasn’t sure how well they’d hold up with aliens. At this point though, that was just an excuse for him to lash out at the guys who’ve been beating on him for about an hour. Normally, that was a no-no. 
 
    “I told you,” Ramirez panted. “I was just out for a walk, all by my lonesome, heading to your house to give it to your mom…” 
 
    <This is ridiculous,> Rozan commented from the doorway. They had pulled the Dark One prisoner from the larger storeroom and moved him to a smaller one down the corridor where they could interrogate him without antagonizing the collaborator. It was a good thing, too. When they arrived, they found that the prisoner had almost sawed the rope binding him completely off. 
 
    Sufficed to say, their relationship did not start well. They had found some shackles and had secured him in those to keep him from trying to escape again. 
 
    <He could be giving us everything we want to know, and we’d never be able to tell,> the commando went on. 
 
    Sayuno stood up and gave the Dark One a kick. <You never see the Glade if you don’t pray,> he replied. <It was worth an attempt.> 
 
    <I don’t think the captain wants him permanently injured,> Rozan noted half-critically. 
 
    Sayuno turned to him, his tail smacking Ramirez as it whipped about in anger. <What? You feel sympathy for this thing? The Gods only know what it’s been doing in our village.> He turned to give Ramirez another kick and found the Ranger still on the ground… eating the map Sayuno had left under his nose. <Hey!> 
 
    He grabbed a part of the map that was unchewed and pulled like a man trying to pull a chew toy from a stubborn dog. There was a ripping sound, and a small patch of the map came off in his hand. He stared down at Ramirez in awe as the Ranger chewed the rest of the map and swallowed. 
 
    “It was delicious,” Ramirez told him. 
 
    <This Dark One is… troubled,> Rozan said cautiously.  
 
    <Or maybe they just like the taste of paper,> Sayuno offered in disgust. 
 
    <This is pointless,> Rozan complained again. <Let’s take it back and report to the Captain.> 
 
    <Or,> Sayuno countered, <We could keep trying until we’re sure we can’t get any information from him.> 
 
    Something about the tone of Sayuno’s voice troubled Rozan. His ears dipped. <You just want to beat on it more.> 
 
    <Yeah,> Sayuno admitted. <I do.> 
 
    <Captain doesn’t want that.> 
 
    <Captain’s not here.> 
 
    <We’re taking it back, Sayuno!> Rozan told him firmly. <If the Captain doesn’t want it hurt, then he has a reason for not wanting it hurt. Now let’s pick it up and go!> 
 
    Sayuno growled behind gritted teeth. <Very well,> he relented, giving the Dark One a final kick to the chest before bending down to grab hold of him. Rozan took the other side, and the two half-carried, half-dragged Ramirez down the corridor to the larger storeroom. 
 
    <Maybe we should try the collaborator,> Sayuno suggested as they wrestled the Dark One down the hall. 
 
    <What do you mean?> Rozan asked. 
 
    <She probably knows more than she’s telling,> Sayuno explained. <And we can speak to her. And she’s probably not as tough as this alien. We could probably get something out of her in a few minutes.> 
 
    <She’s a Va’Shen,> Rozan reminded him in an incredulous tone. 
 
    <She’s a collaborator,> his friend corrected him. <At least the Dark Ones are serving whatever evil, twisted god they worship. A vixen should know better.> 
 
    <You have no idea what she may have been through,> Rozan pointed out with a razor’s edge in his voice. <We’ve been stuck in this hole for a year. Who knows what our people have suffered through?> 
 
    <A real Va’Shen wouldn’t submit.> 
 
    <What if she were your sister?> Rozan challenged. 
 
    Ramirez fell to the floor like a dropped sack of potatoes as Sayuno turned on his fellow commando, his ears flat against his head in fury.  
 
    Rozan, however, stood his ground and glared right back. <For all we know,> he said, his voice as taut as a pulled bowstring, <We didn’t capture her. We rescued her.> 
 
    Sayuno didn’t see any benefit coming from a fight with his friend, so instead he knelt down, picked up half a Ramirez and waited for Rozan to grab the other half. The absolute fury in his eyes and ears, however, didn’t abate, and the rest of the trip to the storeroom was performed in silence. 
 
    When they arrived, Alzoria’s ears popped up from where she was shackled, and she watched in alarm as Ramirez’s semi-conscious body was dumped unceremoniously in the middle of the room. 
 
    <Ramirez!> she cried. She shot a look of pure venom at the commandos, the tips of her ears pointed like daggers at them. <What did you do to him?!> 
 
    <Nothing he didn’t deserve,> Sayuno growled at her. 
 
    <He’s… He’s not bad!> Alzoria found herself shouting at them, much to her own disbelief.  
 
    Sayuno looked at her in utter shock. A moment later he was bounding over Ramirez’s body to grab Alzoria by the shoulders. <WHICH SIDE ARE YOU ON IN THIS WAR?!> he screamed in her face. 
 
    The vixen’s eyes went wide in fear of the commando who seemed to be losing his mind at her. She was saved when Rozan grabbed his friend’s arm and yanked him away from her. 
 
    <ENOUGH!> Rozan roared at him. The two commandos went toe-to-toe with one another, tails whipping about furiously. Rozan pointed at the door. <We’ve finished here! Let’s go!> He punctuated this by pushing the other soldier toward the door.  
 
    Sayuno reluctantly complied, his eyes and ears shooting daggers at Alzoria as if promising to not forget the conversation. Once the two had left and Alzoria had gathered her wits, she moved awkwardly toward Ramirez’s prone body, the manacles binding her hands making it difficult. 
 
    <Ramirez,> she called to him, kneeling next to him. <Ramirez, are you all right?> 
 
    The Ranger groaned and rolled onto his back, struggling into a sitting position. A trickle of blood seeped from the corner of his mouth, but his uniform shirt hid the majority of bruises the pair of commandos had given him. 
 
    He looked Alzoria over to ascertain her condition. Part of him had been afraid that another pair were working her over the same time Sayuno and Rozan were interrogating him, but she seemed fine. He gave her a nod. “You okay?” he asked, unknowingly echoing her question to him. 
 
    Alzoria took his appearance and his ability to speak as proof he wasn’t hurt too badly, and her ears twitched. 
 
    <They should not be doing this to us,> she complained bitterly. <We’ve done nothing wrong!> 
 
    Ramirez pushed out with his feet until his back was resting against the wall where he could relax. He understood the vixen’s tone loud and clear. 
 
    “I know, right?” he asked, pretending to understand. “No room service, busted hot tub and no mini-bar? One star. Would not recommend!” 
 
    She looked at him, and the absurdity of them pretending to have a conversation as if they could understand each other suddenly hit her. Her shoulders spasmed, and her ears shook. 
 
    “Hey,” he called to her. “You okay?” To him it looked like she was sobbing or having a seizure. 
 
    Looking at him again, Alzoria could tell he was concerned. <I find it funny,> she said to him, trying to reassure him. 
 
    Ramirez smiled. “Don’t worry,” he said. “They’ll come for us. Rangers don’t leave their people behind.” A moment later, he looked at her and added. “And I don’t think Bao Sen would either.” 
 
    Alzoria heard the Huntress’s name and mistook what he said. <Bao Sen did not do this,> she assured him. She sighed and leaned back against the wall, frustrated by the communication barrier separating them as if they were on two sides of a great canyon, trying to yell to one another. 
 
    She regarded the Dark One out of the corner of her eye, wondering why she had tried to defend him. He was a Dark One, an alien invader, an ancient enemy, and had she encountered him during the war, she most certainly would have tried to kill him. But she hadn’t met him during the war. She had met him afterward, and while she thoroughly resented his presence on her world, it was true that he, specifically, had done nothing to harm or even offend her with anything except his very existence. 
 
    So, watching two Va’Shen soldiers beat him while he was defenseless brought her no pleasure. First, as a Huntress, two soldiers punching and kicking a manacled prisoner struck too much like shooting an animal that was tied down and defenseless. It made it difficult to respect the commandos. As a Va’Shen who worshipped the gods, it just seemed needlessly cruel.  
 
    Maybe that’s why she felt the need to defend him. If it is a soldier’s duty to kill the enemy, then kill him and be done as a Huntress kills meat for a purpose. Don’t play with his pain to try to salve your own frustration. 
 
    On the other hand, she wondered what the Dark Ones would have done if the situation were reversed. Like every good Va’Shen, she had heard the stories of what the Dark Ones had done during the war four thousand years ago. She knew of their cruelty and malice. But she also knew that Alacea Na’Sha had been in their power and walked out without a scratch. She and every Va’Shen in Pelle was in their power, and so far in their short acquaintance, the Dark Ones had done little more than keep to themselves. 
 
    The only exception had been Ramirez, who had gone out of his way to join them in their hunt. An action for which Alzoria had rewarded him with her utter contempt. 
 
    She tried to picture Ramirez beating on a captured Va’Shen soldier, but somehow the vision was too unbelievable.  
 
    Perhaps victory made the Dark Ones magnanimous. Or perhaps Ramirez simply, as she had noted to the commandos, wasn’t bad. 
 
    <Ramirez,> she called to him quietly. <Are you bad?> 
 
    He looked over at her, trying to divine her question by her tone. She was looking down at the floor, her expression blank, but her ears and tail seemed listless.  
 
    “We’re going to get out of here,” he said in a soothing voice. He smiled again. “Trust me, okay?” 
 
    She had no idea what he said, but something in his tone had given her an answer she could accept. 
 
      
 
    Turan thanked Rozan and Sayuno and dismissed them from the tiny dug out room connected to the command post he used as an office. He hadn’t expected the Dark One to give up any secrets… He certainly hadn’t expected it to eat his map. Regardless, an attempt had to be made. 
 
    He considered just executing the Dark One and being done with it. If it could not be of use in life, it could assist his commando in death. At the very least, a dissection would show his men how the Dark Ones’ bodies worked and where they should aim when they inevitably fought them. 
 
    Something about the idea made his tail feel heavy, and he dismissed it. What difference did it make at this point? If things went the way Turan expected them to, the Dark One would be dead soon enough anyway, along with everyone here. 
 
    Picking up his pen, he continued the job he had been performing before his two subordinates had come to offer their report. Since the day he was elected captain of this commando, he had kept a detailed journal so that he could instantly report his unit’s status to any field cornet who demanded it. As the year had gone by, however, there were less and less pages to fill in the datsu-leather bound book. He looked at what he had written with a critical eye. 
 
      
 
    Personnel – 53 available for action, 33 too ill to fight (17 expected to pass) 
 
    Weaponry – All weapons accounted for and in working order 
 
    Equipment – Site-to-Site communicator irreparably damaged 
 
    Food stores – Stores depleted. Foraging efforts marginally successful. Enough food on-hand for a three-day siege. 
 
    Medical supplies - Depleted 
 
    Enemy contacts – One Dark One soldier and one probable Va’Shen collaborator taken prisoner. 
 
      
 
    It was the first time since he arrived here that he had put something other than “No contacts” in that last entry. He looked again at the personnel numbers. Including himself, he had eighty-six commandos to hold this ridge. He had marched into this forest last year with more than one hundred and fifty. Illness and accidents had taken the balance, and now, thanks to the most recent water-borne disease running through his camp, he was expecting to bury seventeen more before the week was out. 
 
    He growled low in his throat. How could he hold this ridge with only fifty-three tods?! 
 
    His answer came when he closed his eyes and saw the elderly face of Denesta Na’Sha looking back at him, one ear twitching gamely. 
 
    <With faith, cunning, and skill,> she had told him. <You are the best Kar’El has to offer. And you will defend the Empire. I do not doubt this.> 
 
    Turan wished he had her confidence. He had not expected it to end this way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    One year earlier… 
 
      
 
    Captain Turan pulled his black coat closer to himself as the rain lashed at him. He stopped in the middle of the deserted main road that ran through the Taosho township and looked up for a moment to watch lightning travel across the sky above him. The dark rain clouds reflected and refracted the green and blue glow from the Great One’s Blessing above, offering a beautiful midnight light show to any who were brave enough to stand outside and endure the rain to watch it. 
 
    He only stopped for a moment, though, before continuing on his way. Because of the rain that had swamped the roads between his village and Taosho, he was already a day late. The tods of his commando were resting in a large barn just outside the township, but he knew in his heart he could not wait for dawn to come before meeting with the Field Commandant. 
 
    Turan knew his commando would not be called up unless they were expected to go into action, and his commando, The Third Princess’s Windsabers, had been allocated to the Home Guard forces. That could only mean one thing.  
 
    The Dark Ones were expected to arrive on Va’Sh… soon. 
 
    He didn’t know how many other Home Guard commandos had been called up, but if a Field Commandant had been dispatched, that could only mean that there were several, probably encamped nearby while their captains received orders. 
 
    If there were at least three, the minimum required for a proper field cornet, and each commando held about three hundred tods, on average, then there were at least nine hundred Va’Shen soldiers tucked away in barns, homes and storerooms all over town, possibly more. 
 
    Another intense crack of thunder shook the sky, and he shivered beneath his coat. Turning the corner, he looked up and saw Taosho’s Mikorin temple, bright and lit up against the dark as if holding all the blackness of the world at bay. Directly across from it would be the chieftain’s home and office, and the Field Commandant would have made his headquarters there.  
 
    He moved swiftly now, his destination in sight. Arriving at the chieftain’s residence, he rang the bell that hung outside and waited. A short, middle-aged vixen in a blue hanbok opened the door and bowed to him in welcome. He returned the bow and asked after the Field Commandant. 
 
    The vixen, the chieftain’s myorin, led him up the stairs to the third floor where he found a sparsely furnished room dominated by a long, wide table covered with a detailed map and two tods in reddish brown commando uniforms. One of them, on the left side of the table, wore a red sash tied to his arm, identifying him as a captain like Turan. His hair was gray, but not with age, and his green eyes found Turan when he looked up at the sound of his entrance. The other wore no sash on his arms, but a bright red neckerchief tied around his collar told Turan this was the Field Commandant. Only they were allowed to wear the Emperor’s colors. 
 
    The Field Commandant was older than him, and black muttonchops hung down to his chest, nearly concealing the neckerchief of his rank. Creases under his eyes showed just how tired the tod must be. Something was keeping him going, possibly for days, without sleep. That made Turan worry. 
 
    <I am Captain Turan,> Turan told them with a bow. <Fourth Commando of the Third Princess’s Windsabers. I am at your command.> 
 
    The Field Commandant and the other captain bowed to him. <I am Field Commandant Dao Sham,> the older tod said before gesturing to the other. <This is Captain Kurai, formerly of the Second Commando of the Empress’s Long Rifles.> 
 
    Turan bowed to both of them, and they got down to business, each kneeling on one side of the table and looking over the map. 
 
    <I apologize for not waiting for your arrival,> the Field Commandant began. <Time has begun to sprint.> 
 
    <I apologize for not being able to arrive sooner,> Turan returned diplomatically. Both sides had now saved face. Time to begin. 
 
    <The Dark Ones have taken the Thornbush, the Orchard and the Fertile Delta,> the Field Commandant told him plainly. <The worlds of the Great Ones closest to our own.> 
 
    Turan swallowed, and his tail, still damp from the rain, slapped wetly at the floor. <I did not know the war was going so…> He stopped and chose his words carefully. <… unexpectedly not as well as it should.> 
 
    <The Va’Shen way of war is suitable for conflicts on our world,> Captain Kurai explained. <But against the Dark Ones, without the Great Ones to complement our forces, it is much less appropriate.> 
 
    <Quite,> Dao Sham agreed. <As a result, we expect the Dark Ones to attack here soon. When they do, we must fix them in place until the Great Ones’ fleet arrives.> 
 
    <Then there has been word of their arrival?> Turan cried hopefully. 
 
    <The Emperor has assured us of their coming,> the Field Commandant confirmed. It wasn’t quite a hard and fast answer and sounded much like the answer that had been coming from the Imperial Capital since the war began. Turan gave no reply to this. 
 
    <We have been ordered to shield the Imperial Capital from their advance,> Dao Sham said. <If the Dark Ones follow the same tactics they did four thousand years ago, they will land their ships in the flat plains of the south and west and march into the capital.> The Field Commandant gestured to the corresponding areas on the map. <The Home Guard shall form a protective ring in the hills to slow the Dark Ones’ advance and stop them before they can enter the capital.> 
 
    <What if they do not do the same as they did four thousand years ago?> Turan asked. 
 
    Captain Kurai looked extremely uncomfortable at this question, his tail a sudden flurry of movement before it came back under control. 
 
    <They shall,> The Field Commandant assured him. <Our field cornet will be responsible for holding this line of hills and ridges.> He pointed at an area of the map north of his home village. <With what time we have left until the Dark Ones arrive, we shall divide up our commandos and dig into these hills. When the Dark Ones approach, they will have no means to know of our position and when they arrive, we shall fall upon them and destroy them.> 
 
    It was an optimistic plan, Turan thought. But if plans like these had been working for the Va’Shen, the Dark Ones would not have taken the Thornbush, Orchard or Fertile Delta. 
 
    <You will split your commando,> Dao Sham continued, the words surprising Turan. <Half of your troops will be with me at the center. You will take the remaining troops of your commando and hold this ridgeline on the far right.> 
 
    Turan looked at the point Dao Sham had indicated. It was much further from Kar’El that he liked, closer to the village of Pelle. He also noticed that his ridge was further away from the others in the defensive line, making it a weak point. The next field cornet didn’t begin a new defensive line until further north of Pelle, itself, where the river widened and created a natural buffer. 
 
    <Surprise will be our great ally,> the Field Commandant told him. <You must not betray your position until you are ready to strike. If the line collapses, we will contact the left and right wings and we shall all fall back toward the capital as one.> 
 
    Turan’s ears twitched in agreement. He looked up at Captain Kurai. <Are you leading the left wing?> he asked. 
 
    <Oh, no,> Captain Kurai told him. 
 
    Dao Sham broke in with an explanation. <Captain Kurai’s commando fought the Dark Ones in the Orchard. His was the only one to… er… successfully redeploy while under attack.> 
 
    His unit escaped destruction, Turan translated the bureaucratic face-saving speech for himself. The rest are dead. 
 
    <As such, he is here to advise us on Dark One tactics and what we can expect.> The Field Commandant gestured to Captain Kurai as if bidding him to do some trick. 
 
    The commando officer cleared his throat. <Yes, well, I told your counterparts this as well,> he began. <The Dark Ones have… changed… somewhat since the war four thousand years ago, though their aggressive nature, penchant for war and cruel innovation have remained.> 
 
    Turan listened carefully. None of his tods, including himself, had faced the Dark Ones yet, and this was the first time he had ever had a chance to speak with someone who had. 
 
    <Their weapons, for instance, seem primitive compared to those the Great Ones blessed us with,> Captain Kurai continued. <Until you face them up close and realize their ingenious cruelty. They are exceptionally loud, and if you get too close to them, they can deafen you. We took to plugging our ears with cloth before going into battle. Instead of burning a neat hole into a tod, pieces of white-hot metal tear through flesh and shatter bones, causing wounded commandos to bleed to death.” 
 
    As Captain Kurai spoke, Turan swallowed nervously. It sounded like facing a nightmare. 
 
    <They throw hand-held explosives that deafen you and throw pieces of hot metal all around,> Captain Kurai continued. <We found that tods who are near one of these metal balls when they explode were more likely to survive if they dive down and lay flat against the ground. You only have a moment to do this. They explode quickly.> 
 
    <They are well-organized,> the veteran warrior went on. <They are supported by different types of flying machines that attack you from the air. They can see at night with the aid of machines strapped to their faces. They are bigger, stronger, but not as fast as us. And they are not very observant. Many times, my commando was able to sneak past them in the forests of the Orchard. Their machines, however, can see you from the sky and watch you. Take any opportunity to travel underground,> he advised.  
 
    <Have we any advantage?> Turan asked. <Aside from their dull wits?> 
 
    Captain Kurai’s ears twitched an affirmative. <Our hardlight rifles will punch through their vehicles with ease. One rifle can bring one of their lumbering wheeled weapons to a dead stop with one hit if shot with any measure of skill.> 
 
    Turan took a breath as he digested this. 
 
    <Leave your wounded.> 
 
    At this the commando captain’s ears shot straight up in amazement. <Leave them?!> 
 
    <Yes,> Captain Kurai said, beginning, for some reason, to speak faster. <We have seen the Dark Ones stop and provide aid when they…> 
 
    <Of course, you will not leave your wounded,> the Field Commandant cut the captain off. <Such a fate would be worse than death.> He leveled a withering look at Captain Kurai, who stopped speaking, but whose ears were flattened in frustration. <You may go, Captain.> 
 
    Captain Kurai bowed to the Field Commandant and Turan in turn and started for the door. <I wish for the Gods’ fortune to bless you and your tods, Captain.> 
 
    <And you as well,> Turan told him as he slipped out the door. 
 
    <Forgive Captain Kurai,> Dao Sham said as Turan turned back to him. <He has spent much time in battle, and under such stressors the mind sees things that are not so, things that it wishes were true. I am sure, he has been forced to abandon wounded tods to their cruel fate and so desperately wishes that the Dark Ones would, for some reason, stop and help where he could not.> 
 
    <Yes,> Turan said. <They lack our compassion… obviously.> 
 
    <Obviously,> the Field Commandant agreed. <Prepare your tods. We have collected shovels and other equipment for digging and tunneling. Detach half your commando into a corporalship and have them report to the green farmhouse west of here tomorrow. You and the other half will depart tomorrow for your ridge. Have you any questions?> 
 
    Turan gave the question thought. <As I am placed further away than the others, what is my scope of authority?> he asked. <Do I have the power to order a retreat or advance on my own authority?> 
 
    <Absolutely not,> Dao Sham dismissed the question out of hand. <This plan only works with all of us fighting together, as one, to the utmost of our ability. You will not advance without permission, and you will not retreat without permission. You will move when we all move and not before, and you will remain hidden until then.> 
 
    <Yes, Field Commandant.> 
 
    <We will defend our Emperor,> Dao Sham assured him. <As long as it takes.> 
 
      
 
    <As long as it takes,> Turan repeated quietly to himself.  
 
    He had done his best to protect and prepare his tods for the coming fight. He had mandated that all tods have cloth earplugs on their person at all times. He had stressed long-range shooting to avoid having to get too close to the Dark Ones during a fight and had drilled them so that when ordered they would immediately flatten against the ground. 
 
    But illness, the cold, inadequate food had all taken their toll. Half of his commandos were gone and none of them had so far fired a shot. 
 
    And now the time had finally come to fight. 
 
    He sure wished he had those tods now. 
 
    <Eruto,> he called. The scout leader heard him from the command post and poked his head into the office. <It will be dark soon,> Turan noted. <Remind everyone to dry all the lamps near the cave entrances to avoid detection.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain.> Eruto paused for a moment, and then spoke again. <Do you think they will come?> he asked. 
 
    Turan took a breath, his ears drooping to the sides of his head. <I pray they do,> he told him. <Any more time spent waiting for their arrival may doom us all.> 
 
      
 
    Ben checked his gear one more time as he walked to the LTVs warming up in a line in the center of the FOB. Most of 2nd Platoon was already there waiting for him. The sun would be down soon, and they would have to leave quickly if they were going to set up a defensible position while there was still light. 
 
    He was much more heavily loaded this time than he was when they had gone up into the mountains. That time they were searching for civilians. This time there could be a few companies of Va’Shen commandos up in the hills waiting for them. He wore the full combat load. One magazine in the rifle with another six strapped to his vest next to an assortment of fragmentation grenades and flash-bangs, which had proven very useful against the Va’Shen in the past. Everyone wore helmets instead of soft-caps. It all brought a lot of stuff back for Ben, and he could swear at certain moments, in the trickery of Bellatrix’s waning light, he could see faces on the Rangers that belonged to men and women who were long gone. 
 
    Two faces, however, stood out off to the side, impossible to mistake for anyone but them. Alacea and Bao Sen stood away from the soldiers, unsure of where to be. Ben changed direction and made for them, pulling the Va’Shen language guide from his cargo pocket. 
 
    Alacea saw him and bowed to him. He bowed back and turned to Bao Sen. 
 
    <Bao Sen…remain to be proximate… the place I am to be,> he said. Stick with me, was the message he was hoping got to her. 
 
    The Va’Shen Huntress seemed to get it, and she bowed. 
 
    He turned to Alacea and opened the book again. <Collective… return… as chance soon permittance,> he told her. 
 
    Alacea’s ears pointed toward him, and her tail swished. <Tesho…> she began uncertainly. <I should go with you.> She pointed to herself and to him and the LTVs nearby. 
 
    Ben shook his head, something Alacea was beginning to recognize as a gesture for “no.” <No,> he said. He turned to several other pages in the book as he looked for the right words, something that took an awkwardly long time. <Danger,> he finally said. <Conflicted disagreements. Alacea… Pelle… be.> 
 
    Her tail drooped at being dismissed and she looked over at Bao Sen, who seemed as enthused to be going as Alacea did staying behind. The Mikorin chewed the inside of her lip and growled softly to herself at the realization that she was being replaced with a more “appropriate” vixen. It was obvious to her that, as the Va’Shen with the most experience dealing with the Overlord, she should be the one to act as the bridge between the Overlord and other Va’Shen. She had gone with him into the mountains, and everything had been fine.  
 
    The Mikorin’s earlier conversation with Beretes flashed into her mind, and for the first time she thought she was experiencing just a little of what the other vixen had gone through. From this point on, she had no control over what would happen to her Tesho. Either he would return or he would not. It made her wonder if, as a Dark One, he would even be allowed into the Glade. Or perhaps she would go to whatever primitive place served as the Dark One’s afterlife. 
 
    That thought made her shudder.  
 
    She took a breath and decided to submit to the way of things. A proper myorin knew when her tesho had resolved himself and when further protestations would be futile. Approaching Ben, she bowed. 
 
    <May the blessings of the Gods and the Great Ones aid you in your mission and bring you, your tods, and our Huntresses ho… back safely,> she quickly corrected. 
 
    Bao Sen looked at her in surprise. Such a prayer was normally reserved for Va’Shen commandos heading off to battle. She had said a similar prayer when her father, brothers and the rest of Pelle’s tods left for the war. 
 
    Ben simply nodded to her. “Um… thanks. Ditto.” He turned to the waiting soldiers and raised his hand in the air, making a circle with his finger. “All right! Gather up!” 
 
    Twenty-eight soldiers carrying an assortment of gear and weapons gathered around Ben, and Alacea quietly made room, finding herself on the outside of the circle. Bao Sen, unsure of where to go, stayed near the overlord and waited. 
 
    “Here’s the situation,” Ben began. “During an off-post…” He paused and growled. “… mil-to-mil training event… Staff Sergeant Ramirez and a civilian female Va’Shen were captured by armed Va’Shen forces. We do not know the size or strength of this force, but Bao Sen, the leader of our local hunting club has indicated that they may be Va’Shen army regulars.” 
 
    There were a few mutters at that. They hadn’t expected to have to take on fully armed Imperial soldiers on a world where they didn’t have the tech advantage. 
 
    “I’ve sent for rotary support from Jamieson, but the soonest we’re going to see it is tomorrow,” Ben went on. “Bao Sen is going to lead us to the area where Sergeant Ramirez was captured. We’ll then follow the enemy trail to their base, ascertain the tactical situation and proceed from there.” He paused for a moment. “One way or another, though,” he added with certaintly, “We’re bringing our boy home. Rangers lead the way!” 
 
    “ALL THE WAY!” the soldiers shouted in reply. 
 
    Ben broke out the map. “All right, let’s talk the route…” 
 
      
 
    As one, Ramirez and Alzoria looked up as the door to the storeroom opened and Sayuno stepped in with a green earthen bowl. He paused and gave each of them a look before striding over to where Alzoria sat, her hands chained to the wall behind her. 
 
    <I’ve brought your food,> Sayuno told her simply. He stared down at her with contempt. 
 
    <What is it?> she asked. The smell coming from the bowl was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    <Kashu,> the commando told her simply.  
 
    Alzoria’s ears curled up in disgust. Kashu were furred lizards about two feet long. You could find them anywhere Va’Shen lived because they ate literally anything, including garbage. Because of that, most Va’Shen wouldn’t eat them but wouldn’t chase them off either. 
 
    Sayuno saw the disgust in her ears and snorted. <You should be thankful you get anything at all,> he told her. 
 
    The Huntress, for the first time, noticed there was only one bowl. She nodded toward Ramirez. <What about him?> 
 
    He snorted again. <Dark Ones don’t need food, and we’re not about to waste any of ours on him.> 
 
    Alzoria’s ears flattened. <He had food in his pack. You could give him that,> she informed him. 
 
    <He’s not eating,> Sayuno told her with finality. 
 
    She turned her head away from him in disgust. <I don’t want it.> 
 
    Sayuno’s ears went straight down, and he reached out and grabbed the Huntress by the arm.  <You collaborating shrew!> he spat at her. <You’d rather eat the scraps from your master’s table!?> 
 
    Alzoria tried to pull away from the soldier as best she could with her hands trapped behind her. 
 
    <Fine! You don’t want it!?> Sayuno turned and threw the bowl against the wall, shattering it. Now with both hands free, he turned back and grabbed her by the hair, causing Alzoria to shriek in pain. 
 
    “Hey! Asshole!” Ramirez called from the other side of the room. “Leave her alone!” 
 
    <You prefer this!?> Sayuno growled at Alzoria, ignoring the Dark One’s primitive grunts and barks. He yanked her hair again and the Huntress cried out. 
 
    “Leave her alone, ya dick!” Ramirez yelled, pulling against the chains that kept him secured to the wall. Seeing the commando ignoring him, Ramirez searched for a way to get his attention. “Hey! Pachu!” 
 
