
        
            
                
            
        

    
    

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Vixen War Bride 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas J. Doscher 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Copyright © 2021 Thomas J. Doscher 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dedicated to Cam, Ryan and Vanessa. 
 
    You know why. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Common Acronyms 
 
      
 
    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. Hetergraph of “CB,” for “Construction Battalion.”
SNCO – Senior Noncommissioned Officer 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Anyone remember what day it is?” 
 
    Captain Ben Gibson didn’t look up from the Light Tactical Vehicle’s onboard computer as the question came over the rumble of the Army vehicle from the driver’s seat. It didn’t matter what day it was on Gamma Hydra as the Army routine on this world had been the same since their unit arrived. Get up, brief, patrol for six days, come back, sleep, repeat. He was more concerned with trying to determine the position of his other Rangers on the holographic display in front of him. 
 
    “Monday?” someone spoke up from the backseat. “No, Tuesday.” 
 
    “Coming home on a Taco Tuesday,” the driver commented. “Life doesn’t get much better than that.” 
 
    “No, it can definitely be lots better,” another voice in the back piped in. “Those chow hall tacos suck.” 
 
    “I think it’s the meat,” the other backseater commented. “I mean they say it’s cow, but a lot of those food containers have an Australian return address. Now, I’m not saying I know what kangaroo tastes like, but I know the shit in those tacos ain’t beef. Just say’n.” 
 
    “You gotta broaden your horizons, bro,” the driver replied. “I bet kangaroo is chock-full of vitamins and minerals ‘n shit. What do you think, Sir?” 
 
    Gibson still didn’t look up from the screen. “I think we’d be lucky if it’s kangaroo,” he said.  
 
    “He’s not wrong,” a backseater commented. “What’s that giant South American rat? Cappuccino-something? It could be that.” 
 
    “You guys are too picky,” the driver said, turning the LTV into Forward Operating Base Ingram’s sally port for inspection. Putting the vehicle into park, they waited as the security guards scanned the vehicle for hidden explosives, chemical weapons traces, unknown biological signatures, contraband, or anything else the Defense Department could build a scanner for. 
 
    “You’re not picky enough, Ramirez,” one of the Rangers in the backseat threw in as he tried to adjust himself in his seat to get more comfortable. “Shit was probably grown in a vat.” 
 
    “And chock-full of vitamins and minerals!” the driver, Ramirez, threw back as if the other Ranger’s comment had proven his point for him. 
 
    Ben shut down the computer and sighed. The computer had to be broken. It was telling him that all the Rangers on-planet belonging to the 5th Ranger Regiment were on the Forward Operating Base, and he knew that wasn’t supposed to be the case. 
 
    “Piece of shit,” he breathed in frustration. Army equipment being broken wasn’t new. Shoot, if something worked properly, that was suspicious. This time, however, something tickled the back of his mind. Their patrol was supposed to last two more days, but they had suddenly been called back to the FOB. That, in itself, wasn’t so weird. Sometimes they just needed you for another mission or to fill a hole somewhere else. But the order, given without a reason, combined with all the Rangers being on the FOB at once. Now, that was a bit weird. 
 
    The inspections ended and the red, steel gate to the base opened. One of the sentries waved them to move out. Ramirez gave him a wave and eased the patrol vehicle through. 
 
    “You guys need to look at the bright side,” Ramirez said. “We could be up on that mountain for another two days, in the rain, looking for Furries that probably aren’t even there. Instead, we get hot showers, a warm cot and it’s Taco Tuesday.” He pulled the LTV into the roundabout in front of Bravo Company’s hardened shelter headquarters. “That taco could bark, and I’d still be happy!” 
 
    Gibson barely waited until the Light Tactical Vehicle had come to a stop before hopping out of the passenger seat, being careful to ensure his weapon or equipment didn’t catch on anything on the way out. Many a soldier had tried to make a cool-looking dismount only to get caught on a sharp corner and find themselves face-first in the dirt in front of the entire rifle company, and no company commander, particularly a Ranger, could afford that. 
 
    Four days in the wilderness rooting out enemy positions had given the twenty-six-year-old the beginning of a dark beard to match the short, dark brown hair up top under his helmet. Dirty, grimy, tired and  hungry, he knew they’d have, at best, a day to rest, clean weapons and re-equip before they’d be sent out again and back to looking for their painfully elusive enemy. Before that, Ben had a to-do list, in no particular order: shower, hot food, check messages, and sleep for more than twenty minutes. 
 
    He walked through the door and into the temporary shelter that housed his “office,” a small desk where he performed the administrative part of his job and where he kept his tablet and computer, so messages, he decided, could be first. 
 
    Other soldiers scurried around the room, some rather hectically, and Ben figured another operation was either starting up or reaching a climax. He decided to grab his tablet and get to the chow hall before he got dragged into it. He placed his M-31 carbine in the wood rack next to his desk and took off his helmet, placing it next to his government-issued laptop and running his hands through his sweat-slicked hair. He removed the harness that held what was left of his ammunition and grenades and locked it in the security cabinet before snatching up his personal tablet. Booting it up, he read as he walked toward the exit, a definite no-no at home station. You didn’t read and walk in uniform. But this was the front, and things worked different here. Any officer giving you crap for stuff like that here marked themselves as brand new and received a quick lesson on how to keep their mouth shut. 
 
    Ben paused near the door as messages started to populate his screen, each one only a subject and an author. 
 
    ARE YOU OKAY?! 
 
    Are you there? Please respond ASAP! 
 
    Have you heard from Jessie? 
 
    Where are you?! 
 
    Before he could open the first one, Ramirez, still in helmet and battle-rattle, opened the door in front of him and came up short. “There you are, Sir,” he said. “The colonel needs all of us at Gateway.” 
 
    Ben arched an eyebrow. “’All of us?’” he repeated. “For a debrief?” 
 
    The noncommissioned officer shrugged. “Him and a bunch of senior NCOs ran up to us just after you went inside and started rounding all of us up. Didn’t tell us anything.” 
 
    It looked like Taco Tuesday was cancelled. “Damn,” Ben sighed, putting his tablet in his pocket. “We must have lost someone.” He started past the staff sergeant out into the sunlight, putting his patrol cap on instead of his grimy helmet. “Come on, let’s not keep them waiting.” 
 
    “No reports of contact on the comms,” Ramirez commented as he fell into step with his captain. “Accident, maybe?” 
 
    Deaths in combat were a part of war, but usually they didn’t make a big announcement like this unless the death was unexpected, an accident or a suicide. Ben wondered who it was. Bravo Company of the 1st Battalion, 5th Ranger Regiment was a small community, and everyone knew everyone else.  
 
    Gateway was the part of the base where people arrived from orbit and received their inprocessing briefings, and so it was the only place on the base that could comfortably seat fifty people. By the time Ben arrived, the rest of the convoy was already there, sitting in uncomfortable metal chairs and wondering what was going on. Their weapons had been locked in metal racks along the wall, and now it was time to hurry up and wait. Ben noted with interest that a group of NCOs who had not been part of the convoy were going from weapon to weapon, removing magazines. It made him wonder if they thought someone in the unit was suspected of something illegal… illegal enough to risk making a last stand. 
 
    Being the company commander, Ben didn’t necessarily have to wait as long as the others to find out what was going on. He spotted the brigade executive officer near the front, standing next to the commander and made for him. He knew Major Donnelly pretty well and could count on him to get a run-down of what was happening. 
 
    Donnelly saw him approach and stepped forward to meet him. Not even offering him a greeting, the field grade officer took Ben by the elbow and directed him around the corner. Ben gave him a questioning look but waited until Donnelly stopped before speaking up. 
 
    “What is it?” Ben asked, already knowing that whatever it was, it must be really bad. 
 
    “Ben,” Donnelly began quietly, sounding as if he, himself, were about to fall apart, “There’s no easy way to do this, that’s why they’re telling all our guys at the same time like this.” 
 
    Ben noticed that Donnelly was pale, white as a sheet. Something had shaken the veteran officer to his very core. Suddenly Ben didn’t want to know. 
 
    “Tell us what?” Ben pushed. “We get hit?” 
 
    The exec opened and closed his mouth for a moment, as if the words themselves were refusing to come out. Finally, he just came out with it. “Persephone’s gone, Ben,” he said quietly. 
 
    He stared at the other officer, not able to link the words he was saying together. “What do you mean, ‘gone?’” he asked.  
 
    Donnelly swallowed. “It happened while you were out,” he said. “Tod used a few ships to shift an asteroid out of orbit and dropped it right on top of the settlement. Hit with the force of a hundred megatons, they’re saying. Fort Accetta, the city, it’s all gone, Ben.” 
 
    Ben stopped listening as Donnelly kept talking. His hand had dropped to his pocket and pulled out his tablet, the messages still on the screen from friends and family on Earth, on Vega, but nothing from Persephone, nothing from home. 
 
    Have you heard from Jessie? 
 
    He swallowed as his blood ran cold. “Survivors?” he breathed. “Is there a survivor list yet? You better not be telling these people about this without being able to tell them who’s alive and who’s not.” 
 
    Donnelly took a breath, and Ben immediately regretted asking the question of him. Donnelly, he knew, had a steady girlfriend and two kids on Persephone. The pain was front and center in his face as he shook his head, not sure how to translate grief into words.  
 
    “Ben, they’re gone,” he whispered. “All gone. All of it. Gone.” 
 
    Gone. They’re gone, his mind tried valiantly to process that information. The fort was gone. His friends were gone. The little blonde woman who worked the counter at the mess hall was gone. 
 
    He heard the whine of microphone feedback and the voice of the brigade commander booming through the clamshell, but he couldn’t make out the words through the black curtain that fell over him. How could it be all gone?  
 
    And Jessie… 
 
    Jessie was gone. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Six months later… 
 
    Coffee made the Army run.  
 
    Amateurs debated tactics, professionals discussed logistics, grunts left all that stuff to them, stood in the back of the room while they talked and drank coffee.  
 
    Ben grunted as the three sugar packs he was tearing open burst between his fingers and dropped half the sugar onto the cheap table on which sat the coffee machine, sugar and powdered creamer. Without missing a beat, he grabbed another sugar packet to compensate and ripped it open before moving onto the creamer. 
 
    “Gibson!” 
 
    He turned and found another captain had come up next to him, shaking his hand before reaching for his own paper cup. “How’ve you been?” 
 
    “Living the dream,” Ben told him. “Finally made it to Va’Sh.” 
 
    “Better late than never,” the other captain said with a grin, taking a sip of the scalding hot coffee without batting an eye.  
 
    “Awww,” Ben cooed in mock sympathy. “If we had known you 40th ID guys needed help here, we would have hurried.” He smiled. “How’s things, John?” 
 
    “Touch and go for a bit, but it all turned out all right,” his friend told him. His expression turned serious a moment later. “Sorry about…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben cut him off. “Thanks.”  
 
    “How are your guys taking it?” 
 
    Ben shrugged as the two moved toward their seats, remains of their coffees in-hand. “Best they can,” he finally said. “Most of the unit stayed on for this. Nowhere else to go, you know? We were hoping to all stay together, but they broke us up, sent us all to Hell and gone.” 
 
    John nodded, then, as if eager to change the subject, he nudged the other officer with an elbow. “Where do they got you?” 
 
    “Sector 13,” Ben said proudly. “Lucky, lucky, lucky.” 
 
    “That’s south, right?” John asked. “Real lucky. None of the rads from up north.” 
 
    “You in the single digits, then?” Ben asked seriously. 
 
    “Sector Two,” John told him. Ben winced in real sympathy this time. “I’m already swapping my plates out with lead.” 
 
    “You should at least get the good VA percentage,” Ben told him, only half-joking. The cash-strapped Veterans Administration didn’t give anyone a good percentage of medical retirement pay anymore. 
 
    His friend shrugged and smiled good-naturedly. “Hey, who wants kids anyway, right?” 
 
    “Room, stand-by!” the call from the back came, and the two quickly found their seats, not bothering to sit as soon the rest of the room would be standing with them. 
 
    “Room, tench-hut!” 
 
    The other assembled military officers sitting in the rows of cheap metal chairs inside the tent rose to their feet as a gray-haired man wearing eagles on his collar strode past him to take his position at the front of the room. The twenty or so officers and senior noncommissioned officers wore a smattering of slightly different camouflage patterns, some of them coming from different U.S. military services and a few from allied countries, all members of “the Coalition,” but not a one of them higher in rank than a major, and even that guy was an anomaly. 
 
    The colonel turned to them and leaned casually against the podium he was supposed to be standing behind, giving an impression that this meeting was going to be far less formal than was probably envisioned by the people who set up for it. Despite the casual manner, his hair and mustache were short and neatly trimmed, and Ben wondered if that meant there was a barber on base. The colonel waved them to sit down. Ben found his seat, resting the thick, white three-ring binder he had brought all the way with him from the ship in his lap and his coffee on top of that.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” the colonel began. “Welcome to Jamieson Airfield, Va’Sh. I’m Colonel T. C. McDowell, the deputy chief of operations. On behalf of Major General Stevenson, who couldn’t be here today, thank you for coming.”  
 
    This last part was said in an almost exasperated tone. Ben had heard the Army was having a hard time finding people to fill these posts, but for the first time he wondered just how hard. He supposed that was just an inevitable difficulty that came with the end of every war. Once you did your duty, you went home. That was the deal. Staying behind wasn’t something most people thought of when they did their part.  
 
    Without thinking, Ben’s fingers found a folded piece of paper in his pocket. Most people had that option. He absent-mindedly rubbed the paper for a moment as the colonel went on. 
 
    “Most important thing out of the way first,” McDowell said. “As you have been briefed and are already aware, the electromagnetic interference here our comm folks affectionately refer to as ‘the Fuzz,’ severely impacts wireless communications, even with our ships in orbit, so for those who have not heard, the Browns did beat the Vega Vacuum ten to seven in overtime.” 
 
    One guy in the back cheered, and the rest of them smiled. Landing at Jamieson and finding no web connections three days before the Star Bowl may have been the biggest source of stress for a lot of the new officers. 
 
    McDowell smiled tiredly. “And that is likely to be the last bit of fresh news from home you get for a long time. Jamieson is the primary spaceport and airfield for Operation Unified Resolve, and even what we get is usually weeks old. Most of you going to the hinterlands probably won’t know who the new commander-in-chief is until a month after the election. The Fuzz makes most computers and complex electronics unworkable. Aircraft and dropships function well enough because they’ve been hardened against electromagnetic interference, but even their functions are degraded. For those of us on the ground… well, I could put you all in old World War Two uniforms, and it would probably be almost indistinguishable from working in 1944.” 
 
    He straightened and took a breath. “The end result is that most of you are going to have to function without regular command guidance. And that’s just the start of your problems.” 
 
    Ben bit his lip as McDowell went on. After three years of war, this was supposed to be the easy part, the kick back and relax while no one shot at you part. He’d had his ass in the grass, and this was supposed to be where things got better, but McDowell’s tone was every bit as grim as a commander about to tell his men they were outnumbered. At least Ben was used to hearing that.  
 
    “There are no detailed maps of the areas you’re going to occupy,” McDowell went on. “In some areas Va’Shen resistance crumbled so fast we were taking territory before we even knew what it looked like. Each of you will have an intel troop who will double as an interpreter, and for those who did not hear the air quotes around that word, they are firmly in place. Our understanding of the Va’Shen language is rudimentary at best, based solely on what we could learn from signals intelligence and some from Va’Shen prisoners, but that has been very, very little. Just to illustrate, our biggest interrogation success during the fighting was when we got a tod to tell us his name.” 
 
    McDowell paused and looked around the room before finishing this thought.  
 
    “That took three months.”  
 
    “Holy crap,” someone muttered from behind Ben. 
 
    “The Va’Shen government has surrendered and pledged its cooperation, but there has been some sporadic insurgent activity. The Koreans in the northwest sector got hit three days ago. The Slovenians in Sector Four just yesterday, so you do need to be on your guard, but I will stress that this is not a combat mission. Your job is to get these communities back on their feet, back to producing whatever it is they produce and participating in a world-wide government that doesn’t come looking for revenge in twenty years.” 
 
    The assembled captains and lieutenants were silent, but some were nodding. 
 
    “Because I don’t know about you,” McDowell said, “but fighting these people once was enough for me.” He paused again to let that sink in. “You won the war. Now we need you to win the peace. Questions so far?” 
 
    An officer on the other side of the room raised his hand, and at McDowell’s invitation, stood up. 
 
    “Sir, Captain Mahoney, 4th ID, Sector Twelve,” the man began. “So, what I’m hearing is that we have no comms, no higher headquarters direction, no significant intelligence support, and no maps. Exactly what advantages do we have here?” 
 
    McDowell regarded the question carefully. “When you find that out,” he finally said, “Let us know what they are.” 
 
      
 
    Second Lieutenant Patricia Kim almost yelped as the armored personnel carrier she was riding in hit another bump and bounced her against the restraint harness holding her to her seat. The 22-year-old Korean-American quickly adjusted her ill-fitting helmet for what must have been the thirtieth time in the three hours they had been on the bumpy dirt road leading south to what was to be their new home. She looked at the officer sitting across from her to surreptitiously check to see if he noticed and cursed herself again for not taking the time to adjust the straps on her helmet before setting off. Her new commander, as well as the men and women she was going to be living and working with, were Army Rangers, and the last thing she wanted was to give them the impression that their new intelligence officer couldn’t keep up with them or didn’t take the job seriously. 
 
    Bravo Company of the 1st Battalion, 5th Ranger Regiment had seen fighting on three different planets during the war. Like every unit after the surrender, it had seen its numbers drop as its soldiers accepted discharge and went home, but the accolades followed the organization even as new members, not all of them Ranger school grads, filled the ranks to make a new, post-war, peace operations-oriented unit unceremoniously named “Occupation Admin Company 13.”  
 
    The new name didn’t bother Patricia, though she had been hoping for a posting at the Va’Shen capital where the real history was being made. Even so, she was one of the first Va’Shen language interpreters to come out of the Defense Language Institute on Earth, and that meant something. She was originally from New Plymouth, Earth’s first colony outside the solar system. The planet was the first to apply and be accepted as a U.S. state, and the first to vote in support of the war against the aliens. On New Plymouth, being first held a lot of meaning. Even if you were the first to serve in a backwater. 
 
    “Hey, so you’re the terp, right?” 
 
    She turned to her right and cursed as she was forced to readjust her helmet again. The soldier sitting in the harness next to her smiled in a friendly way. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” she asked, raising her voice to try and be heard over the APC’s engine. 
 
    “You’re the interpreter, right?” he repeated, holding out his hand. She smiled and shook it. “I’m Ramirez.” 
 
    “Oh!” she said. “Yeah! I’m Kim! Lieutenant Kim. I’m your G2, intel and interpreter.”  
 
    Another bump knocked the rim of her helmet over her eyes, and she swore again. 
 
    Ramirez grinned. “So, can you teach me a few Va’Shen words?” he asked.  
 
    “What do you want to know?” she asked. 
 
    “How do I say, ‘You have the most beautiful tail in the universe?’” 
 
    She gave him the side-eye, suddenly more wary of the muscular young man. “You want to pick up Va’Shen girls? You have any idea how inappropriate that is?” 
 
    “Strictly in the name of human-Va’Shen relations,” he assured her.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s the ‘relations’ part that worries me,” she said with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    “Come on! A little flattery goes a long way!” 
 
    “Fine,” she relented. “But only because I want to be there to see what the girl does.” She turned her head to him and spoke in the Va’Shen language, enunciating each word carefully. 
 
    Ramirez repeated the phrase until he was sure he had it down. “And that means ‘most beautiful tail,’ right?” he asked, suddenly suspecting a trap. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “Sort of. Closest I know is ‘your tail, eyes acceptable.’” 
 
    The Ranger stared at her for a moment. “Wow,” he said. “That’s just plain Shakespearean right there.” 
 
    Patricia felt the need to defend herself, though in fairness to her it wasn’t like it was her fault. “All we know is what we get from intercepts,” she said. “It’s not like you can translate it off the internet, you know.” 
 
    “Well… I guess you never know until you try, right?” Ramirez asked. “One more time?” 
 
    Sitting across from the two, Ben, for his part, didn’t notice the impromptu lesson. He was reading through the print-outs in his binder. The EM interference on Va’Sh made computer tablets useless as anything but paperweights. Everything headquarters could tell him about Sector 13 was put on paper and divided into sections. His biggest problem was finding out what was useful and what wasn’t. 
 
    The heart of Sector 13 was a farming community named Pelle, centered on a town of the same name in a valley surrounded by forested mountains that separated it from the coast. It was three hundred miles from the capital and a good 150 miles from Jamieson. It didn’t seem to have any military value at all except for its location astride the main road between the capital and Jamieson and two larger cities to the south that was going to act as the ground convoy route between them. Pelle, and his unit there, would be in charge of running a FARP, a Forward Air Refueling Point for helicopters and convoys moving around in the south. 
 
    The total population was unknown, but the Coalition intelligence directorate estimated less than one thousand. They also weren’t sure if there was a militia. Their exact form of government was “in line with other Va’Shen agricultural communities,” whatever that meant.  The only good news Ben could see was that the Navy construction engineers, the SeaBees, had been there for a week, building up their camp, so by the time they got there there should at least be some place to sleep. 
 
    They hit another bump, and he heard his intel officer swear again. He bit his lip in thought. The Army gave him only 153 troops, only half of them were combat arms and only half of that number were from the 5th like him. The rest were support. A hundred and fifty troops against a thousand Va’Shen who couldn’t be feeling too good about their presence. If things went bad, those odds weren’t good. Especially since communications lines hadn’t been established yet, and the radio only seemed to work once in a blue moon, and then only on the very low frequency bands. Which meant that although Jamieson was technically there to provide helicopter, medical evacuation and quick response forces, reaching them to let them know support was needed was going to be hit or miss. 
 
    He supposed the silver lining was that HQ wasn’t going to be leaning over his shoulder trying to micromanage everything. Ben could get behind that. In the age of instant communications everywhere, generals loved running every detail of every operation from their Joint Operations Centers, thoroughly aggravating every company and field grade officer in the Coalition. Guess he wouldn’t have that problem. 
 
    He was MacArthur. Pelle was his Tokyo. 
 
    “Jeez, this is boring,” Ramirez remarked. “I think this is the longest ride we’ve ever had in one of these things.” 
 
    “You should have brought a book,” Patricia replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Tablets don’t work here,” he sulked. 
 
    “You could have brought a real book,” she argued. 
 
    “What? Like with paper?” he asked incredulously. “What am I? A caveman?” He turned to his right and looked up through the gunner’s hatch at the African American man sitting at the gun. “Hey, Burgers!” he called. “What’s the view like up there?” 
 
    “Man, you would not believe it!” the gunner called back. “If the rest of the planet is like this, I might retire here.” 
 
    Patricia looked at Ramirez with an arched eyebrow. “Burgers?’” 
 
    “Dude loves hamburgers,” the sergeant explained. He turned back to the gunner. “Hey! Switch places with me, man! I’m going nuts down here!” 
 
    Up in the turret, Staff Sergeant Jared “Burgers” Baird looked out to the left and whistled in admiration. The twenty-vehicle convoy was driving down a road just above a cliff that overlooked a massive lake. A series of waterfalls poured down the far side, perhaps a half-mile away.  Whichever Va’Shen god had painted this world had been a big fan of purple and used its many shades, mixed with a few blues and reds to give the trees on the bank life. The violet sky reflected off the water of the lake, giving it a darker complexion. The sun was slightly dimmer than Earth’s, but not terribly so, and gave the world a seemingly cooler look. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll pass,” Burgers called back, mesmerized by the view. 
 
    “Come on! Switch with me!” Ramirez complained. “It sucks down here!” 
 
    “Uh oh!” Burgers called down to him theatrically. “I think I see movement! Could be anything! Not a good time to try switching! If I take my eyes off these possible threats, even for a moment, we will surely all die!” 
 
    “Dude, that’s garbage!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Burgers assured him. “As soon as it’s safe, I’ll let you know!” 
 
    Down in the bowels of the APC, Ramirez shook his head and bit his bottom lip in anger. “I’ll get you for this, Burgers,” he promised under his breath.  
 
    Patricia grinned and patted his shoulder. “Only a few more hours to go,” she said consolingly. 
 
    They hit another bump, and she swore as her helmet came down over her eyes again. 
 
      
 
    They could see the village as they entered their new camp which sat just off to the left of the main road perhaps a half-mile from the town’s gates. Someone had taken time from constructing the half-finished camp to place a sign at the entrance that said “Welcome to Forward Operating Base Leonard – 100% ID Checks.” 
 
    A single dirt road, one surprisingly free of bumps, ran through the center of the small camp which backed up to a thicket of purple-leaved trees. The buildings were a collection of grayish, pre-fabricated “Insta-Settlement” polymer temporary structures, the kind made to be easily brought down from colony ships and quickly assembled to meet a variety of different needs. Most of what the military had been using for this war, everything from the drop ships to the troop transports, had been originally designed to move colonists, not soldiers. And here, once again, the designers had shown how flexible their products were. 
 
    Several men and women in camouflage uniforms and yellow hard-hats were working around the camp, moving equipment with forklifts and putting pre-fabs together. One of them, an older man holding a clipboard, broke off from a conversation he was having with another hard-hatted troop and strode confidently toward them as Ben and Patricia climbed out of the back of the APC. Seeing the two vertical bars on the front of his uniform, the man saluted Ben. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Sir,” he began. “Welcome to FOB Leonard.” He dropped the salute as Ben dropped his and offered his hand. “Senior Chief Petty Officer Chase Warren, Naval Mobile Construction Battalion 15.” 
 
    “Ben Gibson,” Ben returned, shaking his hand. “5th Rangers.” He gestured to Patricia. “This is Lieutenant Kim, our terp.” 
 
    Warren shook Patricia’s hand and gave her a quick “Ma’am.” 
 
    “So, what’s it look like, Chief?” Ben asked, getting a good look at his new home. 
 
    “Almost got you completely set up, Sir,” the SeaBee told him. “Barracks, mess hall, head, showers…” 
 
    “Showers,” Ben repeated, his tone betraying a sense of amazed gratitude. He offered Warren a fist-bump. “You’re our new hero.” 
 
    Warren, almost a foot taller than Ben, smiled down at him as he bumped Ben’s fist with his own. “It’s the small things in life, Sir. Water’s hot too, and clean. We tapped into the main aquifer and set up filters. It’s cleaner than the water on Earth.” 
 
    Ben turned south and tried to make out the village through the trees. “What about the locals? What have your dealings with them been like?” 
 
    The senior chief grunted and paused. “They’re a mixed bag,” he confessed. “Met with the honcho a couple of times when we first got here, but usually he waves us away and lets us be. Some of the locals come out and watch us work, but always from a distance. Only exception was when we started cutting down some trees that were too close to the perimeter. That woke them up. The big man was out here, gesturing and gyrating. His message was pretty clear.” 
 
    “Did you stop cutting the trees?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Hell no!” Warren replied. “You don’t give Tod a place to hide in stabbing range of where you sleep. They’re too damn sneaky and quiet to let that go.” 
 
    Patricia arched an eyebrow at him. “So how did you address the problem?” 
 
    Warren shrugged. “We cut down the trees.” At her appalled look, he grunted. “Next time, don’t start wars.” 
 
    Ben sighed. “I don’t quite disagree with the argument, Chief,” he said. “But the war’s over, and we’re all good friends now, right?” 
 
    “Good perimeters make good neighbors, Sir,” Warren responded gruffly. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Ben relented. He saw an NCO passing and waved him over. “Ramirez! Start moving us in. LT and I are going to go meet the neighbors.” 
 
    “You got it, Sir!” 
 
    “Chief, think you can break away and give us the grand tour?” Ben asked. 
 
    “No worries, Sir,” Warren assured him. “I’ll get us a vehicle and meet you back here in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Ben turned to Patricia. “Good with you?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Patricia replied. “Um… weapon? Armor? Mission brief?” 
 
    Warren gave Ben a knowing smile. “Little advice, LT,” he said. “Throw your armor in the corner of your quarters and forget about it. You won’t need it.” 
 
    She smiled. “That peaceful, huh?” she asked, relieved. 
 
    “No,” the chief replied. “Tod weapons go through armor like it’s tissue paper.” 
 
    Patricia paled and turned to Ben to see if the sailor was joking. Instead he nodded. “Through the front plate and out the back one. Doesn’t even throw off the round’s trajectory. If you need cover, find three-feet of solid dirt to hide behind. That might help.” 
 
    “Might?!” 
 
    “What do you want?” Ben asked with a chuckle. “They’re aliens. If they didn’t have ray guns it’d be almost disappointing.” 
 
    Warren left in search of a vehicle, but Patricia fell into step with Ben. “Then why are we dragging armor around with us?!” she complained. “It weighs a ton!” 
 
    “Because,” Ben told her as if speaking to a child. “A U.S. Army reg says body armor will be worn whenever you go outside the wire, and all troops deploying in support of Operation Unified Resolve will be issued body armor and plates, which you are responsible for.” 
 
    “But they know it doesn’t work, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said as he came to a stop at the portable latrine. “But that’s not the point.” 
 
    “Then what is?!” she asked, exasperated. 
 
    Ben opened the door to the latrine and turned back to her. “Look, you have to understand how the government works. If you get killed, and you’re not wearing your body armor, it’s your fault for not wearing your armor. If you’re killed while wearing your body armor, it’s the Army’s fault for not giving you better armor. Then a Congressman complains because it’s election season and everyone downrange gets an order to wear more armor even though the additional armor doesn’t help and actually makes things worse since now you’re trying to haul another twenty-something pounds around with you. It’s better if you try not to think about it,” he told her. With that, he entered the latrine and closed the door, leaving Patricia standing there dumbfounded. 
 
    “Jeez, how did we ever win this war in the first place?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Warren to find a Light Tactical Vehicle for them to ride in. Pulling up alongside, he gestured for them to get in. A Ranger private, Private First Class Jenkins, was manning the turret-mounted light machine gun on top. Another troop, Specialist Johannes, was armed up and ready in the back seat. 
 
    “Moved in already, Johannes?” Ben asked as he got into the passenger side of the vehicle. 
 
    The specialist shrugged. “Never saw a tod who wasn’t shooting at me, Sir. Kinda wanted to see what they’re like.” 
 
    Warren put the LTV into gear and a moment later passed through the main gate of the camp, taking a left toward the village center.  
 
    “It’s got a very Asian aesthetic,” Patricia noted as they passed a house to the right. “The architecture looks a lot like Korean or Chinese.” 
 
    Warren nodded at the observation. “One of my guys says he thinks the Va’Shen must have visited Earth at some point a couple of thousand years ago and either picked up the style there or shared some of theirs with us.” 
 
    “Just because the houses are kind of similar?” Patricia asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    The chief shook his head. “He said the Va’Shen remind him of some of the fox-related deities you see in statues and myths in parts of Asia. So, he thinks a long time ago, the Va’Shen came for a visit, and interacted with humans.” 
 
    Patricia hmm’d in thought. “What are the odds of that, you think?” 
 
    By this time it seemed pretty obvious that Warren had taken a liking to pulling Patricia’s chain. “Well, Ma’am,” he said, “I figure it’s at least as mathematically probable as a race of aliens just so happening to evolve into a form that matches how some groups of people perceived some of their deities.” 
 
    “Touche,” Patricia relented. 
 
    “Any Asian influence in their language?” Ben asked her suddenly, trying to help the interpreter by steering the conversation into her lane. 
 
    The lieutenant thought for a moment. “In some of the pronunciation,” she finally said. “There’s no one-to-one correlation with words or phrases, if that’s what you’re asking. But some of the words sound like they could have come from Japanese or Korean, a pretty odd mix, actually, but you can see it if you know the two languages.” 
 
    Ben made a thoughtful noise.  
 
    Warren wasn’t about to let Patricia get the upper hand. “The language isn’t the only thing you have to watch out for,” he said. “The body language is completely different.” 
 
    “How so?” Ben asked. 
 
    “You ever been up close with Tod, Sir?” Warren asked. “Try to talk to him?” 
 
    Ben’s mind flashed briefly to his last up close and personal encounter with a Va’Shen. The conversation had been very short, to say the least. 
 
    “Up close, yeah,” he admitted dryly, the memory far from pleasant. “Talk, no.” 
 
    Warren turned his attention to making a turn before coming back to his point. “Very subdued facial expressions,” he said. “Most of it’s in their ears and their tail.” 
 
    “They didn’t teach us that!” Patricia blurted from the back seat. 
 
    Warren turned to her and nodded seriously. “It can be like talking to a brick wall if you’re not used to it. When they’re agitated, their tails flick quickly from side to side, like a cat. If it poofs up, that’s fight or flight. If their ears come down, they’re unhappy. Those are the ones I know for sure.” He rolled his eyes. “Based on recent context,” he finished with a grumble. 
 
    He turned down another street before continuing. “Now, the good news is that, for the most part, they don’t seem to be able to fake it. It’s not like with us, where you can smile at a guy but hate his guts. They wear it on their sleeves… mostly.” 
 
    Warren stopped the vehicle and pointed out Ben’s window at a tall pagoda-like structure that looked to be about three stories tall. Ringed by a stone wall, it held a commanding presence in the center of the village. Ben could see flowering purple trees within the grounds, almost obscuring his view of the first two floors of the dark red wooden structure. 
 
    “Mayor’s house?” Ben asked. 
 
    “No, Sir,” Warren answered. “It’s a temple or something or other,” he said. “Tallest building in town. If you try to go in there, they get upset. Mayor’s office is across the road.” He moved his finger to an ornate two-story building directly opposite the temple’s main gate. “Just wanted to let you know about it. If I was going to put a sniper somewhere, it’d definitely be up there.” 
 
    The Ranger nodded. He was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. He had deliberately foregone rolling into town in a large, well-armed convoy in hopes of setting a friendly tone. The Va’Shen Emperor had sworn cooperation, but if HQ was to be believed, other sectors were getting hit anyway. 
 
    He took a breath, feeling naked without his armor. He had even left his carbine behind. 
 
    “We’re all just friends now,” he muttered as if trying to force himself to believe it. 
 
    “Are we going in, Sir?” Warren asked, bringing Ben’s attention back to him. Ben nodded, and Warren continued. “Something else, then. This guy you’re gonna meet, Kasshas, watch out for him. He’s no joke.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You can tell he’s a politician,” Warren said. “He’s got a real poker face. Remember what I said about the ears and tail?” At Ben’s nod he continued. “This guy doesn’t do any of it. Love you, hate you, want to kill you, you’d never know by his body language. His ears stay up, and his tail pointed at the ground. You can tell he’s used to guarding what he thinks. Watch out for him.” 
 
    Ben nodded and pulled the latch on the LTV, opening the door. Patricia, Johannes and Warren followed him out, and Jenkins climbed down from the turret. 
 
    “Don’t know how long we’ll be inside,” Ben told the two Rangers. “Stay with the LTV. Rules of engagement… but soft touch, okay?” 
 
    Jenkins smiled at him and pulled a plastic bag from her right cargo pocket. “No worries, Sir. I came prepared.” 
 
    “Candy?” Patricia asked as she shook the bag. 
 
    “Heck yeah!” Jenkins said with a smile. “Everyone loves candy! Kids see a super cool Army jeep rolling up, they’re gonna wanna check it out. I give them some candy, and we’re all best buds! That’s peacekeeping 101!” 
 
    Patricia shrugged but smiled. “If you say so, Private.” 
 
    “You communicate your way, Ma’am,” Jenkins said with a grin, “And I’ll communicate mine.” 
 
    The three of them turned and approached the decoratively carved wooden doors that blocked the way into the inner sanctum of Pelle’s mayor. Ben looked over at Patricia and found her taking a deep breath. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep,” she said. “Just… haven’t done this for real before.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” he told her. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Warren piped up. “Guy’s real accommodating.” He stepped forward and pushed the door open only to find a bearded Va’Shen man already waiting for them in the middle of what appeared to be an antechamber. There was no furniture but a few comfortable-looking red pillows on either side of the room. A doorway with a staircase was on the far side of the chamber, leading, Ben assumed, to the man’s office itself. He must have seen them coming from the window and came down to meet them. 
 
    Ben felt himself tensing and forced himself to let it go. All the same, he took some old twenty-first century military wisdom to heart and came up with a quick plan on how he’d kill the guy if he had to. 
 
    Push forward, grab his beard with my left hand, pull the ka-bar with my right, horizontal stab under the breast bone… 
 
    For the most part, the Va’Shen looked human. Same general build and face, though usually a little shorter on average than a human. Same number of hands, feet, arms, legs, fingers and toes, though their hair colors ran a much wider range than with humans. Where Va’Shen differed was the distinctly fox-like set of ears on top of their heads and a bushy fox tail. This Va’Shen’s hair and tail were black, salted with specks of white. Pufts of white hair protruded and curled out from inside his black furred ears. His mustache and beard were still jet black, and yellow eyes peered suspiciously at them. 
 
    Nevertheless, he bowed to them, and Ben and Warren did the same. Patricia caught on a step behind and did the same. 
 
    Warren stepped between them and gestured to the Va’Shen. “Captain Gibson, this is Kasshas, the mayor of Pelle.” He turned to Kasshas and gave him another, shorter bow. “Kasshas, Captain Ben Gibson.” 
 
    Kasshas bowed to them again. 
 
    The two stared at each other for a moment before Ben turned his head slightly to Patricia. “That’s your cue,” he noted dryly. 
 
    “Oh!” Patricia jumped. “Right!” She stepped forward and gestured to Ben.  
 
    <Ben Gibson. Leader. Fighters.> she said in halting Va’Shen.  
 
    Ben bowed again to the Va’Shen, quietly noting that, true to Warren’s word, the tod’s tail and ears were decidedly motionless. 
 
    Kasshas looked at Patricia for a moment before speaking. 
 
    <Hail and welcome, Ben Gibson, leader of fighters, to the wondrously peaceful and most loyal village of the people and animals of Pelle,> he said. <I, Kasshas, mayor and loyal servant to our great Emperor, welcome you to the bosom of our great and elegant community.> 
 
    Patricia looked at him dumbfounded. The Va’Shen had said all that very quickly, and she had only caught a few of the words. Ben looked at her expectantly, and she turned to him. 
 
    “He says ‘hello,’” she said stupidly. 
 
    Ben bit his lip, the frustration plain on his face. “Right,” he said, clearing his throat. He looked at Kasshas and gave him a smile. “Tell him we are pleased to meet him and look forward to being good friends.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and turned back to Kasshas. 
 
    <We happy here,> she said. <Happy you here. Happy friends good.> 
 
    Kasshas responded with a short bow. <Per the orders, commands and directions of our most holy of Emperors, I, Kasshas, obediently offer the cooperation of my office and personnel in hopes that we might all continue to be ‘happy friends good’ following these most unfortunate of hostilities.> 
 
    Patricia swallowed, sweat beading on her forehead as she turned to Ben. 
 
    “He said… he’ll help with whatever we need… and…” She thought through his words again. Why did he have to speak so fast and for so long?! “He hopes we can be friends too,” she finally finished. 
 
    Ben nodded, biting his lip, as Warren turned and bit his fist, trying hard not to laugh at Patricia. 
 
    “Well, that’s nice,” Ben said deadpan. After a pause, he continued. “I think, then, we should start with learning more about the area and its people. And for that, we’re going to need maps.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and turned to Kasshas. <Learn you. Learn place. Need picture place.> Kasshas said nothing, no tail or ear twitch, nothing. Patricia mimed unrolling a map and pointing to different places on it. <This place here. This place here.> 
 
    <All the great peoples and animals of Pelle have had intimate knowledge of its grounds and waters for millenia and so no need we have for written guide posts drawn with clumsy hands.> 
 
    Patricia digested that for a moment and turned to Ben. “He says they don’t have any.” 
 
    Warren coughed into his hand. “Bullshit!” As the others turned to him, he elaborated. “You see how straight and well-planned their streets are? Someone’s kept track of who built what where. Otherwise, it would be total chaos.” 
 
    The Ranger captain didn’t really need the explanation. He knew crap when he heard it. “Ask him again,” he said. “Let him know how appreciative we’d be if he could help us with this.” 
 
    <Need picture place,> Patricia told Kasshas. <Much need.> She bowed sharply from the waist. <Much need much. You help? We thank.> 
 
    Kasshas turned his gaze to Ben, and Ben met it, refusing to flinch. <I do suppose it is quite possible that such elusive documents may be found in our archives, but they are likely to be highly and grossly inaccurate and will take great strides and time to properly locate.> 
 
    “He says they might have something,” she said to Ben. 
 
    “So, he’s going to look for it?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    Ben gave her a stern look, and Patricia realized her mistake. The Va’Shen hadn’t actually promised anything. Cursing herself she turned back to him. 
 
    <You help? Search picture place?> 
 
    <Great amounts of time will be necessary to fill your request in the proper manner,> Kasshas told her.  
 
    This time Patricia didn’t let up. <You help? You search?> 
 
    Kasshas didn’t respond immediately, and Patricia was done with his stalling. She gestured to Ben, Warren and herself. <We search?> 
 
    Ben saw the fox person’s tail twitch, and he smiled. Patricia must have nailed him somehow.  
 
    Kasshas took a breath. <There will be no need for our military overlord to dirty his hands in our storied archives,> he said. <We will seek out these documents and bring them to you at the appropriate time.> 
 
    <When appropriate time?> she asked. Now that she had him hooked, she wasn’t willing to let him go until she reeled him in. 
 
    The Va’Shen paused. <We will begin the search immediately and with haste.> 
 
    Patricia nodded and turned back to Ben. “They’re going to start looking right now and will bring us what they find.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben remarked. “Tell him thanks.” 
 
    The lieutenant bowed to Kasshas. <Thank you.> 
 
    Kasshas bowed back. 
 
    “Ask him if there is anything we can do for him,” Ben instructed. Part of his mission was reconstruction. Although he knew, from his briefings, where in the area the Coalition had hit and that Pelle hadn’t been, there was always hidden damage. The village’s economic situation, their agriculture, their health all had likely suffered during the war as more and more resources were dedicated to fighting it. 
 
    <You need? We help?> she asked. 
 
    Kasshas said nothing. He bowed, turned and walked through the door that led to the stairwell. 
 
    “Guess that means ‘bye,’” Warren commented. 
 
    Patricia sighed heavily.  
 
    “Ramirez is right, you’re great at this,” Ben told her dryly. 
 
    “He kept using all these words I didn’t understand,” she growled. “It’s like he didn’t want me to get what he was saying.” 
 
    “He probably didn’t,” Warren piped in, his voice slightly more sympathetic than before. “The guy’s not dumb. If he can confuse you, he can promise us literally anything and then come back later and claim that wasn’t what he said. He was screwing with you.” 
 
    Patricia grit her teeth and growled at the idea. “We’ll see about that,” she muttered. 
 
    “Come on,” Ben said, putting on his patrol cap as he turned to the door. “We’re going to have plenty of time for a rematch.” 
 
    Leading them through the door, they found the other two Rangers standing by the LTV, weapons slung in a decidedly casual manner. Patricia smiled at Jenkins as they approached. 
 
    “How many new friends did you make?” she asked. 
 
    The private shook her head. “Not a one,” she admitted in defeat. “A couple of old folks walked by, giving us the stink-eye, but other than that, this place is dead.” 
 
    Ben looked down both sides of the street. The entire block seemed abandoned. “Remember what they said in convoy training about not seeing any kids?” he asked Jenkins and Johannes. 
 
    They both nodded. Counter-insurgency lessons learned the hard way said that if you didn’t see kids out in the street it was because someone had given their families a warning that something bad was about to happen.  
 
    “I don’t know, Sir,” Johannes spoke up. “I don’t get that vibe. I mean there’s no kids, yeah, but there’s no anyone.” 
 
    “No fighting-age males,” Warren noted. 
 
    “No women out shopping,” Patricia added. “Just older people.” 
 
    “Maybe we found the Va’Shen version of a retirement community!” Johannes quipped, trying to lighten the mood. “We should see if they have a golf course!” 
 
    Ben kicked at the packed dirt of the road and bit his lip. No young males might make sense if the village’s male population was drafted to fight. They were either dead or at Jamieson being re-processed for release. But no young women in the middle of the afternoon? No one shopping for tonight’s dinner? It was eerie. He suddenly felt like he was being watched by eyes he couldn’t see. The Va’Shen were very good at that kind of thing. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he ordered quietly.  
 
    The others nodded and climbed into the tactical vehicle. As first impressions went, today had a lot to be desired. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t realized how beautiful the night sky would be on this world. Although he had been on-planet for a couple of weeks, the lights on Jamieson Airfield had drowned out the stars at night and, to a lesser extent, the green and blue hues of the aurora borealis that settled over the sky like a blanket. Both of Va’Sh’s moons were on the rise, and although the sun had been down for hours, the ground was lit with a gentle light from these cosmic actors. 
 
    Ben leaned against the door of his hooch, the personal hut in which he would live, and looked up at the stars. This far from the larger cities, the cosmic lights were clear and vibrant. Everything about this world, he was finding, was beautiful in some way. He wondered why its people had insisted on starting a war over another world so far away from it. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a folded piece of printer paper, the corners on the folds still sharp and pointed. He twirled the paper in his hands. It had been the last thing he had printed out before disembarking the Neil Armstrong. It was only luck that someone had warned him about the EM interference before he left. Finding a terminal aboard the converted colony ship, he quickly transferred the file from his tablet and printed it off. After all that trouble, however, he found he couldn’t bring himself to open it.  
 
    He heard someone whistling and turned to see Ramirez walking up the path from the direction of the shower hut, his hair still wet and his towel and shave kit still in his hands. Instead of his camouflage battle uniform he was wearing a black pair of shorts, his red 5th Ranger Regiment t-shirt and a pair of shower shoes that smacked against the bottom of his feet with each step. 
 
    “How you doing, Staff Sergeant?” Ben asked him, looking back up at the sky as he shoved the paper back into his pocket. 
 
    “Helluva first day, Sir,” Ramirez told him with a smile. The sergeant was always smiling. Three worlds they had fought on, and Ben didn’t think he had ever stopped smiling. The only exception being that one day when they got the news… 
 
    Ben grunted but didn’t break his gaze at the stars. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Heard from Jenkins you went downtown,” Ramirez told him. “I was jealous until she said the place was abandoned.” 
 
    “Not abandoned,” Ben corrected. “Just… sparsely populated.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just the weekend,” Ramirez guessed. “Probably see more people tomorrow.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ben allowed. “Gonna be hard working with them if they don’t come out.” 
 
    “Maybe it’ll be easier,” Ramirez said, some of his smile losing its polish.  
 
    Ben turned his eyes to him. The sergeant was no longer smiling. “You’re from Vega, right?” Ben asked. “The Concordia colony?” 
 
    Ramirez nodded.  
 
    “When was the last time you talked to your folks?” 
 
    “I sent them an email before we disembarked,” he said. He seemed to sense something in Ben’s question and followed up quickly. “Vega wasn’t hit or anything.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Ben said as if assuring him. He knew Ramirez hadn’t had a girlfriend back on Persephone either. He was reluctant to ask, though. Some people’s relationships had been obvious, but those who didn’t like talking about their home life then found they still didn’t like talking about it now that that home was gone. 
 
    “Fort Accetta was my first posting,” Ramirez said, leaning against the hooch next to Ben. “Straight out of boot and into Ranger training. I joined because I wanted to see the galaxy, see Earth.” He looked up at the aurora borealis dancing above them. “I guess I got that.” 
 
    “I got a scholarship to UP,” Ben told him. “ROTC. I wanted to be that cool guy who went to school on one of the colonies. See stuff other people hadn’t. When I graduated, you know how it is, it’s cheaper to keep you where you are than to send you somewhere else, so they asked if I wanted to be a Ranger officer.” 
 
    Ramirez looked at him for a long, quiet moment. “Hey, Sir,” he said cautiously, “I don’t think I ever said anything, but… um… I’m sorry. You know… about your wife.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ben said, and that was all. 
 
    Ramirez waited a second to see if the captain wanted to add anything more and then turned back to the sky. “Sure is nice, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ben nodded. 
 
    “Well… have a good night, Sir. I’m heading back to the hooch. See you tomorrow.” He offered Ben a salute despite not being in uniform and head back down the path on his original course. 
 
    Ben didn’t watch him go. He was wondering what Jessie would make of this sky. She had majored in astronomy, it was what brought her to Persephone to begin with. 
 
    It was weird that he couldn’t talk to her. Weird when he considered the fact that he wouldn’t ever again. They had talked as much as friends usually did, maybe a little less once they both graduated and had their own careers to think about. But he could usually count on her when he needed to talk. 
 
    He knew he was supposed to feel worse about it. The command chaplain on Gamma Hydra had tried to comfort him, but Ben had pushed him off on someone else who needed it more. That chaplain had probably thought Ben was just trying to be a tough guy, but truthfully Ben knew there were people who were hurting more than him, and it made him feel like garbage to take that time away from them. 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t miss Jessie or wasn’t torn up about what had happened to her. It was simply that their relationship had been… complicated. And yet, at the same time, very simple. Complicated in that their marriage was less than straightforward, and simple in that they had both benefited from that. 
 
    But it would be wrong to say that he had lost the love of his life. She had never been that. 
 
    He thought of the last time he had talked to her. Tod had just attacked Epsilon Eridani, and the 5th Rangers had been ordered out. He’d been given three hours to get his affairs in order. He left Fort Accetta, drove home and started packing up anything that hadn’t been in his go-bag. He called Jessie, who was out with her boyfriend, and let her know he had to leave. She asked if he needed her to do anything. He said no, and she told him to be careful. 
 
    That had been it. Compared to the tear-streaked goodbyes he had seen between significant others at Fort Accetta later that night, it hardly qualified as a goodbye. 
 
    When he got the news that Persephone was gone and received the emails from their families, expressing their condolences, searching for news, he had felt like such a dirtbag. He was speaking to them as her husband, but he had never really been that. 
 
    The aurora turned from green to red for a moment, undulating across the sky. It was late. Tomorrow was another day. Turning from the light show above him, he went back into his hooch and collapsed in his rack. 
 
      
 
    Patricia looked out the LTV’s window and tried to squint through the light coat of dust that obscured the view through the bullet-resistant glass. They’d been at it for five hours now, and it was almost midday. This street happened to be familiar, being the one on which sat the mayor’s office and the strange temple opposite of it. It had the feel of “main street,” and that was why she wanted to make sure she saw it again, even though their early efforts this morning had been fruitless. 
 
    Ramirez put the LTV in park and opened the driver’s side door. Climbing out, he reached inside and pulled his rifle from the steel rack in the center console. “Hope there’s a bathroom here,” he grumbled. “I felt kinda bad peeing behind that guy’s tree.” 
 
    “He won’t notice,” Burgers noted as he climbed down from the turret and opened the rear driver’s side door. He likewise turned to grab his rifle.  
 
    “What if he does, though?” Ramirez asked as Patricia stepped out of the vehicle. “Like, what if human pee turns the leaves on trees yellow or something? Has anyone checked that?” 
 
    “No, Ramirez,” Burgers sighed. “I can say with certainty that no one has checked to see what happens when you pee on things here.” 
 
    “Besides,” Patricia piped up as she made a few notes on her clipboard. “Even if it does, how would the guy know it was caused by human pee? It’s not like the Va’Shen checked either.” 
 
    Her joke tried to mask her disappointment. Of all the houses they checked this morning, they had only come across one Va’Shen, an elderly man who glared at them from his garden as they drove past. Patricia was hoping that here, in the village proper, there would be more people. 
 
    And, remarkably, there was. An elderly Va’Shen woman, her back bent as she made her way down the street, passed nearby. Her gray fox tail wagged in fits and starts behind her. 
 
    Burgers raised his hand. “Good morning, Ma’am!” he called with a smile. 
 
    Patricia heard the old woman grumble something in reply, understanding just enough words to know the greeting was not being returned in the spirit in which it had been offered. She winced just a bit. 
 
    “What’d she say?” Burgers asked. 
 
    The terp bit her lip and turned to him. “She said you’re nice,” she lied. 
 
    “See?” Burgers asked Ramirez with a wide grin. “Progress.” 
 
    “Dude, I’ve been shot down by women on five worlds,” Ramirez told him. “I know ‘take a hike,’ when I hear it.” 
 
    Patricia checked her notes and frowned. Their little unofficial survey mission had so far shown them enough empty housing for at least five hundred Va’Shen, so where was everybody? It’s not like they just weren’t coming out. They literally weren’t around. 
 
    After her somewhat disastrous performance yesterday, Patricia had promised herself to make sure next time would be different. Never again, she decided, would she walk into a room without knowing everything an intelligence analyst should know about what was about to happen. And after their conversation on that same street the day before, she knew that the lack of Va’Shen faces watching them from windows was important. 
 
    And she was going to find out what was going on. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, putting the clipboard under her arm. “Let’s go say hello.” 
 
    They started down the main drag in the direction of the temple and the mayor’s office, stopping every so often to knock on shop doors with no response. Burgers crossed the road and tried shops on that side, turning to them and shaking his head after each one. 
 
    Patricia knocked on one door and was surprised to see a curtain pulled aside and an elderly Va’Shen woman looked through the window back at them. The curtain fell aside a second later before Patricia could react. 
 
    “Wait!” she called before switching to Va’Shen. <We greet hello!> she called through the door. <Talk good for you!> 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She knocked gently, but urgently on the door again. <We greet hello!> she called. 
 
    “Give it up, LT,” Burgers said as he crossed the street back to them again. “This place is dead. They don’t want to talk.” 
 
    “I guess if the situation were reversed, if this were Earth and Va’Shen were walking around our streets with guns, we wouldn’t want to talk either,” she said glumly. 
 
    “LT, I’m from Texas,” Burgers told her. “If the situation were reversed, there’d be gunfire by now.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Ramirez told her. “I mean it’s like they’re not even scared. Three people with guns and uniforms knock on your door and you don’t answer it? It’s like they’re waiting for us to kick the doors in.” 
 
    Burgers turned his gaze to the rooftops, suddenly wondering if they were being watched by snipers, waiting for a reason to open up on them. 
 
    “If we see a sniper, at least that’s a person,” Patricia told them when Burgers raised this possibility. “At this point, I’d invite them to lunch.” 
 
    “Great,” Ramirez grumbled. “And still no bathroom.” 
 
    Patricia’s eyes fell on the main stone gate of the huge temple nearby, open and inviting. She remembered what Warren had said yesterday. “Come on,” she ordered, striding for the entryway. The two Rangers dutifully followed, rifles slung. 
 
    Just as she was about to cross the gate onto the temple grounds, a silver-haired Va’Shen stepped out from behind the stonework and blocked their path. Patricia came up short, and Ramirez and Burgers unconsciously raised their weapons, but only a hair. 
 
    Burgers cursed. “I hate when they do that!” 
 
    Patricia swallowed. There had been no hint at all that anyone had been standing so close by. She cleared her throat, happy to know that her little gamble seemed to be paying off. 
 
    <We greet hello,> she said with a bow. <I is Patricia.> 
 
    The Va’Shen, an old vixen, pointed at the temple behind her, her tail swishing angrily from side to side. <No,> she said simply but definitively. <Not for you! Understand? You don’t go in there!> 
 
    The intel analyst squared her shoulders, aware that she had to play this carefully. <We want meet peoples,> she said. <Talk peoples.> She paused a moment and pointed at the temple. <Peoples there who?> 
 
    <Not for you!> the old woman repeated. <Mikorin! Understand? Mikorin!> 
 
    Patricia paused again to regroup. She didn’t recognize the word. <Mikorin?> she repeated. <What Mikorin?> 
 
    With an angry tail flick, the Va’Shen turned from them and started back onto the temple grounds. <Not for you! You go!> 
 
    The three soldiers stood there dumbfounded for a moment before Ramirez finally spoke up. 
 
    “You didn’t ask about the bathroom,” he pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Ben stopped to let the bulldozer drive by before stepping into the dusty road on his way to the collection of yellow helmets working across the street. While the forward operating base was technically operational, there was still a lot of construction left to do. As a result, bulldozers and other earthmovers maneuvered around guard towers and barracks, trying to work as troops dashed to and fro.  
 
    Warren was flipping through pages on a clipboard as he gave directions to two other SeaBees. Seeing him approach, he paused and gave Ben a salute. 
 
    “Sir,” the Navy senior chief began. “You didn’t have to come out here, I would have come to you.” 
 
    “No problem, Chief,” Ben said with a smile. “Anything… and I mean anything… to get out of that office. You have no idea how much time you spend on emails and typing reports until you have to sit at a desk without that stuff.” He put his hands on his hips and took a look around, admiring the progress the Navy engineers had made already. “Garcia said you need me.” 
 
    Warren turned and gestured at the flattened square of dirt that took up several hundred square feet of the base. “The good news is that the new landing zone is ready for use. It can handle two Pawnees at the same time or one Starlander dropship, but we shouldn’t get many of those.” 
 
    “Outstanding,” Ben said. “I was sweating how we were going to evac anyone who needed a hospital.” 
 
    The sailor nodded. “Well, assuming you can get the call to go through, MEDEVAC from Jamieson should be able to get here in about an hour. Until we finish running the copper lines between here and there, though, you’re gonna have to rely on the radio, and that is currently the very definition of unreliable.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “How long for the copper lines?” he asked. 
 
    “Better part of the month,” Warren told him. “Copper landline phones haven’t been a thing since the twenty-fifties. They had to hire a contractor to actually make the wire and another contractor to make the phones to go with them.” 
 
    “Might as well tie two cans together with string,” Ben muttered. The Fuzz seemed to enjoy making things difficult. Ben was okay with not having to read a hundred emails a day. Not being able to call for help when one of his people was hurt was something he wasn’t willing to stand. 
 
    He looked up at Warren and arched an eyebrow. “You said that was the good news,” he said. “That implies the other kind too.” 
 
    Warren nodded. “Now that the primary LZ is finished, we need to start on the alternate site, off-base. We need those maps.” 
 
    It was Ben’s turn to nod. “Lieutenant Kim is out there today doing some meet-and-greets. I asked her to check on them while she was out there.” 
 
    “Problem is, Sir, we need to start soon,” Warren informed him. “These earthmovers are shared between the different SeaBee units. And a guy from Sector Five is supposed to be here in two weeks to get them.” 
 
    Ben turned as the sound of an LTV’s motor approached from behind him. “Speak of the devil,” he said as the vehicle stopped, and Patricia hopped out. Ramirez and Hamburgers joined a second later, giving Ben a salute. 
 
    “LT, we were just talking about you,” Warren said.  
 
    “It’s not about Ramirez pissing on some local’s tree, is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Um… no,” Warren replied, confused by the comment but also morbidly fascinated by it. “Any luck getting those maps?” 
 
    Patricia rolled her eyes. “We talked to Kasshas again, and he said, and I quote…” She paused and bit her lip before shaking her head. “You know what? I can’t quote what he said. I didn’t recognize half the words. The gist of it is that today is a Va’Shen holiday and there was no one available to check the archives.” 
 
    “Convenient,” Ben remarked dryly. 
 
    “Ain’t it?” she returned. “He said we can check again ‘at another time and place.’” 
 
    “How’d the meet-and-greets go?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Not good,” Patricia sighed. “We came across five old Va’Shen total, and none of them wanted anything to do with us.” 
 
    “Old Va’Shen,” Ben muttered. “Again.” 
 
    “Could they have evacuated?” Patricia asked.  
 
    “Why would they?” Warren replied. “This area didn’t even get hit. I heard they’re actually talking about sending refugees from up north down here.” 
 
    “Well, there’s plenty of room,” the intel officer remarked. “There’s enough housing here to accommodate a thousand Va’Shen, at least. And most of it’s empty.” 
 
    “Shoot, Sir,” Burgers broke in. “They must have heard Ramirez was coming and hid all their women.” 
 
    Ramirez gave the other Ranger an obscene gesture in response. 
 
    “Maybe they did,” Ben said. 
 
    “Come on, Sir,” Ramirez complained. “That’s cold!” 
 
    “No, I mean, what if they sent their women and children out to hide?” Ben suggested. “Their men are probably all up at Jamieson or dead. You got a hundred and fifty alien invaders coming to your town.” He shrugged. “If it were me, I’d send my w…” 
 
    He broke off suddenly, leaving the thought unfinished. “Maybe they’re just waiting for the all-clear from Kasshas,” he finished finally. 
 
    “All right, so what happens to them in the meantime?” Patricia asked. “If I were hiding from evil aliens in the woods, I’d wait a long time before I’d risk coming back. What if they have sick or injured? If they have kids with them, do they have food and water and medicine?” 
 
    “Sounds like their problem,” Warren shrugged. “It’s like when a kid runs away from home. They’ll come back when they get hungry.” 
 
    “What if they don’t?” Ben asked. “What if they think it’s better to die out there than endure God knows what at the hands of ray-gun-wielding tentacle monsters from another world? And when they do come back, and realize we’re not like that, how many will have died already?” 
 
    “Well, if that’s what’s happening,” Patricia said, “Then Kasshas should know where they are and how to get them to come back, right? I mean, surely he knows by now that we’re not bad.” 
 
    “We nuked six of their cities,” Warren pointed out. 
 
    “I mean… aside from that,” she corrected in exasperation. 
 
    Ben put his hand to his mouth and silently rubbed his five o’clock shadow. 
 
    “So…” Burgers broke in tentatively, “Do we care?” 
 
    They all turned to him. “I mean, is this something we care about now?” he went on. “I think Chief’s right. We’re not here to protect Va’Shen from stupid decisions. We can’t put a leash on them and run their lives for them.” 
 
    Ben thought on the sergeant’s words for a moment before answering, but Patricia beat him to it. “These are the first intelligent life forms we’ve ever encountered after landing on more than eighty habitable worlds,” she said. “They may be the only other intelligent life out here. Wouldn’t it be better if we were friends?” 
 
    The others looked from her to Ben; Ramirez and Burgers, both aware of Ben’s domestic situation, weren’t sure what their commander would say to that. 
 
    The Ranger officer took a deep breath and followed up the sentiment with a more practical thought. “Colonel McDowell up at Jamieson said he never wanted to fight the Va’Shen again.” He looked at Ramirez and Burgers. “I know you guys don’t either. Who the hell would? But if it were someone else, if we thought these people were Chinese or Mexican or Canadians or whoever, we would be expected to help. It can’t hurt.” 
 
    Warren looked down at the ground and nodded. The other Rangers followed suit. 
 
    “Sun will be down soon,” Patricia noted. “Talk to Kasshas first thing tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben told her. He turned to Warren. “We’ll get your maps while we’re at it. This time we go like we mean business. Three LTVs.” 
 
    “I thought we were supposed to be friends?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “We’re very concerned friends,” Ben told him.  
 
      
 
    It was a rifle shot that made his eyes open. For a brief second he saw the roof of his tent flap up and down in the wind before turning his gaze to the tent’s entrance. The shadowy figure standing in the open flaps was made obvious only by the shape of its ears backlit by the glow of the bluish moon outside, the same glow that glinted off the knife in its hands. 
 
    The tod must have realized he had been seen because it rushed toward him even as several more rifle shots broke the silence of night outside. 
 
    Ben rolled to his left and reached down to the ground where he had left his holstered sidearm. Realizing there wasn’t enough time to pull the weapon before the Va’Shen reached him, he grabbed the web belt the gun was attached to and swung it like a flail at the alien’s head. 
 
    It gave an alarmed yip as the polymer and steel weapon struck the right side of its head, knocking it off balance. Cries of alarm outside and the undulating tone of the base alarm threatened to drown out the continuing sound of rifle fire. Ben flung himself at the enemy soldier as it turned back to him, stabbing outward with its knife as the Ranger crashed headlong into him.  
 
    The edge of the knife scraped along his left side beneath his armpit, and the two rolled on the ground inside the tent, smashing into the plastic wall and bringing down a portion of the tent on top of them. Ben rained blows down on the creature with his fist and his make-shift flail as he climbed on top of him. The sounds of complete pandemonium continued to pour in from outside: Gunfire, screaming, the persistent alarm alerting his Rangers to what they already knew. 
 
    Tod fought quickly and fiercely, not necessarily stronger than Ben, but faster and more agile. He gave the human no opportunity to pull the gun from its holster. Ben knew he had to finish the fight quickly or risk a second Va’Shen entering the tent to turn the tables on him. He reached down and wrapped the web belt around the alien’s throat and pulled with both hands. 
 
    The alien gave a gurgle and fought harder, hitting Ben with its hands, its knife now forgotten as it struggled instinctively just to breathe. 
 
    “JUST DIE ALREADY!” Ben screamed at it, pulling harder until the creature rolled backwards on top of him. Ben jammed his knee into the alien’s back and pulled harder. The alarm continued to blare in his ear, but he could somehow hear popping noises in Tod’s neck. 
 
    “DIE! DIE! DIE! DIE!” he screamed. 
 
    And then he opened his eyes again. 
 
    Ben bolted straight upright in his cot, his eyes frantically searching the darkness. The ceiling and walls that surrounded him weren’t that of a canvas and plastic tent, but the polymer walls of his hooch. He rolled out of his cot and stumbled out the door, one hand over his eyes while the other stretched out in front of him to protect him from anything he might run into. 
 
    Outside there was more light, some from the omnidirectional lights that lit up the perimeter and some from Va’Sh’s two moons. The green and purple aurora waved at him from above as if to say hello. 
 
    Ben stalked back and forth in front of his quarters like a caged tiger, looking around as he bit his lip. His t-shirt was soaked with sweat, and he had to check his boxers to make sure he hadn’t pissed himself. 
 
    It took five minutes before his breathing came back down to normal, but he continued to pace back and forth. 
 
    Screw these people! He thought. Screw them all! Who cares if they starve to death in the woods?! Screw them! They asked for this! THEY ASKED FOR THIS! 
 
    That’s not really fair, another part of his mind answered evenly. They’re not soldiers. They’re not the Va’Shen that attacked you on Epsilon.  
 
    Who cares?! He yelled back at the voice. True, they may not be the same soldiers, but there was no way to really know if the Va’Shen soldiers who killed 24 Coalition troops, seven of them his Rangers, that night on Epsilon Eridani came from Pelle or not. For all he knew, that Tod he strangled to death in his tent was Kasshas’s kid. 
 
    He walked around the corner of his hooch so that he wasn’t directly in the light and sat down, resting his head on his knees. You weren’t supposed to hate the Va’Shen. The Army went through great lengths to teach its soldiers that.  
 
    “We are not the enemy of the Va’Shen people,” the old Public Affairs message echoed hollowly in his head. “But we are fiercely opposed to their government’s actions against our colonists.” 
 
    What garbage. You weren’t supposed to hate the enemy, but you were supposed to kill them in large numbers, some of them with your bare hands. How the Hell were you supposed to be expected to kill people you don’t hate? Wasn’t it worse if you didn’t hate them? Didn’t that make you mentally ill? A cold-blooded killer? Wouldn’t hating them make it easier? 
 
    But… if that were true… 
 
    Then why is that Tod the only one I ever dream about? he wondered. 
 
    Screw ‘em, he thought again. We don’t need to help them. 
 
    Isn’t that why you’re here? the voice asked. 
 
    I’m here because I have nowhere to go home to, he thought back bitterly. 
 
    The voice seemed to sigh in response. 
 
    Okay, look, he argued. We’ll go see Kasshas tomorrow, get the maps, ask about the people, and let him know they don’t need to hide. At that point, it’s up to him, right? They’re his people. He can be responsible for them. 
 
    The voice didn’t seem to have a response to that, and Ben took it as concurrence. 
 
    Okay, he thought. He wiped the tears from his eyes and stood up. Walking around the corner again and into his hooch. 
 
    He didn’t fall asleep again that night. He left the light on, and his sidearm in reach. 
 
      
 
    Ben’s fingers tapped the grip of his holstered pistol as the lead vehicle rumbled down the street toward the mayor’s resplendent office. He stifled a yawn and wished he could nap in the passenger-side “commander’s” seat of the vehicle.  
 
    Sitting behind him, Patricia was looking over documents and flipping through the small “Va’Shen Host Planet Language Guide,” the Department of Defense had issued to their interpreters, for whatever good they did. The two of them had gone over a rough plan of how they intended for this visit to go. First, they would ask Kasshas about the maps so that if the new conversation about his people scared him off there was at least a chance they could walk out with those. Then, they’d bring up the people, asking where everyone was, were they safe, did they need medical care. Hopefully, they could convince Kasshas that they didn’t mean the people any harm and they could return. 
 
    The three-vehicle convoy rolled up to the front of the mayor’s office and stopped. A familiar Va’Shen face peered out from behind the curtain of one of the shops as the Rangers dismounted. The gunners in the first and third turrets remained where they were and the rest instinctively took up cautious, but casual, positions around the vehicles that let them see what was happening. 
 
    Ben started for the front door. “Ramirez, Baird, on us,” he ordered. The two Rangers fell in behind Ben and Patricia and followed them through the door. Just like every other time beforehand, Kasshas stood in the center of the room as if he had been expecting to meet them for hours. 
 
    The Ranger captain stopped a few paces from him and bowed. 
 
    “Good morning, Kasshas,” he said. “It is very good to see you again.” He smiled but briefly wondered if it would do any good. Was Kasshas aware of human facial expressions? If Warren hadn’t warned him about the ears and tail, he wouldn’t even know what to look for. 
 
    Patricia bowed to Kasshas and translated for Ben. <Good weather, Kasshas. It is agreeable to seeing you another time.> 
 
    Kasshas bowed to Ben. <Overlord, I am honored that you would come the many leagues from your noble encampment to spend such valuable time with one as valued as lowly as I.> 
 
    The interpreter turned to Ben. “He says ‘Back at’cha.’” 
 
    “Ask him about the maps,” he ordered. 
 
    Patricia turned to Kasshas and steeled herself. It was game time. <We have arrived to inquire the charts,> she said in halting Va’Shen, trying to remember to correctly include the new words she had studied over the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    <It is of great misfortune, Overlord, that our annual celebrations have made the search for your maps so increasingly and unfortunately difficult,> Kasshas responded. <My archivists continue the frantic and determined searches and are greatly and unapologetically confident that they will have something to contribute to you in the very nearest of futures.> 
 
    “No maps?” Ben asked her. 
 
    “No maps,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Give him the safety line,” he told Patricia. 
 
    The interpreter turned to Kasshas again. <My leader of fighters said unto you charts must needed to be safe in constructing of things. Leader of fighters wishes not to be hurting Va’Shen land without needs. Charts most must needed. Most must needed in near time.> 
 
    Kasshas bowed to them again. <Our Overlord is most considerate of his subjects, and we Va’Shen of Pelle are most humbled by his concern for our well-being. It is most greatly and unavoidably unfortunate that I continue to disappoint our Overlord.> 
 
    “He says ‘my bad.’” 
 
    “Ask him about tomorrow.” 
 
    <Leader of fighters said unto you we come past the next dawn, chart ready for see and touch?> 
 
    <It is unfortunate, but it may take much much more time to locate maps suitable for our Overlord’s purposes.>  
 
    “He said…” 
 
    Ben cut her off. “I think I picked up the gist. Hit him with the air support.” 
 
    She turned back to him. <Leader of fighters said unto you no charts, leader of fighters have must ask help skyfloaters.> The tip of Kasshas’s tail dipped, just a millimeter, and Ben smiled. <Fly sky above Pelle,> Patricia went on. <See Pelle. Create chart from sky.> 
 
    It was a bluff. The reconnaissance drones the Army and Air Force used for such things couldn’t fly in Pelle’s EM-saturated atmosphere, and a request to the Neil Armstrong to take such pictures from orbit would take weeks or months to get accomplished. 
 
    But Kasshas didn’t need to know that. All he needed to know was that if Ben didn’t get what he wanted he’d be willing to put eyes in the sky over Kasshas’s head where he would never know if he was being watched. 
 
    <Such an inconvenience to our Overlord would be insulting to him,> Kasshas replied in measured tones. <We shall redouble our efforts to locate the maps which our Overlord most humbly seeks.> The chieftain bowed to them. 
 
    <Next dawn,> Patricia said. 
 
    <Tomorrow, of course,> Kasshas promised dryly. 
 
    “We can pick them up tomorrow,” she told Ben. 
 
    Ben breathed a sigh of relief. That was one down. Now for the other matter. 
 
    “Ask about the people, just like we talked about,” he told her. 
 
    She turned to Kasshas. <Kasshas, leader of fighters expresses joy to presence of here Pelle,> she said, trying to sound conversational as she tripped over the words. <Trees eyes acceptable. Mountain eyes acceptable. Village eyes acceptable.> 
 
    Kasshas bowed, not sure where this new conversation was going. <Our Overlord is kind.> 
 
    <Leader of fighters wants comprehend location Pelle people,> she said. <Pelle people no streets. Pelle people no domiciles. Location Pelle people?> 
 
    Kasshas looked back and forth to them both, and then an amazing thing happened. The old Va’Shen’s tail went limp and hit the ground. His shoulders drooped, and his ears folded down. His eyes fell forlornly to the tiled floor in front of him. 
 
    <Overlord,> he began quietly. <Your servant humbly begs forgiveness as he has most heinously deceived you.> 
 
    So shocked at the sudden change in Kasshas’s demeanor, Patricia almost missed his words, but caught enough to be able to translate for Ben. 
 
    “He says he apologizes for not telling the truth,” she said. 
 
    “Truth about what?” Ben asked. 
 
    Before she could ask, Kasshas was speaking again. 
 
    <Overlord, it is my humblest regret to have to inform you that the people of the great village of Pelle have passed beyond the great vale.> 
 
    He looked up at them and spoke again to make sure they understood his message. 
 
    <They are all dead.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The long and tragic history of war was filled with episodes where horrible things happened to innocent people for stupid reasons. Ben, a man who had spent many a night reading war histories, knew many of them by heart. One of them was the fate of Japanese civilians on the island of Saipan in 1944. The Japanese, fed a steady diet of hyperbolic propaganda about American cruelty to civilians, flung themselves by the hundreds off cliffs rather than surrender to U.S. soldiers. 
 
    It was this knowledge that prompted a cold sweat to break out down Ben’s back at Kasshas’s words. 
 
    “Dead how?” he asked Patricia. When she didn’t immediately translate his words, he turned to Kasshas himself. “Dead how?!” 
 
    <Pelle people dead why?> Patricia asked him. 
 
    Kasshas knelt, taking a seat on his knees in front of them. He patted the ground, inviting them to sit, and Ben and Patricia did so. Ramirez and Hamburgers remained standing, not technically part of the conversation and unwilling to give up their ready posture. 
 
    The old Va’Shen’s tail waved back and forth in sudden, upset jerks as he took a breath and began his explanation, Ben and Patricia hanging on every word. 
 
    <Our great Emperor told us of our defeats at the Overlord’s hands,> he said. <How the six cities of the northern continent were scoured from our world with your fire, and how your soldiers would soon come to our beautiful lands.> 
 
    “They heard about the bombings up north,” Patricia translated, “And how we’d be coming.” 
 
    At Patricia’s gesture to continue, Kasshas did so with a sigh. <Pelle sent many of our tods to battle. Battles from which they never returned. And with the Emperor’s holy words, their families now knew they would never return, that the Great Ones had abandoned us to your mercy.> 
 
    “A lot of their men died in the fighting, and the families thought they’d never come back,” Patricia translated quickly, relying on context to fill in the gaps of her vocabulary. Things she didn’t understand, she just didn’t translate and hoped they weren’t important. 
 
    <And so, Overlord, our people, stricken with the twin griefs of loss and defeat, gathered together, joined hands and walked into the river as one.> 
 
    Patricia stared at him wide-eyed. She shook her head and turned to Ben. “They… um…” She licked her lips, unsure of how to translate such a heavy event. “They… drowned themselves in the river,” she finally finished. 
 
    Ben turned to Kasshas, who stared forlornly at the ground. His eyes narrowed at the alien’s story. He knew such a thing was possible, that some cultures had taught the value of an honorable death over a dishonorable one as slaves. 
 
    “And the bodies were swept away by the current,” he finished sadly. 
 
    <The dead,> Patricia translated, <River take away?> 
 
    <It is so,> Kasshas confirmed. 
 
    Patricia nodded to Ben. 
 
    “All of them?” Ben asked. 
 
    <All?> 
 
    <It is so.> 
 
    Ben took a deep breath and looked at Kasshas, this time in a renewed light. Like him, he was a man who had lost his people, and the Ranger couldn’t help but feel pity for him. It was an odd way to make a connection with someone, but he felt like reaching out to the Va’Shen man and… 
 
    Before he could finish the thought, the door behind them slammed open without the barest hint of a warning. No shout from the sentries outside, no sound of footsteps, nothing. 
 
    And because of that, Ben knew immediately it had to be a Va’Shen. 
 
    <STOP!> 
 
    They turned, Ramirez and Burgers raising their rifles in alarm a split second before Ben cried, “HOLD YOUR FIRE!” 
 
    Standing before them was a Va’Shen woman like none he had ever seen before. Unlike the old vixens they had seen so far, this woman stood tall and straight, her chest heaving under ornate magenta and turquoise robes like a cross between a Japanese kimono and Korean hanbok as she clawed for breath. Long violet hair fell down over her right shoulder to her stomach, the color matching the furry fox-like ears on her head and the long, bushy tail waving angrily behind her. She looked at them with furious green eyes. No, not them… Kasshas. 
 
    The elderly fox man’s tail puffed up behind him in alarm. <ALACEA?!> 
 
    <Don’t ‘Alacea’ me!> the woman cried, practically panting in exhaustion. <Did you think I was just going to sit in that cave after what you did to me?!> She growled in a profoundly animalistic way. <If I’m alive in ten minutes, I will have many things to say to you about that!> 
 
    Thrown off balance for a moment, Ben quickly recovered and a second look at the woman revealed details her beauty had originally eclipsed. Her robes were splotched with dirt and mud, sticks and leaves stuck out from her hair, and thorns and barbs could be seen stuck in her tail. A quick look down revealed one of her shoes covered in mud and the other completely missing. 
 
    “Patricia, I need to know everything they’re saying,” he hissed to the translator. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m hip!” she responded. 
 
    <You shouldn’t be here!> Kasshas cried, jumping to his feet as the woman, Alacea, stalked toward him. <It’s not safe and…> His gaze suddenly rested on Patricia, and he stopped, clearing his throat and composing himself. <It is not yet the alighted time as was agreed upon,> he said deliberately. 
 
    Alacea pointed at Ben. <Is that him? Is that the new Overlord?> she asked angrily. 
 
    Ramirez and Burgers raised their guns again at the gesture. An uninvited enemy pointing a finger at your commander and yelling angry things never boded well as far as they were concerned. 
 
    Ben waved for them to lower their guns as Patricia, unwilling to interrupt the byplay, whispered quickly into his ear. “She’s asking about you!” 
 
    He looked at her in near-disbelief. “Really?” he asked sarcastically. 
 
    The interpreter turned red. “Sorry, I mean she’s asking if you’re the guy in charge.” 
 
    Kasshas cleared his throat again, his tail moving a mile a minute now. <This person bills himself as the new commander in chief of our small and glorious…> 
 
    Alacea angrily broke into the old man’s prose. <Why are you talking like that?!> she demanded. <It will make it difficult for them to understand you!> 
 
    The Va’Shen mayor’s tail and ears flattened as he saw Patricia whispering translations into Ben’s ear. <Really?> he asked Alacea in irritation. <I hadn’t thought of that. Surely that would not be in our best interests and I apologize to our Overlord for any confusion.> 
 
    <So, he is the Overlord?!> she demanded again. 
 
    Kasshas sighed. <Yes, that is the new Overlord, but I am begging you to not say anything…> 
 
    Alacea turned to Ben and fell to her knees, bowing her head until it hit the mat in front her. <Overlord, I am Alacea, Mikorin Na’Sha of the Village and People of Pelle, and I formally surrender myself to you!> 
 
    <… stupid,> Kasshas finished deadpan. 
 
    “Mikorin?” Patricia asked, the familiar word triggering a million questions. 
 
    “What did she say?” Ben asked calmly. 
 
    “Oh! She says her name is ‘Alacea,’ and she surrenders,” Patricia explained.  
 
    Ben eyed her for a moment longer. “Something else?” he asked. 
 
    Patricia nodded. “She said she’s the ‘Mikorin Na’Sha.’” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Sir, I don’t know the term, but Ramirez, Baird and I met a Va’Shen woman yesterday at the temple who used it.” She bit her lip, not sure how far on the ledge she should go. “I can’t be sure, but I think it’s really important.” 
 
    Ben turned and leveled an irritated gaze at Kasshas. “Good news, Kasshas!” he exclaimed theatrically, his artificially happy tone doing a poor job of concealing how incredibly angry he was at the mayor. “One of your people is still alive! Patricia…” 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat and pointed at the genuflecting Alacea. <Pelle person alive,> she said. <Joyousness!> 
 
    The elderly Va’Shan looked incredibly uncomfortable at the sudden turn of events, events which could not have been timed worse. 
 
    Ben shook his head and turned his attention to Alacea. “Tell her to get up. She doesn’t have to surrender to anyone. The Articles of Va’Shen Surrender already apply to all Va’Shen on- and off-world.” 
 
    She turned to Alacea and waved her hands in front of the alien’s ears, trying to get her attention. <Um… you sit,> she said. <No surrender.> 
 
    Alacea raised her eyes at the human woman. <No surrender?> She rose slowly to her feet. <I am the Mikorin Na’Sha,> she reiterated. <I am responsible for any actions taken by my people against yours. You are looking for me…> 
 
    “She says she is responsible,” Patricia translated cautiously. “You are searching?” she added, unsure of her translation. 
 
    “Ask her about the people,” Ben ordered. 
 
    <You comprehends location Pelle people place?> 
 
    Alacea blinked at the question in confusion, and Kasshas jumped in to fill her in. 
 
    <They’re looking for them, Alacea,> he told her. <They want us to tell them where they are.> 
 
    This statement filled the Va’Shen woman with panic. She threw herself on the ground again. 
 
    <No! Great Overlord! I am responsible! Me! I am the Mikorin Na’Sha! The people’s crimes are mine!> 
 
    <Get up, Alacea! You have no idea what they might do to you!> Kasshas cried at her. 
 
    “Patricia, what is going on here?” Ben asked, thoroughly losing the thread of the conversation.  
 
    The terp shook her head. “I… I can’t tell. She’s talking too fast!” She held her hands out to the woman. <Slow! Slow! Lack comprehension!> 
 
    <It was me! Do you understand?!> Alacea cried, looking up at Ben. <I sanctioned the attacks on your people!> 
 
    <Alacea! For the love of the Great Ones, be silent!> Kasshas yelled. 
 
    “She says she’s… responsible for attacks?” Patricia translated in an uncertain tone. 
 
    Ben rubbed his temples as the noise from two aliens and one human trying to talk over one another battered against his eardrums.  
 
    “Okay, enough!” he yelled, holding his hands out. He pointed at Kasshas. “Where. Is. Everyone?!” 
 
    Patricia translated for him, but Kasshas offered no answer. Hearing the question again sent Alacea back into hysterics. She rose to her feet and went toe-to-toe with Ben. 
 
    <The people are not important!> she told him. <Whatever they have done, they have done under my sanction as Mikorin Na’Sha. If there is punishment for crimes against your people, that punishment falls to me.> 
 
    Ben looked to Patricia, who was shaking her head and quickly reconsidering her career choices. “She said… something about crimes and punishment for her.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry, Sir.” 
 
    “What does she mean by ‘crimes?’” Ben asked evenly. 
 
    <Crimes mean to you what?> Patricia asked her. 
 
    <The people of Pelle fought your people,> Alacea said. <For that, I am responsible.> 
 
    “She says her people fought us and it’s her fault,” Patricia said, exasperated. 
 
    Ben sighed and rubbed his temples again. “This is getting us nowhere. Tell Kasshas he can help us find his people or we can find them ourselves.” 
 
    <You help see us Pelle people place,> Patricia told Kasshas. <Otherhood, fighters see us Pelle people place.> 
 
    It wasn’t a very artful translation, and Kasshas hissed between his teeth at the insinuation that Ben would send soldiers after his people. Alacea’s tail poofed in alarm. 
 
    “Tell him,” Ben growled, “We’ll try again tomorrow.” He turned to go as Patricia began to translate. 
 
    Alacea rushed forward and grabbed his arm, and once again Ramirez and Baird raised their weapons. 
 
    <No!> she cried. <I am the one you want!> 
 
    “Patricia, tell her to let go of me,” Ben told her, utterly bored of this game by now. 
 
    <Release leader of figh…> 
 
    <I ordered your men killed!> Alacea cried in panic. 
 
    Patricia stopped talking mid-translation. “Um… she says she ordered killings.” 
 
    <I told our tods to never retreat!> she cried, tears in her eyes. <To kill your kind until there were no more of them!> 
 
    <Alacea! SHUT YOUR MOUTH, VIXEN!> Kasshas cried. 
 
    <No matter where they found them!> Alacea continued. <To never relent!> 
 
    “She said she ordered her people to continue killing until gone,” Patricia said. 
 
    Ben pulled his arm away and turned to leave. 
 
    <I ORDERED FIRE RAINED DOWN ON YOUR CITIES!> she yelled at his back. 
 
    “She ordered attacks on…” Patricia stopped again in mid-translation as the implication of what the woman was saying dawned on her. “… our cities,” she finished. 
 
    Ben stopped walking. He turned suddenly, and Alacea backed up a step at the sight of his gaze boring into her. 
 
    “That wasn’t smart,” Burgers whispered, his tone almost sympathetic. 
 
    The Ranger captain stared at the woman, but he now no longer saw a beautiful, if unkempt, slightly dim but otherwise harmless alien woman. Instead he saw the Va’Shen in his dreams, an alien that slinked into your home in the middle of the night to kill you in your sleep because they lacked the courage to face you on the battlefield. He saw a Va’Shen officer who ordered her ships to nudge a giant rock out of orbit to kill women and children with no hope of escape because it was easier than facing soldiers. He was in her home only because they had taken his. 
 
    “Oh?” Ben asked her quietly, dangerously. “So you want to take credit for that, huh?” 
 
    Patricia swallowed nervously as she felt the temperature in the room cool by a good ten degrees. “Sir!” she stepped between them. “Obviously, this woman didn’t…” 
 
    “Didn’t what?” Ben broke in. She looked up at Alacea and Kasshas. “You know, after all these months and all the interviews with Va’Shen high command, we never did find anyone willing to cop to ordering the Persephone attack.” 
 
    The terp swallowed again. She had known that. The Defense Department, the President and Congress had been demanding that particular Va’Shen’s identity, but the Va’Shen had been elusive about it. 
 
    “Sir,” Patricia began again carefully. “I’m just saying… it’s very unlikely that… that a dirty woman in a provincial backwater could have had anything to do with it.” 
 
    Kasshas couldn’t understand what the two were saying, but he could tell the tone had changed. He stepped forward. <This… This vixen is crazed!> he said. <She… she believes herself to be… to be great people and…> 
 
    Ben didn’t need to hear the translation. “You have done nothing but lie to me from the beginning!” he shot at Kasshas. “So I don’t need to know what you’re saying right now to know it’s a lie!” 
 
    Patricia translated the statement for Kasshas, whose tail went limp and hit the floor. 
 
    “And you,” Ben growled as he turned back to Alacea. “You’re under arrest. Under Section Seven, Paragraph Three of the Articles of Surrender, you will be held pending investigation of possible involvement in crimes against humanity, specifically the targeted killing of three hundred, seventy-three thousand civilians on the Persephone colony. Patricia, translate!” 
 
    Patricia turned to Alacea and cleared her throat. <We think you bad,> she said. <Very bad. You come to us. We find you bad.> 
 
    Ben bit his lip but wouldn’t look at Patricia. “I get the feeling that your translation wasn’t nearly as meaningful as the original,” he accused. 
 
    The terp officer shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “Ramirez! Baird! Take her into custody!” Ben ordered. 
 
    Ramirez and Burgers jumped. Ramirez leaned over to his friend and whispered frantically. “Dude, I didn’t bring zip ties!” 
 
    “You are the worst Ranger!” Burgers hissed back. 
 
    “You don’t need to cuff her,” Ben told them in exasperation. “Just put her in an LTV.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Ramirez replied, and the two stepped forward, each taking hold of one of Alacea’s arms. They led her out the front door. 
 
    Kasshas rallied one more time. <THIS IS AN OUTRAGE!> he thundered. <YOU CANNOT DO THIS!> 
 
    Patricia gave Ben the gist, and the Ranger turned back to him. “You can come visit her to check on her condition tomorrow,” he told the Va’Shen. “With my maps.” He gave Patricia the nod, and she translated his statement as best she could. 
 
    With that, the two turned to leave. Kasshas, wide-eyed, fell to his knees. 
 
      
 
    Alacea, her head lowered, her ears drooped and her tail brushing against the ground as she walked, allowed the two Dark Ones to lead her outside where several other Dark Ones awaited her. She had wanted this, all but begged their Overlord for this, over the objections of her own people and the village chief, but now that she had it, fear gripped her heart. This was her role, one she knew she would play for her community, if not in this life than the next, all her life. 
 
    But Great Ones be merciful, she was so afraid. 
 
    What were they going to do with her? The legends she knew told her the Dark Ones’ depravity was matched only by their creativity when it came to wielding that depravity. They could do anything to her.  
 
    And she would accept it. That was her role. 
 
    The dark-skinned one kept hold of her arm while the lighter-skinned one opened a door in the back of their wheeled vehicle. She leaned forward to look inside, her curiosity momentarily outweighing her fear. Inside was a sparse and gloomy chair a sick greenish color. 
 
    “Okay, Miss, in you go,” Ramirez told her. 
 
    She didn’t understand his speech, but his gesture was obvious. Alacea looked again and immediately saw a complication. The seat-back was straight and space was cramped. There was no opening for her tail. 
 
    <My Lord,> she said to Ramirez meekly. <Please…> She blushed. <Is there somewhere else to sit? There’s no space for my… um…> She pointed to her tail and then at the back of the seat, hoping he’d get it. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    “That’s right, Ma’am,” he said. “Butt in the seat. Let’s go.” 
 
    Alacea cleared her throat and resigned herself to the coming indignity. Carefully, she reached inside and grabbed the back of the front seat to steady herself before pulling herself inside. She turned, her tail poking out of the LTV’s door, and she tried to get it situated so she could sit without hurting it. She finally managed to fit in the seat by pushing herself as far forward against the back of the front seat as she could, her tail bending uncomfortably to rest in the space between her seat and the next. 
 
    Ramirez finally figured out what her complaint had been and cleared his throat sympathetically. “Sorry, Ma’am,” he said. “They’re all like this.” 
 
    Alacea ignored him. She pushed her face against the front seat-back and tried to hide her terrified eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Patricia began as she and Ben approached the lead LTV. “About the girl…” 
 
    “She confessed to a war crime, didn’t she?” Ben snapped at her.  
 
    Patricia didn’t answer immediately, and Ben gave her a pointed look, waiting for her to say something. “Well, yes,” she finally relented. “But surely you don’t believe that some farmer’s daughter or something is secretly part of the Va’Shen high command?” 
 
    “Let’s turn the situation around,” Ben told her as he opened the passenger door. “Let’s say the Va’Shen suddenly turned the war around after we nuked their cities and invaded Earth. Now, if I work at the Pentagon, and I had something to do with those nukes, I think I’d probably make myself scarce. Like take my family and hide in the deepest darkest coal mine in West Virginia or something.” 
 
    “We’re not authorized to investigate war crimes!” she cried.  
 
    “No, but we can hold her until we can get someone from Jamieson who can,” he shot back. 
 
    “Yeah, but is this really the best way to handle the situation?” she asked. “I mean, for all intents and purposes, we’re basically taking this woman hostage! We’re supposed to be making friends here, not taking revenge against our enemies!” 
 
    “Look, what do you want from me?!” he snapped at her. “I’m not some State Department whiz-kid, all right?” He lowered his voice as he continued. “I’m a Ranger. I kill people and I break their stuff. That’s what I’m trained for. That’s what I know. But one thing I do know for sure is that that guy…” He pointed back at Kasshas’s office, “… has been playing me for a damn fool since we got here! Now, he seems to really care about what happens to this girl. Maybe she’s a daughter, or a niece or something, I don’t know. But if taking her claim seriously for a little bit shakes a little cooperation out of him, I’m for it.” 
 
    He stopped talking and wiped the sweat from his forehead. Patricia didn’t reply. 
 
    “I can’t get a village back on its feet without villagers,” he told her quietly. He straightened and turned from her, taking a moment to look at the sky and take a breath. 
 
    “They’re in a cave,” Patricia told him quietly. 
 
    He turned back to her, surprise plain on his face. “What?” 
 
    Patricia nodded. “I didn’t catch everything she said when she first busted in,” she explained. “She was talking real fast, and I was surprised, but I did recognize the word ‘cave.’” She nodded as if to agree with her own conclusion. “Not only do I think she knows where they are, I think she just came from there. She’s obviously been in the wilderness for awhile.” 
 
    Ben looked at his lieutenant with newfound respect. “That’s a heckuva catch, LT,” he said.  “You should play for the Browns.” 
 
    The terp smiled and nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Interro…” He paused and switched words. “Interview her and see what you can find out.” 
 
    “And if she did have something to do with Persephone?” she asked, a touch of trepidation in her voice. 
 
    “Then we turn her and your interview notes over to the CJTF for action,” he told her. “By the book.” 
 
    Mollified, Patricia nodded. “Yes, Sir.” She turned and started to circle the LTV to find her seat. 
 
    Ben turned to enter the vehicle himself but stopped as Ramirez trotted up to him. “Sir, about the prisoner…” 
 
    The captain sighed. “Ramirez, if you’re about to tell me she couldn’t possibly have done it because she’s too cute, I’m gonna lose it…” 
 
    “No, Sir, not that,” the NCO assured him. “It’s just… where do you want us to put her? We don’t have a stockade.” 
 
    “Put her in the Distinguished Visitor quarters,” Ben told him, climbing into the LTV. “Find four female Rangers for guard duty and keep a watch on her. See to her needs and make sure she’s comfortable.” He closed the door and continued speaking through the window. “Treat her with respect, Ramirez. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Ramirez gave him a jaunty salute and jogged back to his LTV. 
 
    Well, Ben thought, That could have gone better. 
 
    It could have gone worse, he thought back. 
 
    The day is young… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    As the vehicle she rode in bounced down the dirt track, Alacea managed to turn her head to see a little out the window. She had not yet seen the Dark Ones’ encampment and was alarmed to see just how many of them there were in her village. Vehicles rumbled through the camp, and new buildings were being erected. She gasped as she suddenly realized she knew this area, had played there as a child, but the big purple guum trees were gone, taken by the Dark Ones’ military needs as she was. 
 
    The vehicle stopped, and the Dark Ones began to get out. The door nearest her opened and Ramirez stood there, beckoning with his hand to come out. 
 
    “Last stop,” he said. “Everyone out.” 
 
    The fox girl climbed carefully out, catching the hair or her tail on metal protrusions inside the vehicle and having to stop to disentangle herself. Once outside, she tried to take a cleansing breath, but dust and dirt kicked up by the vehicles caused her to cough. Must these beasts ruin even the air, she thought. 
 
    She opened her eyes through the grime and looked up to see Ramirez gesturing to a small white building directly in front of them. A short set of three wooden steps, made from her precious guum trees, led to a simple door with strange alien characters on it. 
 
    Alacea took a haunted breath as lines from the Dark Ones’ legends came back to her. 
 
    Those they kept alive for their amusement were locked in wooden cages, ever guarded by the vicious beasts they kept as pets. For no reason but to inflict more pain, the cages were made too short, and the frightened tods and vixens could only hunch over or kneel with their heads bowed… 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Ramirez said, stepping up to the door and opening it. He turned to another Dark One and called out to him. “Hey, tell Jenkins, Smith, Carson and…. Copperfield to arm up and meet me here ASAP.” 
 
    The other Dark One bowed his head quickly to the alien and ran off. 
 
    “All right, Ma’am,” Ramirez said, turning back to her. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She turned her attention back to him and gasped. This was it. She squared her shoulders and raised her head. If they were going to force her to bow, then every moment before then she wanted to spend with her head held high. Alacea stepped forward and climbed the steps, closing her eyes and offering a prayer to the Gods. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, she was puzzled. The room in which she stood was clean and well-lit by an orb of light in the ceiling. A small, raised bench stood in the corner with blankets and a puffy pillow on top of it. She wondered if the Dark Ones expected her to sleep on it or if it was just there to sit upon. A small table stood on the other side of the room with a large white bowl, two drinking cups and what appeared to be two glass bottles of water. 
 
    Then she saw what must be the cage. A wooden box with two doors as tall as she was. She swallowed nervously as Ramirez walked up to it. 
 
    “So, you got no luggage,” he said, opening the box and showing her the space inside which held an extra blanket. “But if your friends bring you a change of clothes, you can put them in your wall locker here.” He closed the door and gestured to the table. “You got water there, and I’ll see about getting you some more so you can clean up. I’ll get you a towel too. The cot isn’t great, but it’s all we got.” 
 
    Alacea followed his gestures and his strange speech as best she could. Apparently, he did not intend for her to get into the box. Perhaps he was only threatening her with it if she misbehaved. 
 
    Ramirez continued, walking to the door again and reaching out to the lightswitch. “Lights here.” He switched them off and on real quick, causing Alacea to jump in surprise and look at the ceiling. “We’ll bring you lunch and dinner when the chow hall opens.” 
 
    He turned back to her and waved to get her attention. “Okay, now, this part is important okay?” Once he was sure he had her attention, he went to the door and pointed at it. “NO!” he said loudly as if trying to teach a dog not to pee on the carpet. “Okay? NO!” 
 
    “No,” she repeated carefully. 
 
    “That’s right, no,” he reiterated. “If you need something, you bang on the door.” He demonstrated by knocking on the door. 
 
    A knock came back and he opened it. Jenkins, rifle over her shoulder and helmet and gear on, stood there. 
 
    “Got the word, Staff Sergeant,” she said. “What’s… Hey, is that a Va’Shen?!” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a detainee,” Ramirez told her. “I need you, Smith, Carson, and Copperfield to watch her. The captain wants her taken care of. DV treatment, you know? But she’s a detainee.” 
 
    Jenkins nodded. “Yeah, no problem. What she do?” 
 
    “Um…” Ramirez turned back and looked at the frightened-looking fox girl. “Maybe mass murder?” he replied uncertainly. “I don’t know. All I know is the captain wants her to stay put.” 
 
    “No problem,” Jenkins said. She looked past him at Alacea and waved, giving the Va’Shen a bright smile. “Hi, Honey! I’m Rachel!” 
 
    Alacea looked nervously from side to side and raised her hand to mimic the private. 
 
    “Awfully shy for a killer,” Jenkins noted to Ramirez. 
 
    “LT will be by later to interview her, just keep an eye on her,” the noncom told her. “You know how the Va’Shen are. You blink and they’re gone.” 
 
    Jenkins nodded. “You got it, Sarge.” She turned to Alacea again. “You need anything, I’m right outside, Honey.”  
 
    With that, the Ranger private stepped back outside and closed the door. Ramirez turned back to Alacea. 
 
    “So, this is when I ask if you have any questions, but I don’t know how to speak Va’Shen, so…” He gestured to her, inviting her to give it a shot anyway. 
 