    Hearing and understanding the insult, Sayuno stopped and turned toward him, rage in his eyes. 
 
    Ramirez nodded. “Yeah, that’s right, ya frigg’n pachu! How about you come over here and try that crap with someone slightly shorter than you?” 
 
    The commando stalked toward Ramirez, his teeth bared. <Oh, you have something to say about this, filth?> he asked. Ramirez met his murderous gaze with steel eyes. Sayuno lashed out with his foot, kicking Ramirez square in the chest. 
 
    The Ranger swore he heard something crack, and he started coughing and doubling over as much as his chains would allow. 
 
    <You’re a dishonorable piece of garbage!> Alzoria screamed at Sayuno.  
 
    The Va’Shen soldier turned and started back to her. <You still haven’t learned gratitude?> he asked as he reached back and slapped her across the face as hard as he could, knocking the wind out of the Huntress. 
 
    “Hey!” Ramirez called to him, still dizzy from the blow he had received. He coughed as Sayuno looked over at him. The Ranger searched for some hurtful zinger to throw, but he realized the commando wouldn’t understand the words anyway and just concentrated on the tone. “Something sexual about your mom!” 
 
    Sayuno was on him in a flash, delivering two quick punches to Ramirez’s face. 
 
    <No vixen would ever want trash like you!> Alzoria shouted at him. <A kashu would make a better tesho!> 
 
    The commando now went back to her and raised his hand for another blow. 
 
    “Inappropriate racist comment!” Ramirez shouted at him. 
 
    Sayuno turned back to him. 
 
    <The kashu would also be smarter!> Alzoria hurled at him. 
 
    “Your planet is a weird shade of purple!” 
 
    <You mother wept in grief when you were born!> 
 
    “I HATE ALMONDS!” 
 
    <Your loins are small and inadequate to their marital tasks!> 
 
    The commando looked from one to the other, honestly not sure who he wanted to hit more. Finally, settling for the closer target, he balled up his fist and raised it over his head. Alzoria closed her eyes and shrank from the hate-filled tod. 
 
    <GUARDSMAN!> 
 
    Sayuno’s head turned so fast it was a wonder his neck didn’t break. Standing in the doorway, Turan and Eruto took in the sight. Alzoria bracing for a punch, Ramirez bleeding from the nose, and Sayuno with his fist raised high to deliver another blow against a chained up vixen. 
 
    <Captain!> Sayuno cried, standing up straight. <The… The Dark One was attempting to es…> 
 
    <Go to my office and wait for me there,> Turan told him, cutting off his excuse. A quiet dread filled the storeroom. 
 
    “Ooooh!” Ramirez filled the nervous silence. “You’re in trouble!” he sang like a third grader on a school playground. 
 
    Sayuno swallowed nervously. <Yes, Captain!> The commando hurried quickly between them and down the corridor. 
 
    Turan looked at the two prisoners and let out a disappointed breath. He turned to Eruto. <Bring the surgeon to check them,> he said. <And then bring food for them both.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain!> 
 
    <And Able Guardsman Sayuno is not to enter this room again,> he added. 
 
    <Yes, Captain!> 
 
    With that, Turan turned and left the room. Eruto left a moment later, going down a separate corridor in search of the commando’s surgeon. 
 
    Ramirez looked over at Alzoria, blood seeping from his left nostril and his left eye already starting to swell. “Damn, girl,” he said. “I didn’t understand the words, but you lit that guy up!” 
 
    Alzoria looked over at him and saw the state he was in. <Thank you,> she said, her ears drooping in guilt at what his trying to help had caused him. <I am sorry he did that to you.> 
 
    He studied her face, trying to get an idea of what she was thinking. He knew that ears pointed down was bad, that’s all he really knew. She was looking down at the floor again. 
 
    “Hey,” he called. 
 
    She looked over at him, and he smiled.  
 
    <Your tail eyes acceptable.> 
 
    Her ears flattened, her guilt temporarily gone. <You are the absolute worst!> 
 
      
 
    Turan stalked into his office and around Sayuno, who stood ramrod straight in front of the small table where the captain wrote letters and notes. The commando captain stared right into the tod’s eyes, his tail whipping about in obvious anger. 
 
    <Explain yourself,> he demanded. 
 
    <Captain,> Sayuno began hesitantly. <The Dark One was…> 
 
    The commando trailed off, trying to decide whether to follow through with the lie or simply fess up. Turan jumped in. 
 
    <What?> he asked. <Sitting too comfortably?> 
 
    Sayuno said nothing. Turan eyed him for another few moments before continuing. 
 
    <To harm a prisoner in the pursuit of overall victory is acceptable, but the harm must be in pursuit of that victory… not a way to vent your frustration and boredom!> 
 
    Sayuno said nothing. 
 
    <To harm a chained up vixen is dishonorable in itself,> the captain finished. <You have brought dishonor on this commando and upon the Third Princess on the eve of battle!  You have wrapped about our ears the worst possible omen. The God of War feeds only defeat to those who use their might against unarmed vixens and kids.> 
 
    <I am sorry, Captain!> Sayuno cried loudly. 
 
    Turan went to a box in the corner of his office and returned a moment later, slapping down upon the table a pair of bright silver shears. 
 
    The captain looked Sayuno in the eye. <Atone,> he ordered with a growl. 
 
    The commando swallowed nervously and reached out with a shaking hand, grasping the scissors tentatively, as if they would bite him. Reaching up, he took hold of the tip of his left ear with his left hand and placed the blades around it with his right. Gritting his teeth, Sayuno closed his eyes, and as Turan looked coldly on, he brought the blades together, stifling a cry of pain. 
 
    Turan’s ears twitched approvingly as his soldier completed the act without a sound. He watched Sayuno lower his hands before reaching out and offering the bloody piece of ear to him. Turan took the ear, and Sayuno bowed to him. Turan bowed back. 
 
    <This matter is closed,> Turan told him. <But I warn you, if I see you within line of sight of those prisoners again without my orders, I will use my sword to cut your tail from your back in front of the entire commando.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain,> Sayuno said shakily. 
 
    <See the surgeon,> the captain told him. <And then prepare for battle.> 
 
    Sayuno bowed and then turned on his heel, hurrying out of Turan’s office. Turan tossed the ear unceremoniously into the trash box near his table, its official purpose complete. He didn’t like using such methods against his tods, but Sayuno’s behavior and its likely effect on their mission left him no choice. 
 
    He could only hope the God of War would consider the balance of what his tods had been through leading up to this and show understanding. After all, he was a commando too. 
 
      
 
    Ben crouched down onto the sandy edge of the creek, the butt of his M-31 in the ground to help steady him, and looked at the mark that had been left in the dirt for him to find. 
 
    Spread throughout the immediate vicinity, 2nd Platoon’s Rangers were posting security. Arranged in a rough circle behind cover where they could find it, the Rangers’ weapons were at the ready and all of them with their eyes and ears open for any possible threat. Burgers, Bao Sen, and another Huntress named Koranna stood near Ben. 
 
    <The mark has not been disturbed,> Koranna told Bao Sen. <We did not know if it was writing, so we did not want to risk obscuring its message.> 
 
    <Thank you, Koranna,> Bao Sen told her. <You were correct to do so.> 
 
    <Ketra and Mezina followed the trail for about an eben,> Koranna went on. <But turned back when they encountered traps and signs of frequent travel. They did not want to risk being discovered.> 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears twitched in agreement. Ben heard them talk but didn’t bother trying to find the translation. If Bao Sen thought he needed to know something, she’d get his attention. 
 
    Burgers knelt next to him and looked at the arrow. “At least we know he was alive when they took him,” he said. “And he still had enough of his senses to leave us a sign.” 
 
    The Ranger captain nodded and looked up at where the arrow pointed. He turned and gave Bellatrix, rapidly beginning to descend over the ridgeline, a quick look. He rose to his feet and turned to Burgers. The Ranger looked a little strange with so many empty spots on his uniform, places on his sleeves, shoulders and helmet where various pieces of tech would normally cling. As it was all dead weight on this planet, he hadn’t bothered to bring it. On the march, every ounce counted.  
 
    “It’s too late to start tracking them now,” Ben told him. “Last thing we want is to walk into an ambush in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I hear that,” Burgers said in agreement. 
 
    Ben turned and nodded at a piece of high ground nearby. “Set up a defensive position on that ridge. Four sentries on two hour shifts. Break out the flares and claymores. Anything comes near us, I want to hear the Fourth of July out here.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Burgers replied. He pointed to two Rangers and started toward them. “Shinzato! Ray Gun! We got work! Let’s go!” 
 
    Bao Sen came up to him. <We track people now?> she asked slowly. 
 
    Ben flipped through the book until he had an idea of what she was asking, then flipped through it more until he had an answer. 
 
    <New day,> he said. More flipping. <Stay… there…> He pointed at the ridge. <Leave… new day.> 
 
    <As you wish, Overlord,> Bao Sen told him. She turned and spoke to Koranna, relaying Ben’s intent to her. The other vixen gave a twitch of the ears and set off to find the other Huntresses. 
 
    Ben got Bao Sen’s attention and looked through the book. <Va’Shen… home… trees?> he asked. 
 
    The Huntress’s ears flattened, frustrated at the clumsy question. He obviously wasn’t asking if Va’Shen lived in trees… at least she hoped that wasn’t it. 
 
    He tried again, looking through the book again. <Village… within… trees?> he asked. 
 
    This time she got it. <No,> she said, answering the question simply. <Hunting ground. No Va’Shen.> 
 
    Ben found a rough translation and nodded to himself. No people living in the forest. Which meant any Va’Shen nearby would be either Bao Sen’s Huntresses or enemy personnel. That made him feel better. The last thing he wanted was for some sleepy sentry to bang off the claymores at some sound in the middle of the night only to find out it was some farmer investigating their presence on his land. He flipped through the book again. 
 
    <Hunters… stay…there,> he told her, pointing at the ridge. “Um…” He turned the pages, swearing to whatever god existed that he was going to learn this language properly at some point. <No… desire… Huntresses… medical need… witharound… dark time.> 
 
    Bao Sen growled softly to herself. Her Huntresses didn’t need to stay with the Dark Ones, but if the Overlord demanded it, she had no real choice but to obey. 
 
    <As you wish, Overlord,> she said. 
 
    He thanked her in Va’Shen and then started up the hill toward their strongpoint. The captain passed Specialist Shinzato, who was busily setting up a claymore mine against a fallen tree, pointed out toward the commando’s trail. 
 
    Claymores were one of those pieces of Army tech that had turned out to be so valuable they managed to go centuries without being replaced. It was basically a rectangular hunk of plastic explosives with a bunch of ball bearings on one side, allowing a soldier to stand on one side of the mine safe while whatever was on the other side was shredded when it went off. Early versions required a trip wire or manual detonators. The latest versions could be set off by remote control via drone or by infrared motion-activated trip lasers, neither of which worked on Va’Sh. So, wires and clackers it was. Each sentry tonight would be given a set of paddles connected by a wire to the mine. Squeeze the “clackers” three times, the mine goes off. And woe to anyone on the wrong side of it when it does. 
 
    That’s why he wanted the Huntresses inside the perimeter. Claymores were an incredible defensive weapon, but they didn’t care whose side you were on, just which side you were on.  
 
    The Rangers were well trained in establishing defensive positions and had had a lot of practice over the last three years, so within twenty minutes what was once a simple rock outcropping had become almost a fortress. Before Bellatrix had sunk below the horizon, the Rangers were as secure as they were going to be for the night. 
 
    Ben walked the perimeter, making sure all of his people were accounted for and that the defenses were wired tight. A few readied MREs while others checked over their weapons and equipment. Bao Sen’s Huntresses had sequestered themselves together as far from the Rangers as they could while still within the perimeter. They spoke amongst themselves in hushed whispers and an occasional look toward the Rangers suggested the topic was their own safety. Ben didn’t think they were a threat and hoped that they’d come to a similar conclusion about them. 
 
    It was getting late by the time Ben was satisfied that everything was as it should be. He went to the area of the perimeter closest to the path and found Burgers lying prone with his weapon and three sets of claymore detonators in front of him. Ben laid down and high-crawled up to him so as not to give his position away. He stopped alongside the NCO and surveyed the scene. 
 
    Burgers’s eyes never left the area in front of him, not even to greet Ben or acknowledge his presence. Ben would never have known Burgers even saw him if the Ranger didn’t speak up. 
 
    “All clear, Sir,” he said. 
 
    The captain nodded. He flinched as a light appeared in the forest ahead of him, jumping from one branch to another. 
 
    “More of those animals,” Burgers told him.  
 
    Ben nodded again. “Pain in the ass,” he commented. He looked over at the NCO and studied his face in the pale greenish light of Va’Sh’s moons and the aurora that had begun to light up the sky overhead. “You doing okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m good, Sir,” Burgers told him. “Why you ask?” 
 
    “You’re his friend, aren’t you?” Ben asked him with a shrug. 
 
    “Since Ranger school,” the other soldier confirmed. “His mouth always got him in trouble there too. He comes out of it, though. Every time. He’s probably playing cards with the Va’Shen right now, losing his boots.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben agreed quietly. “He’s that kind of guy. Can make friends with anyone… even them.” 
 
    Burgers bit the inside of his cheek in thought and turned to his captain. “Can I ask you something, Sir?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “You hate them?” 
 
    “Who?” Ben asked. “The Va’Shen?” At Burgers’s barely perceptible nod, Ben took a breath. “Yes… No… Both… I don’t know. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I was wondering how Ramirez could be so quick to want to spend time with them,” Burgers told him. “After Persephone, you know?” 
 
    Ben took another deep breath. Who could not hate the people who killed your world, destroyed everything you owned, ended the life of your best friend… your wife…? Indeed, even before Persephone, he would have had a hard time saying he didn’t hate the Va’Shen. Hate was almost necessary. Hate made killing easier. It made you fight harder if you believed, deep in your heart, that the person trying to kill you was a monster who didn’t deserve life, who in fact deserved to be killed… violently… without mercy… without a second’s remorse.  
 
    “Well,” he said softly. “I’ll say this: Somewhere in the capital is a bushy-tailed little bastard… who went up to another bushy-tailed little bastard and said, ‘hey, I know. Let’s drop a big frigg’n rock on one of their cities.’ And the other little bastard said, ‘great idea, boss!’” He paused for a moment. “I hate those assholes. And those two went to another guy and told them their plan, and he thought it was a good idea too. I hate that guy. Then, they cut orders to one of their ship captains and told him to make it happen. So, screw that guy too. And then, there’s the last guy. The one who actually pushed the button and sent that rock spinning out of orbit and right down into the city. I’ll frigg’n kill that guy.” He took another deep breath. “I don’t want to hate the others. But yeah, I do sometimes.” 
 
    “I thought the girl was the one who did that,” Burgers said. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “The one that’s always following you around,” the NCO elaborated. “I thought she ordered that shit.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “No,” he answered softly. “She was hoping that if she confessed to it, I’d take it all out on her and leave the other Va’Shen alone.” 
 
    Burgers digested that for a moment before speaking again. “Remember that first mission after they told us on Gamma Hydra? When we came upon that patrol?” 
 
    The Ranger captain nodded silently. 
 
    The other soldier didn’t go on for a second, the heavy silence filling the space as he debated whether or not to go on. Finally, he did. “I thank God every day that they resisted,” he said. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if they tried to surrender.” 
 
    The silence returned for several moments. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben whispered. “I know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The specialist who found her after searching six different temporary lodging tents didn’t know why the two-star wanted to see her, just that he wanted to see her. 
 
    Now. 
 
    It was already past ten at night, and Patricia had to quickly throw her uniform back on, put her hair back into regs and run across Jamieson Airfield to the office of the CJTF-OUR J3, the Operations Branch of the combined joint task force. It took her much longer than she was hoping to find the collection of pre-fabricated, portable offices, making it an even thirty minutes from the time she got the summons to the time she pushed the office door open. 
 
    A female staff sergeant looked up from her desk as she entered and, seeing Patricia’s last name on the front of her uniform, gestured to the office door behind her. 
 
    “Go right in, Ma’am. He’s expecting you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Patricia said as she quick-stepped through the office door and came to attention. “Sir, Lieutenant Kim reporting.” 
 
    Major General Richard Stevenson looked up from his desk and gave her a quick nod in greeting before looking back down at a report, leaving her to stand there. Ever the proper Army officer, Patricia said nothing and remained at attention, but took the time to look around the office.  
 
    It was much larger than Dr. Sinclair’s had been. The desk was made of dark polished oak that looked to be more than three hundred pounds. The chair the general sat in was black leather. Standing behind him from left to right was the American flag, the Army flag and his red two-star flag. Pictures and paintings lined the walls and knick-knacks and curios, souvenirs of prior assignments and deployments, sat on polished wooden tables beneath them. All that stuff probably cost a fortune to move to Va’Sh. Rank had its privileges and made the Army go ‘round. 
 
    Speaking of the cultural advisor, it was during this cursory examination that Patricia first realized he was there, seated on a black leather couch to her left.  
 
    A ball of ice formed in her throat and fell into her stomach. Was that what this was about? Did Sinclair somehow see through her fibs and miraculously guess that something weird was going on in Pelle? What was she supposed to do? She couldn’t lie! Not to a two-star! 
 
    “Good news and bad news, Lieutenant,” Stevenson finally addressed her, his eyes not leaving the report on his desk. “Your wait is over. There’s a chopper heading to FOB Leonard tomorrow morning, first thing. You have a seat on it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” she replied quickly. 
 
    “Bad news is that it’s going there on business,” he continued. “He pushed the report across the desk to her. Your boy, Gibson, has had a busy first week. First with that John Wayne bullshit into the mountains and now this.” 
 
    Patricia picked up the folder with trembling hands as she tried to divine the general’s meaning. Was that chopper on the way to Pelle to pick up Captain Gibson and bring him to Jamieson to answer for what had happened with Alacea? Or had he tried to resolve the issue on his own during her absence and caused something even worse? She read the first paragraph of the report and sighed. 
 
    “Oh, thank heavens!” she breathed, her eyes closed in relief. 
 
    Stevenson gave her a shocked look. “How in the Hell does an understrength unit taking on a force of Va’Shen Imperial regulars get that kind of response?” he asked in amazement. 
 
    “No! Sir! I just meant…” She fumbled for a believable response. “Just that… no one’s been hurt or killed.” 
 
    “Huh,” Stevenson snorted. “I guess?” Stevenson regarded her for a moment before continuing. “When I saw the report, I thought you should know. I read the notes from the J2 debrief. They said you had some interesting insights they hadn’t heard before. I hope whatever this is doesn’t do anything to jeopardize the good relationship Dr. Sinclair seems to believe your unit has with the Va’Shen down there.” 
 
    “Me too, Sir,” she agreed quickly. 
 
    Stevenson turned to Sinclair. “What’s your read on it, Doc? Hear anything from the Va’Shen government?” 
 
    Sinclair was wiping his glasses off with the bottom of his shirt and didn’t bother stopping while he replied. “The Va’Shen say that since all their forces have surrendered, there is no longer a Va’Shen Imperial Army and that therefore these cannot be Va’Shen soldiers. If they are committing crimes against us, they say we are free to do with them what we like.” 
 
    “Yeah, that doesn’t sound damn suspicious,” Stevenson growled. “Sounds to me like they had some sketchy stuff going on down there and now that they might be caught, they’re cutting their guys loose to fend for themselves.” 
 
    Sinclair put his glasses on and shrugged. “Not necessarily,” he said. “We can’t assume their motives just because we’d do the same thing in their place.” 
 
    “You have another possibility?” 
 
    The doctor shrugged again. “It could be exactly as they say,” he said. “Not military under orders, but perhaps insurgent forces using old Imperial equipment. It’s not like we confiscated their boots when they surrendered.” 
 
    Stevenson grunted, not sure he believed it. The Imperial response, like many communications they had had with the Va’Shen post-war government, left him feeling like they were being played somehow. He turned back to Patricia, who straightened instinctively. 
 
    “Bird leaves at zero-six tomorrow,” he said. “You and your new medic have seats. Make sure she knows. Good luck with whatever this shit is, and for god’s sake, tell Gibson to slow the Hell down! He’s been on the ground a week.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    “Good night, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Good night, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    Sinclair gave her a little wave and she smiled at him before turning and leaving the office. 
 
    Jeez, Captain Gibson! she thought. I’m gone two days and the entire place goes nuts?! 
 
      
 
    Alacea watched the sun come up from the temple’s outdoor bath but was in no mood to revel in the Gods’ decision to send it around their planet once again. In fact, if one could see her at this moment, they would not find the distinguished, graceful vixen she normally presented, but more of a frustrated, pouting child as she sat in the water up to her nose, her ears flat against her head. 
 
    Blublublublublublu… 
 
    The other Mikorin in the bath turned to the sound of the bubbling coming from where Alacea’s nose met the water, unmeaningly interrupting their morning meditations. The bath faced the east and was warmed by a series of boilers the acolytes maintained so that the Mikorin could wash and commune with the miracles of the Gods. Although made of simple brown and red marble with little adornments other than a few plants, it was, during sunrise, one of the most beautiful places in Pelle. 
 
    Blublublublublublublu… 
 
    Hestean, who had only joined them in the bath a few moments before, looked at Alacea, her tail swishing the water behind her as it reflected her puzzlement. 
 
    <What is wrong with the Na’Sha?> she asked, leaning over to whisper her question to the vixen next to her. 
 
    Sho Nan, her hair pinned up above her ears, appeared nonplussed as she dabbed a washcloth against her neck. <She’s pouting,> she said simply. 
 
    Alace lifted her head enough for her lips to clear the water and shot back. <I am not!> She then resumed burbling the water in pique. 
 
    Blublublublublublublublu… 
 
    Hestean voiced a follow-up question. <Why?> 
 
    Again, Sho Nan showed no emotion as she answered. <Her tesho has taken a concubine.> 
 
    <HE HAS NOT!> Alacea blurted angrily. 
 
    On the other side of Sho Nan, Pavastea squeaked in surprise, her tail poofing out under the water and causing a near tidal wave in the bath. She looked at the others and dipped her head, her twin-tails threatening to come undone from where she had pinned them up. <Excuse me,> she said quietly. 
 
    <Well, what else is one to think when you will not share your burdens with your friends?> Sho Nan asked her evenly.  
 
    Alacea sighed and sat back in the bath. <The Dark Ones and our Huntresses may be marching into battle at this very moment,> she told them. <And I can do nothing to assist.> 
 
    <Well… That is not your fault, Na’Sha,> Pavastea spoke up. <You are not a warrior.> 
 
    <What is this battle you are talking about?> Hestean asked. 
 
    Alacea took a breath and told the other Mikorin the whole story, how Bao Sen had told her she suspected Imperial soldiers had taken a Dark One and a Huntress captive and how now she and her Tesho had gone after them. 
 
    <Imperial soldiers?> Pavastea asked in shock. <But that doesn’t make any sense! The war is over, is it not?!> 
 
    Again, Sho Nan displayed her wit. <Perhaps the Herald sent to tell them the war is over could not find them.> 
 
    Under the circumstances, the joke fell flat, eliciting only a snort from Pavastea. But Alacea’s ears shot bolt upright, and she turned to her friend. 
 
    <Do you think that’s possible?> she asked. 
 
    <I was only making a joke, Alacea,> Sho Nan told her. 
 
    <I know… but… Could something like that have happened?> she asked. She remembered her conversation with Bao Sen and Yasuren. She had argued that the Emperor had ordered all his subjects to surrender, but, assuming this really was a military unit, they had not. That local Va’Shen in other communities had taken up arms against the Dark Ones in spite of the Emperor’s order was shocking in itself, but the very idea of an Imperial commando, who had taken an oath to live and die by the Emperor’s command, would do so was utterly unthinkable.  
 
    But if they didn’t know… 
 
    <Alacea, you said this was happening near us? In one of our hunting grounds?> Hestean asked her, breaking the Na’Sha’s train of thought. 
 
    <That’s right,> she answered.  
 
    Hestean’s tail churned the water beneath her as she put her finger to her lip in thought. Her ears pointed in and out as her mind worked overtime on something Alacea could not see. Suddenly, the Mikorin’s historian stood up out of the water and reached for her towel. 
 
    <Na’Sha,> she said formally, <When you are done here, please come see me in the library. I may have something of interest to show you.> Not waiting for an answer from Alacea, Hestean stepped out of the bath and started for the changing room where she had left her hanbok. 
 
    Alacea watched her go in puzzlement. None of the three remaining Mikorin said anything for several moments. 
 
    <I would not worry,> Sho Nan finally said in her usual deadpan style. <Bao Sen is pretty but just as inexperienced as you are. It is doubtful she could outperform you in the den.> 
 
    The head Mikorin grabbed a backscrubber and threw it at her friend. 
 
      
 
    With Hestean’s cryptic statement in mind, Alacea didn’t stay long in the bath. Bidding her other friends goodbye, she dried off, donned her hanbok and took a few minutes to make herself presentable, and then set off for the temple library where Hestean spent most of her time.  
 
    The library was on the south side of the temple on the second floor, where large window shutters could be opened during the day to let in light to read by. The books inside were maintained by the Mikorin who wrote them or their successors. As the Mikorin Aru’Dace, Hestean was charged with maintaining the books and letters of historical significance to Pelle as well as continuously updating the village history spanning her time in the position. 
 
    Alacea nearly slipped on the polished wood floors. Hestean was known to keep the library in absolute pristine condition, even by Mikorin standards. The priestess could actually see her face reflected in the floor and she was suddenly grateful that Mikorin wore long skirts. 
 
    She found her friend leaning over a table in the center of the library, her eyes fixed on a piece of off-white paper in the center of the table. Her tail casually waved from side to side in cautious excitement. 
 
    <Hestean,> Alacea called softly in greeting.  
 
    The historian turned to her and without further formality gestured to the paper on the table. <I think I may have found the answer, Na’Sha.> 
 
    <What do you mean?> Alacea asked, moving to the other side of the table. 
 
    <Do you remember, when the war ended, you asked us all to write to our contemporaries in other villages to seek out information on whether their tods returned?> 
 
    Alacea pursed her lips, her ears curling forward in the memory of that disappointment. When the soldiers they had sent to serve the Empire never returned, Kasshas had tried writing the capital with little result. So Alacea and the Mikorin wrote to the Mikorin in the capital. When that proved fruitless as well, they had tried writing to other villages, curious to find out if anyone had seen a return of their tods, or if Pelle had been singled out for this curse. The answers had varied. Some villages replied joyfully that their commandos had returned without incident, but many others seemed to share in Pelle’s misfortune, never even learning which of the Heavenly Realms their tods had died on. 
 
    <Your story made me remember something I read in those letters that was oddly curious,> Hestean went on. <Most of the tods who returned came from commandos recruited to defend parts of our own world, and most of those who never returned were sent to the other realms.> 
 
    <That would make sense,> Alacea admitted. <The closer they are, the better their chances of escaping to home.> 
 
    <But in the letters I found an exception,> Hestean continued. She pointed down at the letter. 
 
    Alacea rounded the table and looked down at the piece of paper. The script was elegantly written by someone with a delicate hand. 
 
      
 
    Greetings to you, Hestean Aru’Dace. 
 
    I received your letter and was happy to hear that you were safe and that your village had escaped damage. Of your inquiry, I can tell you nothing encouraging. For like you, we still wait for our tods to return. I am ashamed to say that when I first learned that they were not to go into the Heavens to fight the Dark Ones, I was happy. So many of our vixens feared for them, and we were comforted knowing that they would fight with the Home Guard. We were even more elated when we were informed that they would even be stationed near our village as part of a larger collection of commandos. But then the war ended, and we waited at the gates, but the only tods we saw were from other commandos of that field cornet on their way to their own homes. So few. So very few.  They spoke of a massacre in which the Dark Ones rained fire down on them from the sky. Of weapons that pierced the rock and dirt of their fortresses until it found them and engulfed them in flames. They never even saw the faces of their murderers.  
 
    These commandos passed through our village, and we thought surely if some of them survived, some of ours survived. But none ever arrived. It would seem our previous Na’Sha was not successful in convincing the Gods of our virtue, and as such we have been punished. 
 
    I pray you are successful in your search for your tods. We shall ask any who pass our gates if they are from Pelle, and if we find one, we shall send word to you. I ask in return that you pray for us as well as we endure the punishments to come. 
 
    Baranaisu Aru’Dace 
 
    The Mikorin Temple of Kar’El 
 
    The seventh day of Frost 
 
      
 
    Alacea read the note again and looked up at Hestean. <But what does it mean?> Alacea asked. 
 
    <It means that unlike almost every other Home Guard unit, this one is the only one who did not send any commandos home,> Hestean told her. <Not a single survivor. It is very possible they were all killed in this massacre from the sky, but what are the odds that not a single tod survived?” 
 
    The Na’Sha considered this, and Hestean went on. 
 
    <Then there is the location,> she said. <Baranaisu said they were to be stationed near them. And we… and our hunting grounds… are near them.> 
 
    <You think the Imperial soldiers the Dark Ones are fighting may be this commando?> Alacea asked her. 
 
    <There is much confusion in war,> Hestean told her. <If a commando is told to fight to the death, he will do so. And he will do only that until ordered otherwise. If there is no one left to give him orders, he will fight with the orders he has. And I doubt the word of a Dark One and a young vixen would change their mind.> 
 
    <Then… we must find someone who can order them to stop!> Alacea cried.  
 