    <Is there… um… a washing closet?> she asked tentatively. 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope,” he said to himself, “That was a waste of time.” He turned to go. “Remember,” he said, and he knocked on the door. Opening it, he stepped outside and closed it, leaving Alacea alone. 
 
      
 
    Patricia had intercepted Ramirez on his way back the DV hooch and took the extra towels and water off his hands. With these new parcels in-hand, she continued on to where they were holding the detainee.  
 
    She wasn’t sure what “interview,” was supposed to mean here. The captain had started to say “interrogate” but deliberately switched it up. The intel lieutenant assumed that to mean that he didn’t want the girl treated harshly. That limited her options, but it did make her feel better. She just couldn’t see the fox girl as being some kind of military mastermind, no matter what she may have said. 
 
    Perhaps the situation said more about her boss than it did Alacea. He had been ready to shrug his shoulders and leave before she made that statement about the cities.  
 
    Maybe someone who had lost that much shouldn’t be in a position like this. 
 
    But who else was there? One reason there were so many members of the 5th Rangers here in the first place was that they didn’t have anywhere else to go. They had lost everything. Staying in the Army for another year or so was a good way to start to rebuild, especially on a planet where everything was paid for and there was nothing to spend money on anyway. 
 
    She saw Jenkins and gave the private a smile. 
 
    “Afternoon, LT,” Jenkins greeted. 
 
    “Anything new?” Patricia asked her with a nod to the door. 
 
    “It took a little bit of uncomfortable charades, but we got her to the bathroom and back,” Jenkins said. “Copperfield will be here in a bit with chow.” 
 
    Patricia nodded. “Okay, I’m going in.” 
 
    “Good luck, Ma’am!” Jenkins said gamely as she opened the door. 
 
    As she entered the hooch, she looked down and saw Alacea sitting on her knees in the center of the room, her eyes closed in either meditation or prayer. The cot had been upended and placed upright in a corner. In its place the blanket and pillows had been arranged on the floor in a circle with the edges folded up. 
 
    Patricia placed the towels and water on the table. 
 
    “Hello,” she greeted, and Alacea’s eyes opened and found her. Patricia gestured to herself. <My name Patricia.> 
 
    The fox girl rose to her feet and bowed low from the waist. <Greetings,> she returned. <I am Alacea, Mikorin Na’Sha of Pelle. What will you do with me?> 
 
    Patricia bit her lip and looked down to see Alacea’s tail jerking left and right, a sign of the girl’s fear. 
 
    <Do not fear,> Patricia told her. <You no hurt.> She gestured to the girl and back to herself. <We talk.> 
 
    Alacea swallowed. <Talk about what?> she asked. <I am responsible for my people’s conduct. You need not seek them out.> 
 
    The Army officer tried to sound soothing. <You need things?> she asked. She pointed at the towels. <I bring things.> 
 
    The girl swallowed again and considered the Dark One’s words. Her eyes glanced down to her tail. <May I trouble you for a brush?> she asked. <I am not presentable.> 
 
    <Brush?> Patricia repeated, not recognizing the word. <What mean ‘brush?’> 
 
    <A brush,> Alacea said, making a motion as if brushing her hair. 
 
    She saw the light go on behind Patricia’s eyes. “Oh, a brush!” She held a finger up and walked back to the door, knocking on it. 
 
    Jenkins opened the door and looked inside. “Everything cool, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Yeah, Private, we’re all good,” Patricia said with a smile. “I need a favor. Can you go to my quarters? On the top shelf of my wall locker is a hairbrush. Could you bring it here? Our friend here would like to brush her hair.” 
 
    Jenkins looked back and forth between the two of them for a moment before speaking again. “Oh, I am not falling for that,” she stated plainly. 
 
    Patricia’s face fell. “Falling for what?” 
 
    “She asks you for a brush, you send me to get it, then POW!” Jenkins explained. “She conks you on the back of the head, and she’s gone. Not falling for it.” She looked at Alacea and gave her a friendly smile. “It’s a nice try, though!” 
 
    The lieutenant cleared her throat and spared a glance back at Alacea. “Private,” she began, “I really don’t think we have to worry about that. Now, please go get the brush.” 
 
    “No, Ma’am,” Jenkins told her. 
 
    “Jenkins, I am ordering you to get that brush,” Patricia told her dangerously. 
 
    “No, Ma’am,” Jenkins repeated. “I am not leaving this post until properly relieved by another sentry or my commander. Now, when Copperfield gets back, I will send her to get your brush.” 
 
    Patricia glared daggers at her. “Private, I am a lieutenant,” she reminded her. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, but you’re not another sentry and you’re not Captain Ben Gibson, and so I’m not leaving. Now, you need anything else?” 
 
    The lieutenant took a breath. “No… thank you.” 
 
    Jenkins closed the door, and Patricia took a deep breath before turning back to Alacea. <We get brush later,> she said. <Now we talk. Sit.> 
 
    Alacea resumed her place in the center of the room, and Patricia sat across from her, taking out her notepad and pen. She had researched how to ask certain questions before-hand and wrote them down so she wouldn’t risk messing it up. 
 
    <What is your rank and duty position?> she asked. 
 
    <I am Mikorin Na’Sha,> Alacea told her. 
 
    Expecting this question, Patricia asked a follow up. <What does that mean?> 
 
    <It… It means I am Mikorin Na’Sha,> Alacea said in confusion. 
 
    Patricia had to go off script earlier than she thought. <What Mikorin Na’Sha do?> she asked. 
 
    Alacea seemed to grasp the question now. <I am the community.> 
 
    Okay, still not helpful, but she’s trying, Patricia thought. 
 
    <You are chief?> she asked. 
 
    <No.> 
 
    <You are soldier?> 
 
    <No.> 
 
    Patricia bit the inside of her cheek in frustration. She abandoned the question and went to the next on the list. 
 
    <Why did you confess to destroying cities?> 
 
    Alacea looked down at the ground. <I am responsible for the actions of the community,> she said. 
 
    Patricia worked through the statement, trying to make sure she understood it. 
 
    <The community destroying cities?> she asked. 
 
    <Anything the community has done, I am ultimately responsible for and must stand in judgement,> Alacea told her. 
 
    <Did you order the attack on Persephone?> Patricia asked. 
 
    <Any attack committed by members of the community were done with my sanction,> the fox girl told her steadily. 
 
    The lieutenant growled low in her throat. There was something off about her responses. Kasshas had had a flowery way of speaking that made it hard for Patricia to follow, but it did give her an idea of what it sounded like when a Va’Shen was being evasive. It could just be a local dialect or an error in translation, but she got the feeling that Alacea was speaking in a way that made it sound like she was answering the question without actually answering. But the way she was making it sound made it seem like she was a war criminal. That didn’t make any sense. A war criminal would try to double-talk in the other direction. 
 
    Patricia’s eyes narrowed, and she came up with a new idea. 
 
    <Let’s talk about the other crimes,> she began. 
 
      
 
    It was after nine p.m. local time when an exhausted looking Patricia walked into the chow hall and made a bee-line for the huge metal coffee pots that lined the wall. There weren’t enough troops on the base to warrant a full-time chow hall, so the kitchen was closed during non-meal times, but the cooks had strict orders to always have coffee available. 
 
    As she poured herself a cup, she turned to the only other person in the room. Ben was hand-writing reports at a corner table.  
 
    “Well,” she said, causing him to look up. “She confessed to all of it.” 
 
    Ben lowered his pen and sat back in his chair. “She did, huh?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Patricia nodded and pulled out the chair directly opposite of him. “She stated unequivocally that she is responsible for the attack on Persephone and the deaths of everyone involved.” 
 
    The Ranger captain let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. “Really?” After he had had some time to calm down, he had begun to see things Patricia’s way. Whenever he thought about one day coming face-to-face with Persephone’s destroyer, he had always imagined some pompous, elderly tod who took pride in what he had done, not some young lady in dirty clothes. 
 
    She nodded and looked down at her coffee. “And that’s not all. It looks like we hooked a real big fish here, Sir.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Not only did she confess to the Persephone attack, she was apparently involved in others,” Patricia told him.  
 
    “Epsilon Eridani?” he asked in amazement. Jeez, just who did they have here?! 
 
    Patricia nodded. “And Gamma Hydra. And Wolf Seven. And Vega…” 
 
    “They never attacked Vega,” Ben cut in. 
 
    “… and Altair,” she continued. “And Mars. And the Moon. She also confessed to planning the attack on Pearl Harbor…” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes and dropped his pen on the table, realizing he had been had. 
 
    “And get this,” Patricia said, grinning upon realizing the game was over. “She ordered the killing… of one… Abraham… Lincoln!” 
 
    The captain glared at her. “This is funny to you?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not lying. She confessed to everything I asked her about. She just doesn’t know enough to know she’s lying.” 
 
    “Why?” Ben asked pointedly. “Why play this game? What does she hope to gain from it? Is it she just crazy?” 
 
    Patricia shrugged. “Whatever the reason, it’s linked to the villagers. Every time I asked her about them, she confessed to something else. It’s like when a mom goes to the police and tells them, yeah, sure her little boy did X, Y or Z, but it wasn’t his fault because she was a bad mom.” 
 
    “Is it possible there’s someone among the villagers she’s covering for?” Ben asked. 
 
    The terp shrugged again. “I don’t know. But she will not tell me where they are, and she will not even entertain the idea that she’s not responsible for whatever it is they may have done in the war.” 
 
    Ben leaned back in his chair again and looked at the ceiling in thought. 
 
    Patricia regarded him for a moment. “So… I was never near any of the actual fighting,” she admitted slowly. “So, I don’t know, but… aside from Persephone, I never heard of the Va’Shen doing anything that was really… you know… over the line. Did you hear or see anything like that?” 
 
    “Nothing really new,” he confessed. “Nothing we humans had never done to one another. The Va’Shen were really good at sneak attacks and ambushes. I can only imagine what kind of hunters they are. But we never saw anything like mutilated bodies or mass graves or anything like that. I think that’s why Persephone was such a big deal, and why we ended up nuking the cities in the end.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He looked at her and took a breath. “Washington never seemed to want to go all out against the Va’Shen. Most of us just figured they didn’t like having to pay for a war when it cost more than a billion dollars to move a single vehicle between star systems. So, they shoe-stringed us whenever they could because… well… the war was far away. After Persephone, I think someone on Capitol Hill realized that if they could do that to a colony, they could do it to D.C. too.” 
 
    Patricia nodded. That made a cynical sort of sense.  
 
    “I want to talk to her tomorrow,” he said. “First thing.” 
 
    She nodded again. “Yes, Sir.” The lieutenant rose from her chair and pushed it back under the table. “Good night, Sir.” 
 
    “Good night, Patricia.” 
 
      
 
    Three years ago… 
 
    Being toward the end of a convoy in a dry, dusty climate sucked. The dirt kicked up by the vehicles in front of you made it hard to see or breathe. If you were the turret gunner, it was even worse and all you could do was wear goggles and a balaclava to try to keep the dirt out of your nose and mouth. 
 
    It was that thought that spurred Ben to look up and back from the passenger seat of the LTV and check on his gunner. “Peterson!” he yelled. “You doing okay?” 
 
    Normally LTVs were equipped with digital “smart-gunners,” a cylindrical, rotating robot that could be controlled from the vehicle’s terminal or even a commander’s pad. The problem was that the system, minus the actual gun, weight about 500 pounds. Your average soldier weighed about 180, and the Department of Defense paid contractors to move equipment by the ounce. For the government, it was a pretty easy choice. 
 
    A muffled response came back, utterly unintelligible, but Ben took it as “good to go.” 
 
    The Ranger lieutenant turned back to the view of the truck rumbling ahead of his vehicle and the vehicle’s fold-up computer screen in front of him, showing him everything from the status of each vehicle in the convoy to their position on the road to New Galveston, Epsilon Eridani’s main research facility. 
 
    “So, get this,” Ramirez piped up from the driver’s seat. “I’m online last night checking out the news, and the scroller at the bottom of the screen announces that NASA just found three more. Can you believe that?” 
 
    Ben shrugged as he scrolled through the different open windows on the computer screen. “Sure, they find new habitable worlds all the time now.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I mean the way they announce it now,” Ramirez went on. “When I was a kid, they would break into a news broadcast to announce it. Now they find three at once and all it warrants is an announcement at the bottom during a morning show segment about a guy who dresses up as fruit to get kids to eat healthier? What’s the world coming to?” 
 
    “How many do you think there are, anyway?” Specialist Clarence piped up from the back seat. 
 
    “Grandpa used to tell me how when they first started getting probe data back, scientists were saying how the odds of a world being habitable were one-in-a-billion-trillion-gajillion,” Ramirez told him. “Then BAM! First try, they found one. He said NASA thought they won the lottery.” 
 
    Ben heard Peterson cough and winced in sympathy. 
 
    Ramirez went on, stopping only to take a sip from the water bladder concealed in his assault pack. “Then, before they could even start planning a manned trip, they find another one. And another. And another!” 
 
    “Jess said astronomers refer to it as ‘The Time of Plenty,’” Ben offered up. “She said they were certain it had to be a flaw in the probes’ programming because it was mathematically impossible.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I suck at ma…” 
 
    The beam of blue light slamming into the left side of the vehicle’s engine block cut off Clarence’s comment, and Ramirez jerked the wheel, trying to retain control of the vehicle.  
 
    “HOLD ON!” Ben screamed as he felt the left side of the jeep leave the ground and they started to roll. Behind him, Clarence shoved Peterson’s legs as hard as he could, trying to make the private fall down into the vehicle before it rolled over onto him, but he was a little too late. The vehicle rolled twice and landed on its right side, its undercarriage facing the direction the Va’Shen’s shot had come from. 
 
    Ben took a quick physical survey of his condition and found nothing broken. Looking around he saw the others in varying stages of consciousness. 
 
    “EVERYONE OUT!” he screamed. 
 
    Clarence and the other specialist, Simpson, pushed past Peterson in the turret, dragging the unconscious or possibly dead gunner’s body out with them. Ramirez unhooked his harness and fell against the center console. Gaining a foothold, he climbed out the turret, and Ben followed a moment later. 
 
    The captain looked ahead and saw the rest of the convoy driving away as quickly as they could. A cargo truck passed them, and before it could get more than a hundred feet, another blue energy bolt slammed into the engine compartment, causing the truck to roll to a halt. Ben saw two soldiers hop out the passenger side with their weapons. 
 
    He poked his head around the front edge of the vehicle, careful to use the car’s engine as cover, and saw more blue flashes as a group of Va’Shen on top of a rocky outcropping a hundred meters away started firing at them.  
 
    Ben pulled his head back and turned to the others. Ramirez was on the far side of the vehicle, his carbine up. Clarence and Simpson had Peterson laying on his back and were checking his vitals. 
 
    “Ramirez! Clarence! Suppress the fire on that hilltop!” The two Rangers started firing up the hill, more to keep the Va’Shen from poking their heads up and firing than any real hope of actually hitting them. Ben turned to the two soldiers in the other vehicle and pointed up the hill. They got the message and started banging away with their weapons. 
 
    He clicked the mic on his radio. “Sword Maiden! Sword Maiden! This is Slayer Red Six! Troops in contact five-two miles east of Checkpoint Three! One wounded! Two vehicles inoperable! Attackers are Va’Shen, approximately squad-sized! Heavy energy weapons! Request air support and MEDEVAC! Over!” 
 
    “Copy, Slayer Red Six,” a female voice came back over the radio. “We’re directing a Wildcat to your area. Time on target, five minutes. Can you hold?” 
 
    Before he could reply, a blue energy bolt punched through the LTV’s engine block barely a foot from his face and hit the sand nearby. Their “cover and concealment” had officially become just “concealment.” 
 
    “We’ll get back to you on that!” Ben yelled. 
 
    “Loading!” he heard Ramirez yell. Ben turned and climbed into the turret back into the vehicle. Crawling to the passenger seat, he found the computer terminal and hit several keys. On the left side of the vehicle, now pointed upward, a large tube turned, directed by gyroscopes to point directly up, and fired. 
 
    Thirty feet up, the casing around the projectile broke away and a small drone sped into the sky above them. Ben hastily crawled back out of the vehicle as another energy bolt smashed through the bottom of the driver’s seat and out the LTV’s ceiling. 
 
    He fell out of the turret into the sand, almost landing on Peterson. Simpson was rendering first aid, and Ben wanted to help, but he knew the best way to save the private’s life was to finish the fight as quickly as possible. 
 
    Retaking his position at the front of the vehicle, he raised his rifle and pulled open the tablet that folded against the rifle’s left side, just forward of the magazine well. The small smartphone sized screen came to life and automatically linked to the drone he had launched. He heard an explosion and turned to see the other truck now on fire, and the two soldiers who had hidden behind it on the ground, one of them rolling in pain. 
 
    “Dammit,” he muttered. He looked at the thermal image on the screen. He could see his LTV and the Rangers hiding behind it, and he could also see six red blobs moving around a large rock. 
 
    “SHIFT FIRE LEFT!” he called. “They’re moving!” 
 
    Ramirez and Clarence aimed further to their left and kept shooting. Ben began to turn to offer his own fire to theirs but stopped when a message popped up on the tablet’s screen. 
 
    <Hello! I’m Wildcat Drone MC-34B! Would you like to request a Close Air Support Mission? Yes/No> 
 
    Ben tapped the “Yes.” 
 
    <Okay, I can help you with that. Please use your finger to indicate the area you would like me to target.> 
 
    The Ranger grit his teeth. This would be almost funny if they weren’t all about to die… 
 
    He moved his finger around the six red blobs, leaving a blue circle around them. 
 
    <Okay. Transponder data indicates you are DANGER CLOSE. Would you like me to engage these targets anyway? Yes/No> 
 
    Ben growled and banged the “yes” option. 
 
    <Okay, I am engaging targets. Please take cover or leave the area immediately.> 
 
    As he was turning to warn the others, an energy bolt roared through the back of the LTV and through Clarence’s leg, dropping the screaming Ranger like a load of bricks. 
 
    “Clarence!” Simpson yelled, rushing to his side to perform first aid. 
 
    “EVERYONE DOWN!” Ben yelled. 
 
    The soldiers ducked and covered their heads. Had they been looking up the hill, they might have seen a lightning-quick blur shoot from the sky and into the hillside nearby, erupting in a huge explosion that threatened to knock the damaged vehicle over on top of them. 
 
    Ben looked cautiously up as dirt and small rocks rained down onto his helmet. Squinting around the LTV, he saw smoke rising from where the Va’Shen soldiers had been shooting at them. The tablet on his rifle beeped for his attention. 
 
    <My sensors indicate that (6) out of (6) targets have been neutralized. Would you like to request another Close Air Support mission? Y/N> 
 
    The Ranger captain let out an exhausted breath and tapped “no.” 
 
      
 
    The memory of that fight on Epsilon Eridani echoed in Ben’s head as he sat on the metal chair he had positioned in the open doorway of his hooch. It was raining outside, and, unable to sleep, he had wanted to sit and watch the rain. As he watched the lightning play in the dark clouds over the base and listened to light rumblings of thunder, he idly flipped the folded print-out between his fingers, still unwilling to open it. 
 
    Peterson survived, but his back had been so damaged that the Army sent him home. Ben assumed he had been on Persephone during the strike. Clarence, oddly enough, didn’t even rate a trip home. The beam had passed right through his leg and cauterized the wound as it went. A bullet along the same path would have caused him to bleed out.  
 
    It was one of the things that bothered Ben about the Va’Shen, and his earlier conversation with Patricia had brought it and the memory back to the fore. As technologically advanced as the Va’Shen were in some ways, they were equally backwards in others, and those areas where they were more advanced, it almost seemed like they didn’t know how to best apply their own tech. 
 
    For example, the Va’Shen energy weapons seemed like the next great step in weapons design, but even if and when humans were able to actually miniaturize energy weapons to the point where a soldier could carry one, odds are they wouldn’t for the exact reason that it wouldn’t kill reliably enough. The goal was to get enemy soldiers off the battlefield. A weapon that didn’t make you bleed was almost pointless. 
 
    His gaze came to rest at the door to the DV quarters across the narrow dirt, now mud, pathway from his hooch. Standing outside, trying her best to stay dry, Specialist Carson was pressed against the wall, trying to get herself completely under the narrow awning and the meager protection from the rain it might provide. 
 
    He fingered the print-out. What was their game? He resisted the urge to march over there and beat on the door with his fist, to somehow force the answers out of the fox girl who was sleeping inside. 
 
    If he’d had the technology that was available to him on Epsilon Eridani, he wouldn’t even need to talk to this girl. He could have LTVs with micro-drones search up and down the valley until they caught a heat signature or have Jamieson fly a few Wildcats overhead and loiter for days until one of them poked their head out of whatever cave they were hiding in. 
 
    Again, he wondered why he was bothering. He wondered if the other sector commanders were having problems like this or if this level of difficulty was a uniquely Pellean thing. 
 
    He pocketed the printout and stood up, grabbing the back of his chair and pulling it back inside his hooch. Tomorrow was likely to be another long day. 
 
      
 
    Alacea picked up the small, white covered bowl and shook it. Something, a lot of somethings, rattled against the plastic inside. Looking at the top, which seemed to be made of some kind of paper but shinier and more durable, a drawing of some kind of animal was showing its teeth to her.  
 
    Her first morning as the Dark Ones’ prisoner was not going well at all. When she awoke, the guard opened the door and beckoned her to follow and to take one of the brown towels with her. For a moment, the Na’Sha was delighted at the prospect that they might be taking her to a bath. She hadn’t had a proper soak in more than a week. However, the guard took her to another small building wherein there were several stalls with a metal nozzle in the wall. 
 
    The guard mimed undressing, and Alacea obeyed, blushing furiously. The guard then held up her hand with her fingers spread and pointed to the stalls before turning and sitting on a bench near the sinks nearby. 
 
    Curious, Alacea entered one of the stalls and found a lever in the wall at about chest level. Turning it, she shrieked as freezing water sprayed down on her from the nozzle in the wall, then shrieked again as the water got progressively hotter and hotter, threatening to scald her. 
 
    The guard came charging in and adjusted the lever, soaking herself and all her clothes in the process. After a moment to calm down, the fox girl realized the water was warm and clean. It wasn’t a bath, they were basically hosing her down like she were cattle that had rolled in the mud. 
 
    Mortified, she washed as best she could in the five minutes she was allotted and after drying and dressing in her dirty robes, allowed the guard to take her back to her prison. 
 
    When she arrived, she found a tray on the table with the covered bowl, a paper rectangular box and a spoon sitting on top of it. 
 
    She shook the bowl again and it rattled. Pressing down on the top, her fingernails punctured the paper and she tore it open to reveal several brownish circles. Was this food? It looked like animal feed. She put one of the circles in her mouth and chewed, grimacing at the bland taste. 
 
    The fox woman didn’t have long to eat, however. There was a knock on the door just before it opened, and Patricia came in, smiling at her. 
 
    <Good morning,> the Dark One said.  
 
    Alacea bowed politely. <Good morning,> she returned respectfully. 
 
    Patricia moved aside and the Overlord followed her inside the prison. <Leader of fighters want speak at you,> the human woman explained.  
 
    The Va’Shen bowed again in assent and looked up at the Overlord. He was more than a head taller than her, even with her ears, dressed in the same mottled green uniform as all the other Dark Ones she had seen so far. Piercing blue eyes seemed to bore into her, and she found herself swallowing nervously in his gaze. This, she was certain, was no farmer or lumberman. He carried himself as a man who knew he had complete power over everything he put his eyes upon. 
 
    “I am Captain Ben Gibson,” he began evenly, trying not to unnecessarily unnerve her. He listened as Patricia translated before continuing. “Lieutenant Kim said you have confessed to some very horrible crimes.” 
 
    Once Patricia had finished translating, Alacea raised her head defiantly. <I am the Mikorin Na’Sha of Pelle, Alacea, and all that the people of Pelle do is done with my sanction and approval.> 
 
    It was the same wording she had given Patricia yesterday, so the terp knew how to translate it. 
 
    “You ordered the bombing of Persephone?” Ben asked. 
 
    <I am responsible for the actions of my community,> Alacea told him after the translation. 
 
    “Who in your community?” Ben asked. “Who among your people did you order to bomb our colony?” 
 
    This question was new, and Alacea paused. <I do not concern myself with such details,> she said. <If a member of my community bombed your city, then as Mikorin Na’Sha I bear the responsibility for it. It does not matter who actually did it.> 
 
    “Would you tell me, if you knew?” Ben asked. 
 
    Alacea grit her teeth as she heard the translation, her tail twitching angrily. <It does not matter!> she cried. <My people acted as they were told! They did what they did because it was right! I am the one responsible! Why do you continue to hound my people when the one you must punish stands before you!? I am here! I have surrendered myself to you freely! Put your knife to my throat and deliver your justice! I will not resist! You will have your revenge, and my people will be safe!> 
 
    Patricia struggled to translate all of it, growling to herself as she did her best. “It’s fine,” she said. “They did what they could because they could. I am responsible. Punish me. My people are safe.” 
 
    Ben stared at the fox girl, and Alacea met his gaze with her own ferocious eyes.  
 
    “We don’t want to hurt your people,” he said. Patricia translated. “We want them to come home.” 
 
    <How can they come here when your weapons wait to avenge your people?> Alacea asked. <Do you think I do not see what you are doing? I surrender to you, and instead of forcing me to endure your rage, you treat me as a guest! You feed me! Give me a room and a den on which to sleep! It is because you wish to punish those closest to the crime! If you punish me now, you feel you will not be able to do so to them later!> 
 
    Patricia’s brow furrowed. “It sounds like she thinks we’re tricking her by not treating her badly,” she said.  
 
    Ben sighed. “Where are your people?” 
 
    Alacea glared at him. <I am Alacea, Mikorin Na’Sha of Pelle. I await your punishment. And I’ve nothing more to say until you deliver it.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’m done,” Ben announced as he and Patricia walked down the camp’s main thoroughfare toward his office. “It’s like they’re going out of their way to make it difficult.” 
 
    “It’s a cross-cultural miscommunication,” Patricia said with a shrug.  
 
    “We are speaking as plainly as we can,” Ben argued. 
 
    “Yeah, in their spoken language, but there’s a lot more here than that,” she said. “We can’t base our communications with them on what we know about cultures on Earth. It’s the little things that impact the communication process. We’re missing something, something important.” 
 
    Ben opened the door to the polymer hut that housed the two officers’ desks and stepped inside, removing his patrol cap in one swift movement. Patricia did the same and collapsed in her cheap office chair. 
 
    “So,” she began, “Let her go?” 
 
    “Hell no!” Ben cried. “The investigation is ongoing.” 
 
    “Ongoing?” Patricia asked incredulously. “I think it’s pretty obvious by now that she hasn’t really done anything.” 
 
    “She confessed to being a war criminal,” Ben pointed out. 
 
    “Along with a million other things!” Patricia argued. “Give me five minutes with her, and I’ll get her to confess to inventing country music!” 
 
    “There could be up to a thousand Va’Shen up in those mountains with energy weapons,” Ben told her. “Now, they might be cold, scared and hungry now. But the longer this goes on, the colder, scareder, and hungrier they’re going to get. And that means they might also get angrier and more desperate too.” 
 
    “So how do we leverage her in a way that gets those villagers back down here where they’re not cold, scared, hungry, angry or desperate?” she asked, exasperated by the situation.  
 
    They were interrupted by a knock on the door and looked up as it opened. Warren stood there, taking a moment to remove his yellow hard-hat. “Excuse me, Sir. You have a guest.” 
 
    The engineer moved aside and let Kasshas enter the room. The elderly fox man was carrying two leather satchels. Rolls of parchment protruded from one of them. He bowed to them. 
 
    <Overlord,> he began quietly. <I have brought the maps you demanded.> 
 
    “The maps,” Patricia informed Ben quickly. Ben stepped forward, and Kasshas held one of the bags out to him.  
 
    The Ranger captain bowed his head in thanks and turned, handing them to Warren. “Check those out, would ya?” he asked. 
 
    <I would like to see the Na’Sha,> Kasshas immediately asked. <I have brought clothing and food for her.> 
 
    “He…” 
 
    “Wants to see the girl,” Ben finished for Patricia. “Yeah, I figured.” He turned to Kasshas and decided to try a Hail Mary. “She told us everything,” he said. “Your people can come home now.” 
 
    <Alacea tells Overlord where people place,> Patricia translated. <Pelle people come back.> 
 
    The Va’Shen’s tail went limp, and his face paled. <She… is dead then,> he said. 
 
    Patricia translated, and Ben held his hands up urgently. “No! No, of course not!” 
 
    <No, no. Alacea well.> 
 
    Kasshas took a breath and rolled his shoulders, regathering himself. <Then she has told you nothing. May I see her now?> 
 
    Ben bit his lip in frustration. “Yeah. Chief, would you take him to the DV hut, please?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. And then I’ll take a look at these,” Warren agreed, holding up the sack. He turned to Kasshas and gestured for the door. The chieftain gave Ben a last bow before turning and leaving. 
 
    “Now he thinks we’re liars too,” Patricia noted dryly. 
 
    “It was worth a try,” Ben growled. “Why does everyone assume I’m going to kill this girl?” 
 
    “It’s what they would do in your place, I guess,” Patricia replied wryly. “In their eyes, they can’t figure out why you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Maybe I just should,” Ben grumbled. 
 
    The terp eyed him with a hint of trepidation. “You don’t really mean that,” she said. “Right?” 
 
    “Good God!” Ben exclaimed. “You too now?!” 
 
    “It’s just…” She shrugged. “I know that… I mean… In your situation…” 
 
    “What about my situation?” he asked dangerously. “Don’t hold back, Lieutenant. If you have something to say…” 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat and took a breath. “It’s just that… someone else in your situation, with your background… and your history… may just think, ‘what’s one more dead Va’Shen?’” 
 
    He stared at her for a hard minute. “Well, I’m not someone else,” he told her quietly. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she replied quickly. 
 
    Ben turned away, not sure if he even wanted to face his intel officer at the moment.  
 
    “None of which changes the fact that we have a girl with information we need who insists she’s guilty and won’t take ‘not guilty’ for an answer,” Patricia added. 
 
    “So,” Ben said, slowly turning back to her. “Maybe the right answer is ‘guilty.’” 
 
      
 
    Alacea looked up as the door opened and Kasshas stepped inside.  
 
    <Kasshas!> she cried, overjoyed at the sight of the chieftain. 
 
    He bowed to her. <Alacea, are you all right?> His normal subdued tone was filled with concern for her. 
 
    Remembering her manners, she bowed back to him. <I have not been harmed,> she told him. <Quite the contrary, they seem to be going out of their way to take care of me.> 
 
    Kasshas sighed in relief. <That is good.> 
 
    <It most certainly isn’t!> Alacea argued in return. <They know that if they treat me harshly it will be a sign of acceptance of my role as Na’Sha! They treat me as a guest so that they can claim the opposite later!” 
 
    The chieftain clucked his tongue in reproachful thought. <You give these Dark Ones too much credit, Alacea. They do not seem smart enough for such subterfuge. They can barely speak properly and tell brazen lies that fall immediately apart.> 
 
    <I cannot criticize them for not understanding our language,> Alacea corrected him without heat. <After all, we do not know theirs. I do wish that vixen’s pronunciation was better, though. She speaks like a child.> 
 
    Kasshas’s tail thumped against the ground, and he held the satchel out to her. <I have brought you clothes,> he told her. <And Zassa packed you food. She was afraid the Dark Ones would starve you or feed you filth.> 
 
    <Oh, wonderful!> Alacea cried happily, darting forward to take the satchel from him. <I have been wearing the same clothes for days and have not had a proper meal in just as long!> She rooted through the bag and removed a clay jar with a tied-on cloth cover. <Fresh-cooked lemess! Your assistant is too good to me!> 
 
    <She also picked out the clothing,> Kasshas told her. <Forgive the fashion choice. I told her to pack something that would be easy for you to move in… in case you decided to attempt a… um… unscheduled departure.> 
 
    Alacea paused and dipped her head. Her tail went limp sadly. <I am sorry, Kasshas. You know I will not do that.> 
 
    <There is no guarantee that even if they accept your responsibility as Na’Sha that they will honor our traditions,> Kasshas argued quietly. <That is why we did what we did. None of us wished to see you sacrifice your life in a useless gesture.> 
 
    Alacea pulled the fresh clothes from the bag and held them up. The dark blue and white shirt and brown, breezy pants resembled a Japanese monpei. It was the outfit Alacea normally wore while she gardened back in happier times. It was as good an outfit as any to die in. 
 
    <I could not face the Gods and argue for salvation after betraying their traditions,> she said simply. <If the Dark Ones wish to kill our people then they will do so. But they will not do so until I have done whatever I can to appease their wrath.> She looked up at him and made a turning motion with her hand. <Would you…> 
 
    <Of course.> Kasshas turned around to provide the girl her privacy and dignity while she changed. By Va’Shen standards, Alacea was considered one of the most beautiful vixens in the village, if not the Empire. Nevertheless, Kasshas felt no desire to peek. Such thoughts were reserved only for his Myorin, hiding in the mountains with the rest of their people. 
 
    <I have heard,> Kasshas began carefully, <That some communities have taken arms and continue to fight the Dark Ones.> 
 
    Alacea’s reply came over the sounds of rustling cloth. <I feel bad for their Na’Sha,> she said. <Arguing for the salvation of a community that defies the Emperor would be all but impossible.> 
 
    Kasshas closed his eyes and sighed. In her own subtle way, Alacea had just vetoed his next suggestion without having to reproach him for it. 
 
    <I have finished.> 
 
    He turned around again and found Alacea adjusting her hair in her new outfit. 
 
    <How do I look?> she asked. <I would face the Gods with as much dignity as I can.> 
 
    Kasshas bowed his head, his tail flicking up and down. <Alacea, I have never known you to look anything but dignified no matter what you wore.> 
 
    <Thank you.> The fox girl turned and removed the lid from the jar he had given her, beginning to eat quickly. 
 
    <Are the others safe?> Kasshas asked. 
 
    <When I left they were safe,> Alacea assured him as she munched on the finger-sized grains of rice. <Although it is cold, and the Huntresses would not allow a fire in case the Dark Ones saw the smoke.> 
 
    <Wise,> Kasshas noted.  
 
    Alacea looked up suddenly as the door to her prison opened and Patricia stepped through, followed a moment later by the Overlord and the armed prison guard. 
 
    The two Va’Shen bowed to him. 
 
    <Overlord,> Kasshas said in greeting. <I did not expect to see you again so soon.> 
 
    “He says ‘hi,’” Patricia noted quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, I figured,” Ben replied. “Okay, like we discussed.” He cleared his throat and raised his chin, knowing that a lot of what was about to happen would stand or fall on the level of ceremony with which he presented it. “Alacea, Mikorin Na’Sha of Pelle!” 
 
    The fox girl straightened at hearing her name and title.  
 
    Ben continued. “We have concluded our investigation and I find you guilty of crimes against humanity!” 
 
    Patricia turned to her and read from her quickly written notes. <Leader of fighters completed search of things. You are guilty of crimes against our people.> 
 
    <AN ABSOLUTE OUTRAGE!> Kasshas shouted at Ben, his tail moving so fast behind him that it knocked a water bottle off the table. <YOU CANN…> 
 
    He stopped as he felt Alacea’s hand on his arm. Turning to her, the Mikorin could see the panic in his eyes. She bowed her head to him and squeezed his arm reassuringly.  
 
    <Tell the others,> she told him quietly, <That I will make their case for salvation to the Gods. I will fight hard for them. Please also ask them not to risk themselves in pursuit of an angry justice. I asked for this. I am prepared.> 
 
    <Alacea,> he whimpered. 
 
    She turned and squared her shoulders, addressing Ben directly. <I am prepared to meet your blade.> 
 
    “She says she’s ready,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “As military administrator of Pelle, I hereby pronounce sentence,” Ben declared theatrically. 
 
    <Leader of fighters will tell punishment,> Patricia announced to the two Va’Shen. 
 
    “Alacea, you are hereby sentenced to serve the community as Va’Shen liaison to the military administrator. You will assist me in my day-to-day conduct of our mission and act as my right-hand in dealing with the Va’Shen community.” 
 
    Patricia turned and cleared her throat. She was a little more sketchy on this part of the translation, but she thought she could get the point across. She pointed to Ben. <You be with leader of fighters,> she said. <Help… obey… leader of fighters. Do things with leader of fighters.> 
 
    Alacea was taken aback. That was an awful lot of badly pronounced words, but none of them meant “death.” “Be with…” “Obey…” It sounded more like… 
 
    Her tail poofed out to about three times its normal bulk and threated to completely knock over the small table behind her. What the Overlord was demanding… It was not without precedent. In their own history, Va’Shen warlords would often make the same demand of the Mikorin Na’Sha of cities and nations they had conquered in order to assert dominion over those communities, but how would he even know… 
 
    Oh, he is much craftier than I realized! she thought. She searched his face for some clue as to his thoughts, but with no tail or ears to betray them, they remained hidden from her. 
 
    <You are… taking… me?> Alacea asked, her voice quiet and almost timid. 
 
    Crap! Patricia thought. She recognized most of that, but not all. Okay, judging by the context… 
 
    She turned to Ben. “You are ordering me?” 
 
    Ben nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    <Yes,> Patricia told the fox girl. 
 
    <Outrageous!> Kasshas declared angrily.  <Absolutely outrageous!> 
 
    Alacea took a breath and a step back as she digested what she was hearing. 
 
    He gives me what he believes is an obviously impossible sentence, she thought. Knowing I would refuse. And by refusing, I give up my rights as Na’Sha, and my people would be at his mercy! 
 
    <I will write to the Emperor!> Kasshas cried, his tail knocking over everything not bolted down. It was to the point that the guard fingered her weapon nervously as she watched. 
 
    “He’s not happy,” Patricia noted. 
 
    “I’m beginning to think he’s never happy,” Ben replied dryly. He turned his gaze back to Alacea, trying to discern her thoughts. So far, she had been completely silent. She didn’t even seem relieved. Did she really want to die that badly? 
 
    He took a breath and turned to Patricia. “Tell her, I need her help. And I don’t want her to die.” 
 
    Patricia turned to the pensive Alacea and began. <Leader of fighters says to you needs you. No want death.> 
 
    <Alacea! Say nothing! This farce is over!> Kasshas shouted. 
 
    She didn’t listen. If this was the way it must be, then it must be the Great Ones’ will. Alacea stepped toward Ben and took his right hand in hers, raising it to her lips. 
 
    <I accept!> she declared quickly. A moment later, she sank her teeth into the fleshy part of his hand, drawing blood. 
 
    Ben yelped, and the guard raised her weapon. The Ranger captain urgently waved at her with his other hand, ordering her to lower it. 
 
    Nearby, Kasshas visibly deflated, his ears and tail going limp and his shoulders sagging. <You stupid vixen,> he grumbled. 
 
    Patricia stared at the spectacle, dumbfounded.  
 
    “What. Do. I. Do?” Ben whispered urgently to her. 
 
    “I don’t know! I’ve never heard of this before!” Patricia hissed back in response. 
 
    Finally, Alacea released his now bleeding hand from her mouth and took a resigned breath. She swallowed, tears threatening to spring to her eyes as the enormity of what she had just done began to dawn on her. She stepped back and cleared her throat, her eyes cast downward as she nervously adjusted her clothing as an excuse to not look at him. The fox girl seemed to realize something and quickly wiped the blood from her lips with her sleeve. 
 
    The room was silent for several seconds as the humans tried to figure out what was happening and the Va’Shen grappled with the enormity of the moment. Ben stared at her, blood dribbling from his hand and soaking into the beige carpet beneath him. 
 
    <I… I accept you as Tesho,> Alacea told him quickly.  
 
    “I think she accepts your sentence and you as her leader,” Patricia said, her voice not quite brimming with confidence. 
 
    “Do I bite her back?” Ben asked seriously. 
 
    “I don’t know,” was Patricia’s honest response. 
 
    “Should I?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” she advised him.  
 
    “Okay, then,” Ben said quietly. He looked at the fox girl and could tell that whatever had just happened it had been of great importance. Hopefully, that meant she was prepared to cooperate and quit the constant resistance to what he was trying to do. 
 
    “Come with me,” he ordered, turning for the door. 
 
    Patricia quickly translated his words, and the wide-eyed Alacea followed them out the door. Patricia followed them both, and the Mikorin found herself walking quickly to keep up with him. What was the sudden hurry? After what had just occurred, could she not have a moment to herself to absorb it all? 
 
    She suddenly realized what her new Tesho must have in mind and the nature of his sudden eagerness. Of course, now that he had formally taken her as myorin he would want to cement his position by claiming her virtue! He was probably leading her to his den where he would then take her body physically and, in doing so, establish his control of her community! 
 
    Alacea paled at the thought. She wasn’t ready! She had never been with a tod before! At her station she had never considered such a thing even possible! She didn’t know what would be expected of her!  
 
    And what cruelty could she expect from him? Now that he had passed sentence on her, he was no longer required to treat her well. He could perform any number of cruel acts upon her that she would be bound as his Myorin to endure for the sake of his pleasure! 
 
    A familiar Dark One trotted up to them and saluted Ben. “Hey, Sir!” Ramirez said. “I got everyone together like you said. They’re ready and waiting.” 
 
    “Thanks, Staff Sergeant,” Ben told him. They approached a hut similar to the one they had just left. 
 
    His den, Alacea thought with a gulp. Our den… 
 
    She heard voices coming from inside, and her knees gave out from under her. No! Surely he wouldn’t! Not in front of his men! Alacea was well versed in the legends of the Dark Ones during their attempted conquest of the Great Ones’ lands thousands of years ago. She knew, academically, the depths of their cruelties and the savage nature of their society. Would this Dark One, her new Tesho, take her virtue in front of his officers in order to aggrandize his conquest of her?! 
 
    <No!> she cried. <Please!> Her butt hit the ground and she turned away, shutting her eyes in terror. <Tesho! I beg you! Please!> 
 
    The humans each took a step away from her at the sudden outburst. Ben looked to Patricia, who only shrugged in hopeless cluelessness. He took a deep breath and bit his lip before kneeling down next to her. He tried to imagine where she was mentally and emotionally, as difficult as it was for him to do so with an alien woman. He tried to imagine her fear for herself and for her people. This was something he was going to have to work on, and that meant a soft touch. 
 
    “Hey,” he said gently, holding a hand out to her. “It’s okay.” He tried to sound soothing. “It’s okay. I promise.” 
 
    At the sound of his voice, Alacea turned her head and opened her eyes to him. 
 
    <Alacea, I have never known you to look anything but dignified…> Kasshas’s words came back to her. 
 
    She swallowed and cleared her throat, her tail flapping back and forth, betraying her distress, but she rose to her feet anyway. Dusting her clothes off, she raised her chin proudly and offered Ben her hand. 
 
    <Forgive my outburst, Tesho,> she said calmly, her tail still swishing about in near panic. <I am prepared.> 
 
    Ben looked to Patricia who just shrugged again and gestured to the door. 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said. “Let’s go inside.” Keeping her hand in his, he opened the door and led her inside to the waiting crowd. 
 
      
 
    In the DV hooch, Kasshas stood rooted to the spot in the center of the room and fumed. Jenkins watched him from nearby, seeing that the two Va’Shen were splitting up, she elected to remain with the fox man as Alacea was with the captain and lieutenant.  
 
    She eyed the man as he stood there, his tail making slow movements back and forth behind him, a sign of quiet rage. 
 
    “You okay, Sir?” Jenkins tried cautiously.  
 
    Kasshas didn’t understand her question but raised his eyes to meet hers anyway. 
 
    <I swear to you, Dark One,> he growled to her. <If he touches her, if he hurts her… I will kill him. And you. And your entire race.> 
 
    Without Patricia there to translate, Jenkins had no idea of the threat Kasshas was trying to communicate. She reached into her cargo pocket and pulled out a small paper bag, opening it and holding it out to him. 
 
    “Candy?” she offered. 
 
      
 
    “Eh?!” 
 
    Alacea was lost again. Not geographically, of course, she knew where she was, but she had been certain that her new Tesho was bringing her to his den to rob her of her virtue and dignity, perhaps even as a way to entertain his men, but now she had no idea what was happening. 
 
    Several men and women dressed in the same mottled green and brown as Ben and Patricia were seated around a cheaply-made metal table. One man, wearing a uniform a slightly different shade than the others, spread out a parchment that took up a quarter of the table in front of her. 
 
    “This is the best of them, best we can tell, Sir,” Warren told Ben as he spread the map out and flattened it with his palms. “It also shows most of the wilderness outside the village.” 
 
    “Good,” Ben said from the other side of the table where he and Alacea stood. He turned to her and motioned for Patricia to get ready. “Alacea, now that we’re done with all that other stuff, will you please show us where your people are?” 
 
    <Alacea, punish done. All friends. You eyes to us Pelle people place?> Patricia translated. 
 
    The fox girl looked down at the map. It did show where her community was, but she was hesitant. Yes, her Tesho had passed his sentence on her, though it was not done in the way she had expected. And, yes, under their traditions that mean her people should now be shielded from cruel treatment, but… 
 
    What if they’re lying? she asked herself. What if all that was done just to get me to betray the location of my people? What if they are going there to harm them? 
 
    Her eyes fell on a point on the opposite side of the map from where her people were hiding. She could tell them that’s where they were. When they found nothing, she could say that they must have left, continued hiding somewhere else. 
 
    But then what? Where could her people go where the Dark Ones would not eventually find them? This Dark One, Gibson, seemed to at least be trying to understand her. Would the next one? Would another Dark One commander who found her people in the mountains make such efforts, or would he simply slaughter her people and leave them for the animals to eat? 
 
    She’d told Kasshas that she had to try, to give the old traditions a chance to work. Now that it seemed that they were, it would be dishonorable to change her mind. 
 
    Also, she was his Myorin. Could the first words she spoke to him as tod and vixen be a lie? Could she argue to the Gods that, given his conduct so far, it was right to deceive him after he had given her what she wanted, though in a very roundabout way? 
 
    <Tesho…> she began quietly. <Will you promise me… that you will not hurt them if I tell you?> 
 
    Ben looked at Patricia. “She wants to know if you’re going to hurt them.” 
 
    Again, Ben tried to put himself in her shoes. If their positions were reversed, if an alien commander were asking him to give up the location of his Rangers, what would he do? 
 
    He’d spit in the guy’s face and tell him to look for them up his own ass. 
 
    No, he thought. That would be a bridge too far for him. Maybe it was military training or maybe his own history, but he thought he was incapable of showing that kind of trust to an enemy. 
 
    Is she, though? Is she an enemy?  
 
    He looked down into her green eyes and addressed her directly. “I promise no harm will come to them,” he said. “My mission is to protect them.” 
 
    Not technically a lie. Part of his mission was to maintain order in the community to prevent insurgent activity. Insurgent activity would almost certainly necessitate violence to put down, and violence inside a host community would almost certainly come with civilian casualties. History taught him there was no way around it.  
 
    “We want them to come home,” he continued. “To be safe. The war is over.” 
 
    <No hurt,> Patricia told her. <We protect. Pelle people come home. Be safe. Eat good food. No more war.> 
 
    Alacea searched Ben’s eyes for any hint of deceit. Finally, she took a breath and turned from him, speaking quietly as she faced the map again. <The Great Ones will hold you to your promise, even if I cannot.> She pointed at a portion of the upper righthand corner of the map where squiggled lines indicated hilly terrain and mountains. <They are here.> 
 
    Warren circled the area with a pencil and examined the map. “It looks like a road or trail goes up to most of it,” he said. “We can have a couple of guys in an LTV go up as far as they can and see how far the vehicles can get.” 
 
    “How many people are there?” Ben asked her. 
 
    Patricia translated the question and Alacea answered without resistance. <Five hundred and twenty-two.> 
 
    More questions came after that as the assembled soldiers tried to get an idea of what kind of job was ahead of them. 
 
    Were any of them injured? 
 
    Not when she had left though a few were sick. 
 
    Did any of them have any weapons? 
 
    The Huntresses had hardlight rifles and some bows. 
 
    Who was in charge up there? 
 
    The Huntresses were in charge of defense, but a noble vixen was likely in charge of the day-to-day things. 
 
    How big was the cave? How many entrances were there? Were there booby-traps? 
 
    Alacea answered every question that came her way, her heart clenching with worry as she spoke. She knew the information she was giving them could be used to plan a massacre, but she could only pray that her Tesho would keep his word. 
 
    “You’re going to come with us, okay?” Ben told her. “We’re going to need you to keep them calm so they don’t get the wrong idea.” 
 
    The Mikorin listened to the disjointed translation, closed her eyes, and waved her tail up and down in assent. 
 
    Ben turned to the assembled Rangers and engineers. “Okay, scouts out and back today to give us an idea of road conditions, but it looks like we’re going to have to hump up and down that mountain. I don’t want to scare these people, so light footprint. One squad of Rangers for security, a medic, and Senior Chief, if you don’t mind, I’d like to take a few of your engineers. We don’t know what that cave is made of and there’s been a lot of rain. If parts of it are flooded or collapsed…” 
 
    “No problem, Sir. I’ll get you guys who can keep up.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Heavy weapons, Sir?” one of the NCOs asked from the left side of the table. 
 
    “This is a rescue mission,” Ben told him. “Let’s try not to scare the pants off everyone. If we need a crew-served weapon for this, we’ve already lost.” 
 
    “Sir, we don’t have enough trucks to move five hundred people in one go,” another NCO pointed out. “It’s going to take a couple of trips.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “We’ll make do. Some folks will have to wait. Maybe we’ll just… I don’t know… build a fire and sing some songs.” 
 
    A few chuckles came from the group. 
 