    Hestean’s ears flickered in agreement. <But whom? Even if we wrote to the capital, the Imperial Army has been disbanded. We don’t even know who to write to.> 
 
    <Write?!> Alacea repeated. <There’s no time for that! Even now these commandos may be dying in a cause that is already dead!> 
 
    <Then what do we do?> 
 
    Alacea bit her lip in thought, her tail whipping angrily about in frustration. <They may not believe Alzoria and Rahmeerez,> she said. <But they would have to accept the word of their Na’Sha.> 
 
    <Assuming this is Kar’El’s commando,> Hestean pointed out. <…And assuming Kar’El’s Na’Sha would want to do something that could end with her tods prisoners of the Dark Ones, Kar’El is three days walk from here.> 
 
    Alacea’s tail was now threatening to knock over several books from the shelf behind her. Her ears crashed down on the top of her head so hard they nearly knocked her out. Too slow! They were too slow to stop any of this!  
 
    But the Dark Ones weren’t. 
 
    <We can ask the Dark Ones for help,> Alacea told her. 
 
    Hestean’s tail dropped to the floor in shock. <You want to ask the Dark Ones for help,> she repeated. 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <Help saving their enemy.> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <From the Dark Ones.> 
 
    Alacea took a breath. <Yes. I know it’s hard for you to believe, Hestean, but I don’t think the Overlord wants this battle anymore than we do! Their vehicles could reach Kar’El in a matter of hours. We have to try.> 
 
    <Alacea,> Hestean breathed in shock. <You must consider what you are saying. These are the Dark Ones! It is more likely that, rather than help, they would use this information to hold the commando’s village hostage to force their surrender. And if they don’t…> 
 
    The Na’Sha swallowed. Yes, with this information in hand, her Tesho could go to Kar’El, round up every villager remaining there and take them into the forest in their vehicles. Then, in full view of the Va’Shen soldiers, kill the villagers one by one until they agreed to surrender. 
 
    From Hestean’s perspective, it was a legitimate fear. They could be betraying the villagers of a community who shared with them a long friendship. 
 
    She tried to picture the same man who had rushed into the smoke to battle the yarl on their behalf doing such a thing to innocent vixens and kids, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t make the image seem real. 
 
    <I truly believe,> Alacea told her quietly, <that they would not do that.> 
 
    <Based on what?!> Hestean demanded. <The Gods demand loyalty to your tesho, Alacea, but not blind loyalty!> 
 
    <If you truly believe they would do this, why even show this to me?!> Alacea spat back, angry at her friend’s insinuation.  
 
    <So that we might undermine them!> Hestean cried. <To deny them their prize, not make it greater! To preserve the loyalty we hold among one another, not sacrifice it to make our own situation more comfortable!> 
 
    <And to do that you are willing to let the Overlord kill how many hundreds of Kar’El’s tods rather than offer an alternative solution?> Alacea argued. 
 
    Hestean had no answer to that. The Na’Sha pushed harder. 
 
    <Give me a way to use this information without going to the Dark Ones for help, and I will take it,> she said. <Without them, it will take three days to reach Kar’El and three days to get to the hunting ground from there. That is six days. The Overlord may be standing over those commandos’ graves in six hours!> 
 
    This historian’s ears dug into the top of her head in frustration.  
 
    <Could you stop him?> she asked Alacea quietly. Unsure if she heard the question right, Alacea didn’t answer, prompting Hestean to look up at her and ask again. <If the Overlord tries to use the villagers as hostages… could you stop him?> 
 
    Alacea’s thoughts went to her conversation with Ben in the mountains, when she had threatened to kill him if he harmed the villagers. In response, he had given her his knife to use against him if he did, the closest thing to a bridal gift she had yet received from him. That time, her gamble had been rewarded. Not only had he not harmed the villagers, he had protected them from the yarl. It was this that made her believe her Tesho would not use the villagers against the Imperial soldiers. But if she was wrong… if he did… 
 
    <I will stop him,> Alacea replied softly, her words barely audible even in the silence of the library. <I need your help, Hestean,> she admitted a few seconds later. 
 
    Hestean regarded her friend for several moments as Alacea looked away, unable to meet the other Mikorin’s eyes. She sighed. It was unfair to place so much on her friend, but that was the role the Gods had given her. The historian knew that Alacea’s motives on almost everything had become suspect overnight by the very people whose souls she was charged with protecting. But it was still the same Alacea she had known as a child growing up in the Mikorin temple. The same who had fled from the mountains to confront the Dark Ones directly. She had been willing to cut her own throat for them. It was the height of ingratitude to distrust her now. 
 
    <I will trust your judgement,> Hestean told her. <I am sorry that my fear eclipsed my faith.> 
 
    <Will you help me?> Alacea asked her. 
 
    Hestean’s ears reached for the ceiling. <I shall.> 
 
      
 
    The trail led up. 
 
    It may have double-backed a few times, and there were a few points where they had tried walking down a creek in order to try to throw them off. But the Rangers, with the Huntresses helping them, had no trouble finding the trail again. As long as they headed up. 
 
    Ben took another careful step and took his eyes off the path ahead of him long enough to look up. A large rock outcropping could be seen in the distance, perhaps a half-mile away. It was the tallest point in the woods they had seen so far. 
 
    He nodded to himself. That piece of high-ground dominated the surrounding area. It would make a pretty decent strongpoint. The Ranger began to take another step when he felt a hand grab hold of the back of this vest.  
 
    Ben froze. The most important word in the universe in his line of work was “stop.” And it came in several forms. This was one of them. 
 
    Slowly turning his head, he found Bao Sen staring back at him from behind and to his left. 
 
    <Step back,> she said quietly, gently pulling on his load-bearing vest. 
 
    He got the gist. The foot he had been about to put forward moved back instead. Then the other. Bao Sen moved in front of him and squatted down as Ben threw his fist up, signaling everyone else to stop. As one, the Rangers froze. 
 
    The Huntress reached down and gently touched the single gold strand stretched taut across the path at about ankle height. She recognized it for what it was immediately. Vixens were forbidden from serving in the Imperial Army, so any female Va’Shen who wanted to strike a blow against the Dark Ones had to do so indirectly. Many did so by cutting off and donating their hair to use as garottes or tripwires. Bao Sen had done the same, giving her brothers her own red hair in the hope that it would be used to keep them safe. Some commando’s sister, myorin or mother had just narrowly missed out on killing a Dark One overlord.  
 
    She traced the hair into the brush on the right side of the path and bit her lip. She could see the mechanism it was attached to, and looking up, she saw rope holding a large log in place. A deadfall. It was a common enough trap for hunters trying to stun larger, aggressive beasts like yarl before dealing a killing blow, and so she knew how to disarm it. Her fingers moved quickly, and soon the path was once again safe. 
 
    Standing up, she gestured for Ben to continue. He nodded to her. “Thank you.” He cleared his throat and spoke slowly again. <Thank… you.> 
 
    She responded with only the slightest of bows and continued on. Ben signaled the platoon to keep moving and took a relieved breath, his blood pumping in his ears as he thought of what might have happened. 
 
    Before he could think on it further, he heard a whistle from up ahead. He turned and gave a series of hand signals to Burgers, who turned and started directing the Rangers to deploy and post security. The Rangers moved quickly and quietly, finding cover and concealment behind rocks, trees and simply dips in the earth that gave them a little more protection. Ben moved up and before long caught sight of Corporal Harris waving him over. The Ranger was knelt down in front of a berm covered in red and purple leaves. 
 
    Ben made his way quickly and silently to the corporal and knelt next to him. 
 
    “Whaddya got?” he asked. 
 
    Harris handed him a pair of binoculars and chucked his thumb over the berm. “Large boulders at the top of the hill. Could be a cave entrance on the other side. Up and to the right, saw a flash, like light reflecting off glass.” 
 
    Ben crawled to the top of the berm and looked through the binoculars. Perhaps a hundred yards away the ground sloped up to a crown of boulders sticking up out of the top of the hill like a natural rampart of a castle. 
 
    “Could be an outpost,” Harris whispered. 
 
    “Could be the place,” Ben whispered back. He looked to his left and right. There were other berms like the one he was behind as well as fallen trees on either side, but past this point it appeared as if every rock and piece of wood had been moved. “They cleared the cover in front of it,” he noted in a raspy whisper. 
 
    “Probably mined to the last inch,” Harris threw out in agreement. 
 
    Ben thought of the trap he had almost triggered. What they were seeing wasn’t odd. Va’Shen units on other worlds had cleared the areas around their campsites, probably thinking it made it difficult for the human soldiers to sneak up on them unseen. In reality, once the humans had caught on to what they were doing, it made it very easy for drones to spot their encampments from the air. But those were temporary camps. This was done on a much larger scale. 
 
    “Bring ‘em up,” he whispered to Harris. The Ranger scout moved silently back, off to get the other Rangers. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ben continued to study the rock formation ahead of him. Plenty of cover and concealment up top, you couldn’t get in hand grenade throwing distance without exposing yourself, and the hill itself seemed full of small pockets and defilades. 
 
    A flash of movement in one of these pockets made him freeze. For a second, he could swear he saw a set of ears. 
 
    He heard a noise behind him and saw Burgers moving up to him, head down and moving quickly, Bao Sen not far behind. 
 
    “I think this is it,” Ben told him. He handed the binoculars to Burgers and invited him to look. Bao Sen invited herself and looked over the berm. 
 
    <The Reaching Fingers,> she told them. <There is a cave up there.> 
 
    Ben flipped through the language guide. <Cave?> he repeated. 
 
    <Cave,> Bao Sen confirmed. 
 
    “No idea how long they’ve been here,” Burgers noted. “They may have set up tunnels. That’s what I’d do. Hide underground and try to keep the Air Force from frying me.” 
 
    Ben chewed his lip. It could be an outpost or it could be the front door to Fort Fluffy Tail. “Deploy them along this line,” Ben told Burgers. “No offensive moves until I say so.” 
 
    Burgers moved back to issue orders to the other Rangers. Ben took another look at the rock fortress, its imposing mass staring down at him as if to say, “just try it.” 
 
     “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
    He looked down at Bao Sen, who was looking up at him with an impassive face. Her eyes and lips said nothing, but her tail twitched, and her ears were bent sideways. He flipped through the guide for a few minutes, trying to find a way to make his desires clearly known. 
 
    <Bao Sen,> he said, looking down at the guide. <Me…require… speech…along… them,> he said. <No… require… conflict. Require Ramirez… vixen… return. Bao Sen… speech?> 
 
    <I can try, Overlord,> she said. 
 
    <No… conflict,> he repeated to her. <Require Ramirez vixen. Comprehension statement?> 
 
    <Yes, Overlord,> she said. Bao Sen attempted to steady her nerves. Thanks to a simple attempt to lure a Dark One into a false friendship, she now found herself at the precise center of an imminent battle between the Dark Ones and Va’Shen troops. She looked at the berm in front of her and wondered if she was on the right side of it. 
 
    Ben checked his right and left to make sure the Rangers were deployed. The platoon was spread out, overlooking berms, rocks and fallen trees. To his right, next to the two-seventy machine gunner, Burgers aimed his M-31 at the “castle” ahead of them. Satisfied that everyone was where they needed to be, he turned to Bao Sen and gestured to their target. 
 
    The Huntress took a deep breath. Her own vixens were safely behind the mound of rock and dirt, waiting for Bao Sen to give them orders. Climbing up to poke her head up over the berm next to Ben, she shouted across the no-man’s land to the outpost. 
 
    <IMPERIAL SOLDIERS!> she yelled. <I AM BAO SEN OF PELLE!> 
 
    No answer. 
 
    The Huntress licked her lips and went on. <I AM HERE WITH THE DARK ONE OVERLORD!> 
 
    A beam of blue light whipped over her left shoulder, prompting her to cry out in surprise and fall down the berm. Several others followed it, biting into the thick dirt of the berm or crossing narrowly over it. 
 
    The platoon’s two machine gunners opened up in reply with short bursts, raking the rocky side of the opposing ridge with fire. The other Rangers fired their own weapons as well, searching for targets, but concerned more with suppressing the enemy fire coming at them. 
 
    On the ground behind the berm, Bao Sen covered her ears and screamed in pain. The other Huntresses around her did likewise as the explosive fire from the Dark Ones’ weapons threatened to deafen her.  
 
    “CEASE FIRE! CEASE FIRE!” Ben yelled in either direction. The order was repeated up and down the line, and the shooting tapered off. The Va’Shen fire had ceased as well. 
 
    Ben looked down at the Huntresses and for a moment he thought they had been hit. Bao Sen slowly rose to her feet and shook her head, trying to get the ringing out of her ears. 
 
    <Bao Sen…Well?> he asked, reaching his hand down to her. 
 
    <No! I am not well!> she called back, ignoring the outstretched hand. She reached down to her shirt and pulled a strip of cloth from the front of it. Ripping this in half, she started stuffing the cloth into her ears. She gestured to the other Huntresses to do the same. 
 
    The Va’Shen woman’s tail slapped the ground around her as she climbed up the berm next to Ben again.  
 
    <STOP SHOOTING, YOU IDIOTS!> she screamed at the fortress. <ARE YOU TRYING TO KILL ME?!> 
 
    There was silence in no-man’s land for several moments. Then… 
 
    <YEAH.> 
 
    Bao Sen started to haul herself over the berm to go after the tod who answered, but Ben grabbed her and pulled her down. “Stay down, you idiot!” he hissed at her.  He watched as Bao Sen stewed for several moments, her ears flattened as far as her makeshift earplugs would let them, her tail smacking Ben’s leg so hard he was sure it would leave bruises and her teeth grinding to the point he could swear he could hear them. 
 
    After she had calmed down a little, she readjusted her position. The Va’Shen soldiers hadn’t fired again. 
 
    <THE WAR IS OVER!> she shouted. <YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO GO HOME!> 
 
    <THEM FIRST!> 
 
    <LISTEN!> she tried again. <THE WAR IS OVER! THERE’S NO FIGHTING ANYMORE! WE JUST WANT THE DARK ONE AND HUNTRESS YOU CAPTURED! THE OVERLORD DOESN’T WANT TO FIGHT!> 
 
    There was silence for almost a minute before an answer to this came back. 
 
    <THE OVERLORD CAN NIBBLE UPON MY BIG FLUFFY TAIL!> 
 
    Ben tapped her arm. <It… well?> he asked. 
 
    She growled. <No,> she said simply. 
 
      
 
    Halfway up the makeshift fortress where the Va’Shen commandos had dug a firing position with access to one of the cave entrances, Eruto turned to the commando knelt next to him. Sayuno’s ear was bandaged, and having seen what happened in the store room, the scout leader didn’t have to ask why.  
 
    <How many did you see?> he asked. 
 
    Sayuno’s ears twitched, causing him to grimace ever so slightly in pain. <I don’t know! Many!> he replied.  
 
    Eruto turned to Rozan, who was kneeling just within the entrance to the tunnel. <Return to the Captain,> he said. <Tell him we are fighting the Dark Ones at the south outpost. Two hundred infantry, maybe more. No signs of vehicles or heavy weapons.> 
 
    <Yes, Scout Leader!> Rozan turned and scurried down the tunnel. 
 
    <What shall we do in the meantime?> Sayuno asked him.  
 
    Eruto gave the question thought. He had only five commandos at this post. 
 
    <Five,> he breathed. <Against hundreds. It is an unfair fight.> 
 
    <Then we should offer to let them surrender,> Sayuno joked with a grunt. 
 
    <Go ahead,> Eruto told him, replying to his joke with a genuine answer. The other commando looked at him quizzically. The Scout Leader met his gaze. <We cannot let them go further. We cannot overwhelm them. We should attempt to hold them here until the Captain sends more commandos.> 
 
    Sayuno’s ears twitched, the hilarity of the thought making the pain from his wounded ear worth it. 
 
    <BAO SEN!> he called over the wall. <TELL YOUR DARK ONE MASTER TO SURRENDER! OR WE SHALL CHARGE WITH OUR FULL TWO THOUSAND COMMANDOS!> 
 
    Eruto hit him in the arm. <What are you doing!? We’re trying to buy time not make them attack!> 
 
    <Maybe they’ll retreat!> Sayuno defended. <They can’t possibly know how many of us there are!> 
 
      
 
    Bao Sen growled at the threat. She was beginning to take this whole thing personally. She felt Ben tap her arm again and turned to the Dark One. 
 
    <You… surrender…> she said, pointing at the castle. 
 
    Ben looked through the book and found the translation. He nodded and started flipping through the book again. “What is the Va’Shen word,” he mused quietly as he searched, “for ‘go screw yourself?’” He stopped at one page and smiled. He knew it was a dangerous situation, but he seriously couldn’t pass up the opportunity. 
 
      
 
    In the cave entrance dugout, Eruto and Sayuno crouched down, listening. Without preamble, they heard Bao Sen’s reply from her overlord. 
 
    <NUTS!> 
 
    The two commandos looked at each other.  
 
    <I… I don’t know what she means by that,> Sayuno confessed. 
 
      
 
    <I have no idea why you just made me say that,> Bao Sen growled at Ben. <But they do not answer.> 
 
    Ben didn’t understand her, but he didn’t really have to. He waved Burgers over, who quickly, keeping his head down, rushed to the captain’s side. 
 
    “Okay, screw this,” Ben said to him. “Take a squad and try to circle around behind them, bottle them up. If this is the place, I don’t want them sneaking Ramirez and the girl out the back. On my go.” 
 
    Burgers nodded. “You got it, Sir.” He turned and made his way back down the line, tapping Rangers with orders to follow. 
 
    Seeing that the group was splitting up, Bao Sen turned back to the Huntresses. <Koranna, Tempesta, go with them!> 
 
    Two of the Huntresses hefted their rifles and started after Burgers and the other Rangers. Bao Sen turned back to the hill. 
 
    “Get ready,” he called down the line. “Smoke and suppressing fire on my order!” He gave the Rangers a second to ready their weapons. “LIGHT ‘EM UP!” 
 
    The machine gunners opened fire, again more to keep the Va’Shen from poking their heads up than anything else. Two Rangers with grenade launchers fired smoke grenades at the fortress, the rising white cloud beginning to cover the entire side of the rock face. 
 
    “All right, let’s go!” Burgers yelled to his troops before taking off down a wash that led away and to the right of the ridge. The rest of the squad plus two Huntresses followed him. 
 
      
 
    With bullets slapping the rock walls around them, Eruto kept his head behind the wall as much as possible, but a risky peek over the top confirmed what he suspected. To the left, hard to see through the smoke now rising up around them, Eruto could see several figures moving away from the main group. 
 
    He knelt down and pushed down on a glass plate near the trigger of his hardlight rifle. <They’re moving!> he yelled to the others. <Switch to stammer-shot! Keep them immobile!>  
 
    He and Sayuno stood and aimed over the dugout’s rock wall and fired. Instead of one powerful blast of light, five smaller blue darts of energy flew from the ends of their rifles with each shot. The other commandos mimicked them, firing through the smoke in the Dark Ones’ general direction, hoping that the number of shots coming at them would make it more difficult to move. 
 
    Eruto heard a cry of pain above him. 
 
    <Who’s that?!> he yelled.  
 
    <Yano, Scout Leader!> he heard a stuttered cry. <I am all right! It went through my hand! I can fight!> 
 
    <Stop firing!> Eruto called when the smoke made it impossible to see. It occurred to him that he couldn’t see where the Dark Ones’ fire was coming from, but they could see the shots from the hardlight rifles and guess their positions even through the smoke. 
 
    <Is anyone else hurt?> he called. 
 
    Two other commandos responded in a negative, and Sayuno waved his hand to show he was all right as well. 
 
    Eruto found his ears twitching in excitement. After waiting so long, they were finally battling the Dark Ones. They had faced their first volleys and lived. 
 
    All they had to do was live a little longer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Turan listened dispassionately to Rozan’s report, looking at the smaller, localized map of their underground redoubt and the area around it tacked up on the wall.  
 
    They had come up from the south as anticipated, but the numbers were far too small to be a major thrust. A reconnaissance-in-force perhaps? Or maybe a search party sent after their missing soldier. Either way, if they could not hold against this small a force, they had no hope of repelling a larger main assault. 
 
    He stared at the map as Rozan fidgeted anxiously, waiting for permission to send reinforcements to the south gate, but Turan did not immediately respond. 
 
    Finally, in his excitement, Rozan could hold it no longer. <Captain, the…> 
 
    Turan cut him off, never taking his eyes off the map. <Take ten commandos and reinforce the south gate,> he said. <Tell Eruto to do what he can to fix the Dark Ones in place. And tell Corporal Vasuta to gather his corporalship and sortie from the west gate. He is to move south to the ridge overlooking their left flank.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain!> 
 
    <And tell Corporal Adazu to move half his corporalship to the north gate.,> he added. <They will attempt to move around us and crush us between two rocks.> 
 
    Rozan’s ears dipped at this. That half-corporalship could best be used reinforcing the south. <Are you sure they will do that, Captain?> he asked tentatively. 
 
    Turan turned to him. <I would.> 
 
      
 
    Walter Bundy, U.S. Senator from the state of Georgia, had been dead for two hundred years, but without him ever considering it possible, he was a hero of the Va’Shen occupation. During Bundy’s twelve years as senator, he had read several books and papers concerning the threat of “EMP,” Electromagnetic Pulse weapons. EMPs, whether from solar activity or released by a nuclear explosion, fried electronic circuits, making anything depending on technology developed past the 1960s utterly useless. Bundy had read these reports and was alarmed when he realized such a pulse could make a host of military equipment completely worthless. So, he wrote a bill, the EMP Technology Defense Law, that mandated that any major piece of military equipment had to be able to at least partially function after an EMP strike or DoD would be prohibited from purchasing it. 
 
    That included every U.S. Army helicopter built after the bill’s passage. 
 
    And it was the only reason that Patricia could look out the window of the HH-85A Pawnee helicopter and be reasonably certain that it wasn’t going to fall out of the sky. 
 
    Well, at least not because of the Fuzz. 
 
    Looking up from her seat toward the cockpit she could tell that most of the screens for the tech the pilots normally used were black. The Forward-Looking Infrared scanners, the HFRF radar detection and zeroing board, and GEOSAT display were all dead. But the motor would run, the altimeter and speedometer worked and the pilots themselves had a few thousand hours apiece flying it. 
 
    This model was equipped and armed to carry troops into combat and support them from the air while they operated. A 6.8mm mini-gun was loaded and manned on each side by one of the aircraft’s crew chiefs from a transparent and bullet-resistant blister that gave the gunners a full view of the area while lessening their exposure to enemy fire. With their visors down and dust filter over their mouths, they looked more like robots or alien soldiers than mechanics. 
 
    The co-pilot turned to her and held up two fingers. They were two minutes from the FOB. The plan was to land and while the chopper was refueled, Patricia and the pilots would get a situation report from Senior Chief Warren. After that, they’d be back in the air and heading off to provide support to the captain. 
 
    Pelle from the air looked every bit like a video game fantasy world. She couldn’t get over how beautiful and colorful the place was. She pointed at the Mikorin temple and turned to talk to Fletcher. 
 
    “The temple!” she said through the headset she wore. Although new engine technologies made the helicopter much quieter than earlier, more primitive models, you still had to use microphone headsets to talk in them. 
 
    Next to her, Fletcher looked at the village for a moment before turning back to her. She tried to reply, but Patricia couldn’t hear her, her headset must have malfunctioned. A few moments later, the helicopter was turning and coming into the landing pad at FOB Leonard. 
 
    A Sector 13 soldier wearing his helmet and armor guided the chopper in, and the aircraft touched down like it was landing on a soft pillow. Patricia waited for the crew chiefs to give the all-clear and climbed out, keeping her head down as the rotors were still spinning. 
 
    “Come on,” she told Fletcher. “Let’s talk to the Chief and see what’s going on.” 
 
    The two walked down the main drag toward the other side of the FOB where Patricia and Ben’s office was. With both of them off the FOB, she knew Senior Chief Warren would be set up there to run things in the meantime. Looking around, she could tell the camp was much more watchful than before. The sentries in the watchtowers weren’t the only ones wearing their armor and everyone they passed had weapons in their hands. Everyone seemed to be on high alert. 
 
    She could hear the noise as they approached the door to the office but couldn’t make out the words. It wasn’t until she opened the door that she could fully appreciate what was happening. 
 
    Warren was sitting at the captain’s desk, his hands over his ears, while Alacea and Hestean spoke urgently, and simultaneously, on either side of him. Alacea kept pointing at the map over the SeaBee’s head as she spoke. Finally, Warren slammed his hands down on the desk and stood up. 
 
    “I. DO. NOT. UNDERSTAND. WHAT. YOU. ARE. SAYING!” he shouted at them. 
 
    The vixens were silent for a moment. 
 
    <You don’t have to yell,> Hestean ventured. 
 
    “Senior Chief?” Patricia spoke up. 
 
    The three turned and noticed her standing there for the first time. 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” Warren cried. 
 
    <Thank the Gods!> Alacea said at the same time. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Patricia asked, dumping her travel bag in her office chair. 
 
    “These… delightful young women… have some kind of request,” Warren told her. 
 
    Patricia turned to Alacea. <You to say of thing to the me?> 
 
    The priestess darted forward and took Patricia’s hands in her own. <Lady Patricia,> she said. <We can stop the battle. We need your help to do so.> 
 
    <You battle stopping?> Patricia asked. 
 
    <Yes!> Alacea replied urgently. <We need your help.> She ran to the map and pointed at a spot south of where Ben had marked it. <We need to go to Kar’El. You can take us there in one of your vehicles.> 
 
    “You got any idea what she’s going on about, LT?” Warren asked her in defeat. 
 
    “I think she wants a ride,” Patricia told him. “Something about stopping the battle.” 
 
    “She wants us to take her to where the Rangers are?” Fletcher asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Patricia said, walking up to the map. In response, Alacea pointed again at the confluence of two rivers south of where the Rangers were fighting. 
 
    She turned to Alacea again. <Take upon our backs you to place here?> she asked. 
 
    <Yes!> Alacea cried. <And then to where Tesho is!> She traced her finger up the map from her destination to Ben’s marks. 
 
    Warren had stood up and took a look at the map. “That’s just across the line into Sector Fourteen,” he said. “Rough terrain. Roads aren’t good. Take a day to get there by LTV from here.” 
 
    “Maybe an hour by helicopter?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Warren took a step back and shook his head. “No way, LT!” he said. “The skipper’s waiting on that chopper! They might be engaged right now!” 
 
    Patricia bit her lip. Warren was right. Captain Gibson was counting on helicopter support to help him find the Va’Shen and act as a MEDEVAC. If she took the helicopter somewhere else, and one or more of those Rangers were wounded… 
 
    <What is the point of contention?> Hestean asked.  
 
    The interpreter turned to the vixens. <Leader of fighters requires skyfloater,> she told them. <Must to him take skyfloater to him.> She searched her mind for a word for “LTV.” <Small wagon roller no to get to this place until falling sun.> 
 
    <That’s not soon enough!> Alacea cried. <We must get to Kar’El quickly!> 
 
    <Must to him take skyfloater to him,> Patricia repeated sadly. 
 
    Alacea took a step back. Her tail started to sweep from side-to-side, slowly at first, but then faster as she curled her hands into fists. 
 
    <Lady Patricia!> she began angrily. <I know my Tesho’s heart in this matter! He has said, quite definitively, that he does not seek battle with Va’Shen! He has told me this himself! If he knew what we now know, he would order you to take me to Kar’El in an effort to avoid this needless bloodletting! Therefore…> The priestess rose to her full height and pointed her finger at Patricia. <As Myorin to the Overlord, I order you to take me to Kar’El!> 
 
    Hestean looked at her in wide-eyed awe, her tail wrapped around the front of her legs. Alacea, meanwhile, tried to maintain a stern posture, her tail whipping about anxiously. Yasuren had told her that there would be times she would have to act against the Dark Ones’ interests to secure her Tesho’s. She, of course, had meant it as an excuse for Alacea to funnel information to her, but presented before her now was a straight-out example of the literal meaning of her words, as if it had come from a textbook. 
 
    Patricia said nothing for several moments as she worked through the priestess’s long tirade. Yes, it was true that the captain didn’t want a fight, and she was quite certain if he thought there was a way to get Ramirez back without one, he would take it. And she was humble enough to acknowledge that as much as she knew about the Va’Shen, it was only a tiny fraction of how their world, politics and culture worked. For all she knew, there was a room with an off-switch in this Kar’El that would make everyone just drop their weapons and surrender. 
 
    Warren saw her wavering. “LT…” he warned. 
 
    She looked Alacea in the eye. <Swear me in promise?> she asked. <You battle stopping?> 
 
    <If I am wrong,> Alacea told her quietly. <Many will die. If I am right and we do nothing, many will die. But if I am right and we leave now, we may save many. I will stop this battle if I can.> 
 
    Patricia sighed. “Chief, would you go bring the pilot in here?” 
 
    “Ma’am, this is not a good idea,” Warren tried again. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m making the call,” she told him. “We’re going to Kar’El.” 
 
      
 
    Burgers moved forward, his M-31 up in the ready position as he made his way quietly through the brush to a downed tree nearby. The squad had made it clear of the shooting and had moved east before swinging north in a wide arc until the sound of rifle fire could be heard due south of him. Aside from that distant gunfire, this part of the forest was serene. Tall, blood-red trees with white leaves swayed in the breeze. The underbrush was sparse, and the Rangers had no issues moving through it quietly as they crept closer to the back-side of the Va’Shen redoubt. 
 
    The NCO aimed his rifle over the fallen tree and, seeing nothing, gave a hand signal for the next rifleman to bound forward. Like a ghost, Specialist Crichton seemed to almost float noiselessly past Burgers and take up position behind a tree several yards away. 
 
    A scan of the area. Nothing. Another hand signal. 
 
    Behind him, Specialist Mills started to move forward. There was a sharp snap, the tree above him whipped upward, and a rope connecting that tree to Mills’s ankle took him with it. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” the Ranger cried as he bounced in the air like a yoyo in a trick gone bad. 
 
    Burgers quickly scanned the area again but saw nothing. He gave a sigh in relief, one that must have been echoed by the other Rangers because the next thing he heard was snark. 
 
    “How’s the weather up there, Mills?” a Ranger asked. 
 
    Mills was no longer bouncing, just hanging upside down about thirty feet in the air, spinning lazily around. 
 
    “Screw you, Simmons!” Mills hissed back as a couple of other soldiers laughed. “Screw you!” 
 
    “Shut up and get him down from there!” Burgers hissed at both of them while pointing at Mills. 
 
    Mills continued to rotate. “Hurry up! I’m getting diz… Shit! Contact front! Contact front!” he cried, trying to bring his rifle up to try to shoot at something ahead of them.  
 
    Spears of blue light smacked the ground and trees around them, some of them coming close to where Mills was swinging. 
 
    “Suppressing!” Burgers yelled as he started shooting in the direction that hardlight blasts were coming from. The rest of the Rangers did likewise, except for Mills, who cursed as he spun in the air. 
 
    “Get him down before they get a bead on him!” Simmons yelled. 
 
    The Ranger was about to climb the tree after the other soldier, but even as he grasped the first branch, a blur of movement had leapt up onto the tree above, darting from branch to branch. He looked on in amazement as one of the Huntresses, Tempesta, made a final leap, grabbing onto the rope holding Mills and slicing through it in one swing with a long, wicked-looking knife. 
 
    Mills spun head over heels as he fell to the ground, and something snapped. 
 
    “SHIT!” he screamed. 
 
    Simmons ran to Mills and, without even looking at his broken leg, began to drag him by the front of his vest toward cover, the wounded Ranger screaming obscenities in pain continuously. 
 
    Tempesta hit the ground nearby and darted into a hole left by a fallen tree. Koranna handed her rifle back to her. 
 
    Burgers fired three more times, and the bolt of his rifle locked back to the rear. Ducking down behind the fallen tree, his hands moved automatically as he called to Simmons. “How is he?!” 
 
    “Broken leg!” Simmons shouted back over the sound of the guns and Mills’s screaming. “Compound fracture below the knee!” 
 
    “Get back on line!” The NCO called as he pushed the new magazine in place and slapped the bolt release on the left side of the rifle. He rose and aimed over the tree again, firing at the faceless specters ahead of them. 
 
    “FRAG OUT!” he heard Crichton yell, and a moment later a loud bang as the grenade flung a bunch of dirt and rocks into the air ahead of them. 
 
    Burgers swore to himself. The laser blasts zipped by him like hail carried by a tornado. They were pinned pretty good. He jumped as a hardlight blast came through the tree trunk just to his right. And their cover was inadequate at best. Even if they could see the Va’Shen soldiers shooting at them, they wouldn’t be able to maneuver around them without leaving Mills behind. They’d have to pull back and regroup. 
 
    “We’re falling back!” he yelled. “Smoke! Smoke!” 
 
    He heard hissing mixed with the sound of the gunfire as several smoke grenades soared over his head. Soon the trees in front of them were awash in white smoke. Unlike at the south gate, however, these commandos weren’t content with holding a single position. 
 
    Burgers heard something running through the foliage to his right and brought his rifle up, peering through the haze. He only caught a flash of a light grey tail for an instant. He quickly fired three shots and heard the commando crashing through the brush, either hit or diving for cover. 
 
    The rest of the Rangers were pulling steadily back. Burgers pulled an olive drab cylinder from his vest and pulled the pin on it. 
 
    “FLASH BANG OUT!” he yelled before throwing the grenade toward where he heard the Va’Shen soldier. There was a loud explosion and a bright flash followed by the high-pitched sound of a Va’Shen screaming. Coalition troops had learned early on that the Va’Shen couldn’t stand loud noises and had deployed several weapons, most used for riot control or breaching purposes, to take advantage of it. Most U.S. troops carried a flash-bang grenade, a significant percentage of them carrying two or more. He heard his words echoed and heard three more sharp bangs and several cries of pain. 
 
    He gave his Rangers a quick look. Simmons and another Ranger were dragging Mills to the rear. Several others were firing at the Va’Shen as they moved steadily back, trying to keep the commandos’ heads down and their fire inaccurate. Burgers quickly joined them. 
 
    The Kar’El commando had won this battle. 
 
      
 
    <Scout Leader Eruto has fixed the enemy in place,> Rozan said, pointing at the southern-most point on the map that covered Turan’s table. <And Corporal Adazu has turned back a group trying to attack from the north.> 
 
    <How many?> Turan asked, his tail moving lazily back and forth as he considered the tactical situation. 
 
    <He reports at least two hundred Dark Ones, Captain,> Rozan replied. 
 
    Turan’s ears folded back against his head. <Plus the two hundred that Eruto reported,> he mused. <What word from Corporal Vasuta?> he asked. 
 
    <A runner from his corporalship reported that they are just west of the main force but were discovered by an enemy corporalship and were forced to engage before they were ready.> 
 
    <How strong?> the commando captain asked. 
 
    <Fifty perhaps,> Rozan told him. 
 
    <They fought well against such numbers,> Turan noted. 
 
    <Yes, Captain.> 
 
    Turan took a breath and calmly assessed the tactical situation. His small force had, for the moment, successfully blocked the advance of a Dark One reconnaissance-in-force. Given his position on the extreme wing of the larger defense, this could be a scouting force sent by a much larger cohort that had already been stopped by the main defensive line to the east, an attempt to move around the field cornet and proceed north to the capital. 
 
    Or, in a much more worrisome scenario, this was the vanguard of the main thrust and rather than meet the Va’Shen defenders head on, they were going to attempt to punch through with their main force here. 
 
    If that were the case… 
 
    <We must break through to the main force and apprise them of our situation,> he said to Rozan. <If this is the beginning of the main thrust, our commando will not be able to hold them for long. They will smash through here eventually and flank the rest of the field cornet.> 
 
    Rozan’s tail lashed about in concern at that thought. 
 
    Turan looked up at him. <I need a volunteer to attempt to break out from the east gate and run to the main defense.> 
 
    <I volunteer, Captain!> Rozan said immediately. 
 
    <Consider carefully,> Turan told him. <The main body is several eben away, and we do know not if or how many of the Dark Ones lay in wait between here and there.> 
 
    <I volunteer!> Rozan repeated in determination. 
 
    The captain’s ears wiggled in approval. <Gather supplies. You will need to move lightly and quickly. I will draft a message for you to give the field cornet.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain!> With that, Rozan turned and started for the supply room. Turan watched him go, quite convinced that, whether he succeeded in making it to the main force or not, he would never see that tod again. 
 
      
 
    The sound of gunfire had alerted Ben that Baird’s squad had engaged another Va’Shen force to the north. Shortly after, another group had come around to their left flank and tried to pin his forces down, but the Rangers had managed to pin them instead, keeping their heads down with steady bursts of machine gun fire. 
 
    For the third time in the last ten minutes, Ben looked at the sky, hoping to hear the sound of rotors beating against the air, but still nothing. 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    He turned and found Specialist Shinzato crouched next to him. “The group on our left is pulling back. Do you want us to run ‘em down?” 
 
    “Negative! Negative!” Ben shouted over the gunfire. “They could be trying to divide us up and pick us apart! Just hold the strong point!” 
 
    “This would be a lot easier if we could use frags, Sir,” Shinzato pointed out. 
 
    “We don’t know where Ramirez is or how strong the rock here is,” Ben pointed out. “We could end up crushing him. Once we pull him out, we can have AC-63s blow the top of the damn hill off for all I care, but not before we get the hostages out!” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Shinzato replied before turning to return to his position. 
 
    He sensed a presence behind him, and turned to see Specialist Cameron, head down, rushing toward him. Ben grit his teeth. Cameron was one of the guys who went with Baird. He was about to hear bad news. 
 
    “Whaddya got?” Ben demanded before the Ranger was even next to him. 
 
    “Hit a large force just north of the hill,” Cameron responded, pausing to suck water from the hydration bladder on his back. “Twenty, maybe thirty furries with lasers. We pulled back and established a defensive line, and we’re holding them, but we can’t advance. Mills is wounded with a broken leg.” 
 
    “Shinzato!” Ben yelled, and the Japanese-American specialist once again rushed up to them. “Peel off a machine gun team to reinforce Staff Sergeant Baird and another fire team to carry Mills back. Set up a casualty collection point in that field we passed earlier and wave down the chopper when it comes by.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Shinzato yelled. He turned and ran to gather up the people he would need. 
 
    He turned back to Cameron. “Tell Baird help’s on the way and to hold his position.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Cameron responded. He went after Shinzato, intent on showing the reinforcements the way. 
 
    Ben looked up at the sky again. 
 
    “What the hell is taking them so long?” he growled. 
 
      
 
    The screaming in Patricia’s ears was bad enough. The iron grips on both of her arms was a little worse. But the absolute worst was the two muscular fox tails whipping around the helicopter’s cabin and repeatedly slapping her in the face. 
 
    On either side of her, Alacea and Hestean held onto her as they screamed in absolute terror. Neither of the vixens had ever flown before, much less in a loud, rickety-feeling helicopter through Va’Shen turbulence. 
 
    The pilot turned his head to Patricia and yelled. “Ma’am, you need to get control of your goddamn pets!” As if to emphasize his point, a blue tail slapped the back of his helmet. 
 
    A purple tail slapped the terp across the face again, erasing any thought of correcting the pilot’s ethnic slur. Instead, she turned and yelled at Alacea at the top of her lungs. 
 
    <Alacea! ALACEA!> 
 
    The priestess, however, was too overcome with fright to hear her. 
 
    <GODSPROTECTUS!GODSPROTECTUS!GODSPROTECTUS!GODSPROTECTUS!> she screamed over and over again. 
 
    Patricia wrenched her arms free and roughly grabbed Alacea by the upper arms! <YOU WELL! ALL WELL!> she yelled. 
 
    Unfortunately, when she pulled free, the other Va’Shen suddenly had her hands free again, and Patricia soon found Hestean’s arms wrapped around her chest with the vixen screaming into her back. Because of the way the Pawnee’s seats were arranged, the only way the Va’Shen could sit was on one cheek turned ninety degrees, which put them in the perfect position to grab the human woman sitting between them. 
 
    Why am I being slapped by tails again!? her mind screamed in exasperation. Why?! 
 
    Sitting back-to-back in the next set of seats, Fletcher had unlatched her safety harness and was trying to pull Hestean off the lieutenant. When Alacea had demanded they take her to Kar’El, Patricia had just sort of assumed that the two vixens were okay with flying. After all, the Va’Shen were a space-faring race. But this turned out to be another blind spot in Patricia’s cultural awareness. While space flight was an established Va’Shen capability, it turned out that basic aeronautical flight was not. For the overwhelming majority of Va’Shen, particularly in rural areas, the idea of “entering the heavens” was the realm of fantasy, and so the two vixens had no idea what it was like. 
 
    <PLEASE DON’T LET US FALL!> Hestean begged. <PLEASE!> 
 
    “YOU’RE NOT GOING TO FALL!” Patricia screamed at them in English. 
 
    “TWO MINUTES, LT!” the pilot called back to them. 
 
    The helicopter began its descent toward Kar’El and the corresponding sensation of falling made the vixens scream even louder and cling to Patricia harder. She looked up out the cockpit window ahead of her and could just barely make out the familiar architecture of a Mikorin temple.  
 
    “WE NEED TO GET AS CLOSE TO THAT BIG BUILDING AS WE CAN!” she yelled up at the cockpit. 
 
    “ROGER THAT!” the pilot yelled back. The pilot and co-pilot began speaking to one another, the co-pilot pointing out a barren field on the edge of the village, near the banks of the western fork of the river. 
 
    And then, just as Patricia was certain she was going to be squeezed into a mound of deafened jelly, the chopper touched the ground with a soft lurch and settled into a stop. The crew chief unbuckled his harness and pulled the side door open. Before Patricia could remind them to keep their heads down, the two vixens had launched themselves outside. She needn’t have worried. Rather than stand up tall enough to risk being struck by the rotor blades, the two Mikorin were on their knees with their faces practically pressing into the dirt. 
 
    <Thank you, Gods!> Alacea panted. <Thank you for this dirt! Thank you for the gift of dirt! We do not appreciate you nearly enough! Thank you!> 
 
    The crew chief grinned at Patricia. “I’d love to see them on a rollercoaster!” he called over the sound of the blades. 
 
    Patricia didn’t answer. She stepped off the helicopter and reached down, grabbing both the vixens’ hands and pulling them away from the spinning rotors. Fletcher followed her, shouldering her medical pack. The helicopter crew would stay with the aircraft and make sure no Va’Shen got too curious about it. The crew chief who made the rollercoaster comment was already manning the chopper’s mini-gun while the other circled the aircraft, checking the helicopter for their next flight. A submachine gun was strapped to his back. 
 
    Once away from the helicopter, Patricia released the two fox women and waited for them to calm down. 
 
    Alacea took several deep breaths as her wits returned to her. How utterly terrifying! She felt like she’d fall from the sky at any moment! Even now, safely on the ground, she still felt the world moving under her.  
 
    Rising to her full height, she took one last cleansing breath and turned to Patricia. 
 
    <My apologies, Lady Patricia,> she said formally. By now Hestean had also found her footing and was standing behind the priestess. <We were unprepared for such an experience.> 
 
    <It well,> Patricia told her, leaving it at that. <Go to where how?> 
 
    Alacea turned to point at the Mikorin temple, but found that several Va’Shen were already assembling at the field’s edge, between them and the village proper. 
 
    Compared to the Va’Shen of Pelle, the villagers of Kar-El appeared more haggard and tired. The overwhelming majority of them were female or small children. A few very old tods scattered among the group, one of them holding an old bow already nocked with a hunting arrow. 
 
    It was one of these old tods who stepped forward now, propping himself up with a cane made from purple wood.  
 
    Alacea and Hestean bowed to the man. <Are you Kar-El’s chieftain?> the priestess asked. 
 
    <I am Haratas,> the wizened old man said. The hair on his head was a dirty grey, but the hair on his tail only went halfway to the tip, with the rest of it covered with patches of grey. He very notably did not bow in return. 
 
    Alacea did, however. <Chieftain,> she began, <I am Alacea, Mikorin Na’Sha of Pelle. This is Hestean, our Aru’Dace. I must speak with your Na’Sha immediately. It is of utmost importance.> 
 
    Haratas did not seem to care about their haste. <You didn’t introduce your other two friends,> he remarked pointedly. 
 
    The priestess’s tail twitched in the slightest sign of annoyance. <They were good enough to bring us here,> she said, still not introducing them. 
 
    <What do the Dark Ones want with our Na’Sha?> the chieftain asked, his tail twitching in growing anxiety. Alacea noticed that his tail only moved to the old tod’s right, indicating that along with old age, the chieftain had at some point suffered a stroke. Looking around, it seemed that a lot of the villagers were suffering. Alacea’s heart ached for them, but she had no time to comfort them. 
 
    <The Dark Ones don’t,> she told him directly. <I do.> 
 
    Haratas gave a low but sharp hiss in her direction. <We have given the Emperor too much of ourselves to play meek to the Dark Ones or their… friends,> he told her. <Tell them…> 
 
    <They are not my friends!> Alacea snapped at him, causing both he and Hestean to take a step back. <They are merely the reality, and like you we are living with it as best we can. That is all.> 
 
    <My, my, my,> a new voice came from the back of the crowd of Va’Shen. The collection of fox people parted to let another old Va’Shen through, this one a vixen in a hanbok similar in style to Alacea’s. <Could it be a Herald come to see us? You should have told me, Haratas.> 
 
    Alacea gave the newcomer an appraising look. Despite her snow white hair and advanced years, she carried herself with the stature of a young noble vixen. Unlike Haratas, she carried no cane, but another vixen, obviously a young Mikorin, stood next to her close enough to catch her should she collapse. 
 
    <Denesta Na’Sha,> Haratas greeted her as he bowed to the Mikorin. <These Dark Ones and their…> He paused and gave Alacea a knowing look before going on. <… associates… ask for you.> 
 
    <An odd combination of guests,> the Mikorin, Denesta, noted. She looked the group up and down. <A Na’Sha, a Mikorin and two Dark Ones descend upon us in a flying machine. Truly a day of note.> 
 
    <Na’Sha,> Alacea began with a bow. <We must speak with you. We need your help.> 
 
    Denesta’s tail waved lazily back and forth as if the situation were a common occurrence. <You are different from the Dark Ones who came before,> she noted, addressing Patricia and Fletcher. <Are you female, by chance? I’ve not seen a female Dark One.> 
 
    Patricia, who up until now had been content to listen and try to make sense of the argument between Haratas and Alacea, now took a step forward. She bowed to the Na’Sha. <Vixens we,> she said. She pointed to herself. <Patricia.> She pointed at the medic. <Mina. Fighters for here of you seen?> 
 
    <And you speak our language!> Denesta remarked, her tail waving a little faster in mirth. <How wondrous!> The vixen took a breath before replying to the question. <Seen, but not met. A group came through here, looked about the village and then left.> She pointed a bony finger at the hills across the river. <They sit up there in their little fortress, watching us.> 
 
    Patricia followed the finger where she could just make out the tell-tale signs of an encampment at the top of one of the hills. She bit her lip at the Na’Sha’s accusation. The administrative team for this sector should have come to meet with the local villagers by now. 
 
    Alacea chose this moment to break back into the conversation. <Na’Sha, I am Alacea, Mikorin Na’Sha of Pelle…> 
 
    <So you succeeded Jemenista!> Denesta broke in again. <She and I were good friends.> 
 
    <That is wonderful to hear, Na’Sha,> Alacea said, trying her hardest to be diplomatic in the face of the time crunch they were in. <But we must speak, we need…> 
 
    <But we are speaking,> Denesta interrupted. 
 
    <Please!> Alacea snapped, rapidly exhausting her supply of patience. <It is about your tods!> 
 
    The rest of crowd started to murmur amongst themselves. Denesta eyed Alacea so intently that it seemed to the priestess she was looking at a whole new person. 
 
    <What about them?> Denesta asked, her tone and demeanor suddenly sharper. 
 
    Alacea was surprised at the change. Gone was the dim-sounding old woman. In her place was something else, something more intense. 
 
    As if to demonstrate this seemingly newfound perception, Denesta spoke up again. <You seem surprised, Na’Sha,> she said. <Surely, in the presence of evil that cannot be fought, you would not hold against an old vixen the use of her wits to appear as nonthreatening as possible. Now, please, speak. I think you have our attention.> 
 
    Alacea took a relieved breath. Finally, it appeared they were getting somewhere. <Pelle’s Overlord is fighting a group of Imperial soldiers near our village. My Aru’Dace has reason to believe they are the Kar-El Commando.> She gestured to Hestean as she made this declaration. 
 
    <On what do you base this?> Denesta asked Hestean directly. 
 
    Put on the spot, Hestean’s tail flicked back and forth in apprehension. <Your Aru’Dace told me your tods were fighting near here,> she said. <Yet none returned although other commandos did. I… believe it possible that your tods remained at their posts when the war ended and may be unaware of the surrender.> 
 
    Alacea came in to fill the gaps. <These soldiers kidn… captured… a Dark One soldier and a Huntress of Pelle who were hunting in our traditional hunting grounds. This has led our Overlord to send soldiers of his own after them, and they are now fighting there.” 
 
    Denesta said nothing, her tail continuing to sway back and forth in thought. <Are they winning?> she finally asked. 
 
    Alacea’s tail went limp at the question. <I… I don’t see how that’s relevant,> she said. 
 
    The other Na’Sha’s ears slowly began to flatten against her head. <Why else would the Dark Ones send you here?> she asked. <If not to find some advantage to use to defeat them? If you are correct, and the soldiers fighting are our tods, does it not make sense to use us as hostages to force a surrender?> The Va’Shen around Denesta grumbled at this suggestion, their tails moving more aggressively. A few openly hissed at them. 
 
    The hair on Alacea’s ears and tail stood on end. Hestean had brought up this exact possibility.  
 
    <Why else would they make you come here?> Denesta asked. 
 
    <They did not make us come here!> Hestean shot back with some heat, startling Alacea. <Alacea Na’Sha forced them to bring us because there was no time to walk here!> 
 
    Denesta looked Alacea up and down. <You must have a very different relationship with your Overlord than we do with ours,> she said cautiously. 
 
    <You have no idea how different,> Hestean muttered. Alacea’s tail slapped the ground, and Hestean stopped talking. 
 
    The priestess addressed Denesta again. <Our Overlord does not want to fight your tods. He just wants his soldier back. And no matter how skilled your tods are at war, they cannot stand against the whole of the Dark Ones’ forces! If the Overlord wanted you as hostages you would not be speaking to us, you would be tossed into wagons in chains and dragged to the battlefield kicking and screaming!> She stopped and took a deep breath. <Denesta Na’Sha, people are dying who don’t have to. We can save them if you help us.> 
 
    <And once we do stop the fighting, what then?> Denesta asked her plainly. <I will not attempt to stop a fight our tods might win if they have nothing to look forward to afterward except a Dark One executioner.> 
 
    Patricia followed the conversation as close as she could, but some of what was being said came too fast for her to keep track of. From the looks of the crowd, it didn’t seem to be going Alacea’s way, and she wondered if perhaps she should try to break in and help. Before she could, however, the rumble of several vehicles reached her ears, and she turned to the sound. 
 
    Three LTVs, their machine gun turrets pointed at them, came blasting through the field right toward them. The Va’Shen saw them and cried out in alarm. Before any of them could run, the vehicles fanned out behind Patricia, and the doors opened. 
 
    Several U.S. soldiers came rushing toward them, M-31s up and pointed at them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the rock floor of the storeroom, her eyes closed as she tried to get some sleep, Alzoria slapped her tail against the floor at the latest disturbance to the peace she was trying to obtain. 
 
    “I mean it was right there, man!” Ramirez said again in obvious frustration. “If those guys had just waited one more minute, I’d have a nice datsu skull on the wall of my hooch.” He shook his head. “Could finally tell Burgers to take down that stupid anime poster of his.” He turned his face to Alzoria. “You know what I mean? I mean he’s a really cool guy, professional all the way, and then you walk through our door and there’s a four-foot, pink-haired loli in a tutu waving a magic wand around right over your rack. That’s a reflection on both of us, you know?” 
 
    Alzoria growled and finally opened her eyes. She turned to him, her tail slapping the ground as if she was trying to drive nails with it. <You are a loud creature!> she cried. <Why do you insist on talking!? No one here understands your grunts and clicks!> 
 
    Ramirez looked at her for a moment before replying. “I know, right?! He just so inconsiderate sometimes!” 
 
    The Huntress looked like she was going to rip off her chains and dive across the room at him, but suddenly froze. Her ears twitched, and she looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    Ramirez’s expression turned serious. “You got something?” he asked. 
 
    Alzoria seemed to search the air above them for something. She looked at him, but instead of speaking, she made a noise. <Pop! Pop! Pop!> she told him. 
 
    The Ranger’s mouth spread into a wide grin. “Oh, Hell yeah!” he cried. “Cavalry’s here!” 
 
    She looked at him in puzzlement, not understanding the excitement in his face. 
 
    “Help is here!” he told her. “Those are our guys up there lighting it up!” 
 
    “Lot teen it op,” Alzoria repeated carefully. 
 
    “Yeah! Lighting it up!” he said.  
 
    Before the impromptu English lesson could continue, the enemy captain stepped into the room and looked down at both of them, an armed commando standing just behind him for security. 
 
    “Buenos dias, asshole,” Ramirez greeted. “Heard you’re having some trouble topside.” 
 
    Turan ignored him and turned to Alzoria, who looked up at him with conflicted eyes. <You’re fighting the Dark Ones,> she told him. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    <As expected, they have come,> he told her.  
 
    The Huntress’s tail showed her anxiety as best it could mashed up against the rock wall behind her.  
 
    <You are making a mistake,> she told him.  
 
    <That is for the Gods to determine.> 
 
    Alzoria looked sadly down at the ground. <They will tell you that when you meet them.> She looked up at him. <What do you want?> 
 
    <To ask you one last time to help us,> he said. <Tell us what you can about them. Their weaknesses, their numbers, their weapons. Anything that might help me save my tods.> 
 
    Alzoria looked over at Ramirez and saw the Dark One looking back at her in curiosity.  
 
    <They like to talk,> she said. <It’s the only thing this one does,> she added, nodding in Ramirez’s direction. <If you want to save your tods, stop shooting and talk.> 
 
    <Talk? To the Dark Ones?> he asked. 
 
    She picked up on the tone in his question, and her ears flapped forward once in agreement. <They are… They are not as horrible as we were told they were,> she finished. As if caught in the middle of doing something wrong, she quickly added. <They are still horrible! Just… not as horrible as I thought they were.> 
 
    It was as much a revelation to her as anything else. Even she, who was unwilling to give Ramirez any credit at all, had to admit that he was not the wild animal she was taught the Dark Ones to be. If he was, she would have had no qualms with his treatment at the soldiers’ hands. She also had to admit that the plans the village elders had put in place to protect them had all fallen apart almost instantly, not because of the Dark Ones’ overwhelming strength, but by their seeming unwillingness to use it. 
 
    Turan looked down at her, unsure what to think. His mind leapt back to his briefing with the field cornet and Captain Kurai. At one point in the briefing, the other captain had begun to say that if he left his wounded behind, the Dark Ones would care for them but was then quickly shut down by the field commandant before he could finish. Dao Sham had dismissed it as the ramblings of someone who had broken from the stress, but what if he was right and the Dark Ones’ behavior was not as fundamentally cruel as they originally thought? 
 
    <We will see,> he said simply and turned to go. 
 
    “Always a pleasure, douchebag,” Ramirez called after him as he left. The commando guarding Turan gave the Ranger a venomous look before following his captain out the door. 
 
    Alzoria turned to him. “Doosh bog?” she asked. 
 
    “Douchebag,” Ramirez repeated. He nodded in direction of the door Turan had walked through. “Like that guy. He’s a douchebag.” 
 
    “Douchebag,” Alzoria said again with more confidence. Perhaps the word meant “leader” or “sir.” Ramirez didn’t make it sound like a term of respect, but tone wasn’t everything. 
 
    “Douchebag,” she said again. 
 
    “Good!” Ramirez replied with a smile. “Now repeat after me. Asshole. Asshole.” 
 
    “Az-ho,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll work on it.” 
 
      
 
    Burgers lay still among the leaves and reddish undergrowth of the forest. The white leaves, unsettled by a gust of wind, fell on him like a light snowfall. It had become warmer at midday, but the trees provided shade from Bellatrix’s gaze. 
 
    The Ranger on his right, Simmons, was every bit as silent and still as he was. He had covered himself with loose brush, and some purple grass was stuffed into the band of his helmet. 
 
    They had pushed back the commandos that attempted to rush their strong point and hadn’t heard from them since. But Burgers knew they were coming. Someone in that bunker was working off some kind of Va’Shen infantry playbook. He recognized the tactics they were using. The commandos he fought on other worlds had used the same tactics… until they realized they didn’t work and started to change things up, wrote a new book. 
 
    But whoever was running the show here hadn’t seen that book. They were still working off the old book. And that’s how he knew the Va’Shen were attempting to use a lull to flank them. Any moment, there’d be fire from the front, and while they responded to that, another group of commandos would come at them from the right, the left, or both and fall on the Rangers. 
 
    It was a nice theory, but it wasn’t going to work out for them. Va’Shen were nearly impossible to detect in the field, but the Rangers had spent three years learning how. 
 
    A rustle. Barely a quarter second of movement to the right. But that was more than the Va’Shen usually gave them, and it was all they needed. 
 
    “Hit ‘em,” Burgers whispered. 
 
    Simmons squeezed the clacker three times, and a deafening roar to the right, a little closer than Burgers would have liked, slammed into his eardrums. A few crimson trees in the blast zone, fell over, their trunks shredded by hundreds of ball bearings. Through the ringing in his ears, Burgers heard an unfamiliar scream, but by the time he turned to find the source, two Rangers were already on it, pointing their weapons down. The rest kept their weapons pointed forward, ready to stave off the expected rush of Va’Shen infantry. 
 
    But after five minutes, the rush didn’t appear. The screaming continued. Finally, Burgers stood up and rushed toward where the claymore had gone off, his head down. 
 
    A Va’Shen commando looked up at him as he approached, his left leg a bleeding mess. One Ranger knelt nearby, his weapon ready to respond to either the wounded soldier or a Va’Shen counterattack. The other was dressing the commando’s wounds. 
 
    “Gotta piece of him, Staff Sergeant,” the Ranger told him as he wound the Israeli bandage around a particularly messy part of the leg. “Must have just about cleared the zone when it went off.” 
 
    “Any others?” Burgers asked. 
 
    The Ranger shook his head. “Nope. Either he was alone or the others bugged out when the mine went off.” 
 
    Burgers looked down at the commando. “What about it, Tod?” he asked. “Any of your friends out there?” 
 
    Rozan glared up at him, anger showing through his pale face. 
 
    <Go freeze, Dark One,> he spat. 
 
    Burgers grunted. “Yeah, buddy, I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    Patricia was frozen in shock as nearly a dozen soldiers rushed toward them, M-31s up and ready. The Va’Shen villagers cried out in alarm and turned to run away at their approach. A few old tods and Denesta held their ground. 
 