    “There’s risk here,” Ben told them seriously. “Some of them have weapons, and this is their turf. You’ve seen what they’re like during an away game. This is their home, and they’ve got all the advantages. But if we don’t go up there and try to bring them down peacefully, they’re still going to have those weapons a day, a week, a month from now. The only difference is they’ll be hungrier and more desperate. So, let’s bring them home so we can all be friends and we won’t have to worry about what the Koreans and Slovenians have been getting. Showtime tomorrow is zero-three. Departure at zero-four. Don’t be late.” 
 
    Sensing an end to the meeting, the soldiers around the table stood up. 
 
    “Rangers lead the way,” Ben said. 
 
    “All the way!” the Rangers returned as one. 
 
      
 
    Alacea had listened intently to Ben’s words, unable to understand them, but attempting to divine their meaning from his tone and the reactions of the others around the table. When they rose and chanted the simple phrase together, she got the feeling that something had been decided and took a step back to better see what would happen next. 
 
    The Dark Ones milled about, collecting papers and notes, some of them leaving immediately, but some of them lingering behind to speak to her Tesho. She stayed at his right elbow, ready to answer to him if needed. Some of them gave her questioning or even dark looks as they left. Tesho paid them no heed. 
 
    Patricia had not bothered to try to translate the briefing to her, but it was pretty obvious what course of action had been set. She looked up as Ben turned to her and motioned for Patricia to step closer to them. 
 
    “Alacea,” he began. 
 
    <Yes, Tesho?> she responded quickly. 
 
    “We’re going to leave early tomorrow to bring your people home,” he told her. “So go home, get some rest, gather anything you think you’ll need. We’re going to be walking a lot.” 
 
    She listened as Patricia clumsily translated, and her ears flattened in confusion. 
 
    <Home?> she asked. <You… want me to leave?> 
 
    “It’s going to be a long few days,” Ben told her. “So, rest, relax… do… Va’Shen things,” he said. “Come back here at three tomorrow morning.” He broke off and addressed Patricia directly. “Can you translate our time to theirs?” At her nod, he continued. “We’re going to leave very early, and there’s a lot to do before then.” 
 
    Her tail thumped against the floor as Patricia translated, and she bowed in acquiescence. He was letting her go free, and at that point it didn’t matter if it was because he wanted her to rest or was simply too busy to rape her at the moment, she grasped at that freedom. 
 
    <I shall return then,> she said obediently, jumping for joy on the inside. 
 
    He led her to the door and opened it. Waiting not far from the steps, Kasshas looked up and his tail thumped against the ground. 
 
    <Alacea!> he cried, rushing toward her. He took the girl’s arms in his hands. <Are you all right? Did he harm you?> He gave Ben a vicious glare. 
 
    Ben blinked at the response and turned to Patricia. “What does he think went on in there?” 
 
    Alacea bowed her head to him in a muted greeting. <I am all right, Kasshas,> she said to him. <I have not been harmed or… otherwise made unwhole.> 
 
    The chieftain grunted, not sure he believed her. 
 
    <They will go into the mountains tomorrow to search for our community,> she went on, not quite sadly but definitely not happily. 
 
    <Oh, Alacea,> Kasshas sighed. <Why?> 
 
    She looked up at him. <I must have faith that my new Tesho means what he says.> 
 
    Kasshas bit his lip angrily but said nothing. He knew any argument he made would be met with resistance. Alacea believed too wholeheartedly in the Great Ones’ traditions to set them aside, even under these circumstances. 
 
    <Where is he taking you now?> he asked her instead, bracing himself to make an argument on her behalf. 
 
    <I am to return to the temple to rest and prepare for tomorrow’s search.> 
 
    <You are going with them?!> Kasshas cried, his tail puffing out behind him. 
 
    Her ears twitched an affirmative. <For good or ill, my path lies with his.> 
 
      
 
    “What does he think went on in there?” Ben asked Patricia as Kasshas and Alacea spoke. 
 
    For what felt like the millionth time that day, Patricia shrugged at the question. “Perhaps he’s had a bad experience with other humans,” she said. “Wouldn’t a lot of our guys think the worst of them?” 
 
    Ben couldn’t tell if that was a veiled criticism of him but said nothing in response. Patricia quickly changed the subject. 
 
    “Sir, shouldn’t we let headquarters know about all this before we go up there after the Va’Shen?” 
 
    “Comms are still out,” Ben said with a shrug. “There’s a convoy coming through tomorrow that could take a message with them, but it would take days before we would get an answer, and that answer would probably be to stand by until they ask someone for permission from Earth.” 
 
    “What if it’s a trap?” she asked quietly, a hint of fear in her voice for the first time. 
 
    He took a breath. The idea that he might be leading his people into an ambush weighed heavily on him. He’d been through ambushes and, having survived them, would spend the rest of his life thankful that he was still whole afterward.  
 
    “Maybe it is,” he told her. “But look at it from a combatant perspective.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    He began. “You have enemy forces numbering in the hundreds hidden away in unknown terrain on their home soil. The enemy is armed with heavy, armor-piercing weapons, and the terrain they occupy is in hills and mountains that overlook your encampment. What are the options?” 
 
    “I guess… you could ask for back-up,” she ventured. 
 
    “Back-up is days away,” he said with a head-shake. “And by that point they could be somewhere else.” He looked down at her. “What would be the last thing the enemy in this case would expect?” 
 
    Patricia sighed in resignation. “Attack?” she asked. 
 
    “Attack,” he confirmed with a nod. “Ninety percent of winning in combat is seizing the initiative while denying it to the enemy. We don’t move soon, we give that initiative to them. If they are setting us up for an ambush, that ambush isn’t going to get weaker with time. It’s only going to get better. One way or another, we need to go now.” 
 
    “I guess so,” she sighed. 
 
    The conversation broke up as Alacea turned back to them and bowed. <Tesho, I take my leave.> 
 
    “She says ‘bye.’” Patricia told him. 
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow,” he told her, bowing in return. 
 
    The fox girl gave him one last look before turning and following Kasshas down the main thoroughfare toward the camp gate. 
 
    “She’s a strange girl,” Ben noted. 
 
    “I think she likes you,” Patricia returned jokingly. 
 
    “I think she wants to kill me,” he told her quietly. 
 
      
 
    Kasshas eyed Alacea warily as the two walked down the road together toward the village proper, passing empty homes as they trudged wearily with an air of defeat. The old Va’Shen man had a fair idea of what Alacea was going through at the moment. The girl had been certain of her course as most young people were. Now that course had been violently changed, and she was uncertain of what would become of her. She had marched into the jaws of death only to find that death had been determined to be too good for her. What remained would likely be worse. 
 
    <I will give you food,> he told her. She looked up at him in confusion. <And money. You will go south and seek refuge in another temple. They will certainly take you in.> 
 
    Alacea’s tail twitched from side to side, and her ears flicked back at the statement. <I am happy you wish to protect me,> she said. <But I cannot run.> 
 
    <You have always been a headstrong girl,> Kasshas grunted as they continued to walk. <From the day I met you, you have been unwilling to take an easy road.> 
 
    <One only finds grace on the far side of suffering,> Alacea reminded him. She turned to look up at him again. <Oh, Kasshas, what have I done?> 
 
    He sighed, his tail sweeping the street behind him in thought. <Alacea,> he began quietly, <I may disagree with all the things you have done over the last few days, may wish that you had simply stayed up in the mountains with the others or even made it so I didn’t feel the need to drug you to get you up there to begin with.> He sighed again. <But I cannot argue that you have not done everything as your role as Na’Sha has required of you. That we tried to stop you at all should only show you how much your community loves you and cannot bear the thought of you being hurt or killed. I do not know what will happen now. This Dark Overlord… he is not what I expected. I raised a shield expecting to turn away a club and found a thin blade in my side instead.> 
 
    <I am his now,> she whispered. <It seemed so right in that moment. Like the only way out for our community. He boxed me in perfectly.> 
 
    <If he is truly that smart, then there is hope,> Kasshas told her, prompting her to look at him again. <Stupidity breeds cruelty. If he recognizes your significance enough to seek power through your hand, then he is smart enough to realize what would happen if he should harm you in the course of wielding it.> He looked at her and let his ears twitch a smile. <So do not despair yet, child. There could be in this an opportunity for good.> 
 
    <May it be so,> she sighed in response. 
 
    The two reached the gates of the temple, and Alacea started up the walk toward the steps. <I may not see you again,> she said, unwilling to turn and face him. <I do not know what will happen tomorrow or what will happen to me afterward. I imagine I will not have my freedom much longer. If that is so, please know that I am sorry for the angry words I said to you when I returned.> 
 
    Behind her, Kasshas’s ears twitched. <We will meet again. I will see to it.> With that, he turned and walked toward the mayor’s building across the street. 
 
    Alacea continued to the steps that led up into the cold and abandoned temple. Everything was as clean and as pristine as they had left it. She really wanted a warm bath, but it would take time to heat the water, and she simply was not up to it at the moment. 
 
    She walked the polished wood-floored hallways, looking into the various rooms and studios of the ground floor where the Mikorin spent their days perfecting their arts. Pausing at the door to a large room, she slid the paper door open and looked inside the dance studio where she had spent so much time in her youth. She could still remember every move for every dance covering almost four thousand years of Va’Shen history. The time she had spent as the Mikorin Alva’Rem had been the happiest in her life, happy enough that she had hesitated before accepting the honor of becoming Mikorin Na’Sha. 
 
    If it all went poorly tomorrow, if her Tesho was deceiving her, if he truly meant to betray her trust and wipe out her people rather than save them, all of those dances and the songs that went with them, and the stories they told would all be lost forever. 
 
    She lingered for a moment more before turning and heading up the stairs to where her room was. She needed to pack for the journey and make food to sustain her on the road. 
 
    Tomorrow would be a day of destiny. And she had to be prepared. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    He clawed at the web belt tightening around his neck, wheezed as he heard the bones in his neck start to pop. The Va’Shen soldier’s knee was planted firmly in his back as he was strangled. The alien screamed at him from behind, but it was Ben’s own voice that he heard shouting “No! No!” over and over and over and… 
 
    Ben took another deep breath and closed his eyes, letting the hot water of the shower poor down over him. He swallowed back another sob and tried to focus on breathing. He’d been in the shower about twenty minutes now, meaning it was roughly half-past-one in the morning. His aborted effort to catch some sleep before the mission seemed like a waste of time, though he knew its value from hard-won experience at Ranger school. If you weren’t fighting, marching, or eating, you should be sleeping. Even if all you could get was ten minutes. Every bit helped. 
 
    He wondered if he’d ever be able to sleep peacefully again. 
 
    Leaning against the faucet knobs, he reached up and turned the water off, but he still made no move to get out. He stood there, dripping, looking down at the floor and trying to find some measure of stability. 
 
    Sometimes he killed the Va’Shen… Sometimes the Va’Shen killed him. It had happened so often in his dreams, he was no longer fully sure which it had actually been.  
 
    He turned his thoughts to the mission and turned to grab the yellow towel off the hook next to the shower. The scouts had come back reporting that the road led up to the foothills and was wide and sturdy enough for trucks. But past that it was foot paths. They could drive up there, leave a contingent of security with the trucks and then hump into the hills. Find the cave hideout, convince everyone to come back (with Alacea’s cooperation, hopefully) and then bring them back down. Then everyone could pile into the trucks and over the course of a few trips, bring everyone home. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    Super easy. 
 
    All he had to do was make sure none of his guys got twitchy and none of Alacea’s people got inspirations of martyrdom. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    Leave them up there, his mind whispered. If they want a fight, make them come to you where you have the defender’s advantage. 
 
    If he was facing Va’Shen soldiers, yeah, that would be the way to go. Va’Shen troops were like the old Boer commandos from the turn of the twentieth century. They could live off the land, disappear into the brush and strike from anywhere. Hunting them through the bush was almost always futile and fatal. 
 
    But these were civilians. Women, children, sick and elderly. It wasn’t accurate to assume the risks were equal. And it wasn’t fair to assume they represented the same level of threat. 
 
    The girl, Alacea, seemed to think they were no threat at all, but a people who needed protection. She had been willing to let him cut her throat to absolve them of their sins against humanity.  
 
    She could be leading us into a trap, he thought.  
 
    Maybe. But they, supposedly, weren’t at war anymore. They were supposed to be moving forward, rebuilding. That wasn’t going to happen without some measure of trust.  
 
    He finished drying off and threw on his uniform. It all came down to whether Alacea could be trusted. 
 
    Today would tell the story.  
 
      
 
    “TIMBER!” 
 
    Burgers ducked out of the way as a long piece of wood fell from the side of the deuce-and-a-half truck and tumbled to the ground near his feet. Looking up, he saw Ramirez back-lit by Va’Sh’s moons, with a hammer in one hand and a cordless screwdriver in the other, standing in the back of the truck. 
 
    “Hey! Ramirez!” Burgers yelled up at him. “What are you doing, man?!” 
 
    Ramirez answered by pushing his hand through the gap in the side of the truck left by the plank’s removal. It left an eight-inch gap the length of the back of the truck at about the point where the bench seats met the truck’s side. 
 
    “Just making some modifications,” he called down to his friend. 
 
    “Well, you almost done?” Burgers called up. “Mission brief’s about to start.” 
 
    “Yeah, this was the last one,” Ramirez called back, putting his tools down and throwing his uniform top back on. “Sure wish we had a few more of these trucks, though,” he said, pausing to hop down to the ground next to the other Ranger. “Gonna take three or four trips to bring them all back with just these.” 
 
    “Shoot, we’re lucky we got these,” Burgers told him, shifting the weight of his M-31 on his shoulder. “Moving stuff from the colonies ain’t cheap, you know. Contractors charge DoD by the ounce.” 
 
    Ramirez picked up the bolt-action sniper rifle he had propped up against the truck and slung it over his shoulder. “You see?” Ramirez told him. “This is why we need to build some space battleships like in the vids. Not bolting mining lasers and missile tubes onto colony transports.” The two started walking to the front of the line of trucks. 
 
    “That’d be badass,” Burgers agreed. “Some big laser cannons…” 
 
    “Name them after Japanese anime ships,” Ramirez agreed while they walked. “You know how hard it is to feel like a warrior badass when you’re hitching a ride on a ship named ‘Over the Rainbow?’” 
 
    “Or Planetary Dancer?” Burgers added. “I felt like a roadie for a ballet troupe.” 
 
    “Let’s go! Hustle up!”  
 
    The two started trotting at the source of the call, arriving to the group of assorted soldiers and sailors as Ben began speaking. 
 
    “Okay, let’s review,” he began. “We follow the route listed on your copies of the map. Everyone got a map?” He paused and waited for everyone to raise their crudely hand-drawn copy of Kasshas’s map. “Good! When we get to the muster point, we dismount. Group Saber stays with the trucks and holds down the fort while Group Lancer comes with me up into the hills. When we reach the target area, Lancer will send back a scout on the ATV to report and request assistance as needed. Questions so far?” 
 
    One soldier raised his hand. “Rules of engagement for Saber, Sir?” he asked. 
 
    “This is a rescue mission,” he told them. “Our only terp is coming with Lancer. Stay put. Fire in self defense only. Don’t go chasing anyone into the woods.” 
 
    At the troops’ nods, he continued. “Once we have the package secure, we bring them out the way we came in. Best estimate is that it’s a day’s hump in, so figure at least two to come out with packages, that means we could be on-site for three days or more. So, Saber, enjoy the camping. Lancer will enjoy the hike.” 
 
    A few chuckles at the lame joke, and Ben continued. “If you don’t hear anything from us in three days, take the trucks back to Leonard.” 
 
    No laughs this time. If it came to that it meant things had gone horribly wrong and no one from Lancer would ever be coming out of the woods. 
 
    “We roll in fifteen minutes,” Ben began to wrap up. “Get to your vehicles, check your gear one more time. Rangers lead the way!” 
 
    “ALL THE WAY!” 
 
    The group broke up, and Ben turned to his two most direct subordinates. Warren and Patricia stood there, waiting for further instructions. The petite officer looked like she was about to be swallowed by her own assault pack and gear.  
 
    “Here,” Ben said, taking the pack off. “Gimme this.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Patricia sighed. 
 
    Her gratitude turned sour as he opened the pack and started rooting through it, pulling items out of it one by one. 
 
    “Get rid of this,” he said, tossing pieces of gear aside. “And this… And this…” When he stopped, there was a small pile of miscellaneous gear on the ground next to her pack. “You don’t need it, and you’ll start feeling the weight an hour in. Go put that stuff back in your hooch and come back.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she grumbled, bending over to gather up her tossed gear.  
 
    He turned to Warren who smiled and offered a hand. “Good luck, Skipper. Any last orders?” 
 
    “There’s an envelope on my desk,” he said. “Reports and dispatches. Next convoy that comes through on the way to Jamieson, get them to take it with them. If we don’t come back, hunker down with your rifles pointed out and call for help.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” He bit his lip and shook Ben’s hand. “Good hunting.” 
 
    Warren turned to go, and Ben waited a second before turning. He nearly jumped when he found Alacea standing directly behind him. One day he was going to figure out the secret to how they moved so quietly. He nodded to her as he waited for his heartrate to come back down. 
 
    “Alacea,” he said. “Good morning.” 
 
    She bowed to him. <Tesho,> she returned. <I apologize if I am late.> 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said in mock agreement. “It’s a beautiful night.” He gave the fox girl a once-over to see if she was ready for the next three days. She was once again in the light monpei outfit and carried a leather bag over her shoulder. He gestured to it with his hand. 
 
    Alacea gave him a bewildered look, and then her ears dropped in irritation. <I am carrying no weapon,> she assured him, removing the bag and placing it on the ground. She opened it and stepped back so he could inspect it. 
 
    Looking inside, Ben found soft paper packages that smelled like food, another light monpei, a canister that sloshed with what he assumed to be water, and what looked like a towel or rag.  
 
    “Someone’s been reading the Hitchhiker’s Guide,” he told her with a smile. Finding nothing inside objectionable, he closed the bag and offered it back to her. She took it without a word and threw it onto her back. He pointed at her. “You… ride with me.” He pointed at himself and then at the LTV nearby. 
 
    Alacea saw the vehicle, and her tail drooped in dread. The infernal machine again… 
 
    She resigned herself to her fate and stepped toward it. As they got closer, Ramirez came around from the driver’s side and intercepted her. At about the same time, Patricia was coming back from her hooch with a much lighter assault pack on her shoulders. 
 
    “Just a sec,” Ramirez told Alacea, holding up a hand. The Va’Shen priestess stopped short in confusion, not sure what she had done. Ramirez waved Patricia over, and the Ranger sergeant opened the tactical vehicle’s back door. “If you want, Ma’am, you can ride in the turret,” he told Alacea. 
 
    The fox woman looked between the vehicle and Ramirez. The sergeant pleaded with Patricia, who stepped forward to translate. 
 
    <Ramirez say unto you, you sit top,> she said. 
 
    Seeing the girl wasn’t getting it, Ramirez climbed in and put his butt in the wide leather strap that hung from the turret where the gunner usually sat. The standard light machine gun it usually had mounted had been removed. He waved at the empty space behind his rear end and addressed Alacea. 
 
    “See?” he said triumphantly. “Lots of space for your tail!” 
 
    Realization dawned on Alacea, and her eyes lit up. She bowed deeply to Ramirez. <Oh, yes! Thank you!> 
 
    Ramirez crawled out of the LTV while Patricia took Alacea’s bag. The lieutenant gave Ramirez a smile and a thumbs up. The staff sergeant pulled out a pair of tanker goggles and helped Alacea put them on over her ears. Taking her bag, he helped her inside and into the turret. 
 
    “Nice and comfy?” Ben asked from the front passenger seat while everyone else finally got in. Ramirez buckled into the driver’s seat and started the engine while Patricia and Jenkins took seats in the back. 
 
    Ramirez grinned. “Yes, Sir!” Ben heard Alacea chattering happily in the turret, and he smiled and shook his head in resignation. 
 
    Ben clicked the mic on his helmet. “Saber, Saber, Lancer Six, radio check.” He was rewarded with the crackling of static and frowned. It had been a little much to hope for… 
 
    In the back seat, Patricia and Jenkins had to move their heads quickly to avoid the jerking, excited movements of Alacea’s tail, realizing too late the cost of Ramirez’s generosity. 
 
    “Staff sergeant,” Patricia called forward. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am?” Ramirez answered as he put the vehicle into gear. 
 
    Patricia closed her eyes and the fox girl’s tail hit her in the side of the face again. “You did a nice thing,” she told him. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am!” 
 
    The terp raised her chin to avoid getting a mouthful of tail and continued. 
 
    “Just never do it again!” 
 
    Ben smiled at the byplay. He had to admit Ramirez had come up with a real winner. Alacea sounded happy to be in the open air. 
 
    Exposed to the world. 
 
    Where anyone on the side of the road could see her… 
 
    He turned slowly to look at Ramirez as a very dark thought entered his head. The staff sergeant was smiling at his win, and Ben wondered if what he was now thinking had even occurred to Ramirez. 
 
    Because if it had, if he had done it thinking that Va’Shen partisans might see her up there and then decide to not attack their convoy, then he had basically turned her into a human… Va’Shen… shield. 
 
    Ramirez saw him staring and turned his gaze to him. “Something wrong, Sir?” he asked. 
 
    Ben thought for a hard moment and then shook his head. “No, Ramirez,” he said. “You’re good.” 
 
    He didn’t want to think that kind of thing about Ramirez. It took a real cynic to come to a conclusion like that. To think the happy-go-lucky sergeant had come up with such a blatantly twisted idea. 
 
    But if he had… 
 
    Would I have approved? 
 
      
 
    Alacea took Ben’s hand as she climbed down from the turret, her tail wagging behind her like an enthusiastic puppy’s. She pulled the tanker goggles off her head and turned, holding them out with both hands to Ramirez and giving the sergeant a deep bow. 
 
    <Thank you so much!> she told him. <I enjoyed being able to watch the sunrise from the top of your vehicle.> 
 
    Ramirez took the goggles and, though not having heard a translation, responded with “No problem!” 
 
    The muster point was a small glade just off the main road covered in red and light purple grass. Trees lined the sides of the hill, and a short wooden fence separated the glade from them. A break in the fence put the beginnings of a trail on display. Ben pointed up into the hills as Patricia made her way to them. “Is this where you came down from the hills?” he asked. 
 
    Upon Patricia’s translation, Alacea pointed in the same direction. <I came out a little further up the road and made my way back to Pelle, Tesho. There is a trail, but it is quite narrow.> 
 
    The Ranger captain listened to Patricia translate her words and nodded. “Okay, Lancer saddle up!” 
 
    Doors slammed shut and engines revved as the trucks backed into more defensible positions. The rest of Ben’s group of fifteen gathered around him. Along with himself, Patricia and Alacea were seven Rangers, including Ramirez and Burgers, plus five of Warren’s SeaBees nervously adjusting the straps on their pistol holsters. 
 
    One of the Rangers was checking the straps that secured several bags to the front and back of their four-wheeled ATV. Ben felt lucky to have it. It could carry most of their gear and, if necessary, be used to move an injured person back to the muster point. 
 
    He took a last look at the map and nodded in approval. “Baird, up front,” he said, folding the map and stuffing it in his cargo pocket. “Jenkins, watch our rear.” 
 
    Burgers gave Ramirez a fist-bump and trotted to the front of the line, starting up into the tree-lined path. After giving the Ranger a moment to get a good lead, Ben waved the rest to follow. 
 
    “Good luck, guys!” one of the soldiers staying behind called. Jenkins gave him a wave before following the main group being swallowed into the trees. 
 
    Alacea had been right. The path was narrow but looked to have seen heavy use. The trees’ dark leaves blocked out most of the morning sunlight, even making it difficult at times to see tree roots that threatened to trip them. It reminded Ben of some of the canopy jungles he had seen in training, but thankfully it was not nearly as hot. In fact, it was quite cool today. 
 
    The SeaBees talked amongst themselves, but Ranger discipline kept the others quiet. Ben walked just in front of Alacea and Patricia, his eyes on Burgers’ back or the trees around them. The grade wasn’t yet steep enough to cause problems, nevertheless he turned to check on Alacea to make sure the fox woman was keeping up. He was pleasantly surprised to see she was keeping up with them easily. 
 
    <The trees will break up as we get higher,> Alacea told him, taking his glance her way as a question or complaint. He looked to Patricia for the translation. 
 
    “Less trees the further we go,” she huffed, reshouldering her pack. 
 
    “You know this area well?” he asked. 
 
    <You see place good?> Patricia translated. 
 
    The priestess’s ears twitched. <The mountain this path leads to is holy. It offered us refuge in the last war, many, many years ago.> 
 
    “It’s an important place,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    <Why place good?> 
 
    Alacea thought hard before deciding how much to say. <When our world was invaded by the Dark Ones, it was where the people of Pelle hid until the tide could turn.> 
 
    “During the fighting, their people hid here,” Patricia explained. 
 
    Ben nodded. That made sense. A hiding spot away from the main village, covered by a mountain… Probably the best refuge they could hope for. 
 
    They walked in silence for another hour, only the sounds of their footsteps and the occasional unknown animal sound intruding on their thoughts. 
 
    Patricia looked up with a start as she heard a shriek to her right. Turning, she saw… something… hanging down from a tree branch, staring at her. It had white scales and a snake’s body, but two pairs of bat-like wings protruded from its back. It hung upside down, but its head was turned right side up to stare at her with blood-red eyes. It opened its mouth and hissed at her. 
 
    The terp’s hand fell to her holstered side-arm as she swallowed nervously, not willing to break the creature’s gaze. 
 
    <It is just a nazu,> Alacea told her, placing a hand on her arm. <They are not dangerous. They eat small creatures. It is only scared of you.> 
 
    <Nazu?> Patricia repeated.  
 
    <Nazu,> Alacea assured her. She waved her hand at the creature in a shooing motion. The snake-thing dropped from the tree branch and scurried away. 
 
    Patricia nearly jumped again when she heard Ramirez at her other ear. “Ask her if you can eat it,” he urged. 
 
    “What?!” she shot back, turning to him in disgust. 
 
    Ramirez shrugged. “There’s gotta be something tasty on this planet, right? For all you know they’re like Vegan blue squirrel. Now that is a tasty animal!” 
 
    “Ugh!” Patricia replied before starting down the trail again. 
 
    Ramirez grinned and followed the two women, who sped up to catch Ben further along the trail in a small clearing. The Ranger captain had stopped not far from them and was checking his map. Best he could tell, they were making decent time. 
 
    “Let’s stop for thirty,” he ordered. He turned and caught Burgers’ attention, giving him the signal to stop. Burgers nodded and knelt, securing the way ahead. The rest of them gathered in the clearing and took a seat in the bluish-purple grass. 
 
    Ben sucked on the plastic tube that led to the water bladder in his assault pack. “Everyone doing good?” he asked, his eyes specifically resting on Patricia and Alacea. 
 
    “Good to go,” Patricia assured him with a smile. 
 
    He looked into the sky and found the sun at its highest point. If his map was right, they’d start hitting steeper terrain soon. Sitting down, he pulled a Meal Ready to Eat from his assault pack and opened it. Patricia and Ramirez did the same as Burgers joined them, having been relieved up front by another Ranger. 
 
    Alacea sat not far from the group, within earshot in case Ben wanted her, but far enough away to be out of notice. She watched them open the gray plastic containers in rapt curiosity, having never seen food like that before. 
 
    Ben gave her a quick backwards glance and saw the fox woman reach into her own pack for lunch. Content, for the moment, he went back to eating the preserved piece of flatbread and jalapeno cheese spread. 
 
    On his right, Patricia munched on her crackers and jelly, her mind going back to the nazu creature she saw earlier. She had never actually seen a wild animal from another planet before. She really wished she had been able to get a picture. 
 
    “So, I guess you guys have done this a lot, huh?” Patricia spoke up. At their questioning looks she elaborated. “I mean tromping through the woods on different planets, scaring strange animals, stuff like that.” 
 
    “Three worlds, if you don’t count home station,” Ben told her. “It’s weird when you come across some animal you’ve never seen before and think, ‘I just saw an alien.’” He paused and thought for a moment. “Then again, in a lot of ways I guess it’s like visiting Australia.” 
 
    Patricia smiled. “Did one ever attack you?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Nah. But it does happen. That’s why they make sure your broad-spectrum immunizations are updated. You never know what a bite from something will do to you.” 
 
    Burgers suddenly interjected by snapping his fingers in Ramirez’s direction as he chewed. As soon as he swallowed, he started talking. “Dude! You remember that guy from Third Platoon? On Epsilon?” 
 
    Ramirez thought for a moment, and then his eyes went wide. He started to choke with laughter. “Popeye! That guy who got bit by those weird green bees!” 
 
    “Poleski,” Ben supplied with a smile and a nod. 
 
    “POLESKI!” the other two Rangers cried with a laugh. Sitting nearby, Alacea looked up and tried to figure out what was going on with the group. 
 
    “Who’s Poleski?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Ramirez was still eating, so Burgers answered her. “Poleski was a Two-Seventy gunner in Third Platoon. He had this really sensitive skin, he said, so when we got to Epsilon, he didn’t put on his insect repellant. Well, Epsilon has these big green bumblebee-looking things, and they homed right in on him.” 
 
    The other Ranger NCO nodded and added to the story. “Bit him on both biceps and one under the chin.” 
 
    “Dude swelled up like a balloon,” Burgers said. “His arms looked jacked, but the bottom of his face was all swollen!” He laughed, ending with a snort. “So, the guys started calling him ‘Popeye!’ Like the old cartoon!” 
 
    “Chow hall guys kept giving him spinach,” Ramirez threw in. “’Come on, guys! Real funny! Ha ha,’” he imitated. 
 
    The soldiers laughed for a good minute before the sound started to trail off. Ben smiled at the memory, his eyes on the ground. 
 
    He was home on emergency leave, he thought sadly. For his dad’s funeral. I remember I had to sign the paperwork. 
 
    No one said anything for several moments. Ramirez took another bite of his meat patty. Burgers looked down at the ground and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, Poleski was a good guy.” 
 
    Ben cleared his throat, suddenly aware that the mood had started to crash. He turned and found Alacea staring at them. He motioned for her to come over. Seeing that she had been caught, the Va’Shen stood up and walked over, sitting just behind and to Ben’s left. 
 
    “What are your people like?” he asked her. 
 
    <Pelle people good how?> Patricia repeated in her language. 
 
    Alacea put a fat grain of lemess into her mouth and chewed as she thought about how to answer. <They are good people,> she said. <Faithful and kind.> 
 
    “They’re nice folks,” Patricia translated. 
 
    Ben paused, wondering how he was supposed to make small talk with an alien girl who probably wanted to stab him in the throat if given the chance. 
 
    “What do they like to do for fun?” he asked, putting the empty MRE wrapper back in his bag. 
 
    <Pelle people enjoy the things they like things?> Patricia repeated. 
 
    Alacea cleared her throat. She really wished the Dark One woman could speak better. She would have to make it a point to educate her Tesho on her language personally. She could not rely on the human woman to accurately translate one way or the other. 
 
    <We hold festivals,> she said. <Where we play games and dance. The Mikorin sing songs from the distant past and tell stories of our heroes.> 
 
    “They like to have parties,” Patricia told him. “They sing and dance and play.” 
 
    “Well, we have that in common,” Ramirez chimed in. “We like to party too!” 
 
    “Something tells me their parties are a little different,” Patricia told him with a side-eye. 
 
    Ben opened his mouth to ask a question but closed it just as quickly. He had almost asked her about her family. Given the lack of Va’Shen men he had seen so far, he couldn’t be sure that the question wasn’t a sensitive one. He didn’t know much about this girl, but given the war and how things turned out, it was very possible that Alacea was a widow. 
 
    That Va’Shen on Epsilon could have been her husband or a brother or a friend, he thought. 
 
    Yeah, and her husband, brother or friend could have been the guy who dropped that rock on Jessie, his mind bit back. 
 
    “They sound nice,” he said stupidly before quickly standing up. “Last chance to use the latrine. Let’s go.” 
 
    Cognizant to the change in mood, the others stood up without a word. Patricia gave him a look that seemed to ask Are you okay? He ignored it and picked up his rifle. 
 
    “We still have a lot of ground to cover,” he called to the others. “Let’s move.” 
 
      
 
    They travelled further into the hills, steadily upward. At some point their path merged with that of a fast-moving river that rushed down past them on their left at the bottom of a good fifty-foot drop. The path was wide enough for six to walk abreast but was hemmed in with the cliff and the river on their left and a steep, ten-foot rise on their right that led into the trees. 
 
    Ramirez leaned over the side of the cliff and took a look down at the rapids below. Coming up behind him, Jenkins gave him a gentle nudge. The NCO spun on her. “Dude! Not cool!” Jenkins grinned. 
 
    Burgers looked down and shook his head. “Nuh uh,” he said. “You fall in there, they’ll never find you.” 
 
    “We got enough people to look for without you adding to the total,” Ben told them pointedly as he walked past. “Watch your footing.” 
 
    The three Rangers stepped away from the cliff-side and continued walking up the path. Ben found his breath coming a little faster. Pressed between the cliff and the river like this, it made for a perfect ambush point. All it would take would be for the Va’Shen to pop up on top of the rise and throw a few glassers down on top of them and that would be it. 
 
    It was with this heightened state of caution that he threw his left fist up, signaling the others to freeze. The Rangers, just as trained, raised their weapons in every direction and waited. Ben stepped forward and to get a better look at what he had seen. 
 
    There was a cut in the ridge on their right, the ground covered in smooth rocks, fifty feet across. It looked like a wash-out, where flood waters might collect and flow into the river below them. The walls on either side were a white, clumping dirt. He ran his hand over a section of the near wall and found several small holes in it. 
 
    “Alacea,” he called. Dutifully, the fox woman came forward, Patricia in tow. “Which way?” 
 
    Patricia translated, and Alacea pointed straight ahead, past the cut. 
 
    <This way. It is not far now. Two eben at most.> 
 
    Patricia did the math in her head. One eben was about one-point-three miles. “Just under three miles ahead,” she said. 
 
    Ben continued to stare down the cut. It ran for about a hundred meters and then turned to the left out of sight. “Okay,” he said distractedly. “Keep moving.” 
 
    The group started walking again, but Ben stayed put, examining the wall. His foot bumped into something, and he looked down to find the bleached bones of an animal about the size of a dog lying in the rocks at his feet. 
 
    Ramirez started past him and stopped. “Something, Sir?” he asked. 
 
    “What’s this look like to you?” Ben asked him, running his fingers along the holes in the dirt wall. 
 
    The other Ranger took a close look. He sniffed in thought. “Hits from small arms fire, maybe?” he answered. “Maybe some of our SOCOM guys were out here before the surrender?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Not this far,” he said. “British SAS and some air strikes in the next valley, but not over here. As far as I know, anyway.” 
 
    Ramirez looked around at the ground around them. “No brass. No blood. No bodies. Maybe it’s just a natural phenomenon.” 
 
    By now the rest of the group had left them behind. Ben raised his M-31 and turned. “Forget it,” he said. “Let’s get the civilians.” He trotted after the group to retake his spot, and Ramirez followed him. He was probably just jumpy. Spend enough time getting ambushed and every spot looks like a trap. 
 
    Once back in the middle of the group, he put it out of his mind. They were only a few miles from their objective. Now wasn’t the time to start chasing ghosts. 
 
    It seemed like he wasn’t the only one getting twitchy. He turned and found Alacea walking to his right, her head down and her ears twitching anxiously. Her tail swept the ground behind her as she walked. 
 
    He nudged Patricia and addressed the fox girl. “Is something wrong?” he asked her. 
 
    <We are getting close,> Alacea replied woodenly after Patricia translated the question. 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Ben agreed. “Are you worried?” 
 
    Patricia translated, and Alacea didn’t respond for several moments. Finally, she looked up at him, her eyes blazing with green intensity. 
 
    <Tesho, promise me again that you will not hurt them.> 
 
    “She wants you to promise not to hurt anyone,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “I already promised that,” he said. “What makes her think promising a second time would make any difference? If I lied to her once, wouldn’t I be cool with lying to her again?” 
 
    Patricia paused. “Do you want me to translate that?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re my Two,” he said with a shrug. “Advise me. What can I do to make her believe I’m not going to just slaughter all her friends as soon as I see them?” 
 
    Alacea watched the byplay, her cheeks puffed up in annoyance at being left out of an obviously important conversation. Her tail swished angrily as Patricia thought up an answer. 
 
    “It’s a primitive, high-context society,” Patricia told him. “You may not be able to convince her ever.” 
 
    Ben thought for a moment and turned to her. “Tell her, ‘I promise.’” 
 
    <Leader of fighters swears again to not harm Pelle people,> Patricia told her. 
 
    The Ranger captain watched as the priestess stopped and turned to him. He stopped walking and faced her, meeting her intensity with his own and refusing to break contact.  
 
    <If you do,> Alacea told him. <I will kill you.> 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat nervously. “She said if you hurt her people, she’ll… um… kill you.” 
 
    Ben didn’t react. He looked at Alacea’s face, studied her. He could tell this woman had never hurt a living thing in her life. But that wouldn’t stop her. She was the kind of person who loved others intensely, and if the marauding alien in front of her betrayed her trust and harmed one of her people, she would find a way to kill him. It would be clumsy and probably not done successfully, but she would make it her mission. Because uttering that threat… and meaning it… was the only thing she could think of that might perhaps deter him if betraying her really was his intent. 
 
    He stared at her a moment more and reached up to his combat vest. Taking the handle of his mini-Kabar combat knife in his right hand, he pulled it from its scabbard and held it in front of him. Alacea gasped and took a step back, her wide green eyes now fixated on the blade he held. It was a good knife. Smaller than a regular Kabar, a Marine officer had shown him one during a joint operation, and Ben had fallen in love with it, buying one at the first post exchange store he could find. He had used it to open cans, look for mines, cut wires… everything… except kill a Va’Shen with it. 
 
    “Sir,” Patricia interjected quickly, her eyes now on the knife as well. “What…” 
 
    Ben turned the knife around and offered the hilt to Alacea. The fox woman stared at it and then looked up at his face, searching for signs of a trap. 
 
    “Tell her…” Ben said evenly, “… that if it comes to that… she can use this.” 
 
    Patricia licked her lips and turned to Alacea. <Leader of fighters say unto you… if betray to you… you use this thing… to him.> 
 
    Alacea continued to stare, rooted to the spot. Ben didn’t move, his hand and the knife’s handle still outstretched to her. Tentatively, she reached out and gently took the knife with both hands. He released the blade, and her hands dipped for a moment as she took the entirety of the weapon’s weight. It was a small knife, but solid black steel. She looked up into his eyes, straightened regally and bowed to him in acceptance. 
 
    As if to signal that he considered the matter settled, Ben turned and started up the path again. Patricia fell into step with him, leaving the stunned Alacea there for a moment before she too followed. 
 
    “Nicely played, Sir,” Patricia remarked quietly as they walked. 
 
    Ben grunted. Patricia had said it herself. The Va’Shen, although it wasn’t politically correct to say, were a more primitive culture. The more cynical, self-absorbed culture that he came from would have laughed at such a gesture, but the Va’Shen’s, a culture that revolved around honor and loyalty, could see the gesture for the promise that it meant to convey. 
 
    At least, that was what he had hoped. 
 
    Patricia looked back and saw Alacea clutching the Kabar to her chest before gently, almost reverently, placing it in her bag. A promise backed up with a threat and guaranteed with the means of following through on that threat. It was better than empty words. At least, that’s what Alacea thought. 
 
      
 
    <Tesho, it is just over this hill.> 
 
    “She says it’s over the next hill,” Patricia translated, pointing ahead of them. The group had walked another three miles, and the vegetation had become sparser while steep hills and ridges had multiplied. Coming over the hill, Ben looked down and saw a grassy plain that ended at a solid cliff-face that reached up fifty meters with no obvious way up. 
 
    “Is she sure?” Ben asked skeptically as the two women cleared the hill themselves. 
 
    Before Patricia could ask the question, Alacea’s eyes went wide. She made to rush forward, but Ben’s hand on her arm jerked her to a stop. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    <It was right here!> Alacea cried. <Something has happened! There should be a cave right there!> 
 
    “She says this is the spot,” Patricia told him as the fox girl continued to pull at his arm. Ben looked at where she was pointing and found that one section of the cliff was a different shade of brown than the rest. 
 
    He jerked her arm down until they were both in a kneeling position. “Knock that off!” he ordered curtly. “You don’t know what’s changed since you left!” 
 
    <Calm, pleasing,> Patricia tried translating. <Thing different than before.> 
 
    “Ramirez,” Ben signaled, raising his free hand over his shoulder. Alacea had stopped pulling, and Ben was able to take the other Ranger’s sniper rifle in both hands, looking through the scope at the cliff facing them. With the scope’s magnification, his hunch was proved correct. He handed the weapon back and rose to his feet. 
 
    “Cave in,” he said. “But it looks like there’s a small opening about ten meters up the cliff face.” He heard Patricia jabbering in Va’Shen, trying to keep Alacea up to date with the conversation. 
 
    “You think they blew the mountain down on top of them?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “Makes sense,” Burgers added. “If we weren’t actually looking and didn’t have the girl with us, we would have walked right by it.” 
 
    Ben made a noncommittal noise as he studied the cliff. “Pretty big risk. More likely the rain storm a few days ago brought some of the earth around it down, and they just decided to leave it.” 
 
    Alacea continued to stare at the cliff in obvious fright, only half listening to what Patricia was telling her. Her behavior more than anything was enough to convince Ben it wasn’t some kind of elaborate trap. 
 
    Still… 
 
    He looked up at the top of the cliff, searching for familiar silhouettes. Scanning the rocks and the nearby trees, his face scrunched up in frustration as a concrete answer continued to elude him. 
 
    As if he had read the captain’s mind, Ramirez, who had been looking through the sniper scope on his rifle, lowered the weapon and shook his head. “No sign of sentries or look-outs,” he said. “But with Tod you’d never know they were there until the shooting started.” 
 
    Ben growled to himself. Ramirez was right. If he sent his people out there into that field they could be cut to pieces before anyone could return fire. He looked back at the panicked vixen behind him, and his mind went back to his earlier thoughts about her riding in the turret. 
 
    They could send Alacea out first and ask the sentries to come out.  
 
    It’s such a dick-move, though, he thought. He had no idea how jumpy the Va’Shen up there might be… assuming they were there at all, and he had no way of knowing for sure. 
 
    He felt rather than saw movement to his right and turned his head to find Burgers moving swiftly and silently up to him. He hadn’t even known the NCO had stepped away. 
 
    “I have our guys split up left and right in cover in the tree-line,” he told Ben. “Still no movement.” 
 
    Ben took a breath and nodded. He was glad he had Baird. He was the kind of NCO that knew what had to be done and just did it without waiting for someone to make the decision for him. 
 
    Thinking that, Ben realized the longer he waited, the more likely it would be that someone else would push the events forward, and that wouldn’t necessarily be a good spot to be in. 
 
    Without a word, he stepped forward toward the grass and out of the trees. 
 
    “Sir!” Burgers hissed. 
 
    Ben turned and held a hand up, telling the others to hold position before moving forward again into the grass. When he was certain he was in full view of anyone up in the rocks above, he stopped and waited. 
 
    “What the Hell is he doing?!” Patricia, kneeling on the Ranger’s right, whispered to Ramirez in shock. “He’s using himself as bait!” 
 
    Ramirez, unsure of what to say but certain that if he had done something like this the captain would tear him a new one, cleared his throat. “It’s an old Ranger trick,” he whispered back. 
 
    Patricia looked at him incredulously. “A trick?” she repeated. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez told her, trying to sound confident in his answer. “It’s called a… uh… a ‘trick-or-treat,’” he went on, gaining more confidence in his answer as he went on. “You walk out there and announce yourself and you either get a treat… no one’s there… or you get a trick… which is bullets.” 
 
    “Isn’t that dangerous?” Patricia pointed out. 
 
    Ramirez cleared his throat again and shook his head. “Nah… Captain knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    At this time Burgers had come around and come up to Ramirez’s left side. “What the Hell is he doing?” he hissed. “He’s gonna get himself killed!” 
 
    Patricia looked at Ramirez with an accusatory glare. “Trick-or-treat, huh?” she whispered, smacking him on the back of his helmet. 
 
    On Patricia’s right, Alacea simply watched the alien overlord as he stood in the clearing, challenging the Va’Shen Huntresses with his mere presence. She knew it was likely they were around, and their skill with a bow was a step above anything she had ever seen. If they were there, they could kill him as casually as eating lunch. 
 
    Ben looked at his cheap analog watch and then back up at the cliffs. After another minute, he turned back and tromped toward the others. 
 
    “Let’s check it out,” Ben said casually as if nothing had happened. “Get Petty Officer Mulroney up here. He’s with us. Baird, Ramirez, you too.” A Ranger went into the trees to find the SeaBee. 
 
    “What about the girl?” Burgers asked. 
 
    “Her too,” he said. “She might be our foot in the door. Everyone else hold here and keep an eye out.” 
 
    “Sir, you asked for me?” a stocky blond man in a set of camouflage Navy fatigues asked as he stepped up. 
 
    “Yeah, you come with us. We have a cave in. I want you to take a look.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Sir.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said, dropping his assault pack. “Drop your gear. Nice and slow. Weapons only. That’s a lot of open ground. Someone starts shooting, we run like hell back here. Got it?” 
 
    Everyone else dropped their packs, and Ben started down the hill, Alacea stepping in front of him. She waved her hands and called out to the cliff, prompting Ben to nearly have a heart attack. 
 
    “She’s just saying it’s her and that it’s safe!” Patricia told him. 
 
    “Will you tell her to shut up!?” Ben demanded harshly. He still didn’t know the difference between “It’s okay, were safe!” and “Shoot the humans!” Until then he didn’t want any potentially unsafe chats. 
 
    <Alacea, please,> Patricia called to the fox woman. <Leader of fighters wishes the quietness.> 
 
    Alacea turned back to them and the fur on her ears stiffened in embarrassment, realizing that she must have startled them with her sudden, helpful outburst. She bowed her head and fell into step behind and to Ben’s left. 
 
    The six of them walked slowly toward the base of the landslide, trying their hardest to look casual and non-threatening… or as non-threatening as a bunch of armed soldiers could, anyway. 
 
    When they got to the bottom of the slide, they stopped, Burgers and Ramirez pointing their weapons in to the left and right, scanning the cliff, the trees, the rocks, anywhere that might conceal a sniper. 
 
    “Anything?” Ben asked, his own weapon pointed at the top of the cliff. 
 
    “Nothing,” Burgers replied. 
 
    “Clear left,” Ramirez threw in. 
 
    “Okay, Mulroney on me, the rest of you stay here and watch the exit,” he ordered. “Let’s go, Mulroney.” 
 
    Together, the two of them started to climb up the pile of loose rock and dirt toward the top of the slide. The angle wasn’t too steep, and the two had no problem scrabbling up the side to the one meter by one meter hole at the top. Ben motioned for the SeaBee to stand to the far side of it while he took the other. Checking the entrance for signs of traps or sabotage. The last thing he wanted was the rest of the mountain falling down on top of them. 
 
    Mulroney knelt next to the small cave entrance and studied it as much as possible without exposing his head to whoever might be looking back from inside. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Mulroney whispered to him. “No wires or other evidence of explosives. No glass.” 
 
    Ben bit his lip and knelt next to the hole.  
 
    Screw it, he thought, and brought his head down in front of the hole. He clicked on his flashlight and pointed it inside, illuminating a tunnel that ran off into the darkness. 
 
    But no one shot him in the face, so… there was that. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked Mulroney. 
 
    The sailor was looking at the small rock arch that used to be the top of a ten-meter high tunnel. It was still solid. Looking up, he saw the mawing cavity in the cliff about thirty feet above them that once held the dirt they were standing on. 
 
    “I think we’re okay,” he said. “As long as we don’t go blowing stuff up and putting people up top.” 
 
    “Gentle touch, huh?” Ben asked.  
 
    Mulroney nodded. “I wouldn’t want earth movers up here,” he said. “But luckily we don’t have that problem.” He grinned. 
 
    “Can we dig it out enough to get people out without bringing the place down?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I think so. I’d rather have another way in, though.” 
 
    Ben nodded and turned, and the two slid down the side of the landslide until they were face-to-face with the others. 
 
    “Alacea, is there another way in there?” he asked as he dusted himself off. 
 
    The fox priestess waited for the translation and answered. <I do not know. I did not stay long after I woke up. I don’t know much about what the cave looks like inside.> 
 
    “She says she doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben muttered. “We need to make contact with them.” 
 
    Burgers nodded in the direction of the tunnel. “Maybe a little guy could get through that tunnel to the other side, see if anyone is still there.” 
 
    Ben grunted. “Tunnel rat, huh?” he asked. He chewed his lip nervously. He hated the idea of putting one of his people at risk, but he didn’t dare send Alacea. If anything happened to her before they made contact, the Va’Shen were likely to respond unkindly. It looked almost big enough for him, but if it narrowed inside by even a few inches he’d get stuck. “A little guy could do it,” he agreed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Burgers reiterated. “A little guy.” 
 
    Almost as one, every head turned to Ramirez, who, at five-five was shorter and much thinner than the rest of them. 
 
    Ramirez looked from side to side at each of them. His face scrunched up in annoyance. He unslung his sniper rifle and started to unzip his tactical vest. “You guys suck,” he said in annoyed defeat. He handed Patricia his rifle and vest, who looked like someone had just tossed a newborn into her arms. 
 
    “Sergeant Ramirez!” Patricia cried suddenly. When he looked up, Patricia bit her lip and said, “Naisho teruda da!” 
 
    Ramirez grinned as he pulled off more of his gear, trying to slim down as much as possible. “What is that? ‘Good luck,’ in Va’shen?” he asked. 
 
    “It means ‘don’t shoot me.’” Patricia told him matter-of-factly. 
 