    <AWAY!> one of the soldiers yelled. <AWAY FROM HERE!> 
 
    The call was echoed by several others as they moved past Patricia and Mina. Unsure of what was happening, Alacea and Hestean moved closer to the two women, but a pair of M-31s pointed in their faces by screaming soldiers forced them to back away toward the other Va’Shen. 
 
    Finally, Patricia reclaimed her wits and started waving her arms in the air. 
 
    “STOP! STOP, DAMMIT! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?!” 
 
    One of the soldiers, a sergeant, came over to her, his weapon pointed away from her, but still up and ready to respond. “Ma’am! Are you okay!? Are you hurt!?” 
 
    “NO, I’M NOT HURT, YOU IDIOT!” she screamed at him, shoving this M-31 away so that it was no longer pointed at the Va’Shen. “What the Hell do you think you’re doing?!” 
 
    “We’re from Outpost Buckley, Ma’am!” the sergeant responded. “We saw your chopper come down! We’re here to get you out!” 
 
    Mina, in the meantime, had placed herself between the soldiers and the villagers, her hands outstretched as if her mere presence would stop bullets. Behind her, the remaining villagers cowered behind Denesta and the older men, whose tails were whipping about a mile a second. 
 
    “What are you talking about!?” the corpsman yelled as she played wall between the two sides. “Our chopper is fine!” 
 
    “When we saw you go down in the village, we thought you were crashing,” the sergeant told her. He still wasn’t quite sure where to point his weapon now. “We saw a crowd gathering around you and figured you were about to be attacked.” 
 
    Patricia just about lost it. These overeager idiots may have just destroyed any chance they had of making Alacea’s plan work. 
 
    “WE. WERE. CHATTING!” she yelled. 
 
    The NCO looked confused. “Ma’am?” 
 
    “We didn’t crash, we landed here,” Mina told him. “We’re fine. Could you please tell your guys to lower their guns? You’re freaking them out.” 
 
    The soldiers didn’t respond immediately, and the sergeant looked conflicted about the request. Patricia, still enraged, pushed the sergeant’s gun down again. “LOWER YOUR DAMN GUNS!” she ordered. “All of you! Lower your guns!” 
 
    The sergeant swallowed audibly and turned to his men. “Lower ‘em, guys.” 
 
    Hesitantly, the soldiers complied.  
 
    “Now step back!” Patricia commanded furiously. The flummoxed soldiers took a few uncertain steps back. 
 
    Mina closed her eyes and sighed in relief. 
 
    Denesta, who never let her cool façade fade, leaned over to Alacea. <Interesting,> she said. <I did not take the Dark Ones for a matriarchal society.> 
 
    Alacea swallowed back her fear, her tail finally began to slow. <I learn something about them every day.> 
 
    Patricia turned to Denesta and bowed as low as she possibly could without dropping to her knees. <Regret!> she said. <Much regret! No wish for hurt! Regret!> 
 
    “Ma’am, you mind telling me what’s going on?” the sergeant interrupted. 
 
    The terp rose to her full height and turned to him. “We are negotiating for their assistance in defusing a situation happening in Sector 13,” she said. She was much more calm now that she was before, but the anger still dripped from her teeth. “Now who the Hell are you?” 
 
    “Sergeant Williams, Ma’am. Outpost Buckley Quick Response Force. Sector 14.” 
 
    “Where’s your commander, Sergeant?” she asked. 
 
    “Lieutenant Springs is back at the outpost, Ma’am.” 
 
    Patricia choked in surprise. She knew that the task of occupying Va’Sh with a dwindling amount of forces had stretched resources thin, but she didn’t think command of a sector would be left to a lieutenant. 
 
    “How’s the lieutenant feel about you storming into a village and pointing guns at everyone?” 
 
    The sergeant, aware that he was being dressed down, wasn’t about to be dressed down for following orders. “SOP, Ma’am,” he defended. “Don’t go outside the wire in anything less than a squad and you don’t take chances with the furries.” 
 
    Patricia could hear the disdain in the man’s voice that came with the slur, “furries.” She wondered briefly if he had actually seen any action in the war, or if, like many units serving on Va’Sh, he had been deployed here from a reserve unit on Earth to help fill the gaps. Unlike the Rangers she worked with, who were wary of the Va’Shen but didn’t seem to fear them, Williams seemed to think they were some kind of predatory super villains rather than a group of scared women and old men. 
 
    “Well, we got things here, Sergeant,” she said. “Tell your lieutenant we said thanks for the help.” 
 
    “Ma’am, if you’re going to operate here, you really should go see the lieutenant,” Williams told him. 
 
    Patricia was getting pissed off all over again. Yes, in a normal situation, they would have tried to pre-coordinate everything with the local sector commander, but this was an emergency situation. Every second she spent talking with this NCO was a moment she wasn’t bringing help to the Rangers. And after everything that just happened, she wasn’t going to go take another pause to go get a lieutenant’s permission to do her job. 
 
    “You can tell Lieutenant Springs,” she said quietly, just above a hate-filled whisper, “That if he would like to speak to me, he can come down from his FOB and come to me.” 
 
    Williams grunted at the message, but he nodded. “Okay, Ma’am. Will-do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant,” she said. “Have a good day.” 
 
    “You too,” he replied. “Good luck.” He turned and waved toward the LTVs. “Let’s go home, guys. Party’s over.” 
 
    Patricia watched him go and released a breath she hadn’t know she had been holding. She knew on one side of things, she was every bit in the wrong in this. On the other, she sincerely doubted that lieutenant would come down here. Most likely he’d simply file a report with the CJTF about Sector 13 playing with Sector 14’s village. She remembered what Denesta had said about the Sector 14 soldiers not interacting with them. It was a matter of priorities. Some commanders believed the mission of rebuilding Va’Sh was worth risking their soldiers. And some believed that getting everyone home should be priority one. The second group was much more likely, as a result, to prioritize force protection and keep their people on the FOB as much as possible. 
 
    She turned and found Denesta and Alacea talking again. At least the village Na’Sha hadn’t stormed off in anger. Patricia started toward them and bowed low again. 
 
    <Regret,> she said again. 
 
    Denesta looked at her in frank interest. <You could have forced me to come with you,> she noted. <Make me your hostage.> 
 
    It took the terp a minute to work through the translation. When she did she shook her head, forgetting that the gesture didn’t mean anything to Va’Shen. <No force,> she replied. <Ask. You no. We leave. No bad to here.> 
 
    Denesta turned to Alacea. <Can you guarantee the safety of our tods if I help you?> 
 
    <No,> the other priestess answered honestly. <But…> She pointed at Patricia. <I can guarantee that if the Overlord wants to harm them, she will yell at him until he changes his mind.> 
 
    The village Na’Sha thought on this for several moments. There was more to balance than Alacea’s weak promise, of course. But it didn’t hurt. 
 
    Denesta’s tail struck the ground in finality. <Let us go, then.> 
 
      
 
    Ben looked down at the captured Va’Shen laying in a collapsible stretcher carried by two Rangers. Rozan, pointedly, turned his head and looked away from him. As soon as Burgers’s squad was able to stabilize the alien, Burgers had two Rangers carry him to the captain to interrogate or otherwise make use of. 
 
    <Good day,> Ben said to him. Rozan gave him a glance and turned away again. The Ranger turned to Bao Sen, who had come up to see what was going on. Her ears twitched at the sight of the prisoner. 
 
    Bao Sen had conflicted feelings on what was happening. If she were to be truthful, she would say that she’d never been so scared in her life. She was a Huntress, and when facing an animal, she was the apex predator. But she was not a soldier. She had never faced any animal that could shoot hardlight back at her. Face-to-face with the wounded soldier, her stomach churned at the sight of the blood seeping through the bandages and the look of cold hatred he shot at her. 
 
    She found herself returning the look. Alzoria was still trapped in there. For all she knew, this commando was the one who captured her, something she would find out to be true later. Somehow, since the morning began, this tod had gone from being one of her fellow Va’Shen to “the enemy.” 
 
    Bao Sen turned to Ben as he addressed her. <Bao Sen… talk?> he asked. 
 
    The Huntress didn’t bother responding. The more she talked the more quickly the Overlord became confused and overwhelmed by her speech. She instead turned back to Rozan, kneeling down next to him, her tail flicking side-to-side anxiously. 
 
    <What is your name?> she asked him. 
 
    <Suffer in the Frost, traitor,> he hissed back at her. 
 
    Her ears flattened against her head, and before anyone knew what she was doing, she reached out and slapped his wounded leg. Rozan screamed and thrashed, unable to fight back or protect his leg due to the zip ties that bound him to the stretcher. 
 
    Ben grabbed her arm and brought the Huntress’s eyes to meet his. 
 
    <No,> he said as if correcting a puppy that just crapped on the floor. 
 
    Bao Sen took a breath, immediately regretting what she had done. Her family had sent her father and six brothers to the war, none of whom had returned. She would not be labeled a traitor by anyone. 
 
    Moving beyond her anger, she tried again. <What is your name?> 
 
    Rozan looked at her bitterly. <Rozan,> he answered. 
 
    She pointed at him and looked at Ben. <Rozan,> she said. Ben nodded in understanding, and Bao Sen turned back to the captured commando, intent on getting the question most on her mind. <You captured a Huntress,> she told him. <Is she alive? Is she safe?> 
 
    <We haven’t harmed your collaborator,> he spat. <Yet,> he couldn’t help but add. 
 
    Bao Sen’s tail whipped about in anger, praying for the strength to not kill this tod. <Is the Dark One alive too?> she asked. 
 
    Rozan looked up at Ben and then back at the Huntress but said nothing. 
 
    <Is he alive?> Bao Sen repeated. After another moment of silence, Bao Sen raised her hand as if to slap his leg again, but it didn’t fall. Before she could bring it down, Rozan blurted his answer. 
 
    <Yes! Yes, it’s alive!> 
 
    Bao Sen rose to her feet and turned to Ben. <Alzoria is alive,> she said, keeping her words simply. <Rahmeeraz is alive.> 
 
    Ben double-checked the vocabulary book to make sure he understood, then clapped it shut and nodded to himself. He looked down at the prisoner thoughtfully as one of the Rangers reached out and handed him the satchel Rozan had been carrying. 
 
    “It’s checked,” the Ranger told him. “No traps. Just some documents in Va’Shen.” 
 
    He looked through the contents of the bag, pulling out a fistful of Va’Shen paper. He turned and gave it to Bao Sen. 
 
    <You… look?> he asked. 
 
    He didn’t even bother having to ask. Bao Sen knew as soon as she saw the papers he would want her to look at them. Taking them, she shuffled through them, just trying to get a surface impression of what they were. 
 
    Rozan looked at her hatefully as she read through the report his captain had written. 
 
    She finished and looked up, pointing down at Rozan. <He… go… to… leader,> she said, enunciating each word. <Leader,> she repeated as Ben frantically looked through his book. <Tell… him… about… you,> she pointed at Ben this time. 
 
    It took several minutes and a few request to rephrase things, but Ben finally got it. “Messenger, got it,” he said. He pointed at the paper. <What… say?> 
 
    It would take extreme dumbing down, but after a minute’s thought, Bao Sen thought she found a way. <You… attack,> she said, pointing at Ben again. <Five hundred soldiers. Want… help. Warn.> 
 
    There was nothing in the book about numbers, and after a bit of fumbling, he got Bao Sen to understand the problem. 
 
    She pointed at Ben. <Many,> she said. <Many, many, many.> 
 
    He shook his head in disgust. “How many is ‘many many many?’” he growled. He didn’t think he had “many many many.” He had one platoon, twenty-eight Rangers in all. Unless there were only five guys in that fortress, it was likely they were overestimating his strength. That could work to their advantage. 
 
    He pointed at Rozan. <Many Va’Shen?> he asked. 
 
    Bao Sen looked at Rozan and waited for him to answer the question. 
 
    <Thousands!> he cried before Bao Sen could hit him. <Many thousands!> 
 
    <You lie,> Bao Sen told him plainly.  
 
    But Rozan wouldn’t budge, the number going up every time Bao Sen asked. She finally gave up, her ears pressed against her head as she faced Ben. 
 
    <Many many many many many many,> she said. 
 
    Ben arched an eyebrow, and although the Huntress didn’t know what the gesture meant, she had a pretty good idea.  
 
    <He… lie… deceive,> she added. 
 
    The captain stroked the stubble beginning to pop up on his chin. “Yeah, I agree,” he muttered. They had definitely kicked a hornets’ nest, but the size of that nest was in doubt. If they thought they outnumbered the Rangers, they would have attacked in force. If they thought the Rangers outnumbered them, which seemed to be the case, they would do what this scout was trying to do – get help. 
 
    Help, however, wasn’t coming. If this unit was part of the group he thought they were, “help” was buried under a few ridgelines. Like these Va’Shen, they had dug tunnels to protect themselves. Several bunker-buster bombs dropped by F/A-202 aerospace bombers had turned those tunnels into graves.  
 
    He wondered what this scout would think if he had made it to the collapsed hillside where his friends had hidden. 
 
    Rozan could be his way to resolve this. His first immediate thought was to drag the commando to within sight of his friends in their fortress with his sidearm pressed against his head and demand they release Ramirez. The idea, however, raised immediate practical and moral concerns. If the Va’Shen were willing to fight in order to keep Ramirez, it was doubtful that the threat of killing a single commando was going to convince them to let him go.  
 
    It would also be morally wrong and violate the rules of war. The Army had always tried to live up to its high ideals, even if it wasn’t always successful. The idea of threatening to kill an unarmed, wounded prisoner was repugnant to him. If Rozan had been Russian or Chinese, the thought would never have even crossed his mind. 
 
    But Rozan wasn’t human. He was an alien. An alien who did not care about or share the basic human decency that underpinned the rules of war. People who did didn’t drop giant rocks on women and children and then try to bullshit their way out of admitting it. 
 
    “I thank God every day they didn’t surrender.” 
 
    Baird’s words came back to him, and he took a breath. Baird had no qualms about killing enemy soldiers, even aliens, in battle. That was war. And so soon after the destruction of his home, he had been worried about what he might have done to the Va’Shen responsible had they surrendered. Not out of sympathy for them, but out of concern of what it would have made him. 
 
    Ben dismissed the idea. Barbarity was not the Army way, it wasn’t the Persephonine way, and it wasn’t his way. 
 
    He looked to Bao Sen and pulled open his book. Thumbing through the pages, he found the words he wanted. <How… tell to… peacing?> he asked. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t proud of it. She was willing to admit that up front. But she didn’t regret it either. In war, soldiers had to do horrible things. They gave orders to men and women to rush enemy positions, knowing that many of them would die. That was war. That was what officers were trained to do. But the look Fletcher had given her when she gave her this particular order would haunt her dreams. 
 
    “You sit up front this time.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later as the Pawnee was rising higher over the trees, Patricia made it a point not to turn her head to the front of the helicopter where the corpsman was wrestling with two terrified vixens just to breathe.  
 
    Instead, she looked at the row of seats across from her where Denesta sat looking out the window. She was grasping the restraint harness tightly, and her tail flicked from side to side nervously as she sat on one buttock in order to fit on the canvass seat. But other than that, she appeared composed. 
 
    Patricia leaned forward and waved her hand to get her attention. <YOU WELL?> she called. 
 
    Denesta’s ears flapped up and down. <It is… scary,> called back, but not loud enough for Patricia to hear well. <If the Gods wish to drop me, they will do so,> she went on. <And no amount of begging will change their minds. Besides,> she went on. <If I die, I can make my appeal to them directly. Perhaps my village will heal.> 
 
    Patricia only caught every other word, but enough to know that the older vixen wasn’t about to have a heart attack. The two vixens up front might have an aneurism any second. 
 
    Her thoughts turned to the Rangers looking for the Va’Shen commandos. She wondered if they had even found them yet.  
 
    <Why did you hurt our world?> she heard, prompting her out of her reverie. 
 
    “Huh?” she unconsciously answered. She found Denesta looking out the window at a large bald patch in the trees, several craters that had not yet grown over. 
 
    <Why did you hurt our world?> Denesta repeated. 
 
    Patricia knew the diplomatic thing to say, the carefully crafted messages that Army Public Affairs had instructed them to use when speaking to Va’Shen citizens, but looking into Denesta’s eyes, she knew the old vixen would see right through them. It didn’t seem appropriate. 
 
    <You hurt ours,> she answered instead, bluntly, with no room for hesitation, doubt or remorse. The Va’Shen killed their people, so humans killed theirs. At the end of the day, it really was that simple. 
 
    Denesta seemed to deflate before her eyes. <We knew,> she said. <When the Great Ones did not come to our aid.> She looked up at Patricia. <Not the younger ones, of course,> she said. <They were too swept up in the fervor, the heroics. But those among us who knew a little better how things worked, we knew. If the war were a righteous one, the Great Ones would not have abandoned us.> 
 
    <Who… Great Ones?> Patricia asked. She only caught bits and pieces of what Denesta had said, but the words “Great Ones” had been spoken differently, almost reverently. 
 
    <Those who serve the Gods,> Denesta told her. <And so we serve them. They said they would come. They did not.> 
 
    Patricia gave the answer some thought. Perhaps these Great Ones were another strata of Va’Shen society? Richer or more militarily powerful? She wondered where they were now. Hiding somewhere on the planet? Escaped via one of their ships to an unknown colony? 
 
    If so, that meant that there was another armed Va’Shen force somewhere out there that the CJTF didn’t know about. She wanted to know more, but the noise of the helicopter and the other two vixens screaming in the front made it the wrong time to continue questioning. 
 
    “Five minutes, LT!” the co-pilot called back to her. 
 
      
 
    At first, Turan could not believe it. In all the stories he had heard about the war four thousand years ago, there had never been an instance where the Dark Ones had requested a cease fire. Their way had been to fight until one side or the other was dead, and every attempt by the Va’Shen to request such a truce had been met with cruelty, trickery, naked force or all three at once. 
 
    Yet, as he knelt behind the cover of two boulders next to Eruto, peering through a thin crack between the two rocks, he could see the crossed branches standing where the Dark Ones had made their position. 
 
    Sayuno, still wary of the captain’s ire, nevertheless felt safe enough to comment. 
 
    <Perhaps it worked, and they really think there are two thousand of us here,> he said. 
 
    <Doubtful,> Turan returned in a mutter. <They are the more mobile force. They could withdraw whenever they want.> 
 
    <A trick then?> Eruto asked. 
 
    Turan sat back on his heels, deep in thought. <It makes no sense,> he said aloud. <Even if they lack the power to destroy us right now, they need only hold us here until their main force arrives.> 
 
    <A trick then,> Eruto concluded. 
 
    The commando officer thought silently for a moment before answering. <Put up crossed boughs of our own,> he ordered. 
 
    <Captain?> Eruto asked, not sure he heard right. Sayuno stared at him in shock. 
 
    <They have not done this before, to my knowledge,> Turan answered them. <If this is part of a new tactic, we have a duty to learn about it so other commandos don’t fall into the trap.> 
 
    <But we know it’s a trap,> Eruto argued.  
 
    <Most likely,> Turan conceded. 
 
    <Who do we send?> Sayuno asked. A moment later, he rose to his full height. <Captain, I will…> 
 
    Turan cut him off by grabbing the commando’s arm and yanking him back down. <Do not expose yourself,> he cautioned.  
 
    Sayuno felt the hair on his ears stand up in embarrassment. <I apologize, Captain.> 
 
    <And I will go myself,> Turan finished. 
 
    Eruto and Sayuno looked to themselves in horror. <Captain, you mustn’t!> Eruto cried. 
 
    <None of you are authorized to negotiate,> Turan explained to them. 
 
    It was not technically a lie. He simply omitted the fact that, by the field cornet’s orders, neither was he. He could rationalize it, however, by deeming it a scouting mission. But he could not in good conscience send one of his tods deliberately into a trap. That was an ordered sacrifice, and if he were to make such a command, he wanted it to send his commandos to the Glade, not some unknown number of weeks of Dark One torture. 
 
    <Put up the boughs,> he ordered. <Let’s see what they do after that.>

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “I got an ‘X,’ Sir!” Shinzato called, his eyes glued to the binoculars trained on the fortress ahead of them. 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said, handing his M-31 to Baird. He had sent for the staff sergeant as soon as he had settled on this plan. If things got hot, Baird would have to take over the platoon. “Don’t start shooting unless you’re certain we’re screwed,” he reminded him.  
 
    “No worries, Sir, we got you covered,” Baird told him. The NCO had already placed designated marksmen to positions with good shots at the center of no-man’s land. If it looked like the Va’Shen were up to no good, they’d be able to cut them down pretty quick. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was pretty sure the Va’Shen were doing the same thing. 
 
    Ben turned to Bao Sen. <Prepare?> he asked. 
 
    Bao Sen’s tail whipped back and forth in a combination of fear and anger. She did not relish exposing herself to so many weapons, but she understood that she was the only one who could actually speak to the Va’Shen on the other side and try to explain things. It could be the only way to get her huntress back, so she had agreed to the plan. 
 
    <Prepared,> she grumbled simply. 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said again, taking position at the front of Rozan’s stretcher. “Just like we planned.”  
 
    Bao Sen took the other side and the two lifted. At Ben’s signal, they started forward into the barren no-man’s land that led toward the Va’Shen ridge. 
 
    The two moved slowly and carefully, not wanting to risk dropping the prisoner or falling themselves. They were aware that if they made any hostile-looking movements, the commandos would open fire on them. Out here with no cover, there was nowhere to hide from it. 
 
    The Huntress muttered a prayer to herself as she walked. She wondered if this was why vixens were prohibited from military service. Maybe tods were immune to what she was feeling right now: the fear, the pounding heart, the sweating. She wondered if her brothers had felt like this when they fought and hoped they hadn’t. 
 
    Ben, swallowed dryly, feeling much the same as Bao Sen. They were totally exposed. If they shot him here, he’d hit the ground before he felt the blast.  
 
    Finally, the two reached the halfway point and lowered Rozan to the ground in front of them. They waited for several moments, and finally they saw two Va’Shen coming forward. 
 
    Turan had wanted to come alone, but upon seeing two figures walking forward, protocol dictated that he bring a second, and so Sayuno walked alongside him, unarmed. 
 
    <Remember,> Turan told him. <If anything were to happen, you are to run back to cover as fast as you can, and report what you have seen and heard.> 
 
    Sayuno’s tail whipped about, his teeth grinding on the orders. He did not want to abandon his captain, and, in truth, had no intention to. Turan could take his other ear if he liked, but after they were both safely back in the tunnels. 
 
    The two approached and stopped several yards from Ben and Bao Sen. Sayuno’s eyes went wide. <Rozan!> 
 
    <Be silent,> Turan hissed at him. <Betray nothing.> 
 
    Sayuno shut up but looked worriedly at his friend lying in the stretcher between the two groups. He grit his teeth again as he concluded they must have brought him as a shield so that Eruto and the others wouldn’t fire on them. 
 
    Bao Sen stepped toward him and pointed at Ben. <This is the Overlord,> she said. <Gib-san. I am Bao Sen, Huntress Leader of Pelle until the return of my father.> 
 
    Turan looked the Overlord up and down. He was taller than the prisoner they held, with lighter skin, and held himself with assured power and pride. He looked like an overlord. 
 
    <I am Turan,> he returned. <Captain of the Fourth Commando of the Third Princess’s Windsabers. This is Able Guardsman Sayuno. What do you want?> 
 
    Bao Sen took a breath. The Va’Shen officer before her betrayed no sign of nervousness or concern. She wondered if this whole thing was boring to him somehow.  
 
    <The Overlord has told me to tell you that he is returning your commando to your care.> 
 
    Turan’s tail slapped the ground, betraying some level of surprise. However, he said nothing, waiting for Bao Sen expectantly as if disappointed in the incompleteness of her report. 
 
    <He is wounded,> Bao Sen explained, doing exactly what Turan wanted. <The Dark Ones have done what they can for him, and I think he will live.> 
 
    <And the price for this mercy?> Turan demanded. 
 
    <That you hear the Overlord’s message,> the Huntress answered. 
 
    <That is all?> 
 
    <That is all.> 
 
    Turan looked over Rozan and took a breath. He might be boobytrapped. He couldn’t let him back in until they checked him over, but he was, indeed, alive. His eyes were closed, but his chest moved up and down. 
 
    <What is the Overlord’s message?> he asked. 
 
    <The war is over,> Bao Sen explained to him. <Your actions violate the promise the Emperor made to the Dark Ones that we would not fight them. You have to surrender.> 
 
    <Is that it?> Turan asked. 
 
    <Have you harmed my Huntress?> she asked, her eyes boring into Turan’s. 
 
    <If I have?> Turan asked. 
 
    <I’ll kill you,> she said simply. 
 
    The Va’Shen captain studied her for several moments before his ears twitched just a bit. <Then it is good for me that I have not. She and the Dark One are alive. The Dark One has been interrogated, but we have done so within the directives of the Gods.> 
 
    <Will you release them?> 
 
    Turan’s ears twitched again in amusement. <If I release them, you will unleash your full force against us,> he said.  
 
    <What will it take?> she asked him. <What will make you surrender?> 
 
    <I am not authorized to surrender this position,> he told her matter-of-factly. 
 
    The Huntress took a breath. This was getting them nowhere. <Then who…> 
 
    She broke off as her ears caught an unfamiliar sound on the wind. A steady vibration that shook the hair on her tail. She saw that Turan and Sayuno heard it too, and a moment later, the Overlord turned behind him to the sound and looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Oh, Hell!” he growled.  
 
    The Pawnee cleared the trees and banked toward them. 
 
    Bao Sen turned back to Turan, her tail swishing against the air.  
 
    The commando captain glared at her. <Liars,> he breathed. 
 
    Sayuno cut him off before he could say more, grabbing his captain by the shoulder and starting to pull him away. <Captain! Run!> 
 
    The other commandos watching from the ridge had caught onto what the sound meant and started firing at the Rangers across no-man’s land. 
 
    <Wait!> Bao Sen cried at them. <We didn’t…> The words died on the wind as Ben grabbed her arm and pulled her into a crouch, dragging her as fast as he could toward the human position. 
 
    “Of all the frigg’n rotten timing!” he yelled at himself. 
 
    Machine gun fire answered the blue lasers that reached out to them with red tracers of their own. A few of the hard light guns reached up, trying to cut the helicopter above them into pieces. One of the lasers found purchase where the fuselage met the tail, and the chopper jerked violently in an effort to get away. 
 
    As this all happened, Turan pulled away from Sayuno and ran back to Rozan’s stretcher. Grabbing the handles near the commando’s head, he began dragging the wounded tod back toward the ridge, ignoring the violent bumps that were probably agonizing his soldier. Sayuno grabbed the other end and lifted, and the two started running. 
 
    “HOLD FIRE! HOLD FIRE!” Ben screamed as he and Bao Sen cleared one of the berms and found cover. “HOLD YOUR GODDAMN FIRE!” 
 
    The word went up and down the line, and the roar of the human weapons died off.  
 
    Ben looked up and searched the sky for the Pawnee. 
 
    But there was nothing there. 
 
      
 
    “I think we got a landing site, LT,” the helicopter pilot shouted back to Patricia over the sound of sobbing Va’Shen. “We’re going to give it a try.” 
 
    “Gotcha!” Patricia shouted back. She looked out the window and saw what the pilot was talking about. It looked like someone had gone in and cleared out the trees and brush already, and she could just barely make out a human uniform and one or two Va’Shen tails. That must be one of the Rangers and the Huntresses. 
 
    The Pawnee dipped low behind a ridgeline, trying to remain concealed until necessary. As they moved closer to the LZ, the helicopter popped out from below the trees and banked right to get into position to land. 
 
    And then all Hell broke loose. 
 
    Bolts of blue lightning spat from the hill that sat on one side of the clearing, tearing into the trees on the opposite side. Then some of those bolts reached for them. 
 
    “HARD LEFT! HARD LEFT!” the co-pilot cried, and Patricia had to hold onto her seat as the helicopter lurched to the left fast enough to make her almost lose her lunch. The vixens in the seat behind her screamed in terror. The interpreter looked up at Denesta, who, despite the serene look on her face, was grasping her seat hard enough to make her knuckles white. 
 
    <So…> she said. <I argue today.> 
 
    She heard two sharp SMACKS come from the rear of the chopper, and an alarm in the cockpit went off. 
 
    “WE’RE HIT!” the co-pilot called back to them. “EVERYONE HANG ON!” 
 
    Patricia’s stomach leapt into her throat as the helicopter began swinging violently from side to side. Were they crashing?! Was that what it meant?! She looked around her. With all the high-speed maneuvering, the crew chiefs hadn’t even had the opportunity to fire back with the mini-guns. They were too busy holding on for their lives. 
 
    Up in the cockpit, the pilot checked over their systems. “They must have hit the tail rotor, we’re starting to counter rotate,” he said calmly. 
 
    “Shutting down the engine,” the co-pilot replied, hitting several switches over his head. 
 
    Shutting down the engine?! Don’t we need an engine to fly?! Patricia’s mind screamed at her. 
 
    The violent swinging began to subside, as the pilots continued crashing. 
 
    “We need a place to land,” the co-pilot commented. 
 
    “I know how to crash a helicopter, you know,” the pilot replied with mock-snark. 
 
    “You certainly got enough experience,” the co-pilot replied. “It’s just like Epsilon all over again.” 
 
    The pilot hit a few more switches as the chopper started to descend. “Why you gotta bring up old shit?!” he demanded. 
 
    “I’m just saying that we crash an awful lot nowadays,” the co-pilot told him. “Got a field ahead.” 
 
    “Yeah, that should do it,” the pilot agreed. “And Epsilon wasn’t my fault! I didn’t go looking for that dust storm.” 
 
    Patricia turned her head to look up at the cockpit. Somehow, the crew’s steady banter made the situation seem less horrible. 
 
    “I’ve got purple smoke!” the co-pilot announced. “Yeah, well you didn’t exactly avoid it either,” he added. 
 
    “Roger that. Purple smoke. And I got a Broken Wing Award out of it, and you got shit.” 
 
    “I don’t need an award for crashing a helicopter! Just a sec…” 
 
    Patricia saw the co-pilot turn to them. “We’re okay!” he called back to her. “We got another LZ! This one is secure,” he finished in a mutter. She nodded quickly at him, trying to get her heart to start beating again. 
 
    “Coming down...” the pilot said. “Flaring…” The nose of the helicopter came up as it continued to float down, the unpowered rotors slowing steadily along with it. “And… down. You’re always so negative.”  
 
    The helicopter touched the ground and settled. 
 
    “There, see?” the pilot told the co-pilot. “Everything’s cool.” 
 
    Patricia tried desperately to keep from throwing up. 
 
      
 
    “Of all the goddamn worst timing!” Ben growled as he stalked toward Burgers. Bao Sen followed him, unsure of what else to do. “She was reaching him too! I could see it!” He finally reached the NCO, who was staring over the berm at Fort Fluffytail. “Where’d that chopper go down?!” he demanded. 
 
    “It looked okay,” Burgers replied. “Headed south-east, toward the casualty collection point. I got a fire team heading that way in case they need help.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben huffed. “Lost a prisoner, screwed up the negotiations and only maybe lost a chopper.” 
 
    “Just another fun-filled adventure in the U.S. Army,” Burgers commented. “If he lives through this, Ramirez is going to have to pay one helluva bill.” 
 
    “What’s Todd doing?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Burgers looked back at the ridge through the binoculars. “The two you were talking with made it back okay,” he said. “They took the prisoner with them.” 
 
    As angry as Ben was at the situation, he was a little relieved at that news. If Rozan had been left in the middle of no-man’s land, he’d have to make a choice between going to get him, trying to convince the Va’Shen troops that they won’t fire if they wanted to go get him or leave him there to bake in the sun. 
 
    Nothing was worse for morale than having to listen to someone beg for help and knowing there was nothing you could do to help them. 
 
    “What next, Sir?” Burgers asked him.  
 
    “Hold here,” Ben ordered. “Let’s see what condition the chopper and crew are in. Then we’ll reassess.” 
 
    “Roger that, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    Patricia sighed at the sight of the three Mikorin on their knees, their hands up as if in surrender, praying. They had been doing that nonstop since the helicopter landed and the doors had opened five minutes ago. 
 
    The crew chiefs were still checking the damage sustained during the aborted landing. Mina had rushed toward the small group of Rangers who had been waiting under the tree-line, so Patricia was left relatively alone to take a look at the small clearing. A few trees had been wrapped with det cord and blown down to make enough room for a helicopter to land. The remains of a purple smoke grenade nearby gently sputtered out. 
 
    One of the unwounded Rangers trotted up to her and she instantly recognized Specialist Shinzato. “You okay, Ma’am?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” she replied. “Where’s the captain?” 
 
    He chucked a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s where the action is. Northwest about two klicks.” 
 
    “How is it going?” she inquired. “Ramirez okay?” 
 
    “They think he’s okay,” Shinzato told her. “But Todd’s dug into the hill, and he don’t want to come out.” 
 
    “Any casualties?” she asked tentatively, dreading the answer. 
 
    “Mills broke a leg,” he told her. “He’s not urgent, but if they can get that chopper flying, we’d like to get him out of here.” 
 
    Patricia sighed in relief. She had never had to deal with casualties before, had never even seen a dead person before. She didn’t want to either. 
 
    “Not sure about that,” she answered him, a chill taking her spine as she thought of them crashing. “It looks like you found the Va’Shen, after all.” 
 
    “Oh, we found them, all right.” 
 
    “I need to take these three vixens to Captain Gibson,” she said. “Can you take us there?” 
 
    “CHOCOLATE!” 
 
    They turned to the sound of the call, and Shinzato yelled into the woods. “COOKIE!” 
 
    Three armed Rangers emerged from the trees to their left. They saw Shinzato and Patricia and jogged up to them. 
 
    “You all okay?” the lead Ranger asked. 
 
    “Took some fire on the way in,” Patricia told him. “But we’re all okay.” 
 
    The fire team leader nodded but paused when he saw the vixens praying nearby. “Who’re them?” he asked. 
 
    Reminded again of her mission, Patricia turned back to him. “I need to get them to Captain Gibson. ASAP.” 
 
    “It ain’t safe,” the Ranger told her. “Y’all should stay here. Todd may be on defense, but he’s good at it.” 
 
    “It’s important,” Patricia asserted. “One of them is from the Va’Shen village these guys come from. I think she can talk them down.” 
 
    The Ranger bit his lip, uncertain of taking three women in dresses and a lieutenant into a free-fire zone. 
 
    “We also have our new medic here,” Patricia pressed, pointing at Mina, who was getting Mills ready to fly as soon as they got the word from the pilots that it was safe. 
 
    It was enough to tip the scales. “Okay, we’ll take you in,” he said. “Tell the foxes to stay quiet and not draw attention to us. They call out to Todd, compromise our position, and we’ll ghost them. Copy?” 
 
    “They’re on our side,” Patricia assured him, letting the threat pass by. 
 
    The Ranger looked at her uncertain. “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    <Rozan! Rozan! Are you okay?> 
 
    The commando groggily raised his hand to his head and was surprised when he was actually able to touch it. He was no longer tied down. He opened his eyes and found himself in the commandos’ dimly lit infirmary inside their base. 
 
    <Sayuno?> he muttered. <Is that you?> His leg still hurt like nothing else, but the fact that he was back with his commando was enough to make his ears stand up. 
 
    <We have you,> Sayuno assured him. <You’re going to be fine. The healer is checking your bandages now.> 
 
    <Rozan,> he heard from the other side. He turned his head and found Turan looking down at him. <I know you are in pain, but can you tell us anything about the Dark Ones attacking us?> 
 
    The scout swallowed dryly. <Is there any water?> he asked. 
 
    <I will get some!> Sayuno told him and dashed off to find a canteen. 
 
    Rozan turned back to Turan. <They asked how many of us there were.> His ears twitched in mirth. <I told them a million.> 
 
    Turan’s ears twitched in reply. <You did well.> 
 
    <Captain, I don’t think there are as many as we thought there were,> Rozan continued. <I saw very few of them.> 
 
    <They’re probably spread out…> Turan began. 
 
    <Captain,> Rozan told him. <I kept my eyes open. There were very few across the field. Unless our estimate was wrong, they have moved hundreds of them away.> 
 
    That thought alarmed Turan. Why would they move the bulk of their forces away from the battle? 
 
    Unless they needed those forces to be somewhere else! 
 
    Turan clasped Rozan’s shoulder and squeezed. <Rest.> 
 
    Before the wounded tod could reply, the captain was already rushing to his command post. 
 
    They were about to be hit. 
 
      
 
    Patricia had expected this to be much harder for the vixens. In their beautiful hanboks and with their long hair, she had anticipated snagged dresses, cries of pain and tangled hair, and complaints of exhaustion. 
 
    Instead, Alacea, Hestian and Denesta seemed to flow silently through the trees like the breeze. A few times, the Ranger leading them had snapped his fingers at them and gestured angrily to stay behind the soldiers. 
 
    They’re natural hunters, Patricia thought. It’s second nature to them to move like this. 
 
    What if the technology gap between the two species had been closer to even? If the Va’Shen had drones, armor, bomber aircraft and advanced sensors, would the war still be going on? 
 
    Or would humanity have lost by now? 
 
    She shuddered at the thought of Va’Shen troops creeping silently through the forests of New Plymouth, sneaking up on unprotected neighborhoods and cities. 
 
    We won. Just be grateful, she thought. 
 
    The Rangers stopped and froze in mid-place for a moment before giving them a signal to get down. Patricia found a crimson-barked tree and knelt behind it. The only thing she could hear was her own breath, sounding like a wind tunnel in her mind.  
 
    Another Ranger poked his head up not far ahead of them and waved them past. The group continued on. 
 
    One wounded. She wondered how bad it was on the other side. She hoped they weren’t too late to prevent many casualties. She glanced briefly at Alacea, who was walking just behind her. 
 
    She had to suppress a chuckle as she remembered their conversation back on the FOB, the vixen ordering her to take her to Kar’El on her authority as the captain’s wife. It only seemed like Patricia was following that order because she thought her plan was worth a try. She wondered how the priestess would have reacted if Patricia had told her to pound sand. 
 
    Her lip twisted as she realized it wasn’t actually all that funny. She didn’t know how much authority an overlord’s wife held on this world, and if she didn’t at least pretend to respect that authority, Alacea could still make their lives very difficult. If the other Va’Shen perceived that Alacea’s authority was not respected by the human Rangers, they might not respect her authority when the Rangers tried to work through her with them. 
 
    For the millionth time, she wished she knew more about them, how their social hierarchy worked. 
 
    Because if there were really no way for the captain to peacefully annul their marriage, they were stuck with her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s quiet,” Ben remarked quietly, searching the ridgeline with his binoculars. He lowered them a moment later, his eyes narrowing. “Too quiet.” 
 
    Crouched next to him, Burgers shook his head. “Why would you say that, Sir?” he asked in exasperation. “Why would you put that kind of evil on us?” 
 
    Ben ignored the question. “No counter-attack,” he commented. “No movement. No harassing fire. No attempts to break out. Those little bastards are up to something.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re buying time while they dig themselves a tunnel out of here,” Burgers quipped. 
 
    Ben tried to put himself in Turan’s shoes. He knew the commando leader had no comms, otherwise he’d know about the surrender already. God only knows how long they’ve been entrenched up there or what their food supplies looked like. And if Bao Sen was right, they thought they were facing a battalion of hostile aliens. 
 
    What would he do in the alien’s place? 
 
    “My center is yielding. My right is retreating. Situation excellent. I am attacking.” 
 
    World War I General Ferdinand Foch’s words perfectly encapsulated the Va’Shen’s situation… and the only option left to them short of waiting to starve. 
 
    “Baird,” he said. “Get everyone ready. We’re about to get hit.” 
 
      
 
    <WINDSABERS!> 
 
    The assembled commandos smashed the stone floor with their hard light rifles three times in unison in response to the captain’s call. 
 
    Crammed into the tiny Va’Shen command post, all the commandos who were not watching the Dark Ones outside had assembled and were waiting to hear the words of the tod who had led them since the war began. 
 
    <The time has come!> Turan called over their heads. <After all of our waiting, all of those hungry days and damp, cold nights, the God of War offers us one chance, just one, to defend our Emperor!> 
 
    The Va’Shen slammed the butts of their rifles against the ground another three times. 
 
    <We cannot call for help,> Turan continued. <Running is not an option, even if we were willing to dishonor the Third Princess in such a way.> He paused and waited for the sounds of hissing to stop. <The Dark Ones have offered us the convenience of their presence. All that is left now, is to show the God of War our courage.> 
 
    Three more slams against the stone. They were hungry. They were cold. They were sick. They were angry. But it was finally their time. 
 
    <No more hiding!> Turan told them. <No more sneaking about! We shall fall upon the Dark Ones and smash into them like a storm of swords! For the Emperor!> 
 
    <FOR THE EMPEROR!> 
 
    <For the Third Princess!> he shouted. 
 
    <SHE PROTECTS US!> 
 
    <And for the Gods!> 
 
    <UNITE US!> 
 
    <Each of you has a simple mission,> Turan told them. The commandos were practically hopping from one foot to the other, eager to get things done and over with one way or the other. <Kill five Dark Ones,> Turan told them. <After that… you can die… If not, you will kill five more.> 
 
    The Va’Shen slammed their rifles on the ground again, but this time didn’t stop. 
 
    Turan raised his arms over his head to quiet them. <Pray now,> he told them. <Then go to your assembly points.> 
 
    <TURAN! TURAN! TURAN!> 
 
    As the captain walked out of the command post, the Va’Shen corporals took charge of their tods to dismiss them. He took a breath, his ears and tail going slack in defeat. 
 
    Because he knew that’s what this was; a defeat. His tods were weakened by illness and hunger, outnumbered, and more than likely fully surrounded. With the bulk of the Dark One forces missing, he had to assume they were encircling him. There were not enough commandos to repel an assault from all sides. But he may have just barely enough to strike at a weakened front line, where he knew the Dark One leader was. 
 
    If they struck hard, fast and with resolve, they may be able to deal just enough damage to pause their advance, if only for a little while. 
 
    And if the Dark Ones wipe them out, at least his tods will be able to tell their loved ones a proud story in their eternity in The Glade. It was better than the weeks of torture they could expect if captured. 
 
    It was the last thing he could give to his commandos. 
 
    But before that, he had one last bit of business to conduct. He started down the hall toward the storeroom where he had kept their prisoners. 
 
    As he entered through the room’s doorway, he found the two of them still chained to the floor. They looked up at his approach. 
 
    “Sounds like a pretty kick’n party out there,” Ramirez told him. “Any cake?” 
 
    Turan ignored him and instead reached up to the ceiling. Secured to the hard-packed dirt was a crystal orb which he gently removed. Ramirez saw the sphere in his hand and sucked in a quick breath. 
 
    <You’ve seen these before,> Turan said, noticing the reaction. He turned to Alzoria and held it up. Having never seen a Va’Shen glass grenade, she had no reaction except curiosity.  
 
    <The entire tunnel network is rigged with these,> he told her before opening his pouch and securing it inside. <They are being set to go off when the Dark Ones reach the command post, when there is likely to be as many of them as possible in here.> 
 
    <Revenge launched from The Glade is a sin,> Alzoria scolded him softly. 
 
    <It is not revenge as much as it is an attempt to continue serving the Emperor as long as possible,> he retorted softly, without heat. He knelt next to her and released one of her wrists from her restraints. A moment later, he left the confused Huntress and stepped back through the door, returning a moment later, an old and very well-used spade in his hand. He looked at Alzoria and tossed the tool, it landing against the wall next to her with a loud, echoing CLANK! 
 
    The Huntress looked up at him in confusion. Turan responded by pointing at the wall opposite of the door, between where she and Ramirez sat. 
 
    <The mortar is weak there,> he told her. <And there is perhaps only a few meters to outside. Once we have left, if you can remove your other shackle, you should be able to dig your way out.> He glanced at Ramirez for a moment before his eyes returned to her. <Whether you take the Dark One with you is your decision.> 
 
    <You don’t have to do this!> Alzoria screamed at him.  
 
    He ignored her plea. <If you ever find your way to Kar’El, please tell our kin we served our Emperor until the last moment.> 
 
    <You can tell them that yourself if you just listen to me and stop fighting!> she rebuked him. 
 
    “Hey! Are we giving out free shovels?” Ramirez asked. “I wanna free shovel!” 
 
    <Will you please shut up for just two moments!?> Alzoria screamed at the human. 
 
    She turned to continue her argument with Turan, but the commando captain was already walking out the door.  
 
    Alzoria, her ears digging into the top of her head, grabbed the shovel with her free arm and started smashing it against the chain that held her other wrist. 
 
    If the commandos set off those grenades, the wood supports for the tunnels would turn to delicate glass, and the whole place would collapse. 
 
    With her and Ramirez still inside. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Ben listened as the specialist whispered into his ear. Turning, he looked at the Ranger in surprise. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing here?!” he demanded. 
 
    The specialist shrugged, but Ben wasn’t waiting. He was already pushing past the soldier to the rear area where, sure enough, Patricia, a woman in a Marine uniform and three vixens were waiting. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” he repeated. “This is not the time or place for a field trip!” 
 
    Patricia raised her hands as if to ward off an attack. She took a look at Ben, saw the sweat and dirt on his face and the dirty uniform. Apparently while she was on her own adventure, the Rangers were seeing some heavy action. 
 
    “Sir,” she began. “I think we got a peaceful way out of this.” 
 
    Ben clamped his mouth shut. He hadn’t been expecting that. “Go on.” 
 
    Patricia turned and pointed to the one Va’Shen unfamiliar to him. “This is Denesta,” she explained. “She is the Mikorin Na’Sha for the village those soldiers come from… I think.” 
 
    “You think?!” he replied in disbelief. 
 
    The interpreter froze. After everything they had been through today, she was suddenly reminded that there was a chance they were wrong, and the commandos holding the ridge didn’t know Denesta from a Catholic priest. She swallowed anxiously. 
 
    “Enough to think it’s worth a try,” she told him firmly. 
 
    Ben lifted his helmet and ran his hand across the scrub of his hair.  
 
    <Tesho,> he heard. Ben turned and found Alacea bowing to him. <It is well that you are alive.> 
 
    Hestian already knew about Alacea’s situation, but Denesta practically jumped out of her hanbok. 
 
    <”Tesho?”> she repeated, looking between Ben and Alacea.  
 
    Ben bowed back to the priestess. <Good day,> he said. He didn’t know how to ask the rest in her language, so he raised it in English. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Alacea listened to Patricia translate, and she bowed to him again. <No, Tesho. I have no illness.> 
 
    “She’s good,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “Them too?” he asked. 
 
    “Them too,” she replied. “Although… I don’t think you’ll ever get them into a chopper again.” 
 
    Ben felt like smacking the terp and hugging her at the same time. “You were in that chopper?” he asked. At her nod, he took a breath. “You okay?” 
 
    “It was a little exciting for a bit,” she admitted sheepishly. “But everyone’s fine. We landed over by your CCP.” 
 
    He nodded again. Finally, his attention landed on Fletcher. “Always good to see the Marines,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll have to settle for the Navy, Sir,” Fletcher replied. “I’m your new corpsman. 
 
    “Even better,” he told her. 
 
    That out of the way, he approached Denesta, who, finally in the presence of a Dark overlord, lowered her head and took a step back in fear. With Alacea’s sudden proclamation, she felt like the world had turned inside out. If this alien could force a Na’Sha into marriage to do his bidding, who knew what else he was capable of. 
 
    <Good day,> he told her, expending his knowledge of common Va’Shen. <My name is Ben.> He turned to Patricia and then back to her. “My lieutenant said you want to help us.” 
 
    He waited for Patricia to finish translating before going on. With the arrival of a civilian, and a high-ranking one at that, Ben knew this was no longer a fight in the mud between two groups of angry soldiers. This just turned diplomatic, and he had to walk careful if he wanted this vixen to help them. 
 
    “Your men fought bravely,” he told her. “I respect them for that.” Patricia translated the best she could, worried about some of the nuance that might be missed. “I don’t want to fight them anymore,” he went on. “I want them to return my soldier and the Huntress, and I want them to go home.” 
 
    Denesta listened as Patricia translated his words. Rising to her full height, she squared her shoulders and looked the Dark One in the eye. <And in what condition will you return them?> she asked. <Dead or maimed?> 
 
    “She wants to know if you’re going to kill or… hurt them really badly,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “Unharmed,” he said, looking not at Patricia, but straight into the priestess’s eyes. 
 
    <No hurt,> she translated. <Um… whole,> she continued. 
 
    <What if your soldier and your Huntress are dead?> she asked. <Will you let them go unharmed then as well? What form would your vengeance take?> 
 
    Patricia gave a sloppy translation, but he got the gist. Denesta was thinking ahead. If he went into that cave and found Ramirez’s mutilated body hanging from the ceiling, what would he do then? Let them go with a smile and a wave as promised or shoot them all in the head? 
 
    Ben took a breath. At the end of the day, he was the one responsible for Ramirez being captured. He could have told him no at any point. It was he, the commander, who had decided the risk was worth it. He couldn’t blame Va’Shen soldiers for doing what Va’Shen soldiers do. 
 
    If it was the furry bastard who leveled Persephone, you’d cut his damn balls off, his mind retorted. 
 
    That was different. 
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    He might not seek vengeance for Ramirez, but he at least owed the man justice. 
 
    “Tell her I will not blame the group for the orders of their captain,” he told Patricia. “I think that is fair since we are no longer at war.” 
 
    Patricia turned to Denesta. <No hurt manys people because leader of fighters make to do them things bad,> she said. <Just.> 
 
    Denesta’s ears flattened at that. She wasn’t sure she understood, and she wasn’t ready to make a deal until she was. 
 
    By this point, Alacea felt she had a firm hold on Patricia’s “unique dialect” and stepped forward to assist. <I think she means that life must be paid with life,> she said. <But not with more life than has been taken, and not life chosen at random.> 
 
    The other Na’Sha considered this for several moments before addressing Patricia and Ben again. <If a life is owed to you, then I will offer you mine.> 
 
    “She says if you have to kill someone, you can kill her, Patricia told Ben. 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes with a huff. “Lieutenant, can you tell me what the hell it is about these priestesses that make each one I meet ask me to murder them?” He hadn’t said anything about killing anyone. If it turned out Ramirez and Alzoria were dead, the most he could do was take the Va’Shen commander into custody and turn him over to the MPs at Jamieson for trial. Every Va’Shen he met, however, seemed to want to run straight to the hangman. “Okay, look,” he said, not waiting for her to answer. “Whatever, all right? It would take too long to correct.” 
 
    <Leader of fighters agree,> she said to them. 
 
    Denesta took a deep breath. It was likely the best deal she was going to get. <Then take me to them.> 
 
      
 
    The trenches, holes and caves facing no-man’s land were packed with as many Va’Shen commandos as could possibly be fit into them. Any hope of winning this battle would rely on getting the majority of them across the barren plain as quickly as possible, before the Dark Ones had time to react and zero their weapons on the cave entrances. 
 
    Crouched behind a strategically placed boulder just in front of the cave entrance, Turan waited for the rest of his tods to assemble. He peered up at the firing position dug into the stone wall above and to his left. Scout Leader Eruto was scanning the Dark Ones’ position, searching for movement. 
 
    <Anything?> Turan asked, careful not to shout lest the Dark Ones hear him and his position given away. 
 
    <Nothing,> Eruto replied, looking down at his captain. <They have not noticed our assembly.> 
 
    <Good,> the commando captain commented. Reaching down to his belt, he drew his command rapier from its scabbard. Only slightly longer than a half-meter, the weapon was designed based on the swords carried by ancient Va’Shen before the Unification, when Va’Shen nations still fought one another. It was light and thin, perfect for lightning-quick attacks. The blade shined in the light, made by the Great Ones at the Emperor’s behest with the same material that comprised their hardlight rifles. The blade would never dull or break. It was ideal for piercing Dark One armor. 
 
    He looked down at it. The blades were ceremonial. He had never thought he would draw it in battle. 
 
    Sayuno crouched behind him and whispered into his ear. 
 
    <Captain, all commandos signal their preparedness. The Windsabers are ready for battle.> 
 
    <Brace for the storm,> he replied. Sayuno rushed to his place back in the line. 
 
    The plan was simple and straightforward. Once he rushed forward, the others would follow except for marksmen placed above them in the ridge, who would provide cover for their charge. Once they reached the other side of the plain, they would attack and not stop until they were dead or the Dark Ones were. 
 
    Turan looked out from behind the boulder and whipped the sword out to his right so the others could see. He felt them tense up behind him, heard them take deep breaths. He braced his free hand against the boulder and started to push himself out from behind it when he heard Eruto hiss above him. 
 
    <They’re moving!> 
 
    Turan nearly fell over trying to arrest himself. He crouched behind the boulder again. If the Dark Ones were attacking him, it suddenly made no sense to charge. They could stay in the ridge and maintain the defender’s advantage. 
 
    <How many?> he called up to Eruto. 
 
    <One!> 
 
    Turan’s ears flattened against his head. A scout? Ludicrous. Perhaps they were testing to see if the commandos would shoot and confirm they were still there. 
 
    <It’s a Va’Shen!> Eruto hissed down to him. 
 
    The captain’s theory seemed to make even more sense. The Dark Ones had probably sent one of their slaves forward to test for boobytraps. 
 
    He looked out from behind the boulder and saw the lone figure marching straight toward them, dressed in a flowery skirt that whipped around her in the wind. 
 
    Eruto noticed the same time he did. <Captain… I think that’s…> 
 
    <HOLD ATTACK!> Turan called behind him in a loud whisper. <HOLD ATTACK! Everyone back into the caves! Defensive positions! Do not fire without my order!> 
 
    The confused troops rushed to obey, pushing against the commandos behind them who hadn’t heard the order. Turan stayed put, looking out from behind cover. His ears shivered in concern. Turning back to Sayuno, he pointed at him and the commando next to him. 
 
    <You two. Listen carefully.> 
 
      
 
    Ben kept the binoculars trained on Denesta as she walked unfalteringly toward the ridge. Bringing them down for a second, he noticed Alacea, laying on her stomach on the berm on his left, squinting to see as much as she could. He offered her the binoculars, and she took them questioningly. 
 
    “She’s got balls, I’ll give her that,” Ben muttered to her. 
 
    Alacea put the binoculars to her eyes and jumped as Denesta’s back suddenly appeared right in front of her. She dropped the binoculars and looked around herself, expecting to have been transported into no-man’s land with her. Noticing she was still on the berm and that her Tesho was watching her foolish behavior, she picked up the binoculars again, the hair on her ears stiffening in embarrassment.  
 
    Stop behaving like some backwards primitive! she scolded herself. You are a Na’Sha! Between the sky floater and now the long-seer, Ben and Patricia probably believed her to be some kind of unrefined savage. 
 
    She looked through the binoculars again, this time retaining her composure. She could see Denesta clearly as she approached the entrance to the caves. So far there was no sign of the Va’Shen soldiers. 
 
    Ben bit his gloved finger. It was like watching a suspenseful scene in a war movie. Would the commandos welcome her in? Or would they blast her and leave her body to rot? 
 
    So far, they appeared to be doing neither one. Alacea handed the binoculars back to him. 
 
    Laying to the captain’s right, Patricia bit her lip. “What if this doesn’t work?” she asked. “What if we’re wrong, and they shoot her?” 
 
    Ben looked over at her. “You’re asking these questions now?” he asked. 
 
    “Seriously!” she hissed back. “What do we do?” 
 
    He sighed. “We start shooting back,” he said with a shrug. “But they haven’t shot her yet. I don’t think they quite know what to do about her.” 
 
    Looking through the binoculars again, he found Denesta coming just up to the cave entrance. Suddenly there was a brief flash of movement from either side of the entrance. Then nothing. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    The Ranger lowered the binoculars and stared, not sure what just happened. 
 
    “I think they grabbed her,” he said. 
 
    “Is that good?” Patricia hissed. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Ben retorted. “I’m not a Va’Shen! Ask her!” he added, chucking a thumb at Alacea. 
 
    The priestess watched the exchange closely. Patricia’s eyes fell on her. 
 
    <They take,> she said. <Badgood?> 
 
    Her tail twitched at the question, not sure whether she should panic or not. 
 
    <I don’t know!> she replied. <I’m not a soldier! Ask him!> she replied, pointing at Ben. 
 
      
 
    The grip on her left arm was gentle but firm as Denesta was rushed through the interior of the cave. She was still dizzy from being so suddenly grabbed and pushed and pulled this way and that. Water lamps lit the cave, illuminating the back of the tod who was pulling her forward. She heard the footsteps of the one following behind her. 
 
    <Please excuse the rough treatment, Na’Sha,> Sayuno told her apologetically as they finally came to a stop. <We had to get you out of their weapon’s range.> 
 
    <It is quite all right,> Denesta replied. She studied the face of the commando speaking to her. <Young Sayuno,> she said, her ears twitching happily. She reached up and cupped his bandaged ear. <You’ve been making trouble,> she accused. 
 
    Despite the criticism, Sayuno’s ears flickered happily at the sight of the spiritual leader. <I’m sorry, Na’Sha,> he apologized, reminding Denesta of the little kid she knew barely ten years ago. 
 
    She recognized the other guard, who also expressed his happiness at seeing her. 
 
    <Will you pray with us, Na’Sha?> he asked eagerly. 
 
    Before Denesta could reply, Sayuno butted in. <No time for that,> he said. <We must bring her to the captain.> 
 
    <Perhaps afterward,> Denesta promised. 
 
    They started forward again, Sayuno in the lead but no longer holding the Na’Sha’s arm. The other commando followed behind them to make sure she didn’t fall behind or get separated. 
 
    <You came from the Dark One camp,> Sayuno said carefully to her. <Does this…> 
 
    <What I must say I must first say to your captain,> she said.  
 
    <Of course, Na’Sha!> 
 
    They led her to the labyrinthine corridors until they finally arrived at the command post. Sayuno gestured for her to enter, and she stepped forward serenely.  
 
    Turan was alone in the command center, looking less like a military leader and more a frightened boy. He bowed low to her. 
 
    <Na’Sha,> he said. <You should not be here,> he added bluntly. 
 
    <Turan,> she began. <The Gods gift me with the sight of you after so long. None of us thought we would ever see any of you again.> 
 
    The commando leader had no time for pleasantries. <Na’Sha, does your presence here mean that the Dark Ones are holding our village as hostages?> he asked, the concern and fright in his voice was obvious. <Did they send you here to tell us that?> he went. <Is that where all their forces have gone?> 
 
    <Oh, Turan,> she said sadly. <Sit with me.> 
 
    The two Va’Shen leaders knelt on the floor across from one another, and Turan waited respectfully for the priestess to get comfortable. 
 
    <What I am going to tell you will sound like the end of the world,> she began. <You will hope it to be a lie, but I swear to the Gods it is truth. Do you accept that?> 
 
    Turan bowed his head quickly. <Yes, Na’Sha.> He braced for the worst, the news that his village had been wiped out, that they had spared Denesta to deliver this news to him as an additional cruel retaliation for holding one of the Overlord’s soldiers. 
 