    The NCO paused and stared at her in stunned silence for a moment before turning to the hill. “Naisho teruda da! Naisho teruda da! Naisho teruda da!” he repeated under his breath, trying to memorize the phrase as he started to climb. 
 
    Ben, Burgers and Mulroney went up with him. He continued reciting the Va’Shen phrase as he went until he got to the top. Ben checked the tunnel with his flashlight again as Ramirez sat down next to the entrance, putting the straps of his headlight over this head. 
 
    “Naisho teruda da. Naisho teruda da,” he whispered. “Okay.” 
 
    Burgers pulled the M-17 pistol from his holster and chambered a round with a metallic click-clack. He de-cocked the weapon and held it out to his friend butt-first. Ramirez took it instinctively and turned to lay down in front of the tunnel, but something stopped him. 
 
    He looked at the pistol in his hand and then up at Ben. After a long pause, he turned the pistol around and offered it to the officer. 
 
    Ben stared at him in confusion, causing Ramirez to speak up. 
 
    “We’re all friends now, right?” he asked quietly, obviously a little concerned about crawling into a spider hole filled with possibly armed Va’Shen without a weapon. But the more he thought about it, the more the move made sense to him. If it were a group of Canadian spelunkers he was trying to rescue, after all, it wouldn’t even occur to him to bring a gun. And if the Va’Shen saw him crawl out into the open, gun in hand, who knows how they might react? 
 
    Ben hated every part of this mission. He took the gun from his sergeant and stuck a finger in his face. “Take a look around and come back out,” he ordered. “No heroics.” 
 
    “You got it, Sir,” Ramirez told him with a smile. He got down onto his belly and started to crawl into the hole, his headlamp lighting the way. 
 
    The Ranger captain stood up and looked at Burgers, who bit his lip in obvious concern. 
 
    Ben really hated every part of this… 
 
      
 
    The sound of Ramirez’s breathing echoed through the dark tunnel as he crawled forward. After a few meters, the tunnel had widened slightly, removing some of the claustrophobic feel of the place, but it was still dark and he still had to crawl. The Ranger propelled himself on his elbows and knees, low-crawling like on the live-fire obstacle course back at Fort Accetta. At least the loose rock and soil under him wasn’t mud this time. 
 
    “Hey, Ramirez!” Burgers called to him from behind. “You okay, man?” 
 
    Ramirez muttered a curse and paused to catch his breath. “Oh yeah, it’s freaking awesome in here!” he called back. “Why don’t we crawl through dark scary caves more often?” 
 
    Burgers was nonplussed by the sarcasm. “Okay, as long as you’re having fun.” 
 
    The unlucky soldier cursed again and started crawling. “Frigg’n Burgers,” he muttered. “Just you wait. One day, the captain is gonna need a tall guy for something dangerous, and then it’s all you, buddy…” 
 
    He paused again and turned his head around, letting the headlamp illuminate his surroundings. It was pitch dark in the tunnel, and the lamp only revealed a few feet ahead of him. Ramirez growled as the light started to flicker. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding me,” he grumbled. He reached into his pocket and produced a blue chemlight, cracking the tube with his thumb and shaking it. Holding the light out in front of him, he chewed his lip at the degraded visibility and thought about turning around. “Screw it,” he breathed, pushing forward again. 
 
    “Everything okay down there?” Ben’s voice came from down the tunnel. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ramirez called back. He crawled another few feet. “Just… WHOA!” 
 
    His hand had reached out and hit a lot of inky black nothingness, and before he could pull back and steady himself, the ground he was laying on slipped out from under him, propelling him downward at a steep angle. He cried out as he slid head-first down the loose dirt and gravel, grunting as his shoulder struck the stone ground at the bottom. 
 
    He rolled and landed on his back, the chemlight flung from his hand and skittered to a stop near a wall ten feet away. 
 
    “Ramirez!” he heard Ben call faintly from the tunnel above. “Ramirez! You okay?!” 
 
    “I’m good!” he called back with a groan, mentally checking himself to see if anything was broken. He felt okay. Reaching into his cargo pocket, he produced another chemlight and cracked it, bathing the area immediately around his supine body in a faint blue glow. 
 
    Illuminated in this glow, directly over his face, was the barrel of a hardlight rifle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    His eyes followed the rifle barrel up to the eyes glaring down at him over the weapon’s sights and the furry fox ears sitting a few inches above them. Ramirez slowly raised his hands over his head and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Naisho…” He paused. “… Dammit,” he muttered, unable to remember the words. 
 
    “Ramirez! What’s going on in there?!” Ben’s voice came again. Ramirez’s eyes went instinctively up to the tunnel and the source of the sound. 
 
    The owner of the rifle saw the subtle move. <If you answer, I will kill you,> a soft feminine voice promised him. 
 
    Ramirez didn’t know what she said, but the rifle in his face was a pretty good translator. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, as long as you’re having fun,” Burgers said. 
 
    They could hear the faint sounds of grumbling as Ramirez continued down the tunnel. Hearing the sounds of moving rock and dirt, Ben turned and found Alacea and Patricia climbing the hill toward them. 
 
    “She insisted,” Patricia huffed in her defense, gesturing to the fox woman. 
 
    Alacea knelt next to the tunnel entrance and peered inside. <Have you found anyone?> she asked. 
 
    “She wants to know if you found them,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Nothing yet,” Ben told her.  
 
    Alacea’s tail drooped as Patricia translated the answer for her. Ben gave it another minute and then called back down the tunnel. 
 
    “Everything okay down there?” he called. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” he heard from further down the tunnel. “Just… WHOA!” 
 
    Ben jumped as he heard the sound of sliding dirt and rock, and he poked his head into the tunnel. “Ramirez! Ramirez! You okay?!” 
 
    “I’m good,” Ramirez’s voice was faint. Ben breathed a sigh of relief. He waited for Ramirez to elaborate on his situation, but a minute passed without any further sign from the Ranger. 
 
    “Ramirez! What’s going on in there, dammit?!” Ben called. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Dammit!” he cursed. He rose to his feet and unslung his rifle, handing it to Mulroney, and started stripping off his gear. Knowing what he intended to do, Burgers held out his flashlight. Ben grabbed it with one hand and pulled his M-17 with the other, crouching down and crawling into the tunnel. 
 
    It was a tight fit, but he could just barely make it through. He wiggled like a worm down the tunnel. 
 
    Suddenly, he heard a voice cry out from behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said quietly. “So… I’m Ramirez…” 
 
    <Be silent!> the voice growled. The tip of the rifle’s barrel poked him in the forehead to serve as the exclamation point. 
 
    The Va’Shen rifleman’s ears turned from side to side, checking her surroundings. <How many are with you?> she demanded.  
 
    The Ranger tried to stay calm. “No comprende,” he told her slowly. “My name is Ramirez. I’m here to rescue you.” He carefully enunciated each word, hoping maybe the Va’Shen had heard English somewhere before. 
 
    The fox person’s ears twitched, and she looked up at the tunnel entrance. Ramirez’s human ears couldn’t make anything out, but this Va’Shen’s ears had been honed by years of stalking prey. She could hear the scratching of something coming through the tunnel. She took three steps back and raised the rifle, ready to shoot whatever came out. 
 
    Ramirez took a deep breath and prepared to cry out a warning, but before he could, another voice came from the tunnel. 
 
    <PLEASE DON’T SHOOT!> 
 
    The Va’Shen’s ears shot straight up, and she gasped. <Alacea Na’Sha!?> she called. <Alacea Na’Sha!? Is that you?!> 
 
    <Yes! Is that Bao Sen?!> 
 
    The Va’Shen, Bao Sen, turned her attention back to Ramirez and pointed her rifle at him. <What have you done to the Na’Sha?!> she demanded. 
 
    Ramirez kept his hands up and tried to look as unthreatening as possible. “Okay, I don’t understand anything you’re saying, but you’re obviously very upset by it,” he replied. 
 
    Bao Sen replied by jabbing the muzzle of her rifle into his nose.  
 
    The Ranger covered his nose with his hands and gave a cry of pain. “Oh, shit, my snout!” 
 
    <Bao Sen! Another Dark One is coming through the tunnel!> Alacea’s voice came. <Please do not shoot him! We’ve made an… accommodation.> 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears fluttered at the bizarre statement. She looked up as another alien soldier’s head appeared in the tunnel, struggling to squeeze his way out. He saw her and raised his pistol. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” Ramirez cried still holding his nose. “I think we’re good!” 
 
    The fox girl’s rifle was pointed at Ben, and Ben’s pistol was pointed at her. 
 
    <Bao Sen! If you kill him the others will attack! Don’t hurt him!> 
 
    A low growl filled the dark chamber, and Bao Sen’s rifle came down. Cautiously, Ben moved his pistol so it wasn’t quite pointed in the fox woman’s direction. 
 
    “Ramirez,” Ben said. “You good?” 
 
    The NCO moved the muscles in his face around. His nose didn’t seem broken, so that was good. “Yes, Sir! I’m good!” 
 
    Bao Sen backed up against the far wall so she could keep both humans in her sight. Ramirez climbed to his feet, and Ben whistled to him. Looking up, Ramirez caught the M-17 his captain threw down to him. He held it with the muzzle pointed down, not wanting to spook the armed Va’Shen woman, but kept his eyes on her shadowy form just in case. He heard Ben grunt as he pulled himself out of the tunnel and slide down the pile of rocks and dirt until he was standing next to him. 
 
    “Is everyone okay in there?!” Patricia called through the tunnel. 
 
    Ben gave Bao Sen a once over. The fox woman was eyeing him suspiciously, but her rifle remained pointed downward. 
 
    “I think we’re okay,” he called back. “Send Alacea and then come through yourself. It’s tight, but you two should be okay.” 
 
    He turned his attention to the armed alien nearby. Her gaze bored into him through the light of his flashlight. Her bright red hair stood out in the dark and flashed behind her as her tail swished back and forth in anxiety. She was shorter than Alacea by a few inches, making her a full head shorter than Ben. Unlike Alacea’s plain clothing, however, Bao Sen wore furred trousers scattered with purple, grey and brown splotches. The color scheme was so out of the ordinary that it took Ben a second to realize the Va’Shen woman was wearing camouflage. The weapon she carried was no different from the countless hardlight rifles he had seen in the hands of other Va’Shen soldiers on four worlds now. 
 
    His examination of the fox woman ended as he heard the sound of someone climbing from the tunnel above him. He turned and reached up to help Alacea climb down. Bao Sen watched suspiciously, unwilling to provoke an attack from the humans by moving or speaking out of turn. 
 
    When Alacea saw her, however, the priestess rushed to her. <Bao Sen!> She embraced the shorter vixen, who hugged her back. <I’m so glad you’re safe! What happened here?!> 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha,> Bao Sen whispered in confusion. <What are you doing with them? Did you lead them here?> 
 
    Alacea was saved from the pointed question by the sound of Patricia crawling from the tunnel. Ben reached up and helped her down, and the interpreter dusted herself off with a nod of thanks. Like the rest of them, she had removed her harness and helmet, but still had her pistol strapped to her hip. 
 
    She saw Bao Sen and bowed. <Good hello,> she said in greeting. 
 
    <’Good hello,’ to you too,> Bao Sen replied coldly. She turned her attention back to the Mikorin. <Alacea…> 
 
    <They have promised no one will be harmed,> Alacea told her in a hushed whisper. <The big one is their leader, the new overlord.> 
 
    Bao Sen gripped her rifle a little harder, her teeth clenched. <And you believe them?> 
 
    Alacea took a breath. It was too late for half-measures now. <I do.> She looked at Ben for a moment before turning back to her. <We have reached an agreement… that benefits the community.> 
 
    “Alacea,” Ben broke in. “Can you ask your friend to tell us what happened here?” 
 
    Patricia stepped forward. <Friend you comprehend things to here occur?> 
 
    Bao Sen grunted at the gibberish, and Alacea found she had to translate for the translator. <They want to know about the cave-in,> she said. 
 
    <The rains caused a slide,> Bao Sen told her. <It concealed the entrance, so we left it as is.> 
 
    Behind them, Patricia translated this for Ben, who nodded, turning back to assess the damage. 
 
    “Is there another way out?” he asked. 
 
    <A second place to leave to is exist?> Patricia asked. 
 
    <She speaks worse than a child,> Bao Sen spat in contempt, her eyes trying to light the human woman on fire. 
 
    Patricia coughed and reddened in embarrassment. Alacea’s tail thumped the stone floor in pique. <She is learning,> she said, defending the woman who had treated her kindly. As true as Bao Sen’s words were, it was rude to so brazenly point it out. <And she has shown me great courtesy. I would appreciate it if you did the same for her.> 
 
    Chastened, Bao Sen bowed her head. <I am sorry, Na’Sha.> She straightened and answered Patricia’s question directly. <There is another entrance, but it is a vertical tunnel that is difficult to use. Our huntresses are the only ones using it now.> 
 
    “There’s another tunnel,” Patricia told Ben. “But it might be worse than this one.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben grunted. He turned and climbed up to the tunnel entrance. “Baird!” he called. 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” he heard come back from the tunnel. “Everything copacetic in there?” 
 
    “Everything is peachy,” Ben called back. “Tell Mulroney to get his guys over here and start digging us out. Set up an observation post on some high ground and give us three-sixty security. Try to get Saber on the radio and let them know we found the Va’Shen and to sit tight. The rest help the SeaBees dig.” 
 
    “Copy that, Sir!” 
 
    “We’ll check back in an hour,” Ben finished. “And every hour after that.” 
 
    After getting another acknowledgement from Burgers, Ben hopped down to the ground and faced the group. 
 
    “Okay,” he said to Bao Sen. He gestured to a larger tunnel that led further back into the cave. “Take me to your leader.” 
 
      
 
    <Did they torture you?> Bao Sen whispered to Alacea as the two Va’Shen led the group of humans through the cave. <Did they torture the others? Are the elders safe?> 
 
    <No, no and yes,> Alacea replied as they walked. Jars of water filled with glowing rocks hung on the smooth tunnel wall at regular intervals, providing more than enough light to see by. <No one has been harmed. The village still stands.> 
 
    <What are they waiting for?> Bao Sen asked irritably. <Are our corpses really so desirable to them? Our brothers were not enough?> 
 
    Alacea almost missed a step as she considered how to answer. <I… I do not think that is their goal,> she said. <Their leader claims to want to protect us. To let us live our lives as we have before.> 
 
    The huntress’s tail slapped the floor in anger. <Na’Sha, with all the respect and deference I can give, I think you are too…> 
 
    <Naïve?> Alacea finished for her. <Believe me, Bao Sen, I gave the options great thought. If they wished to kill us, they have the machines and weapons to do so no matter where we run. And their leader is crafty. My only option was to agree to his terms and hope to exercise influence through my cooperation.> 
 
    Bao Sen’s eyes narrowed suspiciously at the other vixen. <What has happened?> she whispered. <You are being very careful to not say something.> 
 
    <I am not ready to reveal that,> Alacea told her. <I am not yet ready to understand it myself.> 
 
    The huntress turned her head and looked at the humans following behind them. <They are not what I expected,> she admitted. 
 
    <No,> Alacea agreed. <They are certainly not.> 
 
    Trailing not far behind, Ben, Patricia and Ramirez were forced to walk slightly bent over as the tunnel’s ceiling was just high enough for the average Va’Shen vixen but just a bit too low for the humans. Only Ramirez was spared this and the ceiling still brushed the top of his head from time to time. 
 
    Reaching out, Patricia ran her fingers against the tunnel wall and frowned. “Sir, have you noticed how smooth this tunnel is?” 
 
    “And level?” Ben returned. “And straight? Yeah, like it’s been tunneled out professionally.” 
 
    “But it’s old too,” Patricia noted, pointing out the discoloration and the small imperfections made by constant water erosion. “It’s got to be a few hundred years old, at least.” 
 
    Ben grunted in response, and Patricia gave the whole thing more thought. “The villagers couldn’t have made it. There’s nothing like that kind of equipment in Pelle, that we saw at least.” 
 
    “This is a fall-out shelter,” Ben concluded. “But they didn’t make it with us in mind.” 
 
    “Kinda like us, maybe?” Ramirez piped up from behind them. “Maybe they spent a couple of centuries bombing each other before they got around to us?” 
 
    “But if so, how come we never saw any of it used against us?” Ben asked. “The Va’Shen fought the whole war without air support, just guerilla and hit-and-run attacks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez grumbled. “With laser guns and spaceships…” 
 
    “And that’s weird too,” Patricia broke in. “Doesn’t it seem weird how they have interstellar flight but most of the planet is agricultural?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben told her, bending to avoid a low point in the ceiling. “And the tech they do have almost seems out of place.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “You hunt, right?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Um… Yes, Sir,” Ramirez replied, unsure where his commander was going with this. 
 
    “Would you hunt with your service weapon?” 
 
    The NCO shrugged. “If I had to, I could, but I wouldn’t if I had my choice. The bullet is too small, and I’d rather have something with a better scope.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben agreed. “Right tool for the right job. And if a better rifle came along for hunting, you might upgrade, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Ramirez agreed slowly in puzzlement. “So… what’s all that leading to?” 
 
    Ben paused and turned to him. “I’ve never seen the Va’Shen use any other kind of rifle except the ones their soldiers have used.” He nodded in Bao Sen’s direction. “Even her rifle. It’s the exact same model as every other we’ve seen. Almost like it’s the only one they got and they can’t make anymore. All the tech I’ve seen them use, it’s the same. One model. No precursors, no modified upgrades. The U.S. fielded three new infantry weapons in the first year of the war alone. The Va’Shen, nothing. Same from start to finish.” 
 
    Patricia whistled at the implications and realized there were others to go with it. “During intel training, they showed us reconnaissance photos of Va’Sh they were using to plan the invasion. The problem was there weren’t many strategic targets to hit. There were berths for their spaceships, but no shipyards, no maintenance facilities.” 
 
    Ben nodded and continued walking, quickening his pace to catch up with Alacea and Bao Sen. “We assumed they were off-world somewhere. In orbit around a colony or something. Never found them. I’m starting to think they just don’t exist.” 
 
    The conversation broke up as they heard noise coming from ahead of them. Looking up, they saw light coming from the end of the tunnel and watched Bao Sen and Alacea step through it. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha?! It’s the Na’Sha! She’s back!> they heard someone up ahead yell happily. 
 
    The three humans emerged from the tunnel to see a wide open space about the size of a blimp hangar going back a few hundred yards. Several odd-looking lamps and lanterns lit the area, but not enough to make out the ceiling high above them save for a small crack of light that likely served as a chimney. Multicolored tents were scattered throughout the open area, obviously lived in but clean and well kept. In front of them, a group of about thirty Va’Shen vixens, their hair and clothing a colorful mix, were swarming Alacea happily.  
 
    Until one saw them. 
 
    One of the vixens locked eyes with the humans in surprise. Her forest-green tail poofed out behind her in shock, and her ears went straight up. 
 
    <DARK ONES!> she cried, pointing at them. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Ramirez breathed as his hand dropped to his empty holster on instinct. 
 
    The rest of the vixens saw them and cried out in terror, their tails puffing out as if struck by lightning. It would have been funny under other circumstances. They all turned to run as Alacea stepped forward, holding her hands up. 
 
    <STOP! STOP! IT IS ALL RIGHT! IT’S SAFE!> 
 
    Some stopped at Alacea’s assurance, confused by the situation, but the rest continued to run, crashing through tents and knocking over tools.  
 
    <We hurt no intent for you!> Patricia tried vainly. 
 
    The vixens continued to run and only came up short when a tall Va’Shen woman stepped into their path. As one, the group skidded to a stop before her, some of them falling onto their behinds. The tall vixen, decoratively arrayed in a black and green silk robe with an overwhelming resemblance to a Japanese kimono, looked out at the group with an air of serene indifference. Her dark blue hair, almost black, was pinned up on top of her head, concealing all but the tips of her ears. She hid her mouth behind a bright red fan. 
 
    <Is there some problem?> the vixen asked them in an amused tone.  
 
    <Dark Ones!> one gasped at her, pointing behind them. <Dark Ones!> 
 
    <Don’t be ridiculous,> the elegant woman replied, her long dark tail sweeping the ground behind her in a flamboyant flourish of movement. <If it were the Dark Ones, we would already be dead, no?> 
 
    The other Va’Shen didn’t know what to say to that. 
 
    <And if they were Dark Ones,> the vixen went on evenly, her eyes narrowing over the edge of the fan, <Then they must be here peacefully. Otherwise, the Na’Sha would not have brought them here… or we would still already be dead.> 
 
    She looked over the crowd and lowered her fan, revealing the face of an elegant woman. <Isn’t that right, Na’Sha?> 
 
    The crowd turned and found that Alacea had caught up with them. She saw the woman and her ears twitched a smile. <That is right, Yasuren. They mean us no harm.> 
 
    <Wonderful,> the woman, Yasuren, concluded. <So, why don’t you all clean up what was disturbed while I greet our guests?> 
 
    The Va’Shen weren’t sure what to say for a moment, but, now chastened, their tails had returned to normal. They gave an uncertain look at the humans but in the end started toward the tents they had knocked over. 
 
    Alacea sighed in relief. She looked up at Yasuren, her ears twitching happily. <Yasuren, it’s good to see you.> 
 
    <I am so glad you’re safe!> Yasuren told her, closing the distance between them in short steps and putting her hands on Alacea’s arms. <I thought I would never see you again. Are you all right?> 
 
    <I’m well,> the fox priestess assured her. <But there is much to say.> She broke off and turned to the humans, who were watching the exchange with interest. <This is the new military overlord of Pelle, Ben Gibson,> she said. Patricia was translating into Ben’s ear as she spoke. <Te… Overlord,> she corrected herself, <This is Yasuren, Kasshas’s…> 
 
    <Most trusted advisor!> Yasuren interrupted, her tail once again acting as an exclamatory flourish to her words. 
 
    <Right,> Alacea confirmed. <She is responsible for the Va’shen here.> 
 
    Ben waited for the translation before bowing to Yasuren from the waist. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” he said, keeping it simple. 
 
    Yasuren bowed as much as the tightly fastened robes would let her. <It would be best if we spoke privately,> she suggested. <We can use the room where we hold the Aderen.> She turned and began to walk to the wall on the human’s right, making her way down a row of tents. 
 
    The humans followed. 
 
    “’Aderen?’” Ben asked Patricia as they walked. Patricia had used the term itself rather than the translation. 
 
    “It’s like a shura,” Patricia told him. “Think of it as a city council and you wouldn’t be far off.” 
 
    Ben nodded in understanding. Knowledge of shuras in the Army went back to the early wars of the 21st century. It was nearly impossible to get anything done in Afghanistan without their approval. 
 
    <Yasuren Alacea friendship?> Patricia asked the Mikorin. 
 
    Alacea’s ears dipped in an affirmative. <I have always admired her.> 
 
    <Our Na’Sha is generous with her praise,> Yasuren spoke up from ahead of them. <I am merely a servant of our community as she is.> 
 
    <Yasuren Mikorin as too?> Patricia asked. 
 
    <Oh no,> Yasuren told her. <I do not have the dedication to pursue such a calling.> 
 
    They continued to walk, the wall finally coming closer. At the tail end of the group followed Ramirez and Bao Sen, each eyeing the other warily as they both assumed the role of their leaders’ bodyguards. 
 
    “Do any of their people need medical attention?” Ben asked. 
 
    <Va’Shen sick hurt this place?> Patricia asked. 
 
    <An interesting first question,> Yasuren replied, pausing a moment to face them. <What would you do if there were?> 
 
    <Help sick hurt,> Patricia said. <Before sick hurt more badder.> 
 
    Yasuren turned her attention back to the path before them, thinking for several moments before she answered. <There are some who have nose sicknesses,> she said. <The air is cool and damp here. One of our people fell from a ledge and broke his arm.> 
 
    “Some of them have colds from being down here,” Patricia told Ben. “One of them has a broken arm.” 
 
    “Would she like the Doc to look at them?” Ben asked. 
 
    <Our healer look arm bad?> 
 
    Yasuren waved the thought aside. <It is unnecessary.> 
 
    “That’s a ‘no,’” Patricia told Ben. 
 
    They came to a break in the wall that looked too perfectly like an arched doorway to be a natural formation. Yasuren stepped though, and the others followed to find a smaller room about the size of an average conference room. Several thick blankets of many different colors were arranged on the floor in the shape of a neat oval with more decorative blankets on either end. 
 
    The Va’Shen woman turned to Bao Sen. 
 
    <Bao Sen, will you see to it that we are not disturbed?> 
 
    The huntress’s ears twitched. <Of course, Yasuren. I’ll be outside.> 
 
    “She’s going to watch the door,” Patricia supplied to Ben. 
 
    “Ramirez, stand out there with her and keep things real,” Ben ordered.  
 
    Ramirez gave his captain a quick nod and followed the Va’Shen outside. 
 
    Once the two guards had left, Yasuren turned to them and motioned for them to sit. Yasuren and Alacea smoothed the legs of their kimono and monpei and dropped to their knees, resting on their feet. Ben sat across from them, legs crossed while Patricia imitated the Va’Shen. 
 
    Finally given a free moment, Ben gave Yasuren another once over. Slightly taller than Alacea, she appeared older than the fox priestess, though the vixen’s beauty and elegance made it impossible to determine by how much. She appraised him with her own violet eyes as her tail wrapped around her and rested on her knees, the very tip of the dark blue appendage snow-capped with a spray of white. She knelt tall and straight, a woman very much conscious of her social status and its expectations.  
 
    <Welcome,> she told Ben, bowing to him. <I hope our relationship can be a friendly and productive one.> 
 
    “She hopes we can all be friends,” Patricia supplied. 
 
    Ben bowed back. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Patricia translated, and with the formalities out of the way, Yasuren jumped right into business. 
 
    <I modestly ask the Overlord’s intention here,> she stated. 
 
    “What do you want?” Patricia translated. “But nicer.” 
 
    “We’ve come to bring the people of Pelle home,” Ben said. 
 
    <Pelle people return to Pelle place,> Patricia told Yasuren. 
 
    Yasuren paused to digest the demand, and Alacea spoke up. <They claim to want to live in peace with us,> she said.  
 
    <And what would this peace look like?> Yasuren asked not Alacea, but Ben and Patricia. 
 
    <I comprehend poorly question,> Patricia told her in return. 
 
    <Are we to return as slaves?> Yasuren pressed. <Are we to be moved away from our valley to work elsewhere?> 
 
    “They want to know if we intend to enslave them,” Patricia told Ben. 
 
    “We want them to return to Pelle and do what they’ve always done… just… without the shooting humans part… You know what I want. Make it pretty.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and cleared her throat. <No slaves,> she said. <Stay Pelle. Do Pelle things. No hurt us. Just do Pelle things.> 
 
    The visible tips of Yasuren’s ears twitched. <You claim no spoils? Am I to believe that?> 
 
    “She’s skeptical.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Ben replied darkly. “Tell her our mission in Pelle is to fuel vehicles moving between the capital and other cities and to help them recover from the war. As long as they don’t interfere with that and don’t threaten our people, they can live their lives however they want.” 
 
    Patricia took a minute to consider how to phrase it and nodded. <Leader of fighters say unto you… fighters feed moving things… fighters help to Pelle be strong again… Pelle people no make hurt to fighters, Pelle people be Pelle people. Do Pelle things.> 
 
    Yasuren’s eyebrows arched at the messy translation, and she turned to Alacea. <Can you provide context, Na’Sha? They want to feed our livestock?> 
 
    <No, Yasuren,> Alacea said. <I think they are saying that we are free to live our lives so long as we do not threaten them or attempt to interfere with their mission here.> 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched again in frustration. <Na’Sha, I have a very hard time believing that the Dark Ones would occupy our village just to leave us alone. Surely they mean to take advantage of our people in some way.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped. It was a fear she harbored as well. It sounded too good to be true and so it probably was. 
 
    Patricia caught enough of the byplay to try to comment further. <War gone,> she said. <Emperor say war gone. Leader of America say war gone. War gone.> She put her hands together. <Va’Sh peace. America peace.> 
 
    “What’s the issue?” Ben asked her. 
 
    “They can’t believe we don’t want anything,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “I wonder what they expected us to demand,” Ben told her. 
 
    Patricia took the remark as an order and turned to the two vixens. <What you fear leader of fighters make to you do?> she asked. 
 
    The two vixens looked at one another. Yasuren definitely didn’t want to give the soldiers any ideas. <Ill treatment,> she said simply. <In its many forms.> 
 
    “She’s afraid you’re going to treat them badly,” Patricia said. 
 
    “What can I say that will convince them I won’t?” he asked. 
 
    <Leader of fighters say unto you what leader of fighters do make Pelle people know no harm?> 
 
    Yasuren didn’t answer immediately, and Alacea cleared her throat. <Yasuren… the Overlord did accept my subjugation.> 
 
    The statement confused the older vixen further. <If he truly had you would not be alive,> she whispered. 
 
    Alacea’s tail swished from side to side in agitation. <I will explain in private later, but the point is… he has already done what was necessary to assure our trust.> 
 
    <From another Va’Shen,> Yasuren pointed out. <He is a Dark One.> 
 
    <Then there is no answer we can give to his question!> Alacea retorted. <One side must budge!> 
 
    <Then let it be them!> Yasuren snapped at her. 
 
    <We do not have the strength to hold firm,> Alacea told her seriously. 
 
    Yasuren turned back to Patricia. <What will you do if we do not come home?> she asked straightly. 
 
    “What if they don’t want to come home?” Patricia translated. 
 
    Ben gave the question serious thought. Forcing the Va’Shen to come with him would require the threat of force, and if he did that now he’d have to do it forever. On the other hand, he couldn’t leave a potentially hostile force up here left to their own devices with laser weapons and God knew what else at their disposal. If they refused to leave, he’d have to cut the baby in half. 
 
    “If they don’t come with us, we will stay up here with them,” he said. 
 
    “Um… what?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “If they love their cave so much,” Ben told her with some frustration, “Then they can stay in their cave, but we will station troops in here with them or camp them outside the cave entrance. But we’re not leaving them here all alone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Patricia breathed. She took a breath and turned to the Va’Shen. <You stay cave. We stay cave. You stay Pelle. We stay Pelle.> 
 
    Both vixens’ tails stopped moving and dropped to the floor in shock. 
 
    <What?> Yasuren breathed.  
 
    Alacea reached out and gripped her arm in warning. <Be careful, Yasuren,> she whispered urgently. <This one is crafty. It is at a time like this, when you believe you have him backed against the river, that he proposes something ludicrous… and you find no other option but to accept.> 
 
    Yasuren turned back to Ben and swallowed the response she almost gave, which would have been a gracious welcome for his troops in their new home, but Alacea’s warning forced her to give the Dark One’s proposal more careful consideration, and under the wilting force of that consideration, she suddenly found the Ranger captain had already won. 
 
    The Va’Shen plan from the beginning hinged on the fact that the Dark Ones didn’t know where they were hiding or that they were even hiding at all. Upon finding a sparsely populated town whose people had supposedly killed themselves in shame, they expected the Dark Ones to rage against the village and the remaining elders, her own Tesho among them, left behind to accept that punishment. Then, after the, albeit small, massacre was over and the village was in ruins, the Dark Ones, with their blood lust sated, would move on to more lively game. The villagers would then return home and rebuild. 
 
    But with the Dark One leader sitting across from her in the very heart of their hiding place, that plan was already a complete failure. He could station troops here and supply them from their military stores while the food her people brought with them slowly depleted. In the meantime, their crops went untended and their animals left behind wandered aimlessly, prey for the predators that would soon realize the herds’ Va’Shen protectors were gone and attack. Their community would get weaker every day, while the Dark Ones remained strong until they would eventually have no choice. 
 
    The Overlord would have their subjugation. It was only a question of how long it would take. 
 
    And Pelle would likely never recover. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears flattened, her tail went limp at this realization. The Overseer would get what he wanted, and he didn’t even have to threaten them. 
 
    <I will take it to the Aderen,> Yasuren told him in defeat. <A decision like this cannot be made myself alone.> 
 
    “She said she has to ask the Aderen,” Patricia told him.  
 
    “It’ll take a while for Baird and Mulroney to dig out the entrance anyway,” he told her with a nod. “Tell her that’s fine.” 
 
    Patricia bowed to Yasuren graciously. <Leader of fighters say unto you Aderen is good.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Standing to the right of the doorway leading to the meeting room, Ramirez tapped his foot and took a breath. The meeting between the Va’Shen and Ranger leader had been going on for several minutes at this point, and his Va’Shen counterpart on the left side of the entranceway had barely looked in his direction the entire time. 
 
    He looked over at Bao Sen, who made it a point to ignore him. 
 
    “So,” he began in a friendly tone. “What do you do around here for fun?” 
 
    Bao Sen didn’t acknowledge him. She continued to look straight ahead. 
 
    Ramirez gave it another few seconds and raised his voice an octave in a crude impression of a woman’s. “’Oh, you know Ramirez!’” he said in answer to his own question. “’We have slumber parties and pillow fights and then me and the other girls make cookies for the boys!’” 
 
    He looked at Bao Sen and waited for a response. Nothing. The Va’Shen woman continued to ignore him to the very best of her ability. 
 
    “That was a test,” he said, his voice back to normal. “If you secretly spoke English, you’d probably be kicking my ass right now.” He nodded sagely. “Congratulations. You passed.” 
 
    “Bu’sho,” Bao Sen muttered irritably. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez agreed. “I hear that. It’s pretty bu’sho, all right.” 
 
    They turned simultaneously as Yasuren and the others emerged from the entranceway. Bao Sen immediately spoke up. 
 
    <Please save me from this idiot alien,> she begged from behind gritted teeth. 
 
    <But he’s one of the nice ones,> Alacea came unexpectedly to Ramirez’s defense. 
 
    Yasuren didn’t reply to Bao Sen’s question. She held her palm up. <Bao Sen, I am calling the Aderen. Will you spread the word to the others?> 
 
    <Of course, Yasuren.> 
 
    <And ask one of your huntresses to escort our guests to my tent. They can rest there while we deliberate.> 
 
    Again the huntress bowed in concurrence. 
 
    <Oh, and send another through the north entrance to check the traps,> Yasuren added off-handedly. 
 
    <Traps?> Bao Sen asked. Realization dawned, and she bowed again. <Yes, Yasuren. We should definitely find out how many vermin are running around.> 
 
    Yasuren turned to Ben and Patricia. <You may rest in my tent until the Aderen is finished,> she said. <Food will be brought to you.> 
 
    Patricia translated this, and Ben checked his watch. “We’re coming up on an hour. I need to let Baird know we’re all right.” 
 
    “I’ll go, Sir,” Ramirez spoke up. “You and LT should stay close in case they need you to talk to the others or something.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Give him a situation report, get one back, and tell them we’re making progress. Hopefully, we can start moving them out as soon as the tunnel is cleared.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ramirez said and took off toward the tunnel from which they had come. The Va’Shen watched him go suspiciously, and Patricia stepped in to assure them. 
 
    <He tell others leader of fighters safe,> she said. <Others no concern.> 
 
    Silently and without warning, another huntress appeared behind them, like Bao Sen armed with a hardlight rifle. Her pale green hair was sprinkled with tiny dark spots. In his head, Ben named her “Mint Chocolate Chip.” 
 
    <Ah! Geresen!> Yasuren greeted. <Please show our guests to my tent and make sure they are brought food.> 
 
    The huntress bowed and gestured down the path with her rifle. <Come, Dark Ones,> she ordered. 
 
    Alacea bowed to Ben as he and Patricia followed Geresen down the path. Yasuren eyed the violet-haired priestess and waited for Patricia to be out of earshot before speaking again. 
 
    <Now, I must hear your story,> she told Alacea pointedly. <I fear much depends on it.> 
 
      
 
    “Coming out!”  
 
    Burgers knelt next to the tunnel entrance and held a hand out to help pull his friend from the now slightly larger hole in the cliff. Ramirez grasped the outstretched hand, and Baird pulled until Ramirez was able to stand up and dust himself off. 
 
    Night had fallen outside, the full moons and Va’Sh’s natural aurora bathing the hills in an eerie green light. A group of SeaBees and Rangers stood nearby, entrenching tools in their hands, their work suspended while Ramirez made his exit from the tunnel. 
 
    “Everything good?” Burgers asked him.  
 
    “Yeah, so far,” Ramirez told him. “Boss is talking to the big banana. This might be a done deal by morning.” 
 
    “All right, all right, all right,” Burgers replied. “Montrose said it might take twelve to sixteen hours of hard work to get the hole where we want it, maybe longer. I’m guessing day after tomorrow. I got an observation post on the hilltop north of us, keeping an eye out. Half our guys are working and half are racking out in our camp just past the tree-line.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “You guys need anything? You want your gear?” 
 
    Ramirez thought for a moment. He wasn’t sure he could get their assault packs and weapons through the hole with him. “Maybe some MREs,” he said. “I haven’t eaten Va’Shen food, so I don’t know what it’s like. But if it’s, like, bugs and leaves and shit, I’d rather eat our own stuff.” 
 
    Burgers nodded and knelt down, rooting around in an assault pack and coming out with three Meals Ready to Eat. He read the labels as he handed them over. “Turkey and gravy, spaghetti and meatballs and… ugh… omelet.” 
 
    “LT can have that one,” Ramirez said, taking them from him. “She won’t know it sucks till it’s too late. You got tortellini?” 
 
    “I got another omelet,” Burgers offered. 
 
    “Jeez, who brings two omelets?!” Ramirez asked. “Okay, okay, you need anything from me?” 
 
    “Nah, man, we’re keeping it real up here, you just do your thing down there.” 
 
    Ramirez dropped to his knees next to the tunnel entrance and flung the MREs down the tunnel ahead of him. “You can bet these guys are going to come check us out,” he told Burgers.  
 
    “No shit,” Burgers told him. “We’ll play it cool, don’t worry.” 
 
    Ramirez gave him a grin. “Don’t wait up!” he said before laying down and starting down the tunnel. 
 
    Burgers watched him go. 
 
      
 
    Ben hadn’t known what to expect, but he thought it would have been closer to a spartan refugee tent. Yasuren’s tent was by no means extravagant, but it was very well kept and the blankets covering the stone floor were clean. The tent walls were made of a ruby-red fabric that gave the place an air of royalty, light coming from three lanterns spaced around the room. A cushion covered with several other blankets lay in the corner as a bed. 
 
    “It’s cozy,” Patricia remarked, sitting down on the floor.  
 
    Ben checked every corner of the room. He could hear Va’Shen moving around outside, but with a tent there was not much to be done about that. All the same, he didn’t want to risk being taken unawares. 
 
    “This might take awhile,” he told her. “You should try to get some sleep.” 
 
    “You sure?” she asked. “It’s still kind of early.” 
 
    “One of the cardinal rules of being a Ranger,” he told her. “If you’re not marching, eating or fighting, you should be sleeping. I’ll wake you if anything happens.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll sleep later,” he assured the terp. “I need you fresh to translate for me. Sleep.” 
 
    She gave him an exaggerated salute. “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    Patricia didn’t feel right sleeping in their host’s “bed,” so she laid down in the other corner and closed her eyes, trying to will herself to sleep. 
 
    Ben sat down in the opposite corner, facing the tent entrance. He wished he could read his tablet or that the Coalition had had enough foresight to order a bunch of old analog books to replace them. The best he could do was sit and wait for Ramirez to come back or for something to happen. 
 
    He settled in and let his thoughts drift. 
 
      
 
    <Oh, Alacea,> Yasuren said, sympathetic but with a touch of unconscious mirth. <That could only happen to you.> 
 
    None of the other Aderen members had arrived yet, and Alacea had spent the last several minutes detailing her experiences since leaving the cave almost a week before. 
 
    <It was the only way,> the priestess defended herself. <If I claim to be ready to give my life for my community, then I must be prepared to do so in all of its possible iterations.> 
 
    <That explains how you are still alive,> Yasuren concluded. <Interesting that a Dark One would know our ancient traditions so well.> 
 
    <If it allows me an opportunity to curb his destructive excesses toward our people, then I welcome it,> Alacea told her, trying to banish the fear and apprehension for her voice. 
 
    Seeing through the vixen’s bravado, Yasuren bowed to her. <You are a wonderful Na’Sha,> she told her. <Our community could not ask for better.> 
 
    <Oh, Yasuren,> Alacea sighed. <What do I do? It seemed like the right thing to do at the time, and now…> 
 
    <You are a good Va’Shen vixen,> Yasuren told her. <And now you will be a good Va’Shen myorin to a horrible tesho. That is not an easy thing, even when the two love each other. Yours is not the first political marriage of convenience in our history. Be strong.> 
 
    At that moment, Bao Sen walked back into the Aderen, followed by several other Va’Shen in various states of dress, grim looks on their faces. By now the entire community would have heard of the Dark Ones’ arrival or seen them walk through camp. They knew what this Aderen had been called to determine. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha!> a young girlish voice called out.  
 
    Alacea looked up just in time to catch a teenage Va’Shen girl in her arms. The young vixen’s pink hair, blotched here and there with red, bounced around her head in pigtails as she laughed happily.  
 
    <Pavastea!> Alacea cried, hugging the girl.  
 
    <We thought we’d never see you again!> another vixen wearing a similar hanbok to Pavastea’s cried as she rushed toward them. Light blue-tinted glasses framed a friendly round face and partially obscured her yellow eyes. Her blue hair, interspersed with flashes of white like a waterfall in a painting, fell off her shoulders and nearly reached the floor.  
 
    Alacea bowed to them. <I am happy to say I am still alive, Hestean,> Alacea reported. She took the Va’Shen woman’s hands in hers. <How are the others?> 
 
    <Physically well,> Hestean told her, <But obviously quite emotional after your departure.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped. <I am sorry. If I had told you what I intended, you might have tried to stop me.> 
 
    Pavastea’s ears flattened, and her tail swished behind her in distress. <We didn’t want to trick you, Alacea Na’Sha,> she swore. <But Yasuren and Kasshas said you would be throwing your life away, so…> 
 
    <You do not have to apologize,> Alacea told her. <Everything unfolded as the Gods would have it.> 
 
    <But how did you escape?> Hestean asked. 
 
    <Umm…> Alacea was brought up short. <I… didn’t.> 
 
    <I ask all of you to sit,> Yasuren called to the group, breaking up the conversation. <We have much to discuss.> 
 
    Everyone found their seats, pre-determined by their station and social status as it had been for thousands of years, though the representatives were mostly substitutes for others that could not be there. Sixteen Va’Shen were arranged in an oval, sitting on the floor. At the head of this oval sat Yasuren while at the exact opposite end was a nervous Alacea. The other fourteen were arranged around the oval between them. Along with the sixteen members, some had brought assistants, a role Pavastea was playing for Hestean. Bao Sen had another huntress with her as well, a teal-haired young vixen who appeared no older than eighteen, but carried her hardlight rifle over her shoulder with the ease of grizzled veteran. 
 
    Yasuren bowed to the group. <I thank the representatives of our community for appearing so quickly.> 
 
    The others bowed to her in return. 
 
    <Time is short, I am afraid, so we must begin straight away,> she continued. 
 
    <The Dark Ones are here, aren’t they?> The question had come from one of the few men at the table, an older brown-haired tod of about forty years old in a stained monpei. 
 
    Yasuren’s tail gently slapped the floor. <They are.> 
 
    Whispers came from the group as well as their tails as they swished against the floor in apprehension. 
 
    <How did they find us?> a vixen from halfway down the table asked. 
 
    Yasuren didn’t answer immediately, and Alacea raised her head. <I led them here.> 
 
    As one, their tails went motionless in shock, except for Bao Sen and Yasuren, who had already known this information. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha,> Pavastea asked out of turn but in fully justified shock. <Why?> 
 
    The priestess rose to her feet and faced them head on. This news would not be easy for her to share, but it was impossible, and wrong, for her to try to hide.  
 
    <The Dark One overlord has accepted my subjugation as tradition demands,> Alacea told them. <As such, he has sworn not to harm our community.> 
 
    <You look awfully spry, Na’Sha, for a vixen who has had her throat cut,> the tod from earlier ventured carefully. Alacea’s actions might be in question, but she was still the Na’Sha and due a certain level of respect. 
 
    <Yes,> Alacea said softly. <The Overlord saw fit to spare me and accept my subjugation through other means.> 
 
    <What other means?> another vixen further down the table asked. 
 
    Alacea took a breath. <I offered him my throat,> she said. <He elected to take my…> She swallowed nervously, the poetic phrase she had rehearsed stalling in her throat. <He elected instead to take my hand,> she finished quickly. 
 
    The group erupted, some physically leaping to their feet. Pavastea and Hestean looked at her in shock. Even the usually unflappable Bao Sen seemed surprised at the confession. 
 
    Yasuren raised her hands and motioned for the Aderen to retake their seats. 
 
    They weren’t hurrying to comply. 
 
    <Scandalous!> 
 
    <Heartless!> 
 
    <What does this mean?!> 
 
    <Please sit!> Yasuren called, and the others finally began to calm down.  
 
    Alacea remained on her feet. <I accepted responsibility for the actions of our people,> she told them. <I all but begged him to kill me. He would not. Accepting him was the only way to gain his assurance that you would not be harmed.> She bowed low to them. <Please forgive me!> 
 
    No one was sure what to say to this. Bao Sen rose to her feet and faced Alacea, the look on her face one of grim determination. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha,> she began. <If you wish it of us, the Huntresses will free you from this marriage.> 
 
    The Mikorin’s tail twitched in puzzlement. <Free me? How?> 
 
    Bao Sen said nothing. The look in her eyes and those of her armed assistant behind her told her all she needed to know of their intent. 
 
    Alacea’s eyes widened in alarm. <No! You mustn’t!> she cried. <The vengeance of the one who comes after him would be catastrophic!> 
 
    <Can we fight them?> another tod sitting next to Bao Sen asked. 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears drooped. <We have thirty-four huntresses here,> she said. <Of that number, only eight have hardlight rifles. The rest have bows. The scout we sent outside counted a dozen armed Dark Ones. It may be possible for us to kill them in the night, but my question would be what to do afterward. We could never return to Pelle.> 
 
    <No,> Alacea agreed. <The few they have here are only a small group of many more in the village. And they are veterans of the recent fighting. A force that defeated our brothers would have nothing to fear from us.> 
 
    <Do you say that as our Na’Sha?> the first tod asked, his arms crossed over his chest. <Or as his myorin?> 
 
    Alacea’s eyes went wide at the implication, and several other Va’Shen hissed at the tod in reproach. Pavastea leapt to her feet and turned on him. 
 
    <That was not dandy!> she cried, her hands balled into shaking fists. <Not dandy at all!> 
 
    Alacea’s eyes dropped to her feet, her tail and ears went limp. <A Na’Sha’s first loyalty is to her community,> she argued softly. 
 
    The tod was not cowed. <And a myorin’s first loyalty is to her tesho,> he pointed out. <So, which do you favor when one wishes to destroy the other?> 
 
    The fox priestess raised her head, her eyes burning with determination. <Then she finds a way to save both!> 
 
      
 
    Five years ago… 
 
    “I can’t believe we have to get rid of this place!” the blonde woman complained before falling theatrically onto the maroon couch in the center of the living room. “It’s the perfect apartment!” 
 
    Standing in his bedroom, emptying his sock drawer into a green duffel bag, 2nd Lieutenant Ben Gibson shook his head at his roommate’s antics. “Not my fault,” he called to her.  
 
    “It is totally your fault!” she cried back at him. “You’re the one who has to move out!” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s about to lose her job!” he shot back. 
 
    “Ugh!” she cried. Jessie Butterfield, soon-to-be graduate of Persephone University, looked out the window of their fourth-floor apartment overlooking the colony’s main square and sighed. “The view,” she whimpered.  
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “Junior officers have to live in the dorms,” he reminded her. As a newly-minted second lieutenant in the U.S. Army, Ben wasn’t exactly thrilled that he was going to have to give up his college digs for an ugly dorm room on Fort Accetta while he waited to go to Ranger school, but the rules were solid, put there so the Army could save money.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Jessie replied. “And non-students can’t take student jobs. It just sucks!” 
 
    “Get yourself a sugar daddy,” Ben suggested, upending his shirt drawer onto the bed.  
 
    “You are my sugar daddy, as sad as that thought is,” she shot back with a vengeful grin. 
 
    Ben snorted. People got the wrong idea about them all the time given their living situation. Most people just assumed they were sleeping together… which they had… once or twice… when they were drunk. But for the last four years, they had been nothing more than good friends and roommates. His ROTC scholarship helped pay for half the rent, and her job in the student cafeteria paid the rest, and it really was a great apartment. 
 
    Jessie’s head suddenly appeared from behind the couch. “Why couldn’t you be my sugar daddy?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, if I am you better start putting out,” he parried. 
 
    “No, I’m being serious,” she said, rising to her knees on the couch cushions. “Jay and Wanda are doing it.” 
 
    Ben’s face scrunched in confusion. Jay was another cadet in his ROTC class. He was reporting to Fort Accetta as a Pawnee pilot trainee. Wanda was his fiancé. “Jay and Wanda are getting married,” he countered. 
 
    “Right! And because they’re married, Jay gets a housing allowance and doesn’t have to live in the barracks!” 
 
    “You want to get married?!” he asked her in amazement. 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. 
 
    “To me?” Ben clarified. 
 
    She shrugged. “Eh, it seems pretty convenient to me. You don’t have to move out, and your housing allowance can cover our rent until I get a job.” 
 
    He looked at her in complete shock. “You’re serious about this!” 
 
    “Dude!” she cried. “It’s no big deal! We go to the Post Office, fill out the card and have a quick kiss! After that, we’re on easy street! Later, when we’re ready to move on with our lives, we fill out another card, drop it in the box, high-five and go on our way!” 
 
    “Yeah, but… it’s marriage,” Ben told her uneasily. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s marriage,” she said with a laugh. “We’re not co-signing a car loan! And most importantly, we get to keep the apartment!” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s marriage,” he said again. 
 
    “Don’t be so old fashioned,” she said. “It’s not like it’s a big deal. It’s not the twentieth century anymore, you know. And I promise, no strings. We can check the pre-nup box. We can still date whoever we want, we’ll just be… you know… married.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    Jessie smiled. “Come on,” she said. “You could do worse.” 
 
      
 
    Ben snapped out of his memory by the sound of the tent entrance swishing open. He counted himself fortunate. He had been daydreaming and was probably only a few moments from actually falling asleep. He looked up as Ramirez entered the tent and tossed him an MRE. 
 
    “Hey, Boss,” he greeted. “Everything at the cave entrance is good to go. Burgers has an OP set up on top of one of the ridges and everyone else working on the hole. No contacts so far.” 
 
    “Good,” Ben replied distractedly. He went for the mini-kabar on the front of his vest and stopped in mild frustration, remembering that he had given it to Alacea. He was already regretting it. He took the multitool from his belt and used that to open the plastic MRE packaging instead, wincing slightly as his grip on the tool brushed against the bite Alacea had given him. 
 
    He looked down at the mark on his hand, his thoughts going back to his daydream. It seemed weird to him as a modern American. That alien woman had shown more ceremony to agreeing to be his assistant than he and Jessie had to getting married. He opened and closed his hand a few times, working the tingle out of it. 
 
    Patricia moaned quietly and rolled over, sitting up as she tried to blink sleep out of her eyes. “Everything all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Good as can be,” Ramirez told her, tossing her another MRE.  
 
    She looked at the meal and squinted at the name. “Omelet? Never had this one. Is it any good?” 
 
    “Here, I’ll trade you,” Ben offered, handing her his. 
 
    She took it, not understanding the bullet she was dodging by doing so.  
 
    Ramirez opened the tent flap and leaned the MRE’s heating element against one of the tent poles before pouring water from a canteen into it. The water inside started to bubble, and he carefully placed a food packet into it to cook. 
 
    “So what’s next?” Patricia asked, scooping some spaghetti out of her meal pack with her spoon. 
 
    “Hopefully, Alacea’s giving them an accurate idea of just how stupid it would be to try to fight it out,” Ben told her. “I haven’t seen many weapons with them, but scared people have done stupider things.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, we wait until they decide to either come with us or stay here.” He shrugged noncommittedly. 
 
    “You don’t care either way?” she asked. 
 
    “I’d rather they come with us,” he said. “But I’m not about to use our guys to try to force them back down the mountain. That’s just going to make things worse.” 
 
    “Shoot, if they do resist, we’ll have to level the whole mountain to get them out,” Ramirez added. 
 
    They put their conversation on hold as a dark-haired Va’Shen girl about seventeen or eighteen years old came into their tent carrying a tray with three steaming bowls sitting atop it. She saw them all looking at her and froze for a moment, as if unsure of what to do. Finally, she bowed her head and gracefully knelt down in front of them, the bowls and the scalding liquid inside not so much as twitching. 
 
    She gestured to the bowls and then pointed at her mouth. 
 
    <Thanks be to you,> Patricia told her, reaching for one of the bowls. She saw a dark brown soup with a few floating, but unknown, chunks of vegetables floating in it. 
 
    Not wanting to be rude, Ben and Ramirez took their bowls and nodded in thanks. Ramirez flashed her a big smile, and the girl looked down at her lap. 
 
    <You desire to eating as much well?> Patricia asked her kindly. 
 
    The vixen’s tail twitched at being addressed, and she bowed her head again. <No, thank you. I am fine.> She looked up at the sound of cracking and found Ramirez crumbling a couple of white squares into his soup. 
 
    The Ranger suddenly stopped and looked at them. “Wait,” he said. He looked at the Va’Shen girl for a moment before looking back at Ben and Patricia. “What if the oup-say is oisoned-pay?” 
 
    “I don’t think you have to use code,” Patricia told him. “They don’t know any English.” 
 
    “But you’re right,” Ben told him in mock seriousness. “You eat yours first.” 
 
    Ramirez looked at the vixen and then back at the humans again. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “I ain’t eating this soup until you eat yours,” Ben told him. 
 
    The Ranger paused, glancing down at the soup. “I mean… I’m sure it’s fine…” 
 
    “Oh for God’s sake,” Patricia sighed before taking a big gulp straight from the bowl. She licked her lips and nodded appreciatively. “It’s pretty good.” She turned to the Va’shen girl. <Food good.> 
 
    The girl’s ears twitched and she bowed in thanks. 
 
    Patricia turned to Ramirez. “Well? What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Ramirez’s eyes narrowed. “Some poisons are slower than others.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll eat yours,” she said, holding her hand out. 
 
    Ramirez covered his bowl with his hand. “No way! This is my soup! Eat your own!” 
 
    Ben shook his head and ate a spoonful of the soup. It was a little thin, and he wondered how much food these people actually had left. He looked up and found the vixen looking at the remains of their MREs. 
 
    “Ask if she would like to try some of our food,” he told Patricia. 
 
    <You attempt food brought to by us?> she asked the girl. 
 
    The girl reached out, but instead of taking one of the food packs, she took the clear plastic bag that held the remains of Ben’s condiments. <If you are done with this, may I take them away?> she asked. 
 
    “She’s asking if we’d like her to take our trash out,” Patricia said. 
 
    Ben nodded. “Sure.” He turned to the girl and bowed his head. “Thank you.” 
 
    <Thank you,> Patricia translated. 
 
    The girl quickly gathered their empty MRE packets and put them on the tray. Rising to her feet, she quickly left the tent as if she was escaping with her life. 
 
    “She was nice,” Ramirez commented. 
 
      
 
    Outside the tent, the huntress tasked to watch over the Dark Ones, Alzoria, looked up as the young Mikorin, Idriza, stepped out of the tent with a tray full of strange containers. 
 
    <Did they enjoy their soup?> Alzoria asked. Her bow rested on her thighs while a quiver with six arrows fought for space on her back with blonde hair interspersed with patches of black. She wore camouflaged shorts similar to the ones worn by Bao Sen along with a white furred vest made from the skin of an animal killed by the Huntress years ago. 
 
    Idriza took a calming breath. <It was terrifying,> she told the huntress. <Being in the same tent with them, I thought they might come after me at any moment.> 
 
    Alzoria arched an eyebrow. <I would have come with you if I had known you were so scared.> 
 
    <I wasn’t before,> Idriza whispered, concerned that the female Dark One might hear her through the tent. <One of them bared his teeth at me! For a moment I thought I was supposed to be their meal!> 
 
    <What are those?> the huntress asked, nodding at the MRE packages. 
 
    <Something they were eating out of,> Idriza said. <They looked strange, so I took them.> 
 
    The tips of Alzoria’s ears bent sharply as if pointing accusingly at the other vixen. <They won’t miss them?> 
 
    <They said I could take them.> Idriza said defensively. <And look!> She put the tray down and picked up the clear condiments packaging. She dumped out the contents and held it up in front of her face, so Alzoria could see through it. <It’s clear like glass! But watch this!> The Mikorin then took the packaging and wadded it up in a ball. A moment later, she unwadded it, stretched it out and held it in front of her face again. 
 
    Alzoria’s eyes went wide. <That’s remarkable!> the huntress gasped. She grabbed the bag from Idriza and examined it. <Glass cloth!> 
 
    <Imagine what you could do with glass cloth!> Idriza told her. <You could put up windows that didn’t break in a storm, and if it was damaged, you just roll some more over the window!> 
 
    <What else did they give you!?> the huntress asked excitedly. 
 
    <Just this,> Idriza said, her voice training off as her tail began to sway back and forth. <It is pretty incredible,> she noted quietly. 
 
    Alzoria was holding a brown MRE bag, trying to see how far it would stretch. <I suppose,> she agreed. 
 
    <It makes me wonder what else they might have.> She looked up at Alzoria. <I mean, this glass cloth is incredible,> she said. <And they use it to carry their lunch. Who knows what else they have?> 
 
    <I bet you could carry meat in it and just wash out the blood afterward,> Alzoria mused quietly as she examined the MRE bag. <I wonder how it’s made.> 
 
    <Maybe we can’t,> Idriza told her. <Maybe… it’s like the blessings of the Great Ones. Maybe it was granted to them.> 
 
    Alzoria looked back at the tent, her ears folding down and pressing against her head. <Maybe they made it themselves,> she said. A ripple ran down the vixen’s tail as she considered that possibility. 
 
    If they really can make such things, she thought, then we never stood a chance. 
 
      
 
    Ben finished his soup and stood up. Seeing the others were likewise finished with their meal, and still rattled by the memory he had relived earlier, he gestured to the tent flaps. “Let’s go for a walk,” he suggested. 
 
    Patricia raised a finger to make a note. “Shouldn’t we stay here in case the Aderen wants to talk to us?” 
 
    “I doubt we’ll be hard to find,” Ben told her. “I want to see what we’re working with.” 
 
    Ramirez clapped his hands off and hopped to his feet. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    The interpreter relented and climbed to her feet as well. “Sure, let’s go.” 
 
    The trio exited the tent, and Alzoria tensed at their appearance. Ben gave her a respectful nod but made no move to ask permission to walk around, stepping past the huntress and starting down the row of tents. The huntress, under orders to watch the Dark Ones and nothing more, followed the group at a respectful, but watchful, distance.  
 
    “How long do you think they’ve been down here?” Patricia asked quietly as she moved carefully around two tents placed too close together. 
 
    “Weeks, maybe,” Ben ventured with a shrug. “You could ask them.” 
 
    “I would, but…” Patricia trailed off for a moment. “They just seem so scared of us.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” the Ranger captain asked as they turned down another row, moving toward the sound of people.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. “I just don’t know how to put them at ease long enough to convince them we’re not going to hurt them.” 
 
    “TV and movies have prepared generations of humans on what to expect from an invasion from outer space,” Ben told her, ducking under a pole on which hung some vixen’s laundry. “Not for the other way around.” 
 
    “They probably thought we were monsters,” Ramirez quipped. “That’s what I always imagined aliens would look like.” 
 
    “My grandmother said her grandmother used to tell her about life back when Korea was still cut in half,” Patricia told them. “How her part of Korea used to tell its people that Americans were werewolves that ate Korean children. Maybe they did some of that here, make their people hate us more.” 
 
    “Werewolves, huh?” Ramirez said. He turned to her and raised his hands over his head. Opening his mouth wide, he growled fiercely. 
 
    Just ahead of them, a young vixen cried out, dropping a basket of laundry and fleeing down the alley of tents in fear. Behind them, Alzoria raised her bow and nocked an arrow into it. 
 
    Ben and Patricia gave Ramirez pointed looks. Sheepish, the Ranger cleared his throat. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Just don’t eat anyone,” Ben warned him. They continued walking. 
 
    The human trio, plus their huntress escort, stepped into a much wider thoroughfare. Cook fires were set up in front of some of the tents. Looking up, Ben saw a hole in the cave’s ceiling that sucked the smoke into it. 
 
    “Main street,” he guessed.  
 
    He picked a direction at random and continued to stroll. Up ahead, hanging around a large gray tent, a group of tods in worn monpei saw them and started toward them. The one in front, a muscular tod with long and messy dull brown hair and tail jutted his angular chin at them and called out. Three of his buddies hung back behind him. 
 
    “Oh, this bodes well,” Ramirez said quietly. He raised his hand and waved good-naturedly, a wide, friendly smile on his face. “Hey, how ya do’in?!” 
 
    “We probably shouldn’t antagonize them,” Patricia told him. 
 
    The fox man stepped up to them, standing toe-to-toe with Ramirez, and sized up the young Ranger. He said something in Va’Shen, his tail waving lazily behind him. His buddies snorted in agreement. 
 
    “What he say?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “He said you don’t look strong,” Patricia told him. 
 
    The tod spoke again, longer this time. Patricia nodded as she got the translation and turned to Ramirez again. “He said he heard we were strong, but he doesn’t think that’s right.” 
 
    “Oh, heck no!” Ramirez said with a bright smile. “I’m a god-fearing, peace-loving, man of the people!” he said.  
 
    Patricia spoke to the tod, who snorted in derision. He spoke again, and Patricia turned red.  
 
    “He said he thinks you’re insulting him.” 
 
    The tod spoke again before Ramirez could answer his accusation. Patricia cleared her throat and translated. 
 
    “He said he’d like to fight you.” 
 
    The tod said something, and his friends made snickering sounds, their tails twitching in mirth. 
 
    By now a crowd had started to form around them, and Ben’s hand drifted casually down to the butt of his sidearm. Alzoria seemed uninterested in intervening, and, quite the contrary, was curious to see how the Dark Ones would react to such a direct challenge. 
 
    “He said…” 
 
    “I know what he said,” Ramirez cut her off, scratching his head. “That’s pretty universal. Sir?” 
 
    “Don’t kill him, and don’t break any bones.” was all Ben would say. 
 
    “Wait!” Patricia said in panic. “Are you serious!? You’re going to fight this guy in the street, and you are actually okay with that?! I thought we weren’t trying to make enemies!” 
 
    “Shoot, LT,” Ramirez said with a grin, unzipping his camouflage uniform top and pulling it off. “Where I’m from, this is how you make friends.” 
 
    The group of tods made approving noises and backed up to give their leader some room. The crowd that just a moment before was threatening to suffocate them, backed up, not eager to get between the two men.  
 
    Patricia turned to Ben and tried again. “Sir, this is stupid! You can’t let this happen!” 
 
    It wasn’t that Ben didn’t see where Patricia was coming from, he just didn’t agree with her position and thought she was missing something very important. If honor was as big a deal here as their dealings with the Va’Shen so far indicated, then there was no way he could ask Ramirez to back down from a challenge made right in front of his company commander. Yasuren and Alacea might be the formal leaders of the community, but it was the young, fighting-age tods in the village that were the biggest source of potential problems for the Rangers, and if they got it into their heads that the human soldiers were pushovers, things would get a lot worse long before they got any better. 
 
    Besides that, there was something else Patricia didn’t know. 
 
    Since its inception as a fighting force, the U.S. Army had trained its soldiers on how to keep fighting once their ammunition was depleted. In the beginning it was bayonet training. Later, other fighting forms and martial arts were introduced. In the mid-twentieth century, Air Force General Curtis LeMay had mandated that all his nuclear bomber crews be taught judo in case they were shot down over the Soviet Union. Late in that same century, the Department of Defense had come to realize that while nearly one hundred percent of hand-to-hand fights started with both combatants on their feet, nearly one hundred percent of those same fights ended with both fighters rolling around on the ground. To that end, the Army started training their soldiers to simply accelerate that process, to bring the fight to the ground quickly and dominate their opponents there through grappling. Every line unit was required to have an expert grappler who could train the other soldiers in the unit to dominate a hand-to-hand fight. 
 
    For Bravo Company, that guy was Ramirez. 
 
    Ramirez hopped on the balls of his feet like a boxer for a few moments, warming up. Raising his fists, he motioned for the tod to come at him. 
 
    The fox man crouched low, his hands out in front of him and his tail lashing back and forth behind him like a whip. His friends shouted words of encouragement, while the other Va’Shen remained nervously silent, utterly terrified by what this fight might bring to them. 
 
    The tod lunged at Ramirez! 
 
    A few seconds later, Ramirez had him on the ground, pinned in an armbar that made it impossible for him to push the human off. After a few moments, Ramirez hopped up and offered him a hand. The fox didn’t take it but leapt to his feet and entered another crouch. 
 
    Ramirez smiled. “All right,” he said. “Now, it’s a party.” 
 
      
 
    <Then we are in agreement,> Yasuren concluded quietly, her voice heavy with defeat that came through from behind the fan that hid her lips. <We will return.> 
 
    <I see no other way,> the tod who had insulted Alacea earlier concurred. <We have no effective means to resist.> He turned to Bao Sen and bowed his head. <No insult to the Huntresses.> At Bao Sen’s nod, he continued. <Nowhere else to run to. And even the Emperor has ordered our submission.> 
 
    <Then it really is true,> one of the Va’Shen at the table said. <The war is over. We have lost. The Great Ones will not come to our aid.> 
 
    <A part of me had hoped,> Bao Sen said. <Had hoped that if we can just hold out a little longer, the Great Ones’ resplendent fleets would arrive and save us.> She raised her head and looked at Alacea, not in accusation, but in bewilderment. <Have they truly forsaken us?> 
 
    Alacea sighed. <The Great Ones do not exist to serve us,> she said. <We exist to serve them as they exist to serve the Gods. If they have not come to aid us against the Dark Ones, then there are only two possibilities. They are unable to save us… or they are unwilling to save us.> 
 
    “Then we have been judged,” the tod told them. “This is our punishment.” 
 
    <If that is so, then we must accept the Gods’ judgement,> Alacea told them. <If this is punishment, then we must accept punishment and earn our way back to their light. We cannot do that by fighting.> 
 
    At that moment, Idriza came running into the Aderen, completely out of breath, her tail puffed out to three times its normal size in panic. 
 
    <They’re fighting!> she cried. <Hakan’s farmhands are fighting the Dark Ones!> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Patricia was practically biting her nails as she watched Ramirez pin the tod for the third time, but this time there was something different. Instead of continuing to fight, the Va’Shen looked at Ramirez and jut out his chin. Ramirez stood up and offered a hand, and the tod took it, allowing himself to be pulled to his feet before taking another fighting stance. 
 
    The other tods continued to shout encouragement while the rest of the onlookers watched the proceedings nervously. Each time they fought, Ramirez had been careful to use the bare minimum of force necessary to end the fight without actually hurting the fox man. Somewhere along the way, the Va’Shen man must have realized that, because there was less heat in his later attacks. He seemed more interested in trying to figure out how Ramirez was pinning him than laying the Ranger out. 
 
    Standing next to the interpreter, Ben watched the fight, silently transfixed by it. His hand had never left the grip of his sidearm, and as the fight continued, he subconsciously gripped the weapon tighter and tighter. By the time the fourth round began, his knuckles were white.  
 
    Ramirez beckoned the tod to come at him again, and he did, coming at the Ranger low and fast. The Ranger met him head on, getting around the Va’Shen and his arms under the alien’s. 
 
    Ben watched, the cheers sounding further and further away as his troop put the alien man into a full nelson, incapacitating him from behind. The Ranger captain swallowed as somewhere in the back of his mind, he heard the sound of neck bones cracking. 
 
    The thumb on his right hand seemingly moved on its own volition, and the safety on his sidearm clicked off… 
 
    He snapped awake as several high-pitched, angry-sounding shouts smashed into the cheering, and the crowd practically scrambled to part, revealing a visibly angry Yasuren and Alacea storming toward them. The two stopped in front of the incapacitated tod, still in Ramirez’s full nelson, and began to hector him loudly in Va’Shen. 
 
    Ben shook his head, finally realizing that for the last few minutes he had been somewhere else. He felt like he was walking into a movie that had already started and it took him a moment for his mind to catch up. 
 
    Ramirez looked like he wasn’t sure what to do. It didn’t seem like the two Va’Shen women were addressing him. They were looking right at the young tod and angrily shouting at him, their hands waving spastically and their tails whipping left and right in fury. The Ranger released the tod, unsure if the alien would choose to run from the vixens or start shouting back. Instead, he stood there, his tail limp and his ears flattened against his head. The Ranger sheepishly inched his way back to where Ben and Patricia were standing, trying not to draw their attention. 
 
    Ben watched the two women berate the tod, fascinated by the display. The larger, more muscular male stood there and took the abuse. He leaned over to Patricia and whispered to her. 
 
    “I’m not even going to ask,” he assured her. 
 
    “Oh, thank you!” she whispered back. “They’re talking so fast, I can’t make anything of it.” 
 
    “It kinda sounds like a bunch of chickens falling down the stairs,” Ramirez whispered to them in awe. 
 
    <Do you have any idea what you could have started?!> Yasuren shouted at the farmhand. <What if you had hurt them?! What if they had hurt you!? What would you have expected us to do then!? Apologize for bloodying their clothes!?> 
 
    <Do you think this is some sort of competition?!> Alacea shouted at him simultaneously. <Did you think that if you could beat one of them up, they would shrug and go home to where they came from?! We must live with them now!> 
 
    <You put our entire community in danger with this production!> Yasuren cried, her tail slapping the ground furiously. <You submit, do you understand!? You endure the unendurable, and you submit!> 
 
    While Yasuren continued to berate the farmhand, Alacea turned around and addressed the humans. Ramirez physically jumped, anticipating a similar tongue lashing. Instead the priestess dropped to her knees and bowed her head until it touched the cave floor. 
 
    <I humbly apologize for his behavior, Overlord,> she said. <I hope your soldier is unhurt. Please accept this apology. I will accept any punishment on his behalf.> 
 
    For the first time since the yelling began, the tod spoke up. <Na’Sha! No! I did this! If they wish to punish me, they should punish me!> 
 
    Alacea jumped back up to her feet, and she and Yasuren began yelling at the tod all over again, who returned to looking down at his feet in shame. 
 
    “Okay,” Ramirez said, “I think they’re getting the wrong idea here. LT, throw the towel, would ya?! This guy is getting creamed!” 
 
    Patricia stepped forward hesitantly. “Um…” she began. Finally, after a moment, she held her hands up. <Stopping, please!> The two vixens made no sign of slowing down, and the terp tried again, louder this  time. <Stopping please!> 
 
    The two fox women finally stopped and looked at the humans. Yasuren and Alacea dropped to their knees, dragging the tod down between them and bowing low. The Va’Shen around them watched nervously as their leaders genuflected to the Dark Ones, wondering if they were about to see the three Va’Shen summarily executed as a warning to the others. 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat and half turned her head to Ben. “Um… What do I say?” 
 
    “Tell them we were just goofing around,” Ramirez hissed at her. “Showing each other some moves.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben agreed, still somewhat rattled from earlier. “Let’s try to avoid making this a thing.” 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat again and addressed the two vixens. <No fight,> she said. She pointed to Ramirez. <Ramirez… show fight like to tod. Tod show fight like to Ramirez. No fight. Um… play.> She paused for a moment and tried to punctuate her statement by adding a nervous-sounding laugh. 
 
    Yasuren didn’t raise her head as she tried to decipher the Dark One’s broken Va’Shen. <Alacea Na’Sha,> she whispered. <Did you understand that?> 
 
    Alacea didn’t raise her head either. <I think she is saying they weren’t actually fighting,> she whispered back. Finally, she raised her head and looked to Patricia. <You are saying there was no offense?> she asked the human. 
 
    <No…> Patricia struggled to remember the right words. <No… deliberate hurt,> she said. <No punishment.> She pointed to the tod. <Ramirez say unto tod giving thanks for show fight like to Ramirez.> 
 
    For perhaps the hundredth time in the last few days, Alacea wished the Dark One woman was better at speaking their language, and vowed to teach her Tesho how to speak Va’Shen properly so she didn’t have to go through the woman to communicate. She cautiously rose to her feet and bowed to the Dark Ones again. Yasuren and the farm hand followed a moment later. 
 
    <Perhaps it would be best,> Alacea began calmly, <That we refrain from such… demonstrations… until we are all back in Pelle and perhaps also only after we have been told about them.> 
 
    Patricia turned to Ramirez. “Don’t do that again, she said. But nicer.” 
 
    “Understood!” Ramirez replied quickly, still wincing in sympathy with the unfortunate tod. 
 
    A vixen in the crowd caught the first part of Alacea’s statement and spoke up. <Alacea Na’Sha, does that mean we are going home?> 
 
    Yasuren stepped forward and raised her fan to her mouth. <We shall return home. The Dark Ones have assured us of our continued safety, and we… we accept that.> 
 
    Despite the fact that this news essentially meant their complete surrender, several cheers went up from Va’Shen who had become quite weary of living in caves like animals. Several vixens turned to each other and clasped hands in happiness, their tails waving behind them. Nearby, Patricia translated the statement for Ben and Ramirez, who seemed relieved. 
 
    Alacea breathed a sigh of relief. She had half-expected the villagers’ reaction to be negative. In the end, however, it seemed that most of her people simply wanted the return of some kind of normalcy, even if that normalcy meant living down the road from their enemies. She and Yasuren had assured them that they would be safe, and they were willing to set aside their fear and believe that if it meant going home and returning to something that looked like their old life. 
 
    The redheaded tod grimaced at the news. Nearby, Ramirez pulled Patricia aside and the two spoke for a minute. A moment later, the Ranger approached the farmhand. 
 
    <You… fight… good,> he said slowly in broken Va’Shen. 
 
    The tod studied the Dark One suspiciously, unsure of what to make of the last ten minutes. He had fully intended to beat this alien into the ground and couldn’t. Then, once defeated, he had expected the Dark One leader to demand his head for his impudence, and instead they had come to his defense against the Na’Sha and Yasuren. Now, he was speaking as if they were friends. 
 
    He wasn’t prepared to go that far, but there was no dishonor in stating the obvious. 
 
    <You too,> he said simply before turning and walking back to his fellow farmhands. 
 
    Ramirez turned to an exasperated Patricia. “See? Friends!” 
 
    Patricia growled. “Men.” 
 
      
 
    <Tods!> Yasuren spat as she led the group back to the Aderen. She had made the comment just loud enough for Alacea and Bao Sen, walking next to her at the front of the group of humans and Va’Shen, to hear. <They are the same on every world!> 
 
    <All said, however, it was the best outcome,> Alacea replied. <It allowed all sides to maintain face. The Overlord seems to understand that he gains nothing from random cruelty.> 
 
    <And I am quite sure Pasharo didn’t just walk up to them and ask for a martial arts lesson,> Bao Sen commented derisively. <He thought he was going to show the village what a legendary hero he was.> 
 
    <Oh, of that I am quite sure!> Yasuren hissed from behind her fan. <It would have helped greatly, Bao Sen, if your huntress had intervened and sent that young tod back to his den instead of just standing there and letting him start another war!> 
 
    The Huntress growled quietly to herself. <Yes, Yasuren. I will speak to Alzoria. In her defense, however, in such a case, upon whom should she have aimed her bow?> 
 
    <Don’t blow mist upon the forest!> Yasuren snapped. <A stern word from the outset would have made it unnecessary to nock that bow at all!> 
 
    Chastened, Bao Sen dipped her head. <Yes, Yasuren.> She wanted to defend the young huntress, and she did sympathize with her. But Yasuren was right. A little initiative to try to maintain the peace would have gone a long way. 
 
    <It’s cattle already slaughtered,> Alacea said. <The question is what do we do now? The community now knows our intent.> 
 
    <Yes,> Yasuren sighed, coming to a stop thirty feet from the door to the Aderen. She turned to Ben, her fan still concealing half her face. <Overlord, we will begin preparations to move our people home. It will take time to pack up.> 
 
    “She says they’ll get their people ready, but they’re going to need time,” Patricia told him. 
 
    Ben was already nodding. “It’ll take time for the SeaBees to get the cave mouth open. Can they be ready to move day after tomorrow?” 
 
    Patricia turned to Yasuren. <Leader of fighters seeks comprehend. Your people preparations made move after sun gone, sun rises, sun down, sun rises also? Time requirement open door once again.> 
 
    <It will be difficult, but if the Overlord demands it we will try,> Yasuren said with a bow. 
 
    The terp bit her lip. <Beyond then good,> she said. <We prepared as Yasuren prepared.> 
 
    The Va’Shen woman bowed again. 
 
    “It would also help if they can start digging from this side,” Ben said. “We and the SeaBees can meet in the middle.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and turned back to Yasuren. <Pelle people assist to pull dirt?> she asked. <Make dirt pull, door open most quick?> 
 
    Yasuren bowed in affirmation. <I have several young tods, it would seem, who are bored and need something to do,> she said. Pasharo and the rest of Hakan’s farm hands can atone for their actions through their labor. 
 
    “That’s a ‘yes,’” the terp told Ben. 
 
    “Good, I’ll let Baird know,” Ben told Patricia. “You stay here and assist where needed.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Ben turned to go, but Ramirez stopped him. “Sir! Just a thought.” His voice dropped to just above a whisper. “It took twelve of us a full day to get here. Near five hundred civilians loaded with baggage, we’re probably going to spend a night in the bush.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben agreed. “I don’t see us being able to push through on that path once the sun goes down. Let’s make sure they’re ready to camp for a night, and that they bring food and water to get down to the trucks.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Ramirez rejoined Patricia and the Va’Shen, who were already talking, and Ben started for the tunnel that would lead him back to the cave entrance. The Va’Shen he passed all gave him a wide berth, some bowing their heads reluctantly as he went. None made any effort to communicate with him beyond that. That was good. He preferred it that way. 
 
    The trip down the tunnel took several minutes. When he arrived, a huntress standing guard saw him and stood up, watching him carefully. He didn’t spare her a moment’s thought and absent-mindedly climbed up to the small patch of black that led outside, dropping to his knees and then his stomach before low-crawling through it. 
 
    Crawling on his forearms, elbows and knees, the inky darkness left him feeling alone and claustrophobic. He could, however, hear the faint sounds of shovels moving dirt in the distance ahead of him. A part of him wanted to use the brief alone time to think about what had happened to him during the fight, but an equal part of him was adamant that he didn’t want to revisit it. He got distracted. That was all.  
 
    He stopped crawling and lay there. It was so dark and quiet here, a part of him wanted to lay his head down and sleep, to forget about everything else that was happening; the nightmares, the insomnia, and now those nightmares intruding on reality. He tried to mentally chase away the idea that there was something wrong with him inside, but it gnawed on him, briefly fleeing for a moment when chased away, but rushing right back as soon as it could like a wild dog. 
 
    Ben wouldn’t be the first guy with issues stemming from combat. He survived an explosion, a vehicle roll-over, a hand-to-hand fight with an enemy soldier who tried to kill him in his sleep, and various other perspective-altering tragedies that come with three years on the front line of the world’s first interstellar war. 
 
    And, not to mention, the complete destruction of his home colony and the death of his best… wife. 
 
    It was a struggle, but he managed to get his right hand into his pocket, his fingers to wrap around the tightly folded piece of paper there. Here, alone in the dark, he almost felt it was the right time to take it out and look at it. No one else around, no Va’Shen nearby. Not even the starlight to intrude on him. 
 
    He let go of the paper and started to crawl again. This wasn’t the time, and a dark hole in a mountainside was certainly not the right place. He didn’t know yet what that time and place looked like, but it couldn’t be here and now. 
 
    And here and now wasn’t the time to wonder if he was crazy, not with the lives of his Rangers and the mission still in doubt. 
 
    The digging got louder, he could see light. Almost without realizing it, his hand broke into moonlight, and someone took it. 
 
    “I got ya,” he heard Burgers announce. He let the big man pull him out of the tunnel and help him to his feet. 
 
    Ben took a look around and found the SeaBees and Rangers had made decent progress on opening the mouth of the tunnel. He nodded appreciatively. “You guys have been busy,” he said. 
 
    “Not much to it,” Burgers said. “Dirt’s soft. It’s just a matter of clearing it out. Montrose says we’ll probably break through in a day or two.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben said as he caught his breath from the crawl. “Deal’s done. Todd’s coming home. They’ll start digging from the other side.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Burgers said.  
 
    “How’s it been out here?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Shinzato up in the observation post said he saw movement about an hour ago,” Burgers reported. “Maybe a scout, maybe an animal, but he didn’t engage.” 
 
    “You can bet they got someone up here keeping an eye on us,” Ben said. “They’d be stupid not to.” He faced Burgers. “Pass the word that if you do see them, don’t engage unless you’re attacked.” 
 
    “Already done, Sir,” the muscular NCO told him. 
 
    Ben nodded. Burgers was a good noncommissioned officer. He already knew Ben’s intent and what he wanted. “We’re going to try to get out of here day after tomorrow. Make sure our folks get enough rest. When we leave, we’ll use the ATV to carry any wounded or anyone who can’t make the trip on their own power.” 
 
    Burgers nodded along. “Not a lot of room on that four-wheeler,” he pointed out. 
 
    “According to their leader, Yasuren, they don’t have any majorly ill people. Hopefully it won’t be needed at all.” 
 
    The NCO nodded again. 
 
    “Make sure you get some sleep,” Ben told him directly. 
 
    “I’m taking this watch, then I’ll turn it over to Corporal Carter,” Burgers told him. “He’ll take it until dawn.” 
 
    Ben searched his memory for the name and frowned. “He’s not from the 5th,” he concluded. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a transplant from 40th Infantry, but he’s pretty squared away.” 
 
    The Ranger captain nodded. “Okay. Need anything from me?” 
 
    Burgers shook his head. “Any luck and we’ll be meeting you all for dinner tomorrow. How’s Ramirez doing? He score a date with any of those fox girls yet?” 
 
    “No, but they did catch him rolling around with a tod.” With that, Ben turned and started to climb back into the tunnel. 
 
    Burgers frowned. “Damn, I thought he was at least smart enough to tell the difference!” 
 
      
 
    After the Aderen had broken up, Alacea bowed to her Tesho and the other Dark Ones and quickly left the scene. She had not had a moment to herself to think since she left her cell in the enemy camp, and all she wanted now was to sleep in a tent surrounded by her fellow Mikorin where she could feel safe and at rest. 
 
    She certainly did not want to be around when her Tesho returned from the tunnel entrance. Now that the formalities were complete, he would find himself at leisure. She did not want to end up his entertainment. 
 
    As she was passing a row of dark blue tents, a hand reached from between the folds of cloth that made up the entrance of one of them and grasped her, pulling her inside. 
 
    Alacea squeaked in alarm, her tail puffing out as she turned to face her attacker. Her hand went to her chest as she sighed in relief. 
 
    <Kastia!> she cried. <You nearly scared me into an argument I was not ready for!> 
 
    The tall, green haired vixen, Kastia, said nothing as she pulled the priestess away from the entrance and to the back of the tent. Standing her on a clean, violet blanket that had once been the skin of an animal, the vixen turned and opened a tall, decorative wooden cabinet that stood nearby. 
 
    <Take off your clothes,> she ordered. 
 
    Alacea covered herself in angry alarm. <Kastia! I will do no such thing!> 
 
    Kastia turned back to her, a roll of grey bandages in one hand and a glass vial of clear liquid in the other. <This is hardly the time for modesty,> Kastia lectured her. <Whatever he has done to you, we cannot leave it untreated. If he has fractured any bones or made any cuts on your flesh, we must treat it with clearwater before rot sets in.> 
 
    Utterly confused, Alacea’s tail whipped back and forth behind her, her ears flattened atop her head. <What are you talking about?!> she demanded. 
 
    <The overlord,> Kastia elaborated. As the village healer, Kastia held one of the fourteen seats in the Aderen, and so was present during Alacea’s confession. <Your ‘tesho,’> she bit out almost hatefully. She sighed apologetically. <I know this will be uncomfortable, but I must see your maidenhead.> 
 
    <Have your senses fled?!> Alacea cried. <I’m fine!> 
 
    Kastia bit her lip, her tail twitching limply against the ground in sadness at the sight of her friend in such a state of denial. She put the bandages and bottle down and took Alacea by the arms. 
 
    <Alacea,> she began quietly in a voice she had used to calm many a patient in her time. <The Dark One… I know what he did to you must have been frightening for you. I am sorry that your first time with a tod had to be in such a way. But there is no shame for you. All I want to do is make sure that the harm he did to you does not follow you further.> 
 
    The priestess’s tail went limp as she finally realized what Kastia was so worried about. <You think he… Oh! Oh, Kastia! No! He… He didn’t…> 
 
    <You do not have to pretend, Alacea…> 
 
    <He hasn’t touched me,> Alacea assured her friend.  
 
    Kastia gave her a dubious and saddened look. 
 
    <All right, fine,> she relented. Alacea took an embarrassed breath and unfastened the clasps on her monpei, removing the top before allowing the pants to drop to the floor. Clearing her throat, the fur on her ears stood up as Kastia looked up and down her body. Had she been human, the vixen would have turned positively purple as the other woman lifted her arms and turned her this way and that to look over every part of the young fox woman’s body. 
 
    <There isn’t a mark on you,> Kastia breathed in utter disbelief. 
 
    <I trust you do not need to explore any… um… further?> Alacea asked, scooping up her monpei and quickly putting it back on. 
 
    Kastia was perplexed. <I had assumed,> she said. <I had assumed he would have hurt you while making his claim to you.> 
 
    <Well, he did not,> Alacea replied quickly, still humiliated by the conversation. <To be blunt, the only person who has seen me in such a state since this began is you.> 
 
    The healer bowed deeply. <Forgive me, Na’Sha. I…> 
 
    <There is nothing to forgive,> Alacea huffed, trying hard to believe the words. She turned away from her friend, unwilling to meet her gaze. 
 
    <Will he…> 
 
    <I assume,> Alacea cut her off. <When he is not so busy with the immediate crisis.> 
 
    They stood there in silence for several moments. Alacea heard the sound of glass bottles being moved around and turned to find Kastia rooting through her cabinet. When the healer turned around again, she was holding a vial of green fluid. 
 
    <Take this,> she said. <Before he claims you, drink it. It will numb you, take your mind and heart away from the moment. It will spare you the pain and humiliation.> 
 
    Alacea took the vial and stared down at it. She felt tears spring to her eyes. Her first instinct was to ask if she had any more to give her but looking at the concern and fear on her friend’s face, she suddenly found herself feeling very guilty. Everything that had transpired over the last three days had occurred because of the choices she had made. She had gambled not just her life, but the lives of everyone in her community, on her belief that the gods would demand they adhere to the old traditions and bind the Dark Ones along with them. If she was wrong, then it could very well be her green-haired friend who might soon be wishing she had this vial of liquid with her. 
 
    She took Kastia’s hand and gently placed the vial back into it. <Thank you,> she whispered. <But I cannot accept this.> 
 
    <Alacea, he could…> 
 
    <I know,> the priestess broke into the thought. <When I left here a week ago, I told myself I was willing to give my life to protect my community. The Dark One took me at my word, but not in the way I envisioned. If the price he demands for your safety is that I allow him to torture me, to disgrace me, for his own amusement, then that is the price I must pay. And if he follows through on his end of that bargain, I cannot cheat him on mine.> 
 
    The hair on Kastia’s tail lay limp, brushing the floor in defeat. Her ears flattened against her head as if to keep Alacea’s words out. 
 
    <We would not stand for it,> she whispered to the priestess. <You must know that. If you will not take this for yourself, then take it for those of us who would hear your cries and rush to your aid. Take it for those of us who would rather throw ourselves against the force of his soldiers than endure impotently listening as he hurt you.> 
 
    Alacea wrapped the other vixen’s fingers around the vial, her decision final. <Then I will promise to you,> she said softly. <I will not scream.> 
 
    The priestess stepped back as Kastia continued to stare down at the floor. She turned to go. 
 
    <You are a stupid, stupid vixen!> Kastia cried at her. 
 
    Alacea paused at the tent flaps. <You are not the first to say so,> she admitted. With that, she disappeared outside. 
 
      
 
    Three years earlier 
 
    1st Lieutenant Ben Gibson and two members of his 1st Platoon looked down at the contents of the hole in wonder. The hole wasn’t natural. Someone had obviously dug into the soft red soil of Epsilon Eridani’s third planet and placed the objects there, but why they did and what they were was a mystery. 
 
    “What do you think they are?” Specialist Brandon Hobbes asked from Ben’s right. 
 
    “Maybe food?” Sergeant Ramirez guessed from the other side of the hole. 
 
    Ben grimaced. Three weeks on-world and four weeks into the first-ever interstellar war and they still didn’t know enough about the aliens to even guess at what these were. “Don’t touch ‘em,” he ordered. “Who the Hell even knows…” 
 
    “Gives me the creeps,” Ramirez said, standing up and taking a few steps back. He turned and hefted his M-31 so he could at least give the impression he was posting security and not just trying to get away from the hole. Instead, he looked around him at Epsilon’s bizarre trees, pale pink with brown rings that grew in a series of loops, intersecting and looping around other trees until they seemed to make a natural net. It made moving around the forest nearly impossible, and the bright red leaves just helped their brown and green camouflage uniforms stand out in front of them. 
 
    The rest of the small, flat ridge spread out before him along with the Rangers’ first big intel win. The alien camp looked like it had been slept in just that night, and a few laser rifles had been left behind, telling Ramirez that whoever was here must have left in a real hurry.  
 
    Hobbes continued to stare into the hole at the pile of small, perfectly spherical crystals, each about the size of a baseball. 
 
    “Maybe they’re eggs,” Hobbes theorized quietly. 
 
    “Hell, man, for all you know that’s a latrine and you’re gazing lovingly at alien shit!” Sergeant Baird called from his post not far away, actually posting security. 
 
    “Well, if they are eggs, you need to back-up, Hobbes,” Ramirez chimed in. “One of those hatches and a crab creature attaches itself to your face, and we’re going to have to shoot you before something worse comes flying out of your stomach.” 
 
    “Whatever, Ramirez,” another Ranger replied. 
 
    “I’ll do it too!” Ramirez declared. 
 
    Ben ignored the byplay and turned to Burgers. “Baird, get Sword Maiden on the line,” he ordered. “Secure.” 
 
    The African American NCO raised his left arm and started typing on the small keypad strapped to his wrist. Once done, he tapped the microphone attached to his helmet. “Sword Maiden, Sword Maiden, Slayer Red Six Romeo. Request secure.” 
 
    “Stand by Slayer Red Six Romeo. Going secure,” a female voice chimed back. With no idea how good the aliens’ communications technology might be, every call back to the Tactical Operation Center had to be scrambled to the highest level possible, and it took a minute for the radios’ computers to link up. 
 
    As he waited, Ben caught more of the other Rangers’ conversation. 
 
    “Did you hear?” Ramirez asked. “Albertson, over in Second Platoon, saw one.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Hobbes replied. “Albertson’s a liar.” 
 
    “No, seriously,” Ramirez came back. “Said he saw one for a couple of seconds through his scope. Intel guys interviewed him for four hours when he came back.” 
 
    “So, what did he say they look like?” another Ranger asked. 
 
    “Like a werewolf,” Ramirez told them. “Big tails, dog ears, eight feet tall, at least, he said.” 
 
    The declaration was met with an unnerving silence. 
 
    “You’re green, Slayer,” the woman’s voice returned. 
 
    Ben tapped his mic. “Sword Maiden, Slayer Red Six,” he announced. “We’re sitting on an abandoned encampment. Transmitting coordinates.” He paused and pointed at Baird, who started typing on his wrist again. “Some weapons and unknown equipment. Camp was probably cleared out an hour ago. Estimate six hostiles, maybe more. Over.” 
 
    “Screw that,” the other Ranger finally called back. “I didn’t sign up to fight no werewolves.” 
 
    Ramirez turned to the man. “You are a literal space ranger,” he said. “What did you think you were going to fight out here?” 
 
    “Little green men,” the Ranger replied. “Not shit with claws and teeth…” 
 
    “Slayer Red Six, describe unknown equipment, over,” the woman on the other end of the call requested. 
 
    “Spherical,” Ben said, looking for good adjectives. “Crystal-like… Maybe three inches in diameter. Times…” He looked up and caught Hobbes’s attention. 
 
    “Uh… Twelve,” Hobbes told him after a quick count of the spheres. 
 
    “Times twelve, over.” 
 
    “Copy. Can you give us a visual?” 
 
    “Hold one,” Ben said. He pointed to Hobbes. “Specialist, turn your cam on and get a visual for the TOC.” 
 
    “You got it, Sir,” Hobbes sighed. He reached up to his helmet and hit the switch that turned on the high-definition video camera embedded into his helmet. Adjusting his stance, he leaned over the hole so he could get a straight downward view of the crystals. 
 
    Ramirez tapped Burgers quickly on the arm and pointed at Hobbes. “Here it is! This is it! It’s gonna grab his face! Get ready!” 
 
    “Screw yourself, Ramirez,” Hobbes called as he continued to film the unknown alien… things. “Burgers, you getting this stuff?” 
 
    “Yeah, man, I’m transmitting,” Burgers told him. “You can stop now.” Hobbes pulled his head back, secretly relieved that Ramirez had been wrong. 
 
    “Stand by, Slayer Red Six,” Sword Maiden said. 
 
    Ben stood there and let out a breath like he had been put on hold by customer service. The other Rangers were silent for a moment. Then, as if to fill the void, the earlier chat started up again. 
 
    “Maybe he was wrong,” Hobbes ventured. “Maybe they’re cute and cuddly… like teddy bears.” 
 
    “Uh uh, don’t go there, man,” Ramirez said. “I watched this old movie with my dad, and these space soldiers were just minding their own business in the woods, and a bunch of teddy bears jumped out of the bushes with spears and rocks and shit and started murdering them!” He paused to let that sink in. “I don’t mind fighting werewolves, but no one wants to be the guy who got killed by a teddy bear.” 
 
    “No one ever got into Valhalla fighting teddy bears,” another Ranger piped in his agreement from the other side of the camp. 
 
    “Damn straight, man,” Burgers jumped. “I don’t want that shit on my tombstone in Arlington. ‘Killed in action by cuddly space bears?’ Uh uh! Not doing it!” 
 
    “Slayer Red Six, Sword Maiden,” the voice in Ben’s earpiece came alive again. “You’re ordered to hold your position and await special analysis unit. They’ll take a look at your find. Meantime, don’t touch anything, over.” 
 
    “Copy,” Ben replied. “ETA on special unit, over?” 
 
    “Four hours, but if they can’t get back here before nightfall, they’ll probably wait until tomorrow,” Sword Maiden told him. “Recommend you establish a defensive position and hold tight, over.” 
 
    “Copy all, Sword Maiden,” Ben said. “Slayer Red Six out.” He gave Burgers the hand across the throat sign to sever the secure connection. 
 
    “What if they’re bunnies?” Hobbes was asking the others as Ben turned to address them. 
 
    “All right, listen up,” he said. “We’re sitting on our little goldmine until the nerds get here, but I want to see if we can do better.” He pointed up a hill that overlooked the camp. “Let’s set up a little ambush in case these guys come back for their stuff. Ramirez, set up mines and flares. And no one touch anything!” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” came the replies. They turned and set to work. 
 
    “Hobbes, let’s go,” Ben said to the man, who was still looking down at the spheres. The specialist started to turn when the dirt at the edge of the hole gave way and his foot slid into the hole. 
 
    He locked eyes with Ben just as his boot struck one of the spheres. 
 
      
 
    Ben’s eyes shot open as he quickly sat up from the blanket on the floor he’d been sleeping on. He gasped for breath and quickly looked around, the strange surroundings finally coalescing into a context that made sense for him. He took one last deep breath and let it out. 
 
    He turned and found Patricia still asleep on the other side of the tent. 
 
    “’Morning, Boss.” 
 
    Ramirez was sitting near the tent flap playing solitaire with an old deck of cards.  
 
    “What time is it?” Ben asked him, blinking the sleep out of his eyes. Parts of the dream floated back to him, enough to know he didn’t want to think about it further. 
 
    “Morning abouts,” Ramirez told him. “Some of the Va’Shen are out and about already, cooking, packing, stuff like that.” 
 
    Ben climbed to his feet and slapped his face a couple of times with both hands, chasing the last bits of sleep away. “I’m going for a walk,” he said, moving toward the tent’s entrance. 
 
    “Should I come with you?” Ramirez asked, holding a card just above the longest line of cards in his game. 
 
    “No,” the captain told him. He nodded toward Patricia. “You stay with her. I’m just going to get some air.” 
 
    “You got it, Sir,” Ramirez said, finally laying the card down. 
 
    Ben took a cautious look outside and then disappeared out of the tent. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Alacea awoke to the sound of movement in their tent. Poking her head up from where she lay, she looked over the sleeping bodies of her fellow Mikorin and saw one of them moving carefully toward the entrance. Seeing it was Sho Nan, she assumed it must be early morning, and the Mikorin was on her way to oversee the breakfast preparations. 
 
    She lay her head back down and closed her eyes, intent on sleeping just a little more. But a few moments later, she heard the tent flap open again. Barely a minute after that, someone was resting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    <Na’Sha,> she heard a whisper. <Awake, please.> 
 
    Opening her eyes, she saw one of Bao Sen’s huntresses leaning over her. <Has something happened?> Alacea asked her. 
 
    <Bao Sen and Yasuren sent me to fetch you,> the huntress told her. <They said it was urgent.> 
 
    The priestess rose quickly, her sudden movements waking the Mikorin around her. She quickly straightened her monpei and her hair. <Please, take me to them!> she asked the huntress. 
 
    They made their way out of the tent, careful not to disturb the other priestesses, and started down the camp’s main thoroughfare toward the cave wall opposite of where the Aderen had been held. Many of the water lamps that illuminated the camp had been extinguished to help better differentiate between day and night and had not yet been refilled. A look up at the cave ceiling revealed no light, telling Alacea it was still quite early. 
 
    She understood that if the huntress knew more about the situation, she would have told her, so Alacea did not bother to press for details. The two walked quietly, turning twice until they came upon a dark blue tent nestled among others near the stone wall. Nothing about the place stood out to her save that Yasuren and Bao Sen stood outside the entrance. 
 
    Yasuren looked at the ground, her tail limp and her hands clasped in front of her, the signs of great sadness. Bao Sen, as usual, was unflappable, but even she stole glances back to the tent entrance every now and again. 
 
    The Mikorin approached them quickly but also a little cautiously. Alacea could tell there was going to be a story to tell, and going by the aura surrounding the other two Va’Shen, she knew it was going to be a sad one. 
 
    <What has happened?> Alacea asked immediately. 
 
    Yasuren said nothing, just continued staring at the ground. Bao Sen spoke up in her place. 
 
    <Batria is dead,> she announced. 
 
    Alacea’s tail began whipping about in shock. <Dead?!> she asked. <How?!> 
 
    The Huntress leader took a breath and cocked her chin toward the tent. 
 