    Denesta took a breath, her ears drooping sadly. <The war is over, Turan,> she said simply. <We lost.> 
 
    He looked at her, wanting to argue, to believe the justifications he had been telling himself all this time, but he had told her he would respect her words as truth. 
 
    <The Great Ones…> he began in a whisper. 
 
    <Never came,> she finished for him. <The Dark Ones rule the whole of Va’Sh.> 
 
    <The Emperor?> he asked nervously. 
 
    <Lives,> she told him. <I am told he is treated well.> 
 
    <Kar’El?> he asked. 
 
    She took a breath before telling him. <The village suffers,> she said. <But not so much from the Dark Ones.> At his questioning look, she went on. <It suffers from the absence of our tods. The Dark Ones in our village barely notice us.> 
 
    Turan looked down at the ground in shame at what Denesta was telling him. 
 
    <We thought you were all dead,> she said. Turan looked up, his tail swiping the ground questioningly. <No one told us what happened to you,> she explained. <You just never came home.> 
 
    He lowered his head again as the world he knew collapsed around him. 
 
    <Pelle’s Overlord says you have one of his soldiers and a Huntress,> she said. <Is that true?> 
 
    <Yes, Na’Sha,> he confessed. 
 
    <Do they live?> 
 
    <Yes, Na’Sha,> he repeated. 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief. <The Overlord has promised that if you surrender, you will all go home. No harm will come to any of you.> 
 
    <A lie,> he answered, finding the last remaining part of him that still wanted to fight. 
 
    <That remains to be seen,> she allowed. <But… Pelle’s Na’Sha… seems to trust his word,> she told him, still amazed by what she had seen and heard recently. <You must surrender.> 
 
    <I am not authorized to surrender this ridge,> he told her. The words sounded weak, like a little boy explaining to his mother why he couldn’t come inside for dinner. 
 
    <As a captain leading a commando, you are not allowed to surrender,> she told him. <You stopped being a captain, this stopped being a commando, when the Emperor yielded.> She looked at him sympathetically. <The best that can be said now is that you are the victims of a cruel misunderstanding. The worst… that you are a gang of bandits and kidnappers who answer to no one but the sword. The tod who gave you your orders is very likely dead. You must give the orders now.> 
 
    Turan was silent, digesting the Na’Sha’s words.  
 
    Defeat… The entire world… the Emperor… defeated… How could this have come to pass? 
 
    <Why?> he whispered to her. <Why didn’t they come?> He looked up at her, his ears practically covering his eyes in sadness, his tail all but a dead appendage. <I looked up to the sky every day, Na’Sha, hoping to see one of their ships floating above this ridge. I knew that if we waited, they would come. How could this have happened?> 
 
    Denesta gave his question honest thought. Part of her job as Na’Sha was to communicate the Gods’ intentions to her community, but answering this question was difficult. The truth was difficult. 
 
    <It was the wrong war,> she told him quietly. <We did not seek their permission to make war, we simply did it in their name. That was wrong.> 
 
    Turan studied her face, saw the anguish he felt reflected in her eyes. The end of the world had come, and he had missed it. Outside of these caves was a new world, a new order, and a new way of things. The only place where Imperial Va’Sh still existed was within these caves. 
 
    <Take me to him,> he said softly. 
 
      
 
    Patricia jotted down a last few notes as the look-out called out the news that Denesta and another Va’Shen were coming out of the cave and walking toward them. She and Ben had gone over what they were going to say in the best and worst case scenarios, and she had spent several minutes writing down the exact way to word each of them. To help her with this, she enlisted Alacea’s help. The priestess was, at first, reluctant to help a Dark One to issue surrender demands to an Imperial officer, but the more she listened to what the humans wanted to say, the more eagerly she assisted. 
 
    Ben watched through binoculars as Denesta and the Va’Shen he had met earlier, Turan, walked toward the Rangers across no-man’s land, seemingly unarmed. He lowered the binoculars and took a breath. 
 
    “So far, so good,” he muttered. 
 
    “Still no sign of Ramirez, though,” Burgers pointed out in concern. 
 
    “They’re not going to release him without a guarantee from the enemy commander that they won’t just start blasting them once the prisoners are safe,” Ben noted. 
 
    “You think so?” Burgers asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Ben replied with a shrug. 
 
    Ben signaled to Patricia and gestured to Bao Sen to follow him. He led them over the berm and toward the approaching pair so they wouldn’t be able to get too close to the Rangers. At the very least, Ben didn’t want the enemy captain to be within glasser-throwing distance if he intended to use this opportunity for a last-second suicide attack. 
 
    Turan stepped ahead of Denesta, who took a place behind him and to his left, acknowledging that this was no longer her arena. The commando leader bowed to Ben, who bowed back. 
 
    <Good day,> Ben greeted him. 
 
    <Good day,> Turan returned politely. Once he had come to his full height again, he came right out with his intentions. <I wish to discuss your proposal for our surrender.>  
 
    Bao Sen gave a sigh of relief.  
 
    Patricia translated for him. “He wants to discuss terms.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben replied carefully. “Just like we talked about.” 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat and read from her notepad. <Once, your tods and your person will exit your mountain and gather together orderly on the flat dirt.> 
 
    Turan’s tail twitched uncertainly, and Bao Sen came to the rescue. 
 
    <She wants you and your troops to come out over there and get into formation,> she said, pointing at no-man’s land. 
 
    <I see,> Turan said. <And then?> 
 
    Patricia read the next demand. <Soldiers of us will into your mountain for searching about prisoners,> she said. <Mountain to not have entrapments.> 
 
    Turan looked at Bao Sen. <They’ll go in to get their people, and they better not run into any traps.> 
 
    <And then?> Turan asked. 
 
    <Healer of us gaze unto your tods for illnesses,> she said. <Bad illness, we gather and take to place of healing.> 
 
    Bao Sen didn’t even wait this time. <If any of your tods are too wounded to walk, they will take them to a place they can be healed.> 
 
    <Ours or theirs?> he demanded. 
 
    Patricia relayed the question to Ben, who replied, “Your choice.” 
 
    After hearing the translation, Turan’s tail struck the ground. <Then I ask they be taken to our village for treatment.> 
 
    The interpreter relayed to Ben, who nodded in agreement. Once that was settled, Patricia read on. 
 
    <Stay here this place sun returns,> she said. <Aftering, walk to homeward. Soldiers of us accompany. Soldiers of you reach homeward. Soldiers of us depart.> 
 
    <Camp here until morning,> Bao Sen translated. <Tomorrow you all go home. They’ll follow you to make sure you go straight home. After that, they leave.> 
 
    Turan took a breath. 
 
    <Askings?> Patricia asked him. 
 
    The commando captain looked at Ben. <What about our weapons?> 
 
    Ben listened to the translation. This question was the one that gave him the most heartburn. Under the Articles of Va’Shen Surrender, Va’Shen forces were not required to surrender their weapons for the very realistic reason that with an entire planet to police, there was no way to get them all anyway. However, that was before Va’Shen insurgents had started fighting. Technically, once this whole thing was over, these Va’Shen were someone else’s problem; namely the lieutenant running Sector 14. He knew he wouldn’t appreciate Ben dumping nearly a hundred armed Va’Shen soldiers into his AO with no warning, no matter how legal it was on paper. 
 
    On the other hand, he had to be cognizant of the Va’Shen soldiers’ attitudes toward them and take their dignity into account. There was a big difference between armed soldiers, marching proudly into their home village at the end of a war, lost or won, and a group of demoralized, disarmed and angry tods being shepherded into their village by a conquering force. 
 
    The best Ben was able to come up with was a compromise. 
 
    “As his troops come out, they will put all of their glassers over there by that fallen tree,” he said, pointing at an area about a hundred meters away from both the ridge and the Ranger position. The way Ben figured it, glassers had a million uses for insurgents and no practical use for a peaceful villager. 
 
    Patricia thought for a moment and turned to Turan. <Orbs glass that hurt go that place,> she said, pointing at the same area. 
 
    Turan got the gist of what she wanted. They were going to confiscate their glass grenades. 
 
    <And our personal weapons?> he asked. 
 
    Patricia translated, and Ben responded. 
 
    “Keep them and march home with them,” he said. He knew from his time in Pelle that hardlight rifles weren’t just used for war. The Huntresses had used them to great effect against the yarl. It also allowed the Va’Shen commandos to return home with some dignity. 
 
    Turan listened to the translation and bowed deeply. <I thank you.> 
 
    <Askings?> Patricia inquired again. 
 
    The Va’Shen captain responded by removing the rapier from his belt. Holding it out to Ben, he bowed his head. <I accept the conditions. The Fourth Commando of the Third Princess’s Windsabers surrenders to you.> 
 
    Ben, adding a little parade ground flourish, took the rapier from Turan. The Va’Shen rose to his full height again, and his ears pointed up as the Ranger offered the sword back to him save for the bow. 
 
    “I accept your surrender,” he said. “Keep your sword as a token of my respect, and the respect of my Rangers.” 
 
    Turan tentatively took the sword back as Patricia translated before bowing again. <You… honor me,> he said, confused by the very fact of saying the words to a Dark One, an enemy he had always thought incapable of demonstrating honor. 
 
    Dismissing the issue for another time, Turan rose to his full height again. <I shall inform my commandos and we will come out shortly.> 
 
    The two leaders bowed to each other again, and the Va’Shen leader turned and started marching toward the ridge. Denesta accompanied him, feeling she would be necessary to help reason with the commandos and calm their anxieties. 
 
    “That went well,” Patricia noted. 
 
    Ben nodded absently, letting out a breath. Turan had agreed more quickly than he thought. Whatever Denesta said to him must have made a real impact. However, he didn’t have time to ponder on it. He had to make sure the Rangers knew what to do next. 
 
      
 
    Alzoria cried out in anger and brought the shovel down one more time. Finally, thankfully, the lock on the shackles connecting Ramirez to the wall popped open. It had taken more than an hour to get her shackles undone and another forty-five minutes to get Ramirez’s, forty-five minutes, her mind told her accusingly, that could have been spent digging through the wall. 
 
    She dismissed the thought, however. Turan had given her the option as to what to do with Ramirez, and she had made her choice. As annoying as Ramirez could be, after everything they had been through together, after all the times he had tried to protect her, she couldn’t just abandon him here to his fate. 
 
    “All right!” Ramirez cried, climbing to his feet. “Time for a heroic escape!” 
 
    At that very moment, the sound of the door latch rattling warned them that someone had come to cut off their heroic escape. Alzoria gasped as she turned to the door. She felt Ramirez yank the shovel from her hands while simultaneously pulling her arm, almost hitting the wall. 
 
    “Get behind me!” Ramirez ordered, raising the shovel up and preparing to smash whoever was about to come through the door. 
 
    The door flew open, and Ramirez prepared to lunge forward, but froze as the dust cleared and his target took shape in front of him. 
 
    Burgers looked at him from the doorway, his M-31 pointed at the ground. Two other Rangers stood behind him, their guns not quite at the ready. 
 
    The NCO looked at his friend and the storeroom the Va’Shen kept him in. He gave Ramirez a nod. “Zup?” 
 
    “Zup?” Ramirez replied. He kept the shovel raised, not sure if he was hallucinating or dreaming. 
 
    “Cool shovel,” Burgers noted casually. 
 
    “It was free,” Ramirez informed him. 
 
    “You ready to get out of here?” Burgers asked. 
 
    “Oh, Hell yes!” the prisoner replied. He turned to Alzoria and lowered the shovel. The vixen’s tail waved excitedly, and her ears were flapping a mile a second in elation. “We’re outta here!” Ramirez announced, wrapping his arms around her in a big hug. 
 
    The vixen squirmed and finally pushed the Ranger off her. She dusted herself off and turned her head, not willing to give Ramirez the dignity of her eyes. 
 
    “Assu-horl!” she cried. 
 
    Burgers gave Ramirez a disappointed look. “You could’ve taught her how to say things in two languages, and that’s what you teach her?” 
 
    “What?” Ramirez replied defensively. “She’s using it appropriately! I’m a great teacher!” 
 
    “The… worst… Ranger,” Burgers enunciated. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Coming out into the light for the first time in two days, Ramirez blinked at the glare of Bellatrix’s sunset. When they had finally adjusted, he found a barren field with almost a hundred Va’Shen standing in straight rows, each six feet apart. A woman in a Marine uniform was moving from one to the next, looking them up and down and testing limbs for injuries. They walked past her as she was examining a Va’Shen commando with an ear cut off. 
 
    Alzoria recognized him immediately and screamed at him. “ASSU-HORL!” Sayuno jumped in startlement and turned his face away from the prisoners and their escort. 
 
    Ramirez turned and gave Burgers a look that screamed “told-you-so.” Burgers shook his head. 
 
    They turned attention back to the front as Ben and Bao Sen walked toward them. Alzoria broke from the group and ran up to the other Huntress, grabbing her in a hug.  
 
    Ben and Ramirez looked at each other for a moment. Finally, Ramirez held his arms out for a hug. 
 
    “Oh no!” Ben yelled at the NCO. “No hugs for you! What did I tell you, huh?! And did you get any tasty animals?!” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Ramirez replied, looking down at the ground. 
 
    “And who ended up being the tasty animal?!” 
 
    “I did, Sir,” Ramirez sighed again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ben asked, his voice softening. 
 
    “Bit banged up, bruised ribs, maybe,” Ramirez said, gingerly touching his chest. “Nothing to get worked up about.” 
 
    “DOC!” Ben yelled. 
 
    The woman they had passed earlier turned and trotted up to them. Ben gestured to Ramirez. “Would you check Ramirez out?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Fletcher replied, taking Ramirez by the arm. 
 
    As they walked away toward the forest where the Rangers had spent the last day, Ben called after them. “IF YOU CAN’T FIND HIS BRAIN, DON’T WORRY ABOUT IT! ARMY DIDN’T ISSUE HIM ONE!” 
 
    “I love you too, Sir!” came Ramirez’s voice in reply. 
 
    Ben growled. Alzoria followed his gaze, her tail twitching lazily. “Dooshbog,” she noted. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Ben replied. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that dinner was going to be a problem. The commandos had been critically low on food for weeks, and that problem didn’t go away just because they surrendered. Ben had sent a truck back to Pelle to bring back food, but it likely wouldn’t return until the morning. In the meantime, Bao Sen, Alzoria and the other two Huntresses had gone into the woods to bring back game. Until they returned, they made do with what they had on-hand. 
 
    Sitting beside a newly-built campfire, Patricia jumped as a plastic rectangular package arced through the air, just barely catching it. 
 
    “Bon appetit,” Ben said as he sat down across from her, tearing open an MRE of his own. “You want red wine or white?” 
 
    “Thank you!” the interpreter gushed. “I am starving!” 
 
    “What kind of soldier goes outside the wire without food?” Ben asked in mock disappointment. 
 
    “Hey, I thought we were just giving Alacea a lift!” she cried. “I didn’t think it’d be an all day thing.” 
 
    As if speaking her name was a magic spell, Alacea appeared near the fire, kneeling down to Ben’s right. Without being asked, Ben scooped half his tortellini into an empty MRE bag he had kept from earlier in the day and handed it to Alacea. 
 
    The priestess took the food gratefully and gestured to another Va’Shen nearby to join her. Hestean sat down next to her and looked at the Dark One food suspiciously. 
 
    Seeing another person at the dinner table, Patricia searched in her MRE and came back with a container of macaroni and cheese. She opened it and offered it to Hestean. 
 
    <Is it safe?> Hestean whispered to Alacea as she reached out hesitantly to take the brown package. 
 
    <I cannot guarantee its flavor,> Alacea told her. <But the ones I’ve had so far have been safe.> 
 
    Patricia caught Ben’s eye as Hestean took the MRE from her. “What about the others?” she asked. 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “The Va’Shen soldiers,” she elaborated. 
 
    “Hopefully, that field kitchen will be here by morning,” Ben said, scooping some cold tortellini into his mouth. 
 
    “What about tonight?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Well… they’re hungry,” she explained as if to a child. “Shouldn’t we…” 
 
    “Be hungry in solidarity?” Ben asked as he chewed. “No.” 
 
    Patricia thought on this cold answer for a moment. “It just seems mean,” she finally commented. 
 
    “Then next time don’t shoot at my people,” Ben said with finality. “We’re doing what we can for them. We don’t owe them more than that.” 
 
    The other officer sighed and looked at the other campfires spread throughout no-man’s land. “I guess it all worked out, then.” 
 
    Ben took a look over his shoulder, then another look to his left and right. Only after he was convinced there was no one nearby who spoke English did he turn back to Patricia and asked as casually as possible, “What did you doctor friend say?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    The Ranger commander gave her a frustrated look. “About…” He cocked his head toward Alacea, who was sampling Hestean’s macaroni while the Mikorin historian tentatively tried tortellini. 
 
    “Oh! That!” Patricia took a deep breath and gathered her thoughts. “Well, there’s a long version and a short version,” she began. “The Va’Shen culture when it comes to marriage is simplified in many ways, including its finality. Once a Va’Shen couple marries, they are considered married for the remainder of their lives and even past that, and if there is a way to annul a marriage, Dr. Sinclair hasn’t happened on it yet.” 
 
    Ben took a breath as he digested that. “Okay, what’s the long version?” Perhaps there was something they missed that he might catch. 
 
    “That was the long version,” Patricia told him. “The short version is: ‘You’re married forever.’” 
 
    “Well, that’s just great.” Ben threw his empty tortellini package into the campfire in frustration. “That’s it? That’s all we got to go on?” 
 
    Patricia lowered her head, ashamed that she hadn’t been able to find more. “I’m sorry, Sir,” she said. “There’s just so much about them that we don’t know. We don’t even know how many languages they have, forget customs.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s not your fault… well… it is a little.” Patricia winced. He wasn’t wrong. He looked over at Alacea and Hestean, chattering amongst themselves. “I guess I just need to come clean.” 
 
    Her earlier thoughts and the conversation she had with Alacea before flying to Kar’El came back to her. “Sir… I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “You think it would be better to make this girl think we’re married?” he asked bitterly. 
 
    “With all due respect, Sir, you don’t think you’re married. You are married,” she replied. “And after what I learned from Dr. Sinclair, even if you confess, you’ll still be married. The only thing it’ll change is that she goes from being helpful and saving lives to hating our guts and bringing the entire village along for the ride.” 
 
    “You’re telling me this is a force protection issue?” he asked, amazed. 
 
    “It kind of is,” she said. “Right now, her influence is contributing to the safety of our people. Take that away or push it in the other direction and it’s very possible someone could get hurt, maybe killed. I know it sucks, and I’m sorry. But if ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ doesn’t work in our culture, I can guarantee it’s not going to work here.” 
 
    “What about the Army?” he asked. 
 
    Patricia weighed the question for a moment. “Well… did the Army say you couldn’t marry her?” 
 
    He gave her another “are you kidding me?” look. “No, they didn’t, because no one in a million years would have considered it possible.” 
 
    “Well, that’s their fault,” she replied. “Under the law, they can’t prevent you from marrying whoever you want. It’s protected by the Seventy-Third Amendment.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to marry her,” he pointed out.  
 
    “Sir,” she went on, “I don’t think any of it matters. It’s done. If the Army finds out, the first thing they’re likely to do is pull you off-world and let everyone at the FOB deal with the aftermath. And that’s if they care at all.” 
 
    Ben listened as his intelligence officer continued. 
 
    “Hell, Sir, half the nations in the Coalition won’t even classify the Va’Shen as people,” she said. “Most of the people on Earth just see them as alien monsters who commit mass murder. They don’t care if you accidentally participated in some primitive ritual and now one of them thinks you’re married. It can’t be undone, so we need to decide how to move forward from here.” 
 
    Ben stroked the five o’clock shadow on his chin in thought. Patricia made a lot of sense. When the war began, there were demonstrations on Earth, people waving signs, decrying the U.S.’s “militant behavior” toward the only other intelligent life forms in the galaxy. So, of course, Congress got into it too, demanding investigations into every engagement the Department of Defense had with the Va’Shen.  
 
    Then they dropped an asteroid on Persephone. 
 
    Once people realized that the Va’Shen could destroy worlds and do it just as easily to their homes on Earth as they could to a distant space colony, the tone changed. Suddenly the war wasn’t a misguided military adventure set up by “the corporations.” It was a war for survival against a hostile race of inhuman monsters.  
 
    They were okay with wiping out inhuman monsters. Especially inhuman monsters who could harm them. In the space of a day, the Congressmen demanding the Army find peaceful solutions and non-violent ways to counter the Va’Shen were suddenly approving funding for planet-killing weapons research and the use of nuclear and chemical weapons, none of which the Defense Department had even asked for. 
 
    And Patricia was right. Even the U.S. was wavering on the personhood of the Va’Shen. Not specifically for racist reasons, but for a much more American one. If the Va’Shen were people, they had standing in an international court, which meant they could sue the U.S. for the six nukes dropped on their northern cities. Covering one’s ass was practically an American art form. 
 
    So, if Alacea wasn’t counted as a person, could they really be married? It wasn’t as if marriage was a big deal. It was harder to get a driver’s license. He’d probably get more heat from the IRS over it than he would the DoD. 
 
    If that was the case, who, aside from him and the Va’Shen, would even care? 
 
    He shook his head. It was unethical. He knew she wouldn’t have married him without the threat against her people hanging over her.  
 
    But now, according to Patricia, the tables were turned. “Marry me, or I’ll kill your people,” had become, “Divorce me, and I’ll kill yours.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben sighed. “What do I do?” 
 
    Patricia took a breath. “I guess… we… wait,” she said. “Wait until we know for sure how she would take it or how you can get out of it. Right now, without knowing more, there’s a threat there.” 
 
    “Ask her,” he said, pointing at Alacea. “Be cool about it but ask her.” 
 
    She sighed and turned to Alacea. <Inquiry,> she said. <Unified tod and vixen complete when how?> 
 
    Alacea shared a puzzled look with Hestean. <I don’t understand the question,> she replied. 
 
    Patricia tried to reword it. She pointed to herself. <Vixen…> she pointed to Ben and bit her own hand to demonstrate what Alacea had done to him. <No desire unified…um…to future. Action?> 
 
    Alacea thought she understood the question. Her eyes narrowed and her ears flattened against her scalp. 
 
    <No.> she said, staring right at Patricia. 
 
    Patricia blinked, startled by the sudden change. <No… do…> 
 
    <No!> Alacea spat. <Leave our presence!> 
 
    Ben looked from one to the other, noticing the sudden plunge in temperature among the group. 
 
    The interpreter looked stunned. <Alacea…> 
 
    Alacea hopped to her feet and pointed away from the fire. <Leave now! You will not endanger my marriage! Leave!> 
 
    Patricia swallowed and rose slowly to her feet. “Sir, the question really agitated her, and she wants me to leave. I think it might be better if I…” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” Ben told her. “Go on. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Patricia smiled Alacea, who continued to glare, and slowly walked away from the fire. 
 
    Once she was certain Patricia was gone, Alacea knelt next to Hestean again and picked up her food. 
 
    <Are you all right, Na’Sha?> Hestean asked. 
 
    <I am,> Alacea told her, her ears not quite digging into her head anymore. <The nerve of that Dark One,> she muttered. <Asking a tod’s myorin if she can join their marriage! Like she has no idea of my situation…> 
 
    <I thought you asserted your rights admirably,” Hestean commented. 
 
    Alacea wasn’t so certain. Her admittedly novice political side tried to interpret what had just happened. If she had been graceful and allowed the Dark One to simply do as she pleased, it could undermine her position as the Overlord’s Myorin. It was possible that the Overlord had even set it up to test her dedication to their arrangement. For the sake of her people, she had to make sure that her position and the power that came with it was not diluted. That meant she had to strenuously object to her Tesho having a concubine while concealing why. She wished Yasuren were there to advise her. 
 
    The drawback to her situation is that a concubine could perform the more… personal… activities she did not care to do. If she would not allow the Overlord a concubine, then she would have to make sure he did not want for those activities herself. 
 
    She looked at Ben, the hair on her ears rising. His appearance was not hideous, but also very much not “right.” With no ears or tail, it was nearly impossible for her to divine his thoughts or his emotional state. But if she pretended that he had lost his ears and tail in a farming accident, she could almost convince herself he was Va’Shen. 
 
    That would have to be sufficient, she thought. She doubted he would accept her placing a sack over his head. 
 
    The priestess found it odd she could think such things so calmly. Not long ago she lived in absolute terror at the thought of what the Dark One would do to her. After a few days spent in his presence, she found the fear ebbing. 
 
    Hestean looked over at her and saw her concerned eyes on Ben, who was drinking from his canteen. She leaned over and whispered. 
 
    <If you are concerned, Na’Sha,> she said quietly, <I can leave, and you can assert yourself with him to prevent his temptation.> 
 
    <Hestean!> she gasped. <What are you suggesting I do!?> 
 
    <I’m sorry, Na’Sha!> Hestean cried. <I just thought…if you were worried he may be tempted by another vixen… you would…> 
 
    <Why would such a thing even be considered acceptable for conversation?!> Alacea groaned, her tail whipping about in embarrassment.  
 
    <I apologize, Na’Sha,> Hestean said with a deep bow. <I… I am ignorant of such things…> 
 
    Alacea took a deep breath. It wasn’t Hestean’s fault. She was just trying to help, which, in itself, was a good sign. It wasn’t long ago that her skepticism over Alacea’s actions had led to friction between them. And, in total truth, Alacea was just as ignorant about such things. Perhaps her earlier idea for a special aderen of married vixens was a good one after all. 
 
    She looked up and found her Tesho looking at the two of them with one of his eyebrows raised. 
 
    <I think you scared him,> Alacea whispered to Hestean.  
 
    Thinking quickly, Hestean reached out and offered him what was left of her macaroni and cheese as a gesture of friendship. 
 
    Ben looked at the two of them, puzzled by their behavior, and shook his head. “Um… no thanks. I’m good.” He gestured for her to keep the macaroni. 
 
    The Ranger rubbed his forehead with his free hand. He was never going to understand this place. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, there, how you feeling?” Fletcher asked, kneeling next to the poncho on which Ramirez was lying. 
 
    Her examination of the Ranger following his release had left the corpsman suitably impressed. His abdomen was covered in bruises, he had a black eye, a broken rib and several bad scratches, and yet he was smiling and acting like he didn’t even hurt. Rangers, she surmised, weren’t much different from Marines. 
 
    “Hi, Doc,” he said. “Hey, is there a medical term for when you get hit a bunch but you don’t feel it until later when you’re trying to relax?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, placing a stethoscope to his chest. “It’s called ‘getting your ass kicked.’” 
 
    “So ‘GYAK’ for short,” he said, pronouncing the made-up acronym “gee-yack.” 
 
    “Stop talking and breathe, please,” she said, listening to his breathing. His breathing seemed okay, no signs of illness or punctured lung. He winced at every breath as the broken rib made its presence known. 
 
    “You want some pain killers?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t believe in ibuprofen,” he said. “It’s an affront against my religious beliefs to not dirty the temple that is my body with such things. I’ll take a beer, though.” 
 
    Fletcher smiled and shook her head.  
 
    “I’m just kidding,” he said. “I’ll take morphine.” 
 
    She handed him two white pills and a canteen.  
 
    “Thanks, Doc,” he said, knocking the pills back with a mouthful of water. 
 
    “What was it like in there?” she asked. “Anything you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Not really,” he said. “I get captured a lot. One more and I get a free crock pot.” 
 
    “I’m sure it was frightening,” she said. “Talking about it doesn’t make you weak.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her, and a moment later a wide grin broke out on his face. “Are you… Are you trying to psycho-analyze me?” he asked.  
 
    Fletcher nearly jumped. It was true that she wanted to check his mental state following such an ordeal. Most corpsmen and medics in the modern military had to be mental health qualified in case a person showed signs of PTSD following a traumatic event. 
 
    “I just want to make sure you’re okay,” she assured him. 
 
    “No, don’t apologize! Let’s do this!” Ramirez said. He adjusted himself and looked up at the sky. “It started when I was four…” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Fletcher mumbled. 
 
    “Rah-mee-raz,” a voice interrupted. 
 
    The two humans looked up and found two vixens dressed in Va’Shen camouflage standing there. Bao Sen stood in front while Alzoria stood just behind and to her left, her tail slowly moving from side to side nervously. 
 
    “Oh, hey guys!” Ramirez greeted them. He gestured to them and spoke to Fletcher. “Doc, this is Bao Sen and Alzoria. They’re Pelle Huntresses.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Fletcher said to them, fully aware they wouldn’t understand her. 
 
    Likewise, Bao Sen spoke driven more for honor’s sake than a real ability to communicate with the Ranger. She pulled a moist sack from the bag that hung over her shoulder. <Alzoria has told me of your actions during your captivity,> she said. <As leader of the Huntresses, I thank you.>  
 
    Alzoria looked away as if the conversation had nothing to do with her. When she and Bao Sen had a chance to talk privately, the chief Huntress had asked about what had occurred while they were prisoners, concerned that Ramirez might have acted inappropriately or abusively. The young vixen, upon reflection, recalled mostly the Ranger annoying her, but also acting to protect her from the commandos. Even his annoyances, she had to admit, had helped her keep her mind off their situation and brought her some measure of comfort. 
 
    She didn’t want to admit that to him herself, of course. But it did make her reassess her opinion of him from only two days ago when she thought he was little more than a filth-riddled alien monster. 
 
    Upon hearing Alzoria’s description of events, Bao Sen had been relieved. Rather than avenge her Huntress upon the Dark One, she was now placed in the awkward position of honoring him. 
 
    Ramirez climbed up to a sitting position as Bao Sen handed the sack toward him. A thick red fluid dripped from it onto his legs. 
 