    The priestess paused and took a breath of her own. As she stepped toward the tent flap, she went through the possibilities in her mind, all of which could be narrowed down into the two most important categories there could be in this situation. 
 
    A death perpetrated by the Dark Ones, or one in which the Dark Ones were not involved. One type of event was tragic and sad, but one that happened in life. The other could be anything from a sign of things to come or the trigger to a rebellion and massacre. 
 
    She slowly pulled the tent flap aside and looked in. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of a middle-aged vixen with azure hair sitting with her back to the tent, directly facing Alacea. The woman’s ornate green and blue robes, the best the vixen owned, were completely covered in blood that was still seeping from the gash across her neck. Her right hand, laying almost casually at her side, held a six inch, straight edge knife, the blade covered in blood. 
 
    Her eyes were open, but the light Alacea was so used to seeing in them was gone. 
 
    <Oh, Batria,> Alacea whispered. It appeared obvious what had happened. She stepped back and lowered the tent flap slowly, solemnly, as if not wanting to inadvertently wake her. Turning she locked eyes with Bao Sen. 
 
    <Some time last night,> Bao Sen concluded. <She was at the Aderen.> 
 
    Alacea swallowed back pain and looked to Yasuren, who still looked to the ground. Batria had been Yasuren’s distant cousin, and the two had spent time together often. <I am so sorry, Yasuren,> she said quietly. 
 
    <She left a note,> Yasuren told her. <She said… she was going to The Glade to be with her tesho, and that she would ask the Gods to show us grace.> The noblevixen paused before continuing. <Her tesho had given her that knife before he left for the war… He told her that if the worst should come, she could use it to defend her virtue.> 
 
    <It was so unnecessary,> Alacea breathed. <They have promised us peace.> 
 
    <I suppose she wasn’t as willing to extend the benefit of the doubt as some others,> Bao Sen said, a subtle barb in Alacea’s side. 
 
    The priestess ignored it. Yasuren turned and offered her a folded piece of parchment with her name on it. <She left one for you, Na’Sha,> Yasuren told her. 
 
    Alacea took the note. She imagined it was probably an explanation and a request for the Mikorin to pray for her spirit. It could also be burial instructions or where she wanted her and her tesho’s property to go. She opened the note and read it. It consisted of a single line. 
 
    The Gods will curse you for what you’ve done. 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped, and her tail went slack. Slowly, she refolded the note and put it in the pocket of her monpei. <I… I will begin the preparations for her burial,> she said quietly, her gaze rooted to the floor. <And I will ask Sho Nan and Kastia to clean and prepare her body. We will bury her today.> 
 
    <Most of the floor in here is rock,> Bao Sen noted. 
 
    <Not here,> Alacea said painfully, her voice barely above a whisper. <Outside…where the Gods can see her.> She turned to Bao Sen and lifted her eyes again. <I remember you said there is a small exit, but it is hard to use. Is that so?> 
 
    <It is,> Bao Sen told her.  
 
    <May I ask the Huntresses to carry her body through the exit when the time comes?> Alacea asked her. 
 
    <Of course,> the other vixen said. <We will see to it.> 
 
    <Thank you,> Alacea replied. <Excuse me, there is much to do.> 
 
    Yasuren unfolded her fan and hid her mouth behind it. <There is. Thank you, Na’Sha.> 
 
    <Of course, Yasuren.> Turning, the Mikorin started back to her tent to find Sho Nan. It wasn’t until she was certain Yasuren and Bao Sen could no longer see her that she stopped in the path. Her hand went to her heart as her shoulders heaved, sharp hiccupping sounds coming to her throat. The Va’Shen didn’t cry in the same way humans did. 
 
    But like humans, they tried very hard to make certain no one saw them when they did. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t walk far. 
 
    Perhaps three or four tents from theirs, Ben found a wooden box standing next to a red tent and sat down on it, lowering his head to stare at his hands folded in his lap. 
 
    It was cool, almost chilly, and even in his long-sleeve uniform, he shivered just a bit. He was unsure what to do at the moment. He really didn’t feel like walking, and he wasn’t hungry. It was still a little early to do what he had planned, which was to take Patricia and Alacea and visit some of Pelle’s local VIPs and introduce themselves. 
 
    Getting off on the right foot was important, he knew. 
 
    Screw ‘em, he found himself thinking again, the anger and bitterness he often felt flung to the foreground of his mind by his dream. 
 
    Hobbes, he thought. Poleski… 
 
    Jessie. 
 
    It would take days to list all the names, he knew.  
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of movement nearby. Another box, similar to the one he was sitting on, shook every so slightly. His eyes narrowed at the container one tent over and let his hand casually drop to his sidearm. 
 
    Whispered voices floated to him from the box, but consisted of words he didn’t understand. 
 
    Va’shen, he concluded. And if they were hiding from him, it wasn’t for a surprise birthday party.  
 
    His side arm scraped quietly against the polymer holster as it began to slowly leave its confines. 
 
    More whispers. Then, a pair of small brown ears cleared the top of the box followed by a pair of blue eyes. Seeing him sitting there, they quickly ducked back down behind the box. More whispers followed. 
 
    Ben squinted at the box, his pistol no longer moving and having not yet cleared his holster. The whispers sounded like they were arguing now. If this was an ambush, it was a very sloppy one. 
 
    Another set of ears, these bright pink, rose from behind the box, and eyes that followed this time were yellow. The Ranger subtly looked away and pretended not to see them, watching the wide eyes in his peripheral vision. His pistol once again rested snugly in its holster. 
 
    The owner of the eyes whispered and rose a little higher, trying to get a better look at him. They jerked a little as someone tried to pull their owner down, but they wouldn’t budge. 
 
    Ben continued to fake ignorance as a small Va’Shen face emerged completely from behind the box, staring at him in a mix of fear and wonder. A moment later, another face, one topped with brown ears came up next to the other Va’Shen child’s. 
 
    They looked maybe six or seven years old, one a boy and the other a girl. Ben had come to learn that the male Va’Shen tended to have drabber, duller colored hair and fur while the females sported bright, vibrant colors and patterns. 
 
    He made a show of checking his fingernails while the two watched him. Raising his hands over his head, he yawned loudly. 
 
    The two kids ducked back down behind the box. Ben couldn’t help but smile. Kids, it seemed, were kids no matter what planet they were from. 
 
    After a minute, the two faces appeared again. Ben slowly turned his head toward them and locked eyes with them. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    The kids nearly upended the box they were hiding behind as they turned and ran, their tails puffed to three times their normal sizes as they fled the Dark One overlord. 
 
    Ben smiled and grunted a short chuckle. He felt a little bad. He really hadn’t been trying to scare them, but he supposed he’d have probably done the same thing as a kid if he had attracted an alien’s attention. 
 
    Even so, the encounter helped brighten his mood. He was about to head back toward the tent, when he heard voices coming from the direction the kids had gone. 
 
    <Shu Ping! Doro! Slow down! You’re going to hurt someone!> 
 
    <Sorry, Na’Sha!” the two children replied in unison. 
 
    Turning back, he saw Alacea turn the corner. Her ears shot straight up when she saw him. The priestess collected herself and bowed to him from the waist. 
 
    <Good morning, Tesho,> she said. 
 
    “Hey,” he replied with a nod. “How’re you doing today?” 
 
    As if realizing that neither one could understand the other, the conversation stopped. Ben studied her closely. The Mikorin appeared different today somehow. Her tail seemed limp and lifeless and the tops of her ears, while not down against her head in anger, seemed to be pulled downward like the top of a dying flower. 
 
    “Everything okay?” he asked pointlessly. Knowing she couldn’t understand him, he pointed to her and gave her an exaggerated smile, pointing at either side of his mouth with his fingers. 
 
    What is that? she asked herself. She pointed at her mouth the same way and bared her teeth at him, making her look more angry than anything else. 
 
    “That bad, huh?” Ben commented. He tried to think of a way to ask her what was wrong, but as he did, the anger began to bubble back up within him. Did it matter what was wrong? Did he care?  
 
    Alacea cleared her throat. It was likely he would not understand and would just have to repeat herself later, but as the overlord, he may want to know about things like Bastia’s death. 
 
    <One of us has died,> she stated frankly. At his blank look, she took the knife he had given from her pocket. <Va’Shen,> she said, pointing down the way she had come. She then mimed drawing the knife across her throat. 
 
    His demeanor changed, as if the air inside him suddenly left him. The muscles in his face went slack. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    She was no expert in how Dark Ones emoted, but it seemed to her that he understood, at least in part, what she had told him. 
 
    For his part it was easy to guess. One of her people had died, and if the way she used the knife was any indication, that Va’Shen had committed suicide. He wondered if it had anything to do with the humans’ presence here, and immediately called himself an idiot for even asking. It was obvious, and probably should have been expected. To many of them, it must seem like the world had come to an end. 
 
    He felt the anger slowly receding, like a teenager that realized it had been caught doing something wrong and was now trying to leave the room without anyone noticing. The Va’Shen had killed a lot of people. 
 
    And so had he. 
 
    He looked up and found Alacea walking past him. 
 
    <Excuse me, Tesho,> she said as she passed. <I have much to do.> 
 
    Ben watched her go and wondered what kind of dreams she would have tonight. 
 
      
 
    Ben was at his final stop of the afternoon, the observation post halfway up a tall, rocky ridge that overlooked the cave-in and the Rangers and SeaBees working there. At the top he found Specialist Shinzato and Private First Class Morgan leaning against the rock wall of a small ledge that stuck out from the side of the ridge. Shinzato was heating two MRE bags while Morgan looked through a set of binoculars, a long-barreled, scoped automatic rifle leaning against the rocks next to him. 
 
    The Rangers didn’t jump up or salute. They knew better than to give any indication that Ben was an officer and therefore someone worth shooting.  
 
    “Good morning, Sir,” they each said in unison. 
 
    “How are you guys getting on up here?” Ben asked. He turned and looked out at the view. Far below he could see the other Rangers and SeaBees moving around the cave-in like ants in a diorama. Most of the dirt had been excavated, and there were only a few meters left to go. 
 
    “Beats digging, Sir,” Morgan told him truthfully. “Nice view too.” He passed the binoculars to the captain, knowing that Ben would want to know for himself how much they could and couldn’t see from their position. 
 
    Ben put the binoculars to his eyes and peered at the men and women working below. Some of the binoculars’ functions, the range finder and infrared, didn’t work due to the Fuzz, but he could see enough. 
 
    “Top of that ridge, one o’clock,” Morgan went on. “That’s where we’ve seen scouts come out. That rock outcropping at the top. There’s a cave or a hole there.” 
 
    The Ranger officer grunted as he looked at it himself. Given how high it was, he could see how it would be difficult to move the entire village up and out that way. 
 
    “A lot of scouts?” he asked. 
 
    “You can’t see him right now,” Shinzato said, passing a steaming bag and a spoon to Morgan. “But there’s always at least one there. Every so often, he’ll slip up and you’ll catch a little movement. Not like they were on Epsilon, though. You can tell it’s a civvie.” 
 
    “Well, as long as they don’t take a shot at anyone, they can watch all they want,” Ben said as he handed the binoculars back to Morgan.  
 
    “What do you want us to do if they start making a break for it?” Shinzato asked. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s an issue,” Ben told them. “But if you do see them, send someone to tell me. It would take them hours get everyone out of that hole.” 
 
    What if they do run?  
 
    That would be a headache, wouldn’t it? If they just threw down everything and all ran for the trees. 
 
    No, it wasn’t time to get pessimistic now. The village leadership had agreed, and they both knew the other choices were just plain bad. 
 
    Hopefully, the Va’Shen would continue to see it that way. 
 
    Morgan, still looking through binoculars, froze, his view focused on one area at the top of the ridge.  
 
    “I got movement,” he said. 
 
    “Where?” Ben asked. 
 
    “The other entrance,” he said, passing the binoculars back to Ben and raising the DMR to look through its scope instead. “People coming out.” 
 
    Ben focused his gaze on the entrance which now had several Va’Shen emerging from it. The group seemed to be in no hurry or have any sense of urgency. They weren’t taking up firing positions or even attempting to conceal their presence. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” he ordered. He didn’t think it was really necessary, but accidents happen. 
 
    “Tracking,” Morgan said in reply. 
 
    The Ranger captain saw a familiar head of purple hair emerge from the cave, followed by another Va’Shen helping another move something long and heavy from the cave, wrapped in a red blanket. 
 
    “You can stand down, Morgan,” Ben told him. “It’s a funeral.” 
 
    “A funeral?” the marksman asked. 
 
    Ben nodded. “They had a suicide this morning. It must be for them.” 
 
    “Sucks for them,” Morgan commented. 
 
    He said nothing, silently watching as Alacea knelt at each side of the body in turn while the other Va’Shen watched, touching it with her fingertips at regular intervals and touching her own forehead before raising her hands as if surrendering. 
 
    “Good luck, lady,” Morgan threw bitterly to the other hilltop. “Your god’s bullshit.” 
 
    “None of that shit in front of them, got it?” Ben snapped. “Matter of fact, just don’t say shit like that, period.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Sorry, Sir,” Morgan replied, chastened. 
 
    Ben sighed. He didn’t want to just tell his Rangers to shut up without telling them why. They all had to understand that this was a new mission, and it had its own rules. 
 
    “You can’t disrespect their dead,” he told the two of them evenly. “They’re beaten, but you gotta leave them with something. A people will take insults to their leaders or even themselves. They won’t take disrespect to their dead.” He looked to the two of them and went on. “We’d want the same from them.” 
 
    “To the living we owe respect,” Morgan countered. “To the dead none but the truth.” 
 
    “Who said that?” Shinzato asked. “George Washington?” 
 
    “Voltaire,” Ben answered before Morgan could. Morgan was one of those less and less rare occurrences in the Army; an enlisted soldier who came in with an advanced degree and chose to go into combat arms. If you asked most of his other troops who Voltaire was, they’d answer by telling you how much they loved his latest rap album.  
 
    Ben chewed on the counterargument for a moment before answering it. “Fine. Shit-talk them when you’re dead. Until then, respect.” 
 
    “Hua, Sir,” Morgan replied, his tone suggesting that he thought the topic had gone on longer than it should anyway. 
 
    The captain chewed his lip. He had a feeling the topic would come up again, probably more times than he would like. 
 
      
 
    It took a little longer than anticipated, so they didn’t meet for breakfast, but by the time brunch rolled around, the tunnel entrance was clear and wide enough for two people to walk abreast, and Ben declared it good. 
 
    Unfortunately, getting a few hundred people and all their possessions and supplies through that entrance took more time, and it wasn’t until close to noon that Yasuren, Bao Sen and Alacea were ready to declare that they had everyone, and no one had been left in the cave.  
 
    The field that nestled up against the cliffs was packed with Va’Shen, making it look like an outdoor rock concert. Ben’s people watched from the tree line and the observation post, being careful not to rattle the crowd of nervous fox people. To their credit, the Va’Shen seemed content to wait patiently until everyone was ready to move out, and spent their time talking amongst themselves and trying to get their more impatient children to settle down. 
 
    The weather also seemed to be willing to be patient with them. The sun was out, and the sky was clear while a gentle mountain breeze kept everyone from getting too hot. It was perfect marching weather. 
 
    Despite all this, Ben was irritated by the delays. There was no hope now of making the trip to the foot of the hills by nightfall, and he didn’t remember many places along the trail that looked big enough to accommodate so many people to camp for the night. They would end up strung out along the trail, making security practically impossible. 
 
    “I think they’re just about done,” Patricia told him as she joined him at the cave entrance.  
 
    Ben shook his head and grimaced. “Four-hour delay,” he said. “I was hoping for better time.” 
 
    “I guess we should be thankful it didn’t take longer,” she said. 
 
    <Tesho.> 
 
    Ben jumped and turned, his grimace unconcealable now. Alacea stood behind him. 
 
    “Alacea,” he bit out with a short bow.  
 
    The priestess’s tail twitched, confused by his facial expression and the way he said her name. <Yasuren says everyone is ready. We can leave now if you wish.> 
 
    “They’re ready to roll,” Patricia translated. 
 
    “Great,” he replied in obvious relief. Hefting his M-31, he started toward the front of the procession and raised his hand. “We’re moving!” he called to the Rangers. “Carter, take point! Baird, walk drag. Make sure we don’t lose anyone.” 
 
    The young corporal from the 40th ID trotted to the front of the crowd.  
 
    <Everyone!> Alacea called in her own language. She clapped her hands twice to get their attention. <We’re leaving now! Be careful on the trail! If you need help, call one of the Huntresses!> 
 
    She reached out and caught Pavastea by the sleeve of her monpei as she was walking by. <Pavastea, perhaps a walking song to get everyone in the right mood,> she suggested. 
 
    <Oh! A dandy idea, Na’Sha!> the young Mikorin replied. <I’ll take care of it!> 
 
    Ben watched the pink-haired girl rush to the front of the group and raise her hands, speaking to the other Va’Shen for a moment before clearing her throat. The girl began to sing a jaunty song and waved for the tods and vixens near her to join her. Before long, Ben could hear hundreds of Va’Shen singing along as they walked. 
 
    <A wonderful choice,> Hestean remarked to no one in particular. <The song the Na’Sha of Kua Da Valley sang as she led her people to the bountiful lands.> 
 
    The remark caught Ben’s attention, and he turned to the Mikorin who had joined them. Alacea noticed and turned to him, bowing formally. <Tesho, this is Hestean.> The other fox girl turned upon hearing her name. <She is the Mikorin Aru’Dace, Pelle’s keeper of histories.> Hestean bowed to the Ranger captain with ease, not seeming to fear him as some of the others had. 
 
    “This is Hestean,” Patricia translated. “I think she’s a storyteller or something like that,” she said. “But she’s a Mikorin like Alacea.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Ben said with a short bow. 
 
    <Leader of fighters happy to aware your exist,> Patricia told her. 
 
    <Your arrival and your activities over the last few days will provide me with much work,> Hestean told them. <For that, I thank you.> She bowed again. For what seemed like a compliment, there was a great deal of formality to it. 
 
    Patricia didn’t catch some of the Mikorin’s words but went by context. “Ditto,” she finally said. 
 
    Ben didn’t press the conversation. Trying to speak to the Va’Shen through a translator was frustrating. He wondered how long it would take him to pick up the language himself. Instead, he watched the Va’Shen villagers walk by. Most of them were vixens, but some were older tods. A few were muscular, younger males like the one Ramirez had fought. They were the ones tasked with carrying the heavier baskets that hung from tent poles carried between them. Most wouldn’t meet his gaze, but some, specifically the young tods and the Huntresses, glared at him as they passed. 
 
    The Army officer had spread his people throughout the line, more to avoid the appearance that they were trying to box the villagers in than anything else. He knew he’d feel pretty nervous if he had to walk with a bunch of armed men following him. Ramirez walked by him and gave them a wave; the Huntresses he walked next to, one of them Bao Sen, looked less than pleased by his company. 
 
    He turned and found Patricia immersed in a conversation with Hestean and Alacea. Rather than intrude, he turned away again and went back to watching the Va’Shen. 
 
    <Mikorin are similar like to things?> Patricia asked clumsily. This time Alacea had no idea what the Korean woman was trying to ask. Patricia tried again. <Soldier fight. Farmer grow. Mikorin…> 
 
    Hestean’s ears twitched with understanding. <Mikorin are the spirit of a community,> she explained. <We embody the many different facets of our people, charged with maintaining the many aspects of our specific culture.> 
 
    Patricia looked lost and didn’t reply. 
 
    Alacea seemed to sense her puzzlement. <Hestean is the Mikorin Aru’Dace, so she is responsible for writing Pelle’s history and making sure that what has come before is not lost. Pavastea is the Mikorin Roru’San, the keeper of songs, so she must memorize the songs of our past and sing them for our people.> 
 
    The interpreter understood enough of this to nod. <Mikorin do difference things,> she said. <What things do Alacea?> 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha is the Mikorin Na’Sha,> Hestean told her. <She who must argue with Gods.> 
 
    Patricia arched an eyebrow, sure she hadn’t understood. <Alacea argue for God?> she said.  
 
    Hestean’s tail twitched. <Well, also for God in the sense that she tells our people how the Gods think of our behaviors, but moreso she argues with the Gods to convince them we are worthy of grace.> 
 
    “I don’t get it,” she said in English. She shook her head at the two vixens’ puzzled glances. <Not comprehend,> she said. 
 
    Hestean bowed to her. <I am sure I am not explaining it properly,> she said graciously. 
 
    <We should join the others,> Alacea said. She gave a bow to Patricia and led Hestean into the group. <I apologize for her speech,> she told the other Mikorin in a whisper. <She is still learning.> 
 
    Hestean’s ears twitched in mirth. <We should feel fortunate that they try,> she said. <As conquerors they owe us no such consideration.> 
 
    The two Mikorin found themselves walking amidst a group of young Va’Shen women, some holding kids to their chest as they walked. Alacea looked up at the sky for a moment, enjoying the feel of the sun on her face. 
 
    <Hestean,> she said finally, <I am puzzled by their behavior.> 
 
    <Oh?> the historian asked, adjusting her glasses. 
 
    <The stories I have heard, that have been passed down across millenia,> Alacea explained. <They had prepared me for monsters. I know how to act before monsters. Their… civilized… behavior throws me off. It causes me to make mistakes, to overstate a position or beg when I shouldn’t. Is it possible that the stories have been exaggerated?> 
 
    Hestean’s tail whipped from side to side in pique. <You are asking if the Aru’Dace have falsified the accounts of the last war?> she asked, her voice betraying a thin film of offense. 
 
    <That is not my intent,> Alacea told her. <But I am finding great difficulty in believing that these Dark Ones are the same as the Dark Ones who ravaged our world. I seek an explanation.> 
 
    The historian thought for a moment. <An exaggeration of the war’s accounts would require the cooperation of Aru’Dace across the world,> she pointed out. <And each account is already different as each pertains to an individual community. Each that I have had the pleasure to hear or read is like the stories passed down through the Aru’Dace of Pelle. They speak of the Dark Ones as the incarnation of cruelty, monsters who killed hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of Va’Shen before the Great Ones turned the tide against them.> 
 
    <Would they have behaved as these Dark Ones do?> Alacea asked. <They are, at times, kind. They offer respect when they do not have to. I half expected their leader to accept my subjugation and then betray my trust.> 
 
    <He still may,> Hestean pointed out. 
 
    <And yet somehow I don’t believe that to be so,> the priestess countered. <He seems so… sincere.> 
 
    Hestean snorted. <It did not take you long to tame him,> she joked. 
 
    <Please do not make light of my domestic situation,> Alacea scolded her. <I am filled with dread at the thought of what will happen once the immediate demands on his time are met.> 
 
    The storyteller decided to get back on topic and away from Alacea’s fear. <Four thousand years is a long time,> she said. <Their world may have changed greatly since then. Perhaps their goals or their outlook has changed. After all, one thing we may be certain of is that there is today no Dark One who was present during those atrocities and no Va’Shen alive who had endured them. Our two peoples who live today have found their own quarrel.> 
 
    Alacea digested that. It made sense in a certain way. She was basing her expectations on the behaviors of aliens thousands of years dead, and her new Tesho had undermined those expectations at every turn. Perhaps it would be wiser to simply act as if there were no expectations. 
 
      
 
    Further up the line, Ramirez walked next to Bao Sen and a group of her huntresses. Darkness or the ugly orange glow of the lanterns inside the cave had done little to show off the vixen’s appearance. Faced with it now, Ramirez found himself walking beside a very attractive alien woman. Her red-gold hair seemed to sparkle in the sunlight and a brief, casual look downward showed him a set of toned legs. 
 
    Before he could look away, her eyes turned and locked onto him. Caught in the act, Ramirez swallowed and tried to think of something cool to say, a ridiculous idea given she didn’t speak any English. Finally, he remembered what little Va’Shen he knew and went with it. 
 
    <Your tail… eyes… acceptable,> he blurted stupidly. It was the flirtation equivalent of a kid riding his bike into a guardrail and flipping himself over it into traffic. 
 
    Bao Sen glared for another moment before hefting her hardlight rifle and quickening her pace to get away from him. “Pachu,” she growled. 
 
    Ramirez watched her go, not sure if he had crashed and burned or merely crashed. He felt a familiar presence to his right and turned to find Patricia walking there, her expression utterly indifferent. 
 
    “’Pachu,’” he repeated to her. “That mean ‘thank you,’ or…” 
 
    “Oh!” Patricia said, as if surprised to suddenly be part of the conversation but secretly thrilled. “Well… a pachu is a kind of… um… animal… that… well… the Va’Shen raise for food… and spends most of its time… um… rolling around in its own filth.” 
 
    Ramirez gave the translation some thought before responding. 
 
    “Pig,” he concluded. “It means ‘pig.’ You could have just said that, LT. I’m a big boy.” 
 
    Patricia was doing her best to conceal the smirk that threated to claw its way onto her face.  
 
    “Was it everything you hoped it would be?” he asked her in the face of her amusement. 
 
    “Everything and more, Staff Sergeant,” she admitted. 
 
    “LT! We need you back here!” 
 
    Patricia and Ramirez turned and found Specialist Shinzato waving to them for the side of the procession. 
 
    “Want me to go with?” Ramirez asked her. 
 
    “No, I think I’ll be okay,” Patricia told him. She gave him a wave and trotted to where the young Ranger was standing, her hands moving to various parts of her load bearing vest to try to keep her equipment from bouncing free.  
 
    When she reached Shinzato, the 19-year-old trooper gestured for her to follow him and began to jog back toward the rear of the line of marching aliens. She saw that a group of Va’Shen were surrounding Burgers, Jenkins and a tall Va’Shen man sporting a dark grey ponytail holding the hand of a little fox girl. The Va’Shen man appeared very upset and was speaking loudly at the soldiers. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Patricia asked, breaking through the crowd. 
 
    “Hey, LT,” Burgers greeted her. “I think we have a little cross-cultural misunderstanding.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    The tod began yelling at them again, one hand holding the little girl’s, the other waving frantically. 
 
    <Please, slow to me,> Patricia begged in Va’Shen. She turned back to Burgers for an explanation. 
 
    “I offered the girl a piece of candy,” Jenkins explained. “Next thing I know, this guy is up in my face yelling and throwing a fit.” 
 
    The specialist seemed genuinely confused, and Patricia turned to the Va’Shen man. 
 
    <Jenkins make to you anger?> she asked. 
 
    <This Dark One was giving my daughter poison!> the tod cried. The other Va’Shen around them seemed mixed on what to do. Some nodded and voiced agreement while others looked like the man should just drop it. 
 
    <No! No! No!> Patricia told him. <Not bad thing! Sweet thing! Sweet food!> 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Jenkins asked.  
 
    “He says you were trying to poison the girl,” Patricia told her. 
 
    “Excuse me?!” Jenkins cried angrily. She seemed ready to pull off her load-bearing vest, drop her rifle and kick the tod’s rear end into the river. 
 
    <We may have to obey you,> the tod cried at them, <But we won’t let you poison our children!> 
 
    “Jenkins, give me the candy,” Patricia ordered. The Ranger pulled the bag out and quickly handed it to her. The interpreter opened the bag and looked inside. She gave Jenkins a sour look. “Black licorice? Seriously? I thought you were trying to make friends, not piss them off.” 
 
    “Black licorice is the only good kind!” Jenkins shot back. 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” Patricia breathed. She pulled a piece of the candy out and showed it to the tod before popping it in her mouth. Chewing, she tried to pretend the licorice was something good. <See?> she asked the tod after finally swallowing. <Sweet food.> She offered some to Burgers, who, seeing the terp’s plan, took a piece and ate it. 
 
    “Mmmm!” he said dramatically. 
 
    She offered a piece to the Va’Shen, who only glared and pulled the girl away from them, disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    The other surrounding Va’Shen seemed to breathe a sigh of relief and rejoined the group. 
 
    “Thanks, LT,” Burgers said. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, Ma’am,” Jenkins joined. 
 
    “No problem,” Patricia assured them with a sigh of resignation. “It really is kind of a powder keg, huh?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Jenkins told her sadly. “But,” she began again with a little more bounce in her voice, “The best part of starting from rock bottom is that you can’t fall any further.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Burgers agreed. “But watch us try.” 
 
      
 
    Ben leaned against the rock wall of the cliff that ran along the left side of the road and took a long breath. The procession was on one of its many rest stops, and the sun was getting lower and lower in the sky. It wouldn’t be long before they would have to stop for the night, and they were only a few miles into the trip. 
 
    He put the tip of his drinking tube into his mouth and drank deeply. After taking his fill, he reached down and pulled a canteen from his web belt. Unscrewing the top, he lifted it up and poured the contents over his head, hoping the lukewarm water would wake him up a little. 
 
    The water, however, provided very little refreshment. He was so tired. He had barely slept the last few days. At least when he was fighting the Va’Shen, exhaustion would eventually drive him into short catnaps that staved off complete collapse. In peacetime, he had time to get a solid eight hours every night but found he couldn’t get through it without bad dreams or memories haunting him. It was ironic that he had found more restful sleep amongst the sounds of mortars and artillery going off, the sounds of helicopter gunships flying overhead, or the unsettling silence of the jungle at night, its denizens frightened into silence by the presence of the Rangers or the Va’Shen commandos who hunted them. Peace had made rest impossible. 
 
    Some frantic jabbering between the aliens toward the front of the formation got his attention, and he pushed off away from the wall. Approaching, he saw two vixens standing over a boy of about 10, who was laying on the ground, holding his right foot and groaning in pain. One of the vixens, a tall, green-haired woman, had her hands gently on the other’s shoulders, who was yammering excitedly and worriedly at her. 
 
    Ben looked around for Patricia but didn’t see her. Even so, he got the gist of what was happening. 
 
    “Medic!” he called. 
 
    The two Va’Shen women fell silent and turned to him, noticing his presence for the first time. The yammering vixen’s tail rippled in fear at the sight of him. 
 
    Ben turned as their medic, Specialist Burton, trotted up to him. “What’s up, Sir?” he asked, barely out of breath. He must have been nearby when Ben called. 
 
    The Ranger captain jerked his head in the direction of the kid on the ground. “Kid’s got a bum leg. Can you take a look?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Burton replied and started for the boy, unshouldering his pack. 
 
    The vixen who had been speaking before was frantic now, and the green-haired woman jumped in and began speaking to the two humans angrily. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” Burton tried to reassure them. He pointed at himself and at the red cross stitched on his pack. “Doctor!” he told them. “Doctor. Healer?” he tried. “Make the boo boos better guy?” 
 
    “Just look at the kid, Doc,” Ben ordered irritably. 
 
    Burton started to kneel over the boy, but the green-haired woman pushed between them and smacked his hands away. She muttered something that sounded distinctly unflattering under her breath and turned to the boy, gently moving the cuff of his monpei up over his ankle. 
 
    The medic pointed toward the boy’s ankle and started to speak, but the vixen smacked his hand away and pointed at his chest, unleashing a blast of angry Va’Shen words at him. On the other side of her, the other vixen watched, her hands clasped in concern. 
 
    Her tail thumping against the ground angrily, the green-haired woman pulled a roll of grey bandages from her pocket and soaked them with water from a leatherish water skin. She spoke kindly to the boy and gently wrapped the bandage around his bruised ankle. 
 
    Burton straightened and addressed Ben. “Without a good look myself, best I can say is a bad sprain.” 
 
    “Can he walk?” 
 
    “Not several miles downhill over bad terrain,” Burton told him. “At least he shouldn’t.” 
 
    They both turned to the sound of a cry of pain. The boy was trying to stand on it but couldn’t put more than a touch of his weight on it without crying out and nearly collapsing. 
 
    Ben sighed. “Well, that sucks.” He looked around again for Patricia but didn’t see her. He bit his lip, but his impatience got the better of him, and he stepped toward the kid, handing his rifle to Burton. 
 
    The one vixen, he assumed it was his mother, stepped up to him, her tail a flurry of movement. She pointed at her son and hopped up and down as she spoke rapidly. She put her arm around the kid and demonstrated that she could help him walk. Ben ignored her. 
 
    Both vixens cried out in indignation as the Ranger picked the boy up and started carrying him toward the front of the line. They followed closely, shouting harshly at him. The boy in his arms cried out to his mother, adding his voice to the many that were pounding against Ben’s aching head. 
 
    Hearing the yelling, Alacea appeared from somewhere up the line, she saw her Tesho carrying young Badzu, Naella’s oldest son, followed by Naella and Kastia, who were shouting up a storm. 
 
    <What’s going on?!> Alacea demanded, rushing up to them. Ben continued walking. 
 
    <He’s taking my son! The Dark One is taking my son!> 
 
    <Taking him where?! What happened?!> Alacea asked, her head turning between the two vixens and Ben’s retreating back in confusion. 
 
    <Kadzu sprained his ankle,> Kastia told her angrily. <And now he can’t walk. I think the Dark One is…> 
 
    Alacea cut her off before she could finish the disturbing thought. <Oh, of course he’s not!> She turned and started off after Ben, the other two right behind her as she finished her own thought. Right? I mean, he wouldn’t… dispose… of him just because he’s slowing the group down… 
 
    Would he? 
 
    <Tesho! Tesho, wait!> she called, beginning to catch up.  
 
    She pushed through the sea of Va’Shen bodies and tails. When she finally broke through, she saw Ben lifting the boy up and depositing him on the back of their four-wheeled vehicle. Another Dark One already sitting astride it. 
 
    The Mountain Lion four-wheeler was designed to carry two, one behind the other, and had cargo racks on the front and rear, so there was plenty of room for the boy behind its driver, Private Lynch, who was tapping the two safety handles in front of Kadzu and gesturing that he should hold onto them. 
 
    Naella rushed past them and petted her son on the head, glaring angrily at the Dark Ones. Kadzu looked more interested in the strange vehicle he was riding. Jenkins had been right about one thing, kids loved cool-looking vehicles. 
 
    Alacea’s ears flattened in annoyed chagrin. Didn’t she just tell herself earlier that day to temper her expectations. 
 
    Kastia stood next to her, silently stewing. 
 
    <You see?> Alacea told her. <It’s all right.> 
 
    <This time,> Kastia replied coldly. 
 
    <You thought he was going to throw him into the river, didn’t you?> Alacea asked. 
 
    Although not Mikorin, village healers had a special status in their communities and like the Mikorin they were well-drilled on their long history. Kastia faced Alacea, obviously irritated that she wasn’t taking this as seriously as she was. 
 
    <Do you know why healers are taught to set broken bones and bandage injuries within one minute, Na’Sha?> she asked, her use of her friend’s rank showing Alacea just how upset she was. <It is because the first healers, those who were forced by the Dark Ones onto the Long Walk, had only moments to get their patients up on their feet and walking again before the Dark Ones guarding them would take their patients aside, shoot them, and leave them for the beasts to eat.> 
 
    Alacea said nothing. Bitter history was hard to learn. 
 
    <So, yes. I was very concerned. Does that make you feel vindicated?> 
 
    <I am sorry,> Alacea told her quietly. 
 
    <What if he had?> Kastia asked her sadly. <What would you have done?> 
 
    She didn’t wait for the priestess to answer. She turned on her heel and marched back down the line. For that, Alacea was thankful to her. 
 
    She had no ready answer to give her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The first hint that something was about to go wrong came when Ramirez saw one of the Huntresses run up to Bao Sen, who was walking just ahead of him about a third of the way down the line. It was late in the afternoon, and the sun would be setting soon. It was just about time to start looking for good places to camp, and unfortunately, with the ridge on their left and the cliff above the river to their right, there weren’t a lot of good options. 
 
    Just ahead of them and to the left, Ramirez could see the cut in the ridge they had passed on the way up, and the Ranger brightened. The wash-out was the size of a decent canyon and could probably hold the whole group. He was looking over his shoulder to find the captain, intent on suggesting it to him, when Bao Sen was suddenly in his face, pointing ahead of them and speaking urgently. 
 
    “Woah! Hold on there, lady! Pachu doesn’t speak ‘angry alien girl!’” 
 
    Bao Sen continued to point and talk, using her hands and trying to make him understand something, but he wasn’t getting it. He looked around and called out. “LT! We need you up here!” 
 
    Before the terp could respond, Bao Sen gave up. She unslung her hardlight rifle, pointed to three other Huntresses who were similarly armed, and together the four of them bounded up the ridge to their left. They were in the trees and gone before Ramirez even thought to raise his rifle and order them to stop. 
 
    He turned as Ben pushed his way through the throng of Va’Shen who had watched the exchange and pointed up the ridge. “Where the hell are they going?!” he demanded angrily. 
 
    “I don’t know, Sir!” Ramirez replied quickly, embarrassed that he had been caught so off-guard. By this time, Patricia and Alacea had joined them, trying to figure out what was going on. “Bao Sen was saying something, pretty excited, then she and three of her friends just took off!” 
 
    “Shit!” Ben hissed. “Stop the line!” he shouted up front. He turned to Alacea. “What the hell are your friends up to?!” he hissed at her. 
 
    Alacea just stood there, blinking up at him in bewilderment as Patricia translated the question. 
 
    <I… I don’t know, Tesho,> she told him on the verge of panic. What could Bao Sen and her Huntresses be doing? Why would they run off with their only hardlight rifles? No matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t think of a possible reason that could make the Dark One not suspect an attack. 
 
    Ramirez was already thinking this, and his bolt-action rifle was pointed up at the ridge, searching for signs of an ambush. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any damn sense,” Ben growled. “Goddamn Va’Shen…” 
 
    He broke off as he heard something, a rumble that seemed to reverberate in his chest. Everyone froze and looked to each other as if testing to see if they had heard it too or if it was their own personal hallucination. 
 
    “Captain! Captain Gibson!” they heard Burgers call from further up the line. “Get up here!” 
 
    They rushed forward, pushing their way past the confused villagers until they found Burgers, his M-31 pointed down the wash-out. Ramirez and Ben instinctively did the same. It was a good general rule that when one guy pointed his rifle somewhere, you pointed yours in the same direction.  
 
    “Whaddya got?” Ben asked the Ranger quietly. 
 
    “Fifty meters ahead,” Burgers told him, his eyes never leaving the sights of his rifle. “Something growled at us.” 
 
    “That was a growl?!” Patricia gasped. 
 
    “Maybe it’s just the wind,” Ramirez whispered to them. 
 
    The sound came at them again, closer than before. The Va’Shen near them started to back away fearfully, muttering amongst themselves. 
 
    “On what planet does the wind sound like that?!” Burgers hissed at his friend. 
 
    “Hopefully, this one!” Ramirez shot back. 
 
    “Shut up!” Ben hissed at them. He looked at Alacea, who was backing away from the wash-out, fear written plainly on her face. He looked up as Jenkins and Burton joined them from down the line. The rest of the Rangers were spread over almost a half-mile of villagers. He quickly briefed them. 
 
    “Trouble up there,” he said quietly. “Get online.” 
 
    The soldiers spread out in a rough line across the gap, their rifles up. Patricia had pulled her handgun from its holster but looked unsure as to what she was supposed to do with it. 
 
    Ben considered the options. A quarter of the villagers were already past the cut, meaning that going back up from where they had come wasn’t possible. Splitting the group wasn’t an option he was willing to consider.  
 
    “Kim,” he whispered. Not hearing an acknowledgement, he turned and snapped his fingers in front of the lieutenant’s nose. She snapped out of whatever tunnel vision she had been trapped in and looked at him. “You and Alacea start the line moving again. Quietly but as fast as possible. Get these people down the path. We’ll stay here in case whatever it is comes looking for dinner.” 
 
    He waited for Patricia’s nod before slowly turning back. With any luck, they could get the villagers past the cut and the whatever-it-was wouldn’t even noti… 
 
    Before he could complete the thought, that very whatever-it-was appeared from around the corner fifty meters down the canyon. Ben wasn’t sure how to describe it. It was covered in white, scaly plates that looked like they came from the back of a stegosaurus. Its front limbs were longer than its hind legs, making it look like it was squatting like an African gorilla. Easily twenty feet tall, it glared over a long, wide beak of a snout at them with ruby-red eyes. It took a step toward them, the sound of its armor plates rubbing together making a sickening crunching sound, like tank tracks rolling over gravel. Stepping further into the canyon revealed a long, whip-like tail. 
 
    The villagers behind them cried out in panic, unsure of which way to run with the mass of bodies in front and behind them and cornered against the river. 
 
    “Get ‘em moving!” Ben ordered Patricia. “Get them moving now!” 
 
    “What in the…” Ramirez began, but was cut off by the creature, who roared at them. It raised its head at the sky, and its throat undulated as if it was trying to cough up a furball. 
 
    To their shock, the creature spat something into the sky, a literal ball of purple phlegm that arced through the air and landed about twenty meters from them. Ben, through his peripheral vision, only barely noticed that all of the Va’Shen were diving to the ground as the slimy purple ball rolled toward them, pieces of sharp white gravel sticking to it and collecting like a child’s snowball. 
 
    <Tesho!> Alacea cried, grabbing his arm. <Get down! Tell your people to lay down!> 
 
    The ball of rocks began to smoke, and a purple glow appeared through the cracks between the pieces of debris. 
 
    Ben turned his head and saw the holes in the canyon wall they discovered on the way up, the ones that looked like bullet holes, and he finally realized what had made them. 
 
    “DOWN!” he yelled. “EVERYONE DOWN!” He grabbed Alacea and pushed her to the ground with the weight of his body. Ramirez, Jenkins, Burgers and Patricia dived for the deck. Burton was a second too slow. The canyon echoed with an unnatural thunderclap, and Ben felt rather than heard, the razor sharp rocks zipping over his head, expelled from the exploding ball of snot like a claymore mine. 
 
    Burton screamed as he fell to the ground, holding his right leg. Ben saw two bloody patches on the medic’s thigh. He jumped to his feet, leaving the stunned fox priestess on the ground, and raised his weapon. 
 
    “DROP HIM!” he shouted and opened fire. His carbine barked, the bark becoming a roar as the other three Rangers with him added to his fire. 
 
    Alacea covered her ears with her hands and cried out in pain, the sound of the gunfire like icepicks jabbing into her brain. Faintly in her own head she could hear herself screaming as the sounds tore through her ears, making her wonder if she’d ever be able to hear again. The other villagers were doing the same, paralyzed by the sounds of battle. 
 
    Two more Rangers, running toward the sound of the gunfire appeared and opened fire on the creature. The monster looked down at itself, at where the six-point-eight millimeter full metal jacket rounds were impacting its chest and bouncing off, as if dully fascinated by these strange creatures. It looked back up at them, and Ben would swear he could see it smile. 
 
    Ben stopped firing and slowly lowered his rifle. This wasn’t good.  
 
    “Baird! Smoke!” he shouted at Burgers. 
 
    Burgers stopped firing and opened the chamber on the forty millimeter grenade launcher strapped under the barrel of his M-31. Loading a smoke grenade into it, he pulled the breach closed, aimed and fired down the canyon. A dull boom echoed against the canyon walls followed by the hiss of smoke as it came pouring from the grenade landing at the monster’s feet. Another spoke grenade landed nearby, adding to the white haze engulfing it. 
 
    “Cease fire! Cease fire!” Ben shouted. The Rangers stopped shooting as the creature looked down at the grenade and swiped at it with a meaty clawed hand. Its head whipped about in confusion as the white smoke engulfed it, removing it from their sight. 
 
    “We’re in trouble, Boss,” Ramirez declared. 
 
    “If I get you closer, you think you can put an armor piercing round through that thing’s head?” Ben asked him quickly. 
 
    “Hell yeah, Sir!” Ramirez told him confidently, already ejecting the magazine from his rifle and pulling another one from his vest. 
 
    “All right,” Ben told the soldiers quickly. He gave a quick look and found Burton still conscious, helping Jenkins put a tourniquet and a bandage on his wounded leg. He turned back to the others. “On my go. Ramirez you go high up on the ridge. I’ll go low and get its attention. The rest of you get these people down the path and don’t stop till you get to the trucks!” 
 
    “Sir,” Patricia began, but Ben cut her off.  
 
    “Get these people out of here, LT!” he ordered. 
 
    She gave him a quick, determined nod. “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    “All right! MOVE!” he ordered.  
 
    Ramirez rushed to the dirt cliff to the right of the cut and scrabbled up it as fast as he could while Ben started down the canyon, his rifle up in a ready posture. 
 
    Alacea saw this and started after him. <Tesho! Stop! What are you…> 
 
    Her shout was cut off as Patricia grabbed her by both arms. <We go! Pelle people away this place of here!> 
 
    <Where is he going?!> the Va’Shen woman demanded. <Is he stupid! The yarl is down there!> 
 
    Patricia was panicked and her mind racing, so her translation skills weren’t up to their usual mediocrity. Even so, she tried her best, waving her arm in Ben’s direction. 
 
    <Fight thing! Pelle people away! We away! Pelle people away!> 
 
    Burgers had placed himself just inside the canyon, a physical barrier between the villagers and the smoke that hid the still roaring monster. He waved his arm in a wide arc and pointed down the hill, yelling at the villagers to get moving. 
 
    Patricia joined him, yelling in Va’Shen. <Away! Away! All away! This time! Away!> 
 
    Alacea finally got with the program and started directing her people to move as quickly as they could past the mouth of the canyon, her own thoughts pounding at the inside of her head trying to get her attention. 
 
    What are they doing?! 
 
    Villagers cried out and covered their ears as the sounds of rifle fire came from down the canyon. The yarl roared in reply but did not appear from the smoke. 
 
    As more soldiers and SeaBees appeared, Burgers would bark orders at them. Some were told to stay with the villagers. Those with heavier weapons took positions on either side of the canyon, their rifles pointed toward the smoke, but not firing lest they hit their captain. 
 
    <Stay calm!> Alacea told her people as she waved them past her. <Move quickly but stay calm! It will be okay! The Dark Ones are shielding us!> 
 
    The absurdity of that last statement made the words sound funny in her mouth. She dismissed it. They could have run off and left the Va’Shen as bait for the yarl if they wished. The priestess didn’t know why they would try to protect them now. 
 
    Gods and Great Ones, she prayed. I do not understand, but please let no one die until I do! 
 
      
 
    Ben stifled the urge to cough as he crept quietly into the bank of white smoke. He didn’t know how long Ramirez would need to find a good spot, but he was sure it wouldn’t take long. He just had to make sure the creature didn’t see him first. 
 
    He stuck to the right wall, using it as guideline through the smoke. He couldn’t see or hear anything, but he knew it wouldn’t take much to get turned around in here. He pointed his rifle at the smoke and let off a burst on full auto, more to keep the creature’s attention than anything else. He heard a roar from nearby and swallowed. 
 
    What the hell are you doing? he asked himself. You are so frigg’n stupid! 
 
    He hated this. He hated every part of this. Ben Gibson was supposed to be sitting on his couch in his kick-ass apartment overlooking Persephone’s main square. He was supposed to go to work, shoot some guns, write letters of reprimand for soldiers who got too drunk the night before, and then go home and hang out with his best friend. Instead, he was here, on a planet full of people he hated and who hated him, people who had blown up that kick-ass apartment, killed that best friend in the world and forced those drunk soldiers to break their minds and bodies in a three-year war none of them wanted. 
 
    Screw this! Screw this so much! 
 
    He turned to his left and peered through the milky white smoke. The only sound he could hear was the hiss of the smoke grenade as it started to run dry and the Va’Shen crying out back on the trail as they hurried past. 
 
    “Here boy,” he sang as if calling a dog. “Who’s a good boy? You’re a good boy! Yes, you are!”  
 
    The Ranger paused and pointed his gun into the air. He fired twice, the rifle’s report echoing against the canyon walls. 
 
    He waited. Nothing. 
 
    What the hell? he complained to himself. How does a monster the size of a tank hide? 
 
    Keeping his rifle in the ready position, he crept further into the canyon.  
 
    He froze as a low whistle warbled at him from high to his right. Turning slowly to his left, he scanned the now-dispersing smoke. Pulling a flash-bang grenade from his vest, he pulled the pin. Hopefully the sound and light would stun it and make it reveal itself. 
 
    “Fetch, you asshole,” Ben muttered. “Flash-bang out!” he cried while tossing the cylinder. He quickly turned away and closed his eyes. He heard the grenade bounce off something and then explode. The creature roared. It sounded close. 
 
    Really close. 
 
    Ben opened his eyes and turned again. 
 
    Holy crap, it was right there! 
 
    The thing glared down at him as the wind carried the last of the white smoke away, a casual growl rumbling past the phlegm in its throat as if to say it was wondering how long it would take before Ben saw it. 
 
    “Who’s a good boy?” Ben asked quietly, trying not to move suddenly on the off-chance its vision was movement based. Didn’t he see an old movie like that once? The dinosaur couldn’t see him if he didn’t move? It wasn’t a dinosaur, but it was every bit as terrifying. 
 
    The creature blew stinking hot air in his face from its nostrils. 
 
    “Okay, Ramirez,” Ben called out, trying to remain calm. “Any time now…” 
 
    On top of the cliff directly above the Ranger captain, Ramirez, lying in a prone firing position, looked at the creature’s forehead through his scope. At this range, he could practically spit on it. 
 
    “All right, buddy,” Ramirez whispered, his finger slowly tightening on the trigger. “Let’s see you spit this back up.” 
 
    Squeeze…squeeze…squeeze…BREAK! 
 
    The rifle kicked against his shoulder as the .338 Lapua round sprang from the rifle with enough force to punch through the engine block of a five-ton truck. The tungsten-tipped anti-materiel rounds were designed to smash through armor plate and any machinery or people hiding behind that armor plate. And Ramirez had put that round right between the creature’s blood red eyes. 
 
    The monster roared and reared up on its hind legs, screaming at the sky in anguished rage. 
 
    “YEAH!” Ben screamed, pumping his fist in the air. Somehow, over the creature’s roar, he heard the sound of something metallic hitting the ground near his feet. He looked down and saw a piece of metal outlined against the white gravel next to his left foot. 
 