    <It is meat,> Bao Sen told him. <The tender part of the Datsu.> 
 
    Ramirez opened the package and examined the meat inside. “This is beautiful,” he said, his voice devoid of any humor or sarcasm. He held it up to Bao Sen and bowed his head. “Thank you.” He then held it toward Alzoria and repeated his thanks. 
 
    The two Va’Shen bowed to him, and without another word, Bao Sen turned on her heel and walked away. Alzoria made to follow her but stopped after a few feet. She turned and bowed to Ramirez again before trotting after her superior. 
 
    Fletcher watched them go. “You made a buddy,” she noted. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Ramirez told her, putting the meat back into its sack and looking for something with which to wipe his hands. “People getting together, shooting tasty animals… It’s universal.” 
 
    “Worth the busted up ribs?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, no!” he said. “I could have seriously done without that.” 
 
      
 
    Ben watched the last commando walk by him, rifle shouldered and maintaining an impressive bearing. Turan’s troops still had pride, and that was important. The support crew was packing up the field kitchen nearby, and no-man’s land was empty again. The LTVs were waiting on the main road. Once he was sure everything was done here, he would meet up with them and escort the Windsabers to Kar’El while one LTV, carrying Ramirez, Alzoria and Fletcher would head back to Pelle. 
 
    He took a breath and let it out slowly. Mission accomplished, a few injuries and no fatalities. All in all, it wasn’t a bad few day’s work. Looking back up at the cliff fortress, he wondered if there were more positions like this, filled with commandos waiting futilely for orders that would never come. 
 
    As he pondered this question, he heard Specialist Shinzato call, “Frag out!” A loud, air-piercing “crack” followed by a larger “boom” tore through the area as the make-shift pit in which they had dumped the commandos’ glassers blew up, taking the weapons with them. 
 
    He hoped this would be the last one, the last battlefield his men and women would have to set foot on. Turan’s Va’Shen had fought hard and well, but they had fought honorably, and Ben knew the next fight wouldn’t be like that. If the rumors he heard were true, then the Coalition was facing a planet-wide but sporadic insurgency. And if insurgents wanted to win, they couldn’t play fair.  
 
    The next fight would be much harder. 
 
    <Tesho?> 
 
    He jumped in surprise and turned, finding Alacea standing just to his left. She had managed to cross through half of no-man’s land in plain daylight and still get the drop on the Ranger.  
 
    “Hey, Alacea,” he said in English. “Thought you were walking out with your friends.” 
 
    She ignored the question she could never hope to understand and simply replied with one of her own. <Are you ready to leave?> 
 
    She followed this up by pointing to him and her and then to the direction the others had gone. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah.” He turned and raised his voice, calling out to Shinzato. “We done here?” he asked. 
 
    “Good to go, Sir. Place is cleared out.” 
 
    “All right,” Ben said. “Let’s go. It’s a long walk if we get left behind.” 
 
    “HUA, Sir,” Shinzato replied and picked up his weapon, moving toward the path out. 
 
    Ben turned back and looked down at his “wife.” She waited patiently, serene. Her hanbok was dirty but had been dusted off in an attempt to continue looking respectable. Her delicate ears twitched every few moments, and her tail hung loosely down behind her. 
 
    As he looked at her, he took a breath. “We’re not married,” he told her. She looked up at him, having no idea what he was saying. “We’re not married, it was a misunderstanding,” he went on. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry it happened, and I’m sorry circumstances make it hard to just tell you and be done with it.” 
 
    Alacea cocked her head to one side, her ears twitching. <I’m sorry I don’t know your language, Tesho,> she said. She bowed to him in apology. <But… thank you,> she went on. <Thank you for letting them go home.> 
 
    He blew out a breath and hefted his rifle. Cocking his head toward the path, he said, “C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you, it was huge, and I had it.” 
 
    Burgers just shook his head as he walked the path toward the roadway where their vehicles waited for them. “I call bullshit,” he replied to the wounded man walking behind him. 
 
    Ramirez, his chest wrapped tight with bandages, followed the other staff sergeant. They had offered to carry him out on a litter, but he wouldn’t have it.  
 
    “No, I’m serious, this datsu thing was a frigg’n monster!” he said excitedly. “Easily as tall as I was!” 
 
    “That’s not as impressive as you seem to think it is,” Burgers retorted. 
 
    “Seriously!” Seeing his friend wasn’t convinced, he looked around and found his two targets walking nearby. “LT! Alzoria!” he called, waving them forward.  
 
    Patricia, walking further down the line, just ahead of the troop of commandos, turned to Alzoria, who was looking at Ramirez in confusion. The Va’Shen had a different hand expression for “come here,” so Ramirez’s gyrations didn’t make sense to her.  
 
    <Ramirez speak at us,> she said and started toward the Ranger. Alzoria, wary but curious, started forward as well. 
 
    When they both go there, Ramirez addressed them. “Ma’am, ask Alzoria how big the datsu was.” 
 
    “The datsu?” Patricia repeated. 
 
    “It’s a tasty animal,” he said. “Just ask her.” 
 
    Patricia sighed and turned to Alzoria, who was now walking in step with her on her left. <Ramirez wants you say bigness for datsu.> 
 
    Alzoria’s ears twitched. <Datsu? We didn’t see any datsu.> 
 
    The interpreter turned back to the Rangers. “She says you’re full of shit.” 
 
    Burgers laughed, and Ramirez’s eyes narrowed. “She did not say that. Ask again,” Ramirez said. “It was when we got captured. It was like an elephant.” 
 
    Patricia sighed again. “O-kay,” she said. <Ramirez say you time taken, big datsu. Big big datsu. You say datsu bigness.> 
 
    <I didn’t see any datsu,> Alzoria sniffed. <When I saw Rah-meer-ez, he was already captured.> 
 
    She turned back to the Rangers. “She said she didn’t see it. All she saw was you getting captured.” 
 
    “Oh, that is bullshit,” the Ranger complained.  
 
    “She says she didn’t see it!” Patricia defended.  
 
    “Give it up, man,” Burgers piped up. “I mean, the best part of your story is that you just saw it. You didn’t even get a shot off. You don’t get credit for seeing it.” 
 
    Ramirez sulked for a moment, then raised his head like a meerkat sensing danger. “The assholes!” he cried. 
 
    “Assu-horu?” Alzoria asked, recognizing the word. 
 
    “Yeah! The guys who captured us!” he replied. He turned and faced the line of Va’Shen soldiers following them. “Hey!” he called. “Which of you guys caught me?” He pointed to himself while the commandos looked perplexed. “Come on! Me! Who caught me?! Did you see a datsu!?” 
 
    The line continued marching while Burgers laughed and Ramirez stood on the side of the path, harassing the Va’Shen like panhandler on the side of a city street. 
 
    “Come on!” he continued. “One of you had to see it! Datsu! Big datsu!” 
 
    Walking by him, Sayuno turned his head to address the other commando lifting the front of Rozan’s stretcher. <Eruto, what is that Dark One screaming about?> 
 
    <I do not know,> the scout leader replied quietly, not eager to draw the crazy human’s attention. <He keeps saying ‘datsu.’ Maybe he’s hungry?> 
 
    Lying still in the stretcher, Rozan chose this moment to speak up. <Remember that datsu we saw when we snatched him and the vixen up?> 
 
    <That was a pretty huge datsu,> Sayuno agreed. <I had a perfect shot on it too if Eruto hadn’t stopped me. Perfect.> 
 
    Eruto’s ears folded down slightly in annoyance. <Will you stop complaining about that?> he asked irritably. <There’s no glory in just seeing a datsu.> 
 
    <I didn’t just see it, I had a perfect shot on it,> Sayuno retorted as the stretcher passed Ramirez by. 
 
    <I find your story doubtful,> Rozan offered. 
 
    The three continued arguing as they marched down the path. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The door to the LTV opened, and Burgers stood next to it expectantly. 
 
    Ramirez stood still, looking at the empty seat for a moment before turning to his friend. “What manner of bullshit is this, Burgers?!” he demanded.  
 
    “It’s your ride to the FOB,” Burgers replied dispassionately. “From there you’ll take a chopper to Jamieson.” 
 
    “The hell I will!” Ramirez retorted. “I’m going with you guys! I’m not going to frigg’n Jamieson!” 
 
    “Get in the damn LTV, Bro!” Burgers ordered. 
 
    Ramirez’s eyes caught Ben coming toward them and he offered a proposal. “Okay, let’s ask the captain. He’s pretty fair. If he says I go, I go. No arguing, I promise.” 
 
    Burgers rolled his eyes, and they both turned to Ben. 
 
    Ramirez stepped forward. “Sir, I’d like…” 
 
    “Get in the damn LTV, Ramirez,” Ben ordered.  
 
    “Come on, Sir!” Ramirez cried. “I don’t want to go to Jamieson! I wanna see how this turns out!” 
 
    “No! You’re injured. You’re going to Jamieson! The end!” 
 
    Ramirez turned to Burgers, who bowed and offered him the seat like the concierge at an expensive restaurant. “Okay, so I know I said no arguing… but…” 
 
    He turned back to Ben. “Come on, Sir! What if they don’t let me come back!? They’ll probably transfer me to some bullshit rear area where there’s nothing to do except play tabletop RPGs with the Air Force!” 
 
    Ben looked like he was about to pick Ramirez up and throw him into the LTV when the NCO received a sudden, unexpected ally. 
 
    “Sir, he might have a point.” 
 
    The captain looked at Patricia in surprise. “Come again.” 
 
    “Yeah, I haven’t had time to relay this to you yet, but… Burton’s not coming back to the unit,” she said.  
 
    “What the f…” Burgers began. 
 
    “You’re screwing with us!” Ramirez cried. “I thought he looked pretty okay when he left!” 
 
    “And he is!” Patricia replied quickly, afraid she had given the Rangers the idea that he was dead or that his wounds had gotten worse. “But they’re afraid that the wound might get weird because it came from a native creature, so they’re sending him to Arcturus for observation.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” Burgers cried. Burton was a big part of the unit, and everyone in the Ranger company liked him. He’d been their medic since they left Persephone three years ago and had saved all of their lives at least once since then. 
 
    Ramirez looked at Ben with a look of triumph. “See, Sir? They could send me away, and that would leave you with only one staff sergeant.” 
 
    Ben looked pissed at the box he suddenly found himself in. There were a lot of ‘ifs’ in the scenario, but if there was one thing Ben knew about the Army, it was that they would never fail to screw a situation up even more than it already was. If they took Ramirez, he’d probably never get a replacement. And he was already hurting since they took all his senior NCOs away. 
 
    “FLETCHER!” he called. 
 
    The Navy medic ran over to them. “Sir?” she asked, panting just a little. 
 
    “Is he in any danger?” Ben asked, pointing at Ramirez. “Does he need any additional treatment at Jamieson?” 
 
    Fletcher gave Ramirez a once over before answering. “Not really,” she admitted. “A couple of fractured ribs, but nothing is going to heal those except a month or so of light duty. The black eye will fix too. I mean, in all honesty, the Marines I used to work with would just call this a regular Tuesday.” 
 
    Ben took a breath as the others looked at him, waiting for an answer. “Fine,” he bit out between gritted teeth. “But you’re going back to the FOB while the rest of us march the Va’Shen home.” 
 
    “I’m good with that, Sir!” Ramirez answered quickly, seeming to completely forget his original request. He practically dived into the LTV seat and had his seatbelt on before anyone saw his hands move. 
 
    Burgers shook his head and slammed the door shut.  
 
    “Fletcher, ride back with him in case something we didn’t notice crops up with him,” Ben ordered. 
 
    “Aye aye, Sir,” she replied, heading for the other side of the LTV. 
 
    Ben turned back to Burgers and Patricia. “For shit’s sake!” he cried. “What is wrong with me?!” 
 
    Burgers shrugged his shoulders sympathetically. “Not your fault, Sir,” he said. “He’s got a superpower. Hell, he doesn’t even speak their language and the Huntresses are already starting him a fan club.” 
 
    The captain put it away for now. “Baird, put the wounded Va’Shen in the truck with the field kitchen,” he directed. “I want two LTVs up front, ahead of the Va’Shen. Don’t want Sector 14’s guys seeing the Va’Shen army walking up the road and get twitchy. Rest of the vehicles follow. Make sure the drivers know not to run away from us.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Burgers replied and started off to carry out his orders. 
 
    “What about me, Sir?” Patricia asked. “I was thinking I should probably head back with Alacea and Hestean…” 
 
    “What if I need a translator?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Oh, you seem to be doing pretty good, and Sector 14’s translator can help once you get there,” she said. 
 
    Something was off about the way Patricia was talking, the way she was trying to rush home. “What did you do?” Ben asked her with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I just think I could be better use back at the FOB,” she said. 
 
    He leaned toward her, his eyes narrowing even further. “What did you do, Patricia?” he asked again. 
 
    The interpreter cleared her throat nervously. “I… um… Well, when we went to Kar’El to get Denesta, some guys from Sector 14 came out because they thought we needed help.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben acknowledged. 
 
    “And then I told them we didn’t need help...” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “… And the sergeant in charge of their QRF told me I should talk to their lieutenant, but we didn’t have time for that.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “So,” she braced herself for the finish, “I kinda called his lieutenant out and said if he wants to talk he should come down and see me himself.” 
 
    Ben looked at her and tried to hold back a smile. “What did he say to that?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, we left after that,” she said meekly. 
 
    “And you don’t want to have to face him now, huh?” 
 
    “I was mad, and I thought I was doing the right thing!” she cried. 
 
    “Who said you didn’t?” he replied. “Not me. You saved our asses out there.” Patricia looked at him in quiet surprise. “Don’t worry about that guy. If he’s gotta problem with what you did, he can talk to me at my level. And at my level, I think you did fine.” 
 
    It was Patricia’s turn to hold back a smile. “Thank you, Sir,” she said. 
 
    “We’re alone out here,” he told her seriously. “I need you to take the initiative on things exactly like this. As long as you’re doing right, I’ll back you up. Now…” he said, hefting his rifle. “…Mount up unless you’re gonna march with us.” 
 
    Patricia saluted. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    “You two look like shit.” 
 
    Ben, carrying his assault pack in one hand and his weapon with the other, was too tired to agree with Warren’s appraisal. The senior chief was sitting on a government-issued office chair, leaning it against the wall of Sector 13’s administration shack, watching the trucks and LTVs dismount.  
 
    Patricia managed to give him a wave, feeling and looking every bit of exhausted. She had only been out with the Rangers for three days and it felt like she had been gone a month. No showers, the hard ground for a bed and a helmet for a pillow was not what she was used to. 
 
    “Wounded came back okay,” Warren continued as they passed. “Va’Shen get home all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re all good,” Ben told him. “Any problems here?” 
 
    The SeaBee shook his head. “Pretty quiet. Kasshas and a few other Va’Shen were hanging around outside the gate. I think they were worried we were going to do something if you didn’t come back.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Ben muttered. “If everything’s that great I’m taking a shower and hitting the sack.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Patricia agreed. 
 
    <Tesho?> 
 
    “Oh, for the…” Ben murmured before turning. Alacea and Hestean stood there behind them. The Huntresses had chosen to walk back to Pelle rather than ride to Kar’El with them or try to cram into the LTVs and trucks with the wounded. Alacea and Hestean felt it was necessary to see the commandos and Denesta home safely and had chosen to come with them. “Alacea,” he said. 
 
    Alacea’s eyes darted to Patricia for a moment before finding him again. <’Myorin,’> she corrected him. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Alacea?” he asked, ignoring her comment. 
 
    <I must return to the temple and tell the Chieftain of what has happened,> she said. <But I will return with your dinner.> 
 
    Patricia gave him a rough translation. It was already creeping into late afternoon, but Ben wasn’t going to wait for nightfall. “Tell her not to worry about it. I’m taking a shower and going to sleep.” 
 
    The terp addressed the Va’Shen priestess. <No night meal,> she said. <Leader of fighters wash. Leader of fighters sleep.> 
 
    <Wash?> Alacea asked. <Clothing?> 
 
    <No,> Patricia said. <Wash.> She mimed scrubbing under her armpit. Patricia then sniffed herself and held her nose, trying to get the message across. 
 
    Alacea’s tail twitched. She looked down at herself and realized that she, too, had not bathed in almost a week. The fur on her ears stood up in embarrassment. <Yes, that would be good for all of us.> She bowed to Ben. <In that case I shall see you tomorrow, Tesho.> 
 
    He gave her a little bow back and started for the armory to return his rifle. Patricia followed after him. 
 
    The vixens turned and started for the front gate. <A bath would be good,> Hestean commented. <I feel impure.> The hair on her ears and tail seemed to shake as she said this. 
 
    Alacea remained silent. 
 
    <Something vexes you?> Hestean asked. 
 
    She looked to her friend before replying. <I have no comprehension as to what I am doing,> she admitted. <I had never considered marriage before, and it seemed only more impossible when I became Na’Sha,> she said. <When I threw myself at the Overlord, it was with the understanding that he would cut my throat and absolve our community of the guilt in his eyes. When he took me… I was prepared for a much different fate, a death within life.> 
 
    <And now?> Hestean pressed. 
 
    <And now I do not know what to think,> she said. <My identity was Mikorin, then Na’Sha; a proper destined path walked by almost every Na’Sha since time immemorial. Now my path has turned and I don’t know yet which it is I’m actually walking. Am I Na’Sha or myorin? Do I serve my community or my Tesho? I do not believe I can be either completely.> She paused for a minute and looked at the sky. <And worse, so much depends on being one of them completely. Being a proper myorin protects the community but turns them away from me. Being a Na’Sha will reflect their frustration and anger as is appropriate but provoke the Dark Ones. I am trapped.> 
 
    Hestean let out a breath and reached out, taking Alacea’s hand in her own. <You walk a thin branch over a fast current,> she said. <What do you think Jemenista Na’Sha would have done in your place?> 
 
    Alacea considered the question. Pelle’s previous Na’Sha had been an incredibly strong vixen who seemed to float above pettiness and indecision.  
 
    <If I am wrong, the Gods will tell me so when I meet them,> she was fond of saying. <And you who lecture me now are not Gods.> 
 
    <I think she would decide what is right and then cling to her path,> Alacea said. <And if others disagreed, then they disagreed. But it did not mean she would change her path.> 
 
    Hestean’s ears flapped approvingly. <I think you are right! So, I think you must do the same. What do you feel you need to do for the goal you need to accomplish, and then do that.> 
 
    Alacea considered these words in silence as they stepped out of the FOB’s gate and started toward the familiar houses of their village.  
 
    <Na’Sha?> 
 
    Something about Hestean’s tone told Alacea that she wanted to ask something sensitive. She turned and gave the historian her attention.  
 
    <What is it?> she asked Hestean gently. 
 
    Hestean paused a moment and then decided to simply bull through her question. <Do you think they are still out there?> she asked. <Perhaps… waiting like Kar’El’s tods were?> 
 
    Alacea let out a breath as she gathered her thoughts. She knew who Hestean really meant when she said “they,” though she could never say so out loud.  
 
    <I hope they are,> she finally answered. <And a part of me hopes they remain out there.> 
 
    Hestean looked at her, her ears pointed at the sky in surprise. 
 
    Alacea took note of the shocked ears and continued. <If they are out there, hiding, waiting, then they live in a world that is no longer ours,> she explained. She turned to face the other Mikorin. <They live in a world where Va’Sh remains unconquered and where their efforts may yet turn the tide against the Dark Ones. If we are to never see them again, I would rather they live out their lives and die peacefully in that world.> 
 
     Hestean quietly digested this, her ears and tail twitching every moment or so. <An astute point, Na’Sha,> she relented. <But in spite of that, I hope they someday come home.> 
 
    The other priestess lowered her head. <Me too.> 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were going to get a shower and go to bed?” Patricia asked as she automatically took a seat at the table opposite her commander. The junior officer had swapped out her camouflage uniform for black sweatpants and a pink T-shirt with the emblem for New Plymouth University stenciled on the front. She had let her hair hang down in a pony-tail, still wet from her shower. 
 
    Though the lights were still on and the coffee still hot, the soldiers who ran the mess hall were obviously closing up shop for the night, putting up a rack of MREs on the counter while emptying the hot food trays. 
 
    Ben growled and let a breath out as he lifted another manila folder and opened it. Though he hadn’t looked at her, he did answer, simultaneously reading the memos the folder secured. “You go out to play for a few days and when you come back, it’s like the whole damn Army fell apart.” 
 
    Patricia smiled at the description. “Paperwork back-up, huh?” 
 
    He looked at her and shook his head in disbelief at the task that had met him when he “popped into the office for a quick check,” immediately regretting the side trip.  
 
    “Good news,” he remarked, holding up a memo. “Our operation has been approved, and we can move out when ready.” 
 
    The interpreter blinked at that. “But they already approved it,” she said. “They gave us the helicopter.” 
 
    “No, I mean the operation to go into the hills and find the Va’Shen,” he said, passing the memo across the table to her.  
 
    Patricia made a disgusted face. “Moving at the speed of bureaucracy,” she commented. 
 
    He hmm’d and nodded, his eyes already on the next memo. “Can’t wait to see what they say about going after Ramirez.” 
 
    “I think it all turned out pretty well,” she said. “It could have been so much worse.” 
 
    “Give it time,” he replied. “We did just get here.” 
 
    “We made a lot of progress, though,” she said, uncertain of how to take her commander’s cynicism. “We’ve established a rapport with the populace…” 
 
    “I accidentally married a confessed intergalactic war criminal,” he pointed out. “Some rapport…” 
 
    Patricia cocked her head and couldn’t help a quip coming out. “You could do worse,” she reassured him. 
 
    He went back to the memo he was reading, something about food stores and grain for humanitarian purposes … 
 
    “I like them,” Patricia admitted quietly. “They seem like nice people.” 
 
    “We’re nice people too,” he reminded her. Breaking his gaze from the memo, he locked eyes with her. “But when push came to shove, we still had no problem killing a million of them. Just remember that that works both ways. Be nice, be courteous,” he said, looking down again. “And be ready to kill any one of them that come near you.” 
 
    “That turned dark,” she murmured. 
 
    “It doesn’t take long to darken your perspective,” he reminded her. “Usually, it’s about five seconds after you’re told your planet’s been glassed.” He paused and put the memo down. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I shouldn’t say shit like that.” 
 
    “You’re entitled to feel that way,” she said. “I’m sure a lot of them feel the same. But these Va’Shen, the ones here in Pelle, they seem like good people.”  
 
    “Maybe,” he allowed. “Bao Sen and her Huntresses definitely pulled their weight this week. I guess it’s better than nothing.” He picked up the next memo. “But that doesn’t mean you drop your guard,” he cautioned her. 
 
    “Message received, Sir,” she relented. Standing up, she took a breath and smiled. “Well, I’m leaving my paperwork for tomorrow,” she said. “Good night, Sir.” 
 
    “Good night, Patricia,” Ben said.  
 
    He didn’t watch her leave the mess hall, though the two soldiers who worked there made a point to. He was too focused on the operations summary the headquarters had sent him. The northern provinces were apparently becoming so hostile and so environmentally degraded that the CJTF was going to evacuate civilians and noncombatants to the south. Once they were out of the way, the Army was going to move in, find the hostile insurgents and wipe them out without having to worry about collateral damage to civilians. 
 
    Another report talked about a Pawnee shoot-down during a med-evac operation west of Sector 13’s location. The insurgents had apparently shot a couple of Marines in the legs then hid until the chopper came to get them. When it did, they opened up on it and brought the whole bird down. It turned into a three-day operation to get the survivors out. The Va’Shen government had trotted out the “Keeper of the Privy Seal” to condemn the attacks on the Emperor’s behalf. So far, though, the insurgents didn’t seem to care. 
 
    The Chinese held a large landmass on the planet’s only other continent. They didn’t like to disclose much, but the report talked about a request from the Chinese Aerospace Force for assistance in aerovac-ing a large number of troops to Jamieson for medical treatment. It looked like things weren’t going very well for them either. 
 
    He put the report down and looked up at the ceiling. For a victory, there sure was a lot of fighting, he thought. Ben wondered if it was ever going to stop or if it would simply follow the pattern that had held in every U.S. war for the last few hundred years: A short war, a long, bloody insurgency, a “peace-with-honor” withdrawal, and then repeat every decade forever. 
 
    What the hell am I even doing here? he asked himself.  
 
    What else could he do? Go back to Indiana, live with his dad? Get a job in an auto-parts store? Earth didn’t have a whole lot going for it. It was one of the reasons he left in the first place. 
 
    He could go to another colony, but he’d be starting over with nothing. 
 
    Or he could stay here, get paid and see what happened. 
 
    The exhausted Ranger looked at the analog clock on the wall and decided it was time to give up. Gathering his papers, he put his hat on and started for the door. 
 
    “You guys have a good night,” he called to the cooks working in the back. 
 
    “You too, Sir!” they called back. 
 
    He looked up at the night sky as the door to the mess hall slammed shut behind him. Pelle’s ever-present aurora waved back at him. 
 
    They really did seem to be just regular people. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he had expected. Sneaky, shifty, vermin that crawled out of holes at night to try to kill them, maybe? Instead, he had found a devout, hard-working people just trying to get by like anyone else. 
 
    Ben sighed. 
 
    He wondered if they were really doing any good here. 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Reggie Spring rubbed his temples as his eyes began to lose focus. He had been up doing paperwork since four a.m., and his eyes and sore hand were beginning to rebel. There were even more today than usual, some of them complaints about the conduct of Sector 13’s personnel in his area of operations. 
 
    He leaned back in his metal chair and shook the cramping out of his writing hand. Outside his office window, the sun was coming up over the mountains. Pausing to admire it, he almost didn’t notice when one of his NCOs, decked out in body armor and helmet, came breathless into the office. 
 
    “Sir!” the sergeant gasped, his breath ragged after having run from somewhere in the heavy armor. “We need you out here! We got something!” 
 
    Spring didn’t bother to ask what. He popped out of his chair and grabbed his hat, following the NCO out of the office. 
 
    “They showed up a few minutes ago,” NCO explained. “Va’Shen. A lot of them.” 
 
    “Damn! I knew it!” Spring swore. “Where’s Lieutenant Devers?” 
 
    “Terp’s already there,” the sergeant informed him. 
 
    They were at the main gate in no time, and Spring climbed the wooden ladder up into the main guard tower. When he reached the top, he found several soldiers already there, aiming weapons at something below them and outside the gate. Lieutenant Devers saw him and stepped up to him. 
 
    “They’re asking for you,” Devers told him. 
 
    “Are we under attack?” Spring demanded. 
 
    “It’s… different,” Devers said and then gestured for him to step to the other side of the tower for a look. 
 
    The new outpost commander walked forward and stood next to a rather nervous machine gunner. Looking down, he saw a crowd of Va’Shen looking up at him, a mixture of tods and vixens, but no weapons in sight. 
 
    One of the tods stepped forward, an elderly vixen standing just to the side.  
 
    Spring swallowed nervously. Was this a protest? A warning or prelude to an attack? He didn’t see any weapons, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other Va’Shen aiming at him from the hills. 
 
    What do these damn furries want? 
 
    “Stay back,” Spring warned them. 
 
    <You… remain arears,> Devers translated. 
 
    The two Va’Shen stopped and looked up at them. 
 
    “Ask them what they want,” Spring told his interpreter. 
 
    <You arrive to here be why?>  
 
    Below them, Turan looked to his right and met Denesta’s eyes as if asking one last time if she really wanted to do this. The Kar’El Na’Sha met his gaze and bowed her head to him in respect of his position. The commando leader cleared his throat and looked behind him at the group of Va’Shen who had accompanied him.  
 
    Turan turned and looked up at Spring and hoped he was right, that this Dark One would be as reasonable as the other had been. 
 
    <I am Turan,> he called up to Spring. His tail whipped back and forth nervously, but he knew this had to be done. For his commandos, for his Emperor, for his people and for their future. The status quo could not be allowed to stand. 
 
    <You arrive to here be why?> he heard the atrociously spoken Va’Shen called back to him. 
 
    Turan squared his shoulders and replied. 
 
    <We come to bring you greetings to our community.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello and thank you for reading “Holdouts” and, presumably, “The Vixen War Bride.” I figure I’ll thank you now for both since I didn’t do an afterword for the first book. I was so focused on getting my first book published, I couldn’t think of anything to say at the time. 
 
    Ten years ago while waiting for my wife in an Air Force hospital parking lot, I read an account from the post-war occupation of Japan of a young Army officer who had been faced with an odd problem. The area he was assigned to had been home to a Japanese air base that trained and launched tokkotai, better known in the U.S. as kamikaze. This officer was minding his own business, doing paperwork in his office, when a Japanese woman stormed in, the town mayor right on her heels, and “surrendered,” the mayor begging her to stop talking and turn around. After some conversation, the officer found that the woman owned an inn in town that catered to tokko pilots, offering food, drink and entertainment for suicide pilots on their last nights before their missions. As she had been supporting these pilots, she assumed that she owned a piece of the responsibility for anything they had done as part of their duties and had come to account for them. 
 
    The officer and the mayor attempted to explain that she wasn’t in any trouble, but she refused to believe and, if anything, seemed even more insulted by the idea. The woman was an important and popular figure in the local community, so the officer had to proceed cautiously. In the end, he “arrested” the woman and put her in their make-shift jail for a few days and then released her. 
 
    The story is anecdotal, but it made me think about the little differences between cultures that can have large impacts. This one was between two humans, imagine what it might be like for two different species. And so I was inspired to write “The Vixen War Bride” with that anecdote in mind. 
 
    History has all the best stories, and some of them weirder than any fiction you could ever cite.  
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