    A .338 Lapua round… at least… what was left of it. 
 
    He looked back up as the monster looked back down at him, none the worse for wear from his up close and personal experience with Ramirez’s sniper rifle. 
 
    Ramirez’s eyes went wide at the sight. “Oh, balls!” 
 
    It glared down at Ben as if blaming him personally for whatever strange bug had bit its face.  
 
    Okay, Ben, now what? he asked himself. Thinking quickly, he let go of his rifle, letting it hang from the single-point sling around his shoulder and pulled a fragmentation grenade from the front of his tactical vest. 
 
    New plan, he answered. When this thing comes down to eat me, I’m gonna shove this frag down its throat and see how much armor it has on the inside! 
 
    That is a horrible plan! he shot back. 
 
    The creature lowered its head toward him and opened its massive, fang-filled beak. Ben grasped the pin of the grenade with his other hand, mentally rehearsing his next ten seconds. 
 
    Pull, shove, bang, he chanted in his head. 
 
    He prepared to jerk the pin, but suddenly, he heard the familiar sharp hum of a hardlight rifle. The monster roared again, but this time it was different. It gave off a high-pitched scream and thrashed, rearing up on its hind legs again before falling over onto its right side. It shook and convulsed before a final putrid blast of hot breath escaped its nostrils and then it lay still, a small puff of smoke rising from its back. 
 
    Ben looked at the dead creature dumbstruck. He eyes were finally drawn away from it by movement in the trees and bushes on the ridge atop the far side of the canyon. 
 
    Bao Sen’s red hair and ears burst from a purple bush, two other huntresses, one on either side of her, popped from the foliage to join her. 
 
    The Va’Shen woman raised her hardlight rifle over her head and shouted. 
 
    <Meat!> 
 
    <MEAT!> the other two repeated in unison. 
 
    Ben nearly jumped out of his boots when he heard something sliding down the cave wall next to him. Turning, he saw Ramirez land next to him. The NCO whistled appreciatively at the sight of the dead animal. 
 
    “Damn,” Ben whispered to himself. He was alive. He didn’t know how, but he was alive. Realizing he was still holding the grenade, he quickly replaced it in its pouch. 
 
    Bao Sen and her huntresses nimbly descended the canyon’s far wall and strode up to the animal. The lead huntress checked the burnt wound on the creature’s back and nodded in satisfaction. 
 
    <A good shot,> Alzoria commented next to her. <He went right down.> 
 
    The two turned their heads and watched as Ramirez approached the animal and looked at the wound. Reaching out, he touched the much smaller armor plates that surrounded the hole and found them pliable. He nodded as it all fell into place. 
 
    He turned to Bao Sen. “Weak spot,” he said. He raised his hands and made a motion of one finger punching through the fingers of his other hand. 
 
    Bao Sen’s tail flicked back and forth, satisfied by the pachu’s remark as far as she understood it. <The yarl’s scales are very strong. On the back, between the shoulder blades is the only place where they are weak enough to penetrate, even with a hardlight rifle.> 
 
    <Very difficult to kill,> Alzoria added, her nose snootily in the air. <You should have listened to Bao Sen and not come this way!> 
 
    Ramirez was too busy looking over the creature to pretend to understand the young huntress’s criticism. 
 
    “Can you eat it?” he asked. At their questioning look, he put his fingers to his mouth. “Eat,” he said and pointed at the creature. 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears twitched happily. <They are quite tasty!> She repeated the motion he had made to confirm his question. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    “Captain Gibson!” 
 
    Ben looked down the canyon and saw Burgers, Patricia, Jenkins and Alacea making their way toward them, their weapons up and at the ready. He raised his hand.  
 
    “Over here!” he called. “We’re clear!” 
 
    They came forward and looked at the yarl in amazement.  
 
    Alzoria’s tail whipped around behind her. <Bao Sen killed the yarl!> she announced quickly, as if to forestall the Dark Ones from taking credit. 
 
    <That’s amazing, Bao Sen!> Alacea gushed.  
 
    Ben shook himself out of the state of shock he was in and turned to his troops. “Everyone okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re fine,” Patricia told him. “Most of the villagers are already past.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to get out of here before this thing’s mom comes looking for us,” Ben said. Patricia translated the command for the Va’Shen, and Bao Sen stepped forward. 
 
    <There is nothing to fear,> she said. <The yarl is a solitary and territorial creature. There won’t be another one for several eben.> 
 
    Ben waited for Patricia to translate. 
 
    “She said it’s safe now,” she said. “There won’t be any more.” 
 
    “And she’s sure about that?” 
 
    Patricia turned to Bao Sen and repeated the question for her. The Va’Shen woman seemed mildly insulted that her expertise would be questioned. 
 
    <Yes, I am certain,> she told them. <Also, the sun will be down soon, and we need to make camp. If we stay here, the huntresses can butcher the yarl, and the meat will feed the entire village.> 
 
    The terp translated, and Ramirez stepped forward to add his opinion. “Sir, she’s right. We don’t find a beddown location soon, we’re going to end up sleeping spread out on the trail. Before this whole thing started, I was going to recommend we camp here.” 
 
    Ben turned to Alacea. “What do you think?” 
 
    Surprised that she would be addressed, Alacea waited for Patricia to translate the question before speaking. 
 
    <Bao Sen is one of our best hunters,> she said, <and a fount of knowledge about the natural way of things in the wilderness. If she says it is safe and a good place to camp, then you may take that as fact.> 
 
    The Ranger captain listened to the translation and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He took a breath and shrugged. “Okay. We’ll camp here. Go bring everyone in.” 
 
    Patricia and Alacea left to tell the villagers to come back. Ben turned to Jenkins and rubbed his eyes in exhaustion. “How’s Burton?” 
 
    “Shoot, Sir, he’s already half done stitching himself up,” she replied. “A little aspirin, and he’ll be fine. The rocks missed the artery. Didn’t even need to break out the SprayClot.” 
 
    He nodded. “Ramirez, Baird, give me security at both ends of the wash and set a watch.” 
 
    “Claymores, Sir?” Baird asked. 
 
    Ben gave the question a moment’s thought. Normally, he wouldn’t dare close his eyes in the bush at night without claymore mines pointed in every direction from his beddown location. He had to remind himself that this was less a beddown and more a campsite.  
 
    “No,” Ben said tiredly. “Last thing we need is some Va’Shen kid tripping over one in the middle of the night. 
 
    “You got it, Sir.” 
 
    Burgers and Ramirez set off to gather the rest of the human troops spread out across the trail and set up for the night. Ben took a few steps away from the yarl’s corpse, around a boulder where the Va’Shen wouldn’t see him and bent over at the waist, breathing hard. 
 
    He practically ripped the patrol cap off his head with a shaking hand and took a deep breath before throwing up at the base of the rocks. 
 
      
 
    Word spread quickly through the villagers of how Bao Sen had killed a wild yarl with one shot, and she spent much of the rest of the evening bowing to villagers as they thanked her for saving them. Embedded within that story, though most thought it to be little more than fantasy, were claims that the Dark One leader had set off into the smoke to face the yarl in single combat, putting himself between the monster and the community. 
 
    <I’m telling you, I watched him do it!> Alacea stated in irritation as she handed a villager the next meal. The huntresses had butchered the yarl, and the Mikorin and several vixens in the community had helped to prepare the meal, using the creature’s own large armored scales as dinner plates. The huntresses were big on making use of as much of an animal as possible in order to honor its contribution to the community it fed. Several Mikorin had arranged themselves in a production line, each preparing a part of the meal before it arrived to Alacea to distribute. 
 
    Standing next to her, pulling apart pieces of the yarl’s scorched flesh with a fork, Hestean’s disbelief was made readily apparent by the way the tip of her tail twitched back and forth. 
 
    <It’s not that I do not believe that you believe such a thing, Na’Sha,> she said. <I am merely saying that I cannot include it in the history of our community without impartial testimony.> 
 
    <Impartial?!> Alacea cried. <My eyes witnessed it! I am the Mikorin Na’Sha! How much more impartial must one be?!> 
 
    Hestean seemed uncomfortable by the question. Were it anyone but her friend, she would state the correct answer with the cold indifference of a historian charged with the responsibility of getting the facts correct. But Alacea was her friend and the Na’Sha. 
 
    <It would help,> she began diplomatically, <if I received corroborating testimony for another Va’Shen,> she said. <One who is… outside… the flow of current events and not so… connected… to the subject.> 
 
    The chief priestess’s ample tail whipped the ground behind her in anger, though her face did not show it. <You mean,> she said quietly, <Someone other than his myorin… yes?> 
 
    Seeing there was no way to gracefully win the argument, Hestean decided to simply win it without grace. <Yes, Na’Sha. Though it pains me to say it, you cannot deny that it is in your best interest, both as Na’Sha and his myorin, to show the Dark Ones through a pretty window.> 
 
    <Bao Sen and Alzoria said the overlord and the other Dark One were there when they killed the yarl,> Pavastea spoke up from the other side of Hestean, coming to Alacea’s defense. <Does that not corroborate the story?> 
 
    <It only proves they were there,> Hestean told her. <It says nothing to their intent. For all we know, they were trying to flee the yarl and got mixed up in the smoke.> 
 
    The fur on Alacea’s ears stood on end as if they, themselves, could not believe what they were hearing. <Preposterous!> she cried. 
 
    <I am sorry, Alacea,> Hestean told her. <But for now, the history must reflect what we know to be true. Bao Sen tried to warn the Dark Ones about the yarl, and when they could not understand her, she and the huntresses went to kill the creature to protect us, saving many lives. They deserve such accolades, do they not?> 
 
    <Well, yes, of course!> 
 
    <The rest is simply rumor.> 
 
    <You could ask the female Dark One!> Alacea tried one last time. <She could tell you the orders he gave!> 
 
    Hestean’s ears flattened, and her eyes betrayed sympathy for the other Mikorin’s obviously flawed argument. 
 
    <Of course,> she said. <I am quite certain that the overlord’s subordinate, who can barely string two words together as it is, would have no desire to try to frame her superior’s actions in the most favorable way.> 
 
    Alacea’s tail and ears drooped in disappointment. Of course, if Hestean were unwilling to take her word, why would she even entertain the testimony of a Dark One soldier? 
 
    Pavastea eyed the other two Mikorin carefully. She wanted to believe Alacea’s story if for no other reason than it made for a wonderful tale that could help put her own fears at ease. But Hestean was right. If the Dark Ones wished to convince the Pelle villagers that they wanted to help them, it made sense that they would say or do anything to make that argument. One could even argue that they had deliberately led the villagers past the yarl’s den in order to engineer such an opportunity. Her ears drooped at the thought. 
 
    <You are the Mikorin Aru’Dace,> Alacea announced quietly in defeat. <You must do as you deem best.> 
 
    <If others corroborate the story, I will change the account,> Hestean assured her. 
 
    <Of course,> Alacea replied woodenly. She knew there was zero chance of that happening. The other villagers had been too busy fleeing for their lives to notice the particulars of what the Dark Ones had been doing. 
 
    She looked up as another familiar face appeared, heralding the end of the dinner line. Yasuren bowed formally to her. 
 
    <I believe that is everyone, Na’Sha,> she said. <All those who were hungry have been fed.> 
 
    <Then it’s time to eat!> Pavastea cried happily, her tail dancing in the air. 
 
    Alacea handed the older vixen a “plate” and bowed. <Thank you for your assistance, Yasuren.> The other Mikorin in the line followed suit, and Yasuren bowed back to them. 
 
    <We are blessed to have a huntress as skilled as Bao Sen with us,> Yasuren told her. <She has provided a wonderful meal for us during our… trek.> 
 
    Alacea stared down at her feet, no longer having the strength to argue. 
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    Yasuren took her plate and turned to the others in the line. <Please, all of you, let us share a meal together and give thanks for our good fortune.> 
 
    The suggestion was met with happy cries from the village vixens and the huntresses cooking the meal. Alacea’s was not among them. 
 
      
 
    Ben spent about ten minutes with Specialist Burton, making sure the medic was doing all right and was being well taken care of before walking past the milling multitude of Va’Shen that littered the canyon until he was at the farthest end of camp. Grabbing onto a small tree that grew out the right side of the canyon, he used it to heave himself up to the top of the ridge where an almost lost-looking SeaBee sat next to an LED lantern under the canopy of a dark purple tree. 
 
    The sailor’s hand was on his sidearm and the look on his face made it clear he wasn’t sure if he was supposed to unholster it, shout a challenge or call for help. Seeing it was the Ranger captain in charge, he relaxed somewhat, knowing that he now didn’t have to make that decision. 
 
    Ben took a quick look at the watch post and nodded to the sailor. He pointed at the man’s rucksack and made a waving gesture back down the ridge. 
 
    “Go on, Sailor,” he said. “I’ll take your watch. Get yourself something to eat.” 
 
    The SeaBee looked confused by the gesture. He had heard Army Rangers were total hardasses. “You sure, Sir?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, go on.” 
 
    The sailor grabbed his gear and made his way noisily down the ridge. Ben sat down next to the lantern, his back to the tree and let out a breath. Between the monster, overseeing camp and making sure his people were all right, this had been his first chance to sit down in several hours. 
 
    He brought his carbine up and pushed his index finger against the magazine release. The polymer magazine fell obediently into his hand, and he looked down at the two lonely rounds that waited at the top. He frowned at the sight. Two in the mag, one in the chamber. It was a good thing Plan B hadn’t been to try shooting it out with the creature. Even down its throat, three rounds likely wouldn’t have even slowed the beast down. 
 
    The soldier pulled a fresh magazine from the front of his vest and pushed it into the rifle with a click. He put the spent mag back in the vest and leaned against the tree. Not far away he could hear the sounds of the Va’Shen villagers enjoying their feast and could see the orange flickering of fire through the brush and into the canyon below. 
 
    Ben reached into his pack and pulled out an MRE, simultaneously reaching up to the upper left side of his vest with his right hand. It wasn’t until the fingers touched air that he remembered, once again, that he had given that knife away. Grunting in frustration, he reached for the multi-tool on his belt and used the blade to cut open his dinner. 
 
    Taking the package of chili-mac, he cut open the top and then put it in the heating bag, adding water from his cantine to start the chemical reaction that would cook tonight’s meal. He rested it against the lantern and went back to sitting, his eyes looking dully ahead at the underbrush, focused on nothing. 
 
    Instead he listened, trying to identify or distinguish the night sounds of this new forest. He could hear the Va’Shen below, the slow bubbling of the heating pack as it started to boil. He heard something his mind immediately classified as a cricket, but in reality sounded nothing like it. It was just a recurring sound like the kind you would hear at night back in Indiana during the summer. 
 
    He heard another noise and grabbed his rifle, but by the time he turned to the source, that source was already standing within three feet of him. Ben let out a breath and leaned the carbine against the tree before turning back to her. 
 
    “Ms. Alacea,” he greeted. 
 
    Alacea held one of the yarl’s armor plates in her hands like a dinner plate, barbecued pieces of the animal’s flesh sitting on top of it. She bowed her head.  
 
    <Tesho,> she greeted him. <I brought you your dinner.> 
 
    He, of course, didn’t understand the words, still wasn’t even sure what “tesho” meant, but he took a guess and patted the ground between them. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Why not? Pull up a chair.” 
 
    Equally as mystified by his words as he was with hers, she too took a guess and dropped to her knees near him. She held out the plate to him. 
 
    He pointed to himself. “For me?” 
 
    She pointed at him, the plate held firmly in her other hand. Then she pointed at her lips. <Dinner,> she said. <For you. Eat.> 
 
    Ben took the plate and nodded in thanks. “Thank you,” he said. He examined the roasted meat and took a sniff. It smelled good. He pointed to her. “What about you?” 
 
    She pointed to herself, perplexed. He pointed at her again, then at the plate. 
 
    Her ears twitched. <That is your dinner,> she said. She pointed at him again. 
 
    He gingerly put the plate on the ground and reached into his assault pack. Alacea rose up on her knees, trying to see what he was looking for. Eventually he pulled out a metal disc that unfolded and came apart into a plate and a small pan. 
 
    “Tell you what,” he said as he worked. “We’ll split it.” 
 
    Using the metal fork that came with his mess kit, Ben pushed half the meat onto the plate. 
 
    “Almost forgot,” he told the bewildered vixen. He picked up the plastic bag, careful of the wisps of steam emerging from the top. Upending the bag, he scooped the chilimac onto both plates. He passed the yarl’s armor plate back to her with the spoon from his MRE before picking up the metal plate and stirring the meat and chili macaroni around with his fork. 
 
    Alacea lowered her head and sniffed the strange food, her nose curling at the pungent aroma. She looked up and found her Tesho looking at her as he chewed. It didn’t smell very appealing, but first impressions could be deceiving. Spooning some up, she pushed the chilimac into her mouth and chewed. 
 
    And then stopped. 
 
    It was disgusting. Her ears flattened against her head, and her tail shivered as if she were freezing. She went to spit it out, but stopped, her eyes locking with Ben’s. Her Tesho had given her this food. It was their first actual meal together as they had not had any type of bridal feast. It would be incredibly rude to simply spit out the first piece of food her Tesho had given her. 
 
    She sat up straight and continued to chew, trying desperately to look dignified while her ears and tail made her disgust apparent. 
 
    The priestess looked at him again as he laughed. It was the first time she had heard him make such a sound. His face looked so different than how it appeared before, almost as if someone had lit a lantern inside a dark room. 
 
    “It’s okay!” he told her, waving dismissively at the plate. “It’s an MRE! You don’t have to pretend they’re good!” He raised his plate to hers and took the chilimac back, replacing it with some of his meat. 
 
    Afraid she had insulted him, she waved her hands in front of him and gestured for him to return the macaroni. Instead, he pulled another brown package from the MRE about the size of a man’s wallet and pulled it open. 
 
    “Here,” he said, shaking the package over her plate until a yellow brick dropped onto her plate with more heft than she would have thought. “You’ll like this more. I promise.” 
 
    She examined this new intruder to her plate warily. It was a sickly yellow color, but there were tiny black specks in it. The priestess wondered if they were perhaps ticks or chiggers and watched them carefully to see if they would move. She again looked up at Ben and saw him gesture at it. 
 
    Alacea sighed. She wondered if making her eat disgusting food from his world was going to be one of his favorite entertainments. Reaching down, she picked a few of the black specks away from one corner of the block and was surprised to see soft yellow chunks pull away as well. Breaking off a piece, she touched it gingerly to her lips and braced for the worst… 
 
    It didn’t come. Her ears stood straight up, and her tail flicked back and forth as she reached eagerly for another piece. It was a pastry! A very dense cake that was both sweet and tangy at the same time. 
 
    <What is this?> she asked between bites. 
 
    Ben guessed at her question and supplied an answer. “It’s lemon poppy-seed pound cake. Probably the only good thing in an MRE aside from the mint.” 
 
    <It is very good!> she gushed as she broke off another piece and shoved it into her mouth in a way that was very unlike a proper vixen. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” Ben told her, eyes widening at her behavior. Glad to see he had scored a point, he ate his yarl in resumed silence. His gaze was stolen by the sight of glowing green flashes of light jumping between trees nearby. He watched them warily. It looked like someone in the trees was throwing chemlights around. 
 
    <Kipu,> Alacea supplied, seeing his attention on the trees. <They’re harmless.> 
 
    Ben pointed at the trees and turned to her. “Kipu?” 
 
    Her ears twitched. <Kipu,> she repeated. She raised her hand and made jumping motions with it. <The light attracts insects, and then they eat them.> 
 
    The Ranger resumed watching the antics of the small creatures as they hopped from branch to branch. Alacea looked down at her now empty plate, unsure of what to do now. It was hard to hold a conversation when neither spoke the language of the other. That said, there were still things she wanted to say and an inability for him to understand her somehow didn’t seem like a good enough reason to not say them. 
 
    She put the plate aside and turned her body toward him, lowering her head down until her forehead brushed the cold dirt on the ground. 
 
    <Thank you,> she said, her eyes closed. <I know what you did, what you were going to do. The others do not understand, but I know you were willing to trade your life for ours. I wanted you to know that our community is grateful for that.> 
 
    He watched her in confusion and then smiled. “Hey, come on now,” he said. “It was just a bit of pound cake.” 
 
    She knew he didn’t understand her. She should have waited until the female Dark One was here to translate, but it just didn’t seem right. Alacea sat to her full height again. Pointing to herself, she spoke again, enunciating each word. 
 
    <My… name… is… Alacea,> she said. She pointed to him. 
 
    Ben paused, unsure of what she was doing at first. He adjusted his seating and turned more toward her. He pointed to himself. <My…> He broke off as he instantly forgot the next word. 
 
    <My name…> she supplied. 
 
    <My name,> he repeated. 
 
    <…is…> 
 
    <…is…> 
 
    <…Alacea.> 
 
    <… Ben,> he finished. <My name is Ben.> 
 
    She put her palms together and made a clapping motion with her fingers. <My name is Alacea.> She pointed at him. <Your name is Ben.> She gestured to him again. 
 
    <My name… is Ben,> he repeated. <You… Your name… is Alacea.> 
 
    She clapped again, and Ben smiled. 
 
    “Okay,” he said with a nod. “What’s next?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The sun was just starting to peek over the mountains and into the draw when Alacea lifted her head from the green and grey blotched garment it had been resting upon as she slept. Blinking, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She must have fallen asleep up at the sentry point with her Tesho. Looking around, she found, not him, but the dark-skinned Dark One, giving her a sudden start. 
 
    Burgers smiled at her. “Good morning,” he said, trying to stomp some of the morning chill from his boots. “Sleep okay?” 
 
    The priestess wasn’t sure how to respond. She had a connection with her Tesho, but wasn’t sure about the other Dark One soldiers. She licked her lips and spoke. 
 
    “Gib…son?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s down there,” Burgers told her, pointing down into the canyon. “I guess you were asleep when his watch ended. He didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    It was all just alien noises to Alacea, but the finger pointed down into the canyon was all the answer she really needed anyway. She bowed to the Dark One in thanks and started back down into the canyon, careful of her footing.  
 
    <Alacea!> she heard as her feet finally touched the canyon floor. Looking up, she saw Yasuren waving to her from across the canyon, Bao Sen at her elbow. “Won’t you join us for breakfast?” 
 
    The fox girl looked around. Most of the Va’Shen were eating food they packed for the journey or preparing for the day’s march. She saw a couple of Dark Ones conversing amongst themselves, but she saw no sign of her Tesho. 
 
    Turning back to Yasuren, she made her way to the two vixens. She could tell this was more than a breakfast invitation by the way the tip of Bao Sen’s tail whipped from side to side in short jerks. Yasuren’s tail and ears betrayed nothing, a benefit of years of training that came with being a noble’s daughter. 
 
    <Come, Alacea, let’s having something to eat before we start the day,> the tall vixen told her, leading them both away from where the others were congregating. 
 
    <Is everything all right?> Alacea asked her in a hushed whisper. 
 
    <Everything is fine as far as I know,” Yasuren told her. <Bao Sen and I merely wanted to speak with you privately. About the future.> 
 
    <What about it?> Alacea asked as they found a dusty area around one of the canyon’s turns and sat down on their knees, facing one another. 
 
    <Whether or not we have one,> Bao Sen told her deadpan. <And how we can secure it.> 
 
    Alacea’s eyes moved from the huntress’s to Yasuren’s. <I don’t understand.> 
 
    <We cannot simply assume the Dark Ones are being truthful when they say they will let us live our lives as we wish,> Yasuren told her. <It is impossible to fully understand the nature or intentions of such an alien intelligence.> 
 
    <And to just wait and hope they have no other, more malicious, intent is not a responsible option for the community,> Bao Sen added. <Our community is but one part of a larger one. What is happening here is certainly happening in other valleys and cities. The question is, what will those valleys and cities look like when the Dark Ones’ plan has come to fruition?> 
 
    The priestess held up a hand. <The Emperor himself has commanded that we not resist,> she pointed out. 
 
    <And yet, there are communities that resist,> Bao Sen told her. 
 
    Yasuren took a troubled breath. <There are… communities…> she began, <That are uncertain that the Emperor is even still in power.> 
 
    <What nonsense!> Alacea huffed. <Who are they to speak for the Emperor!?> 
 
    <As a loyal Va’Shen, I am inclined to agree,> Yasuren assured her. <But… to look at it from their perspective… the Emperor assured us that the Great Ones would come and fight by our sides as we fought by theirs and that we need only hold on until they arrive. That was nearly four years ago.> 
 
    <And the Great Ones never came,> Bao Sen added. <Now the Emperor tells us to be meek, but what Emperor would say such in the face of the Dark Ones?> 
 
    <You can see how a more… skeptical… community could think that the Emperor is being manipulated, or even usurped, possibly by the very agents of the Dark Ones themselves,> Yasuren concluded. 
 
    <This community,> Alacea said coldly, <Is loyal to the Emperor and will obey his commands. Otherwise, this community will have no possible counterargument and will freeze in the eternal winter when their lives end.> 
 
    <Of course!> Yasuren assured her, her ears flicking rapidly in amusement. <We are loyal Va’Shen! But that is not to mean that we cannot be diligent.> 
 
    <What do you mean?> 
 
    Bao Sen moved closer to her, her voice dropping to just above a whisper. <If the Emperor is under duress, he will surely overcome it eventually. When he does, he will likely call on all loyal Va’Shen to resist the Dark Ones. For now, we can roll onto our backs and offer our necks to them, but while we do, we should learn as much about them as we can. So that when the time comes to roll back onto our feet and strike, we will do so knowing how best to defeat them.> 
 
    Alacea thought on this for several moments, her tail waving lazily from side to side in thought. <What you say… makes sense,> she allowed. <Your argument is sound, and if called to make it, I shall tell the Gods what you have told me.> 
 
    Yasuren and Bao Sen looked to one another, realizing that Alacea still didn’t understand what they were asking her. 
 
    <Alacea, my dear,> Yasuren began. <We are telling you this because you, out of all of us, are in the best position to learn these things for us.> 
 
    The priestess turned from Yasuren to Bao Sen and saw the huntress’s ears flick in agreement. Alacea’s blood turned cold. She grit her teeth and growled at Yasuren, her pointed canines bared as if she were about to lunge at her friend’s throat. 
 
    <You ask me,> Alacea bit out, <To spy against my Tesho. An act of betrayal forbidden by the Requirements of Matrimony!> 
 
    <He’s an alien from a star where not even our Gods’ gaze has touched,> Bao Sen argued as Yasuren leaned back in slight trepidation. <Surely, they do not count such a union, made under duress, as valid.> 
 
    <You speak on their behalf now!?> Alacea countered. <I was not aware the Huntresses knew more of the Gods’ thoughts than their Mikorin!> she spat. 
 
    <Alacea,> Yasuren began soothingly, <You are the Na’Sha, and no one would question your duty. But this is a unique and extreme case. Surely the Gods would not send you to the winter’s ice for serving your Emperor against an invading army…> 
 
    Alacea turned on her, coiled like a snake to strike. <I have marked him!> she declared. <Voluntarily and with knowledge of what it meant! The first duty of a myorin is faith to her tesho!> 
 
    <So now you speak for all myorin?> Yasuren asked, turning the priestess’s attack back on her. <A Mikorin with no training in the vixenly arts, who has been wed to an alien for less than a week, would lecture a myorin of nearly three decades on her duties?> 
 
    The attack took some of the wind out of Alacea’s sails, but she rallied. <A week or a century,> she said. <The Requirements are absolute.> She turned back to Bao Sen. <And it is insulting to even be asked to violate them.> 
 
    <You are right,> Yasuren declared suddenly. 
 
    <I am?> Alacea asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    <She is?> Bao Sen added. 
 
    <She is,> Yasuren confirmed. <We were wrong to state our intentions so… inartfully.> 
 
    Alacea leaned away from the older woman as if expecting Yasuren to suddenly attack her out of the blue. <Then, we are in agreement,> she ventured. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched. <Indeed, and that is why we can count on you to let us know your tesho’s intentions toward the community.> 
 
    <You can?> Alacea asked. 
 
    <We can?> Bao Sen added. 
 
    <We can,> Yasuren confirmed. She turned to Alacea. <Your tesho has, himself and through you, expressed an intention to treat us peacefully and with respect, yes?> 
 
    <Yes,> Alacea affirmed. 
 
    <And so,> the older vixen continued, <Any actions or plans by the Dark Ones that run counter to this would be in direct violation of his intentions, correct?> 
 
    Alacea’s ears flattened against her head, sensing the coming trap, though not sure yet what form it would take. 
 
    Yasuren continued. <So, as a loyal myorin, it would be your place to do what you must to upset such plans that work against your tesho’s wishes. And the easiest and surest way to do that would be to inform the community of them so that we might exert the public pressure your tesho needs to stand against such plans.> 
 
    <Ugh!> Bao Sen groaned, her hands over her ears. <Such politicking and double-speak makes my tail hurt!> 
 
    Alacea sat there, blinking in awe as to how Yasuren talked her way into making such an argument make any kind of sense. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched in bemusement at the young vixen’s confusion. <You are now a political bride, Alacea,> she said. <You will learn that sometimes to support your tesho, you must act outside of his scope of responsibility.> 
 
    Alacea thought hard about what Yasuren had said. Could she make an argument like that to the Gods and win? In certain cases, yes. If her Tesho truly meant what he said about letting them live in peace, but his superiors acted in a way that contravened that wish, then acting against them would be supporting her Tesho. And if he had lied about giving them peace, then any betrayal she made against him would be justified by his betrayal of the Requirements. 
 
    But any action she took must come from one of those two positions. 
 
    The priestess stood up and brushed the dirt from her monpei. <I shall consider your words and act in a way that is most appropriate,> she said. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched faster, sensing her victory. <I know you shall.> 
 
    The two Va’Shen watched Alacea walk away, and Bao Sen turned to Yasuren. <I am not certain what just happened,> she admitted. 
 
    <Alacea needs the right tools to do what must be done,> Yasuren replied. <And we have given one of them to her.> 
 
      
 
    Ben watched as Burton lifted the bandage on his leg wound and examined it. The wounded medic nodded appreciatively and applied a new dressing to it as he sat on the front of the ATV. 
 
    “Good?” the captain asked him. 
 
    Burton nodded. “No sign of infection… yet.” He pulled the end of the Israeli bandage and clasped it tight. “You never know on these alien planets.” He pointed a finger at Ben and went into lecture mode. “That’s why everyone needs to take their broad-base inoculations. Remember Popeye?” 
 
    “Well, either way it looks like you’re getting a trip up to Jamieson,” Ben told him. “Be ready to take shopping requests from the entire camp.” 
 
    The medic nodded, simultaneously turning his attention to his MRE breakfast pastry. “No one get shot ‘til I get back.” 
 
    “You need anything?” Ben asked him. 
 
    “A better travel agent,” Burton quipped. He shook his head a moment later. “No, Sir, I’m good. Thanks.” 
 
    Ben turned to leave and stopped as he saw Alacea come from around the bend in the canyon. He raised his hand and offered her a wave. He could swear she saw and missed a step but kept walking as if she hadn’t.  
 
    He lowered his hand, not taking it personally. Yeah, despite the language barrier they had seemed to get along well last night as the priestess taught him as much Va’Shen as he could absorb… which wasn’t much. But as someone who studied a lot of history, he knew she was probably in a delicate position. In the dark, out of view of her people, she might be free to be cordial with him, but in full view of the Pelle Va’Shen, she probably wanted to keep her distance. It would be easy for some overzealous fire-eater to brand her a collaborator, and that was trouble neither of them needed. 
 
    The Ranger looked at the hand he had waved, the two bright red marks where her teeth had pierced his skin still tingled painfully. 
 
    “Woman has a bite like a grizzly bear,” he muttered. 
 
    “Sir?” Burton asked. 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Nothing. Yell if you need anything. We’ll be leaving soon.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    He started down the canyon toward the main path, passing a fire where Ramirez had decided to sit down and have breakfast. The marksman offered a jaunty salute from his perch on a rock just big enough to serve as a seat, and Ben gave him a nod, continuing on his way. 
 
    Ramirez continued eating his breakfast of MRE spaghetti, anything to not have to eat that omelet, and looked up as someone took a seat next to him. 
 
    His eyes widened slightly as Bao Sen sat on her ankles and looked at the fire, her mouth lazily tearing into a piece of dried meat. He looked around, wondering if he had accidentally sat in a spot the Huntresses had reserved for themselves, but none of the Va’Shen’s friends were in sight. 
 
    He cleared his throat and turned to her. “’Zup?” he asked. 
 
    Bao Sen looked at him and gave him a respectful nod. 
 
    Ramirez turned back to his spaghetti, adjusting his place on the rock. Bao Sen continued to look at him,  her expression unreadable. 
 
    <It seems,> she began. <You are a hunter, yes?> 
 
    The marksman looked at her, incredulous that the vixen would start a conversation with him. “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t…” He shook his head and gave up, turning back to the fire. 
 
    <You hunt?> she asked again. When she had his eyes again, she pantomimed shooting a bow then held up the dried meat as if showing him the preferred result. 
 
    “Do I shoot?” he asked. “Do I hunt?! Oh! Yeah!” He mirrored her miming of the bow. 
 
    Her ears twitched. <Perhaps you will hunt with us sometime,> she said. At his confused look, she pointed at him and then herself. Then she made the bow gesture again. 
 
    “Am I hunting you?” he asked, dumbfounded. “I never heard it called that before, but… um… I mean if you’re down with that…” 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears flattened. There was just something about the alien’s tone that made her think he didn’t understand what she was trying to say. <It would be interesting to see how you Dark Ones hunt,> she told him. <When you’re not hunting Va’Shen, that is.> 
 
    Ramirez stared at her, not even trying to pretend he understood. 
 
    The vixen’s ears flattened against the top of her head, and her tail slapped the ground. She pointed to herself, then to her eyes. She pointed at the marksman and then made the bow motion. 
 
    “You… see… me… hunt,” Ramirez spelled out. A light bulb went off as he remembered their “conversation” the previous evening. “You wanna go hunting?” he asked. “Shoot, I’m down with that!” He pointed at the two of them and did the bow motion to show he understood. 
 
    Bao Sen’s ears twitched happily. <Good!> she told him, rising to her feet. <I look forward to it.> She gave him a bow and turned, walking away from the Ranger. 
 
    Ramirez grinned. “Didn’t get slapped, didn’t get screamed at, and… I think I’m going hunting.” 
 
    Bao Sen, meanwhile, made her way back to where the Huntresses were gathering, rather proud of herself.  
 
    If the Na’Sha could not bring herself to take advantage of her relationship with the Dark One, Bao Sen would merely create her own relationship to leverage. 
 
      
 
    The morning’s march went off without incident. No more yarl attacks or injuries, and Ben started to recognize some of the scenery as close to where they had left the vehicles. The path was narrower and kept in shadow by the foliage, forcing them to walk, at most, two abreast.  
 
    Ben found Ramirez, who was walking point, and tapped him on the shoulder. Upon getting the Ranger’s attention, the officer pointed down the path.  
 
    “Take Shinzato and go on ahead of us,” he directed. “Let Saber know we’ll be at them soon. I don’t want any touchy trigger fingers causing us issues.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ramirez answered. He waved at the other Ranger further down the line. “Hey, Shinzato! Hustle up! Let’s go!” 
 
    The two Rangers took off at a trot down the path, and Ben took over leading the line of villagers. It was there that Patricia found him, jogging up to the head of the column to walk next to him. 
 
    “Sir,” she greeted. 
 
    “LT,” he replied. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “No worries, Sir,” she said jauntily. “I was just kind of wondering… What happens next?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Well,” the intel officer continued, “They go home and then what?” 
 
    The Ranger shrugged. “Then… they’re home, and we handle the next issue. The important thing is they’re safe, we’re safe, and we all know what’s what.” 
 
    “Do we, though?” she asked, almost in a whisper. “I mean I thought I knew what they were like from the intel and culture briefs, but what I’ve seen in the last couple of days just makes me wonder how much we don’t actually know.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” he asked. 
 
    “Well… yeah…” 
 
    Ben took a breath, thinking about the lieutenant’s question. At the end of the day, they were all here on, at least, a one-year deployment. Patricia would finish her three-sixty-five and get orders somewhere else. The Rangers from Persephone, however, were still trying to figure out what they would do. Most of them had been fighting for three years. It was only the destruction of their planet and the immense expense of moving people across the galaxy that kept them on Va’Sh. They literally had nowhere else to go until the Army decided what to do with them. But eventually they would all move on, be reassigned or discharged. Was it worth worrying about the finer details of Va’Shen life? 
 
    “Just roll with it, LT,” he finally said. “It’ll be over before you know it. And then it won’t matter anymore.” 
 
    Patricia looked down at the path in front of them, and Ben could tell his answer wasn’t satisfying to her. He decided to change the subject. 
 
    “Hey, so I asked earlier why Alacea calls me ‘tesho,’” he began. “And you said it means ‘leader’ or something right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, Sir…” She paused. “Based on the context.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” he said. “So how come Yasuren and all the other Va’Shen call me ‘Aridesho?’” he asked. 
 
    Patricia didn’t answer immediately. Finally, she cleared her throat nervously. “I suppose it could be a difference in dialect or that they haven’t settled on a title for you or…” 
 
    “Or you just don’t know,” he finished for her. 
 
    “Or I just don’t know,” she finished. “Want me to ask her?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter in the end. As long as one word or the other doesn’t mean ‘asshole.’” He shrugged again. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Before the conversation could go any further, Shinzato appeared up ahead on the path and waved to them. “Sir! You’re gonna want to see this!” 
 
    “Damn,” Ben hissed. “Hold them here!” he shot to Patricia before darting down the path toward the other Ranger.  
 
    Patricia turned and held her hands up to the Va’Shen. <We please to be the stopping!> she called to them. 
 
    Ben joined Shinzato and found the other man grinning, making Ben want to punch the Ranger in the mouth for scaring him. 
 
    “What’ve you got?” he demanded. 
 
    “You’re gonna love this,” Shinzato told him, turning and hustling back down the path. Ben followed, and a few minutes later broke out of the tree-line into the clearing where they had left the trucks and Saber Team. 
 
    The captain stopped and blinked, convinced he was seeing double. Instead of the eight trucks he had left there, he was now staring at at least twenty. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    Ramirez, speaking to the Saber Team leader and another man wearing a uniform like his but with a few slight differences, caught sight of him and waved, motioning the other two men to follow him as he made his way to Ben. 
 
    As they approached, Ben sized up the new addition, seeing that the camouflage pattern on his uniform was identical to his, but that the patches and lettering were colored a spice brown instead of black, and his stripes looked to him as if they were upside down. The Ranger did a double take, wondering what a U.S. Air Force NCO was doing out here. 
 
    The Saber Team lead, Sergeant MacDonald, and the airman saluted Ben, and he quickly returned it.  
 
    “Good to see you, Sir,” MacDonald told him. 
 
    “You too, Jed,” Ben returned. He reached out to shake the airman’s hand and introduce himself. “Long way from the nearest runway, aren’t you, Sergeant?” 
 
    The airman, perhaps about thirty years old and rail thin, shook his hand and smiled under his patrol cap. “Tech Sergeant Ballard, Sir. Seven-Forty-Fifth Expeditionary Logistics Readiness Squadron.” 
 
    Ramirez broke in, seeing that his commander wasn’t going to last much longer without a proper explanation. “Chief Warren thought we could use a little help, and Sergeant Ballard’s convoy had stopped in for a refuel, so he arranged for a little extra ground transportation.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “No kidding. Got Shanghai’d, huh?” he asked the airman. “Won’t that throw off your schedule?” 
 
    Ballard rolled his eyes. “Sir, we’re Air Force. It’s not like we’re in a hurry to go back to work,” he joked. “Besides, the trucks were empty and we’re not due back at Jamieson for another couple of days. Senior Chief said you might be in trouble, so me and the guys thought we’d lend you a hand.” 
 
    “Well, it’s appreciated,” Ben said, shaking the man’s hand again. 
 
    “Gonna make moving them all a lot easier,” Ramirez said. 
 
    “No joke,” Ben replied. Even with twenty trucks, it would still take a few trips, but it was still a lot better than trying to move them all with just eight. Remembering the Va’Shen, he turned back to Shinzato. “Head back up the path and let LT know they can come down.” Shinzato nodded and took off down the path again. 
 
    He turned back to the three NCOs. “How did things go here?” he asked MacDonald. 
 
    “Quiet,” he said. “Just camping and worried about you. You?” 
 
    Ben didn’t answer. He just patted the man on the back and let out a breath. 
 
      
 
    Like Ben, Alacea was surprised when she walked from the mouth of the path and saw the new trucks and people. She didn’t dwell on it long before Kastia appeared next to her, taking in the sight of the vehicles herself. Several Rangers were waving to the Va’Shen as they exited the forest, signaling them to come to the trucks. 
 
    <What happens now?> Kastia asked her. 
 
    <We will ride the rest of the way in their vehicles,> Alacea explained. <I should warn you, they are quite uncomfortable.> 
 
    Kastia’s ears flattened at the warning. <Nothing about this situation has been comfortable,> she pointed out. 
 
    The healer stepped away, toward the closest truck, and Alacea followed. Looking at the vehicles side-by-side she sensed they were different somehow, but couldn’t immediately place how. Her ears stood straight as it finally dawned on her. The new trucks had an extra wooden board running along the side where the benches met the seatbacks. The trucks they had brought with them had had those boards removed, leaving ample room for Va’Shen passengers’ tails. She turned and caught sight of Ramirez directing Va’Shen onto the old trucks and having them load their bags on the new ones. 
 
    Her ears twitched at the gesture, but it troubled her at the same time and not for the first time either. How could a race reviled by her people for four thousand years as being the utter height of cruelty, evil and viciousness be capable of thinking of such things? Could Hestean be right? Could four thousand years really change a race that much?  
 
    She had been certain that her first encounter with the Dark Ones would end with her death. 
 
    She had been wrong. 
 
    She had been certain that her new Tesho would assert his control of her community through the cruel violation of her virtue. 
 
    That had never happened. 
 
    She had been certain she would be caged like an animal. 
 
    They had treated her with respect and dignity. 
 
    Nothing… literally nothing… she had been told had come to pass. 
 
    In her mind that left three possibilities. 
 
    First, that the Dark Ones were deliberately acting like this for some dark purpose unknown to her, but what that purpose could possibly be eluded her. Her world had surrendered. The Great Ones had abandoned them. Their communities were theirs to plunder just as they had thousands of years ago. What would such an act gain them? 
 
    Second, that Hestean’s hypothesis was correct and that through the course of thousands of years, the Dark Ones had mellowed into a gentler, kinder race. But if that were true, why had they invaded the Great Ones’ worlds and occupied them in the first place?  
 
    Third, and possibly the most alarming possibility… 
 
    What if they were not the Dark Ones at all? 
 
    Alacea froze mid-step, her foot still an inch from the ground as that last thought raced through her mind. 
 
    If they are not the Dark Ones… Then why was there a war? 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha!> 
 
    She shook herself from her thoughts as the call pulled her attention. Pavastea was waving to her from the back of one of the modified trucks, Hestean and several other Mikorin sitting with her, their tails hanging from either side of the vehicle. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha! We have kept your seat!> 
 
    The priestess took a breath and mentally shelved her thoughts on the Dark Ones for another time. For now, she had to make sure her people arrived back at Pelle safely. 
 
    She could consider the rest of it later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Without net, radio or even a local newspaper, information flowed through the area of operations at a snail’s pace. It was for that reason that, rather than ride back in the Light Tactical Vehicle had used to drive here, Ben opted to ride in the command seat of Tech Sergeant Ballard’s truck. Unlike most of the other soldiers stationed in Forward Operating Bases and outposts throughout Pelle, Ballard and his airmen travelled frequently and further afield than anyone else and so had picked up on more current events on the continent than anyone. Ben was determined to leverage this rare news source during the ride back to base. 
 
    “It depends where you are,” Ballard told him as he spun the wheel of his truck, loaded with Va’Shen luggage, to follow the truck ahead of him. “The further north you go, the worse it gets.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Patricia asked from the back seat, peering out the windshield from around the gunner’s legs.  
 
    Ballard turned his head to answer her. “The nukes. Most places down south like here didn’t see much action, but up there it was Armageddon.” He turned back to pay attention to the road. “Don’t get me wrong,” he continued. “The furries in the south aren’t fans either. Every so often you’ll hear a thunk where they throw rocks at the truck or stop to refuel and find arrows sticking in the sides, but the furries up north…” He shook his head. “Their hate is righteous.” 
 
    “Command said the Koreans and Slovenians were having problems,” Ben supplied.  
 
    “’Problems,’ Sir, is what we in the Air Force refer to as a ‘gentle euphemism,’” Ballard told him. “Guys in the northern Forward Operating Bases don’t dare leave the base in anything smaller than squads. Except for the U.S. sector up there. Run by a Major Keyes. That place is pretty pacified. Everywhere else is the wild west.” 
 
    “Attacks?” Ramirez asked from the other back seat. 
 
    Ballard nodded. “The worst are the ones with the laser guns. ‘Up-armored’ doesn’t mean shit to them. Saw one smash through three inches of steel plate, go through the engine block, and then through another three inches of steel and hit a guy on the other side.” 
 
    “Damn,” Patricia muttered. Warren had told her about the futility of wearing body armor against the Va’Shen, but to hear it described like this was terrifying. 
 
    “Must be why Big Army never sent us any tanks,” Ramirez hypothesized. “Big, slow and there’s no point to them if they can’t stop a round. They’re just big coffins that are super expensive to move.” 
 
    Ben nodded in agreement. 
 
    Ballard continued telling war stories. “Driving out of FOB Bastogne up north, we drive down this road that led between two hills. Corner of my eye, I see a bunch of shiny balls, like baseballs, rolling down the hill at the truck in front of me. Flash of light, I close my eyes for a second, and they hit the truck in front of me. Whole thing shattered into pieces no bigger than my finger. We couldn’t tell what was truck and what was human.” 
 
    “Glassers are a bitch,” Ramirez remarked coldly. The Rangers’ experiences with the Va’Shen hand grenades were the stuff of nightmares, and every soldier who had encountered them once lived in fear of them for the rest of their lives. 
 
    “All we could do was hit the gas and hope they were out,” Ballard said. He trailed off and didn’t say anything else for several minutes. 
 
    The truck’s cab was quiet for awhile, but finally Ballard offered them a smile again. “But driving down south ain’t so bad. You still gotta be careful, though.” He looked over at Ben. “Truth be told, Sir, when the Chief asked us to go give you a hand, I was pretty sure we’d be hauling back bodies, not luggage.” 
 
    “Whose bodies?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “Yours,” Ballard replied instantly. “No offense.” 
 
    “Well,” Ben said behind an unsteady breath. “We’re hoping it won’t be like all that here,” he said. Despite the reassuring words, Ballard’s report shook him. It sounded like half the continent was facing an insurrection, and he knew for a fact the Army and the U.S. government was not going to be up for fighting a counterinsurgency campaign on a planet-wide scale.  
 
    He could say he was “hoping” it wouldn’t be like that with his area, but hope, as a strategy, sucked. Keeping things under wraps in Sector 13 would take work, hard work, and a willingness to take risks far from the watchful eye of command. Gibson mentally reviewed his actions so far and found them a mix of good and bad. He may have been too short-tempered with Kasshas, for example.  
 
    Under his own critical eye, he concluded that, so far, Alacea had been worth her weight in gold. He tried to imagine what actions he would have taken to find the Va’Shen villagers on his own if the fox priestess had not thrown open that door to Kasshas’s office a week ago. The only actions he could think of ran the full spectrum from bad to worse.  
 
    It was obvious to him that having a liaison like her could make a world of difference. He’d have to work harder to establish a closer working relationship with her. 
 
    Yasuren, too, seemed reasonable or at least practical. When faced with cold reality she hadn’t tried to argue herself into continuing to resist. As an advisor for Kasshas, Ben thought Yasuren could be an agreeable influence on the chieftain. 
 
    Bao Sen appeared to be the closest thing the Va’Shen here had to a militant authority figure. He wondered if every village was guarded or policed by a group of armed vixens or if that had come about for other reasons. 
 
    All in all, Ben thought he had been dealt a decent hand. All he had to do now was continue to draw good cards. 
 
    Easier said than done. 
 
      
 
    Alacea tried to keep her hair under control as the wind created by the truck’s movement down the road constantly threatened to whip the villager sitting to her right. Keeping a careful hold of it, she watched the scenery go by and rubbed her nose, made itchy by the foul stench of exhaust that came off the truck in front of them. On the way to the hills, she had ridden in the front vehicle and so did not have to endure the smell before. She wondered how the Dark Ones put up with it. 
 
    <What do you think they’ll do to us?> she heard from her right. She turned her head and found Pavastea looking down at the floor, her ears drooping in concern. 
 
    The Na’Sha’s ears flattened. They had all asked this question before and had heard the answer numerous times, but here, so near the end of their journey, the concerns came rushing back even more potent than before. It was easy for the Dark Ones to promise they’d let them go back before they had them corralled in their vehicles, and even somewhat easy for the Va’Shen to believe. Now that reality was within a few eben and getting closer by the second, the fear had returned. 
 
    <It will be all right,> Alacea assured her. <The Gods watch over us.> 
 
    She felt Pavastea grip her hand tightly. <Do you believe them?> she asked. <That they will not harm us?> 
 
    Alacea squeezed her hand. <I do.> 
 
    The young songstress closed her eyes, but the tips of her ears slowly moved skyward as Alacea’s promise reassured her.  
 
    Closer to the front of the truck, Bao Sen and Yasuren spoke to one another as quietly as the wind would let them, as if there were Dark Ones listening to their every word. 
 
    <I have placed Huntresses in several of the vehicles,> Bao Sen was telling her. <With no one vehicle having more than one hardlight rifle. On your command or mine, they will start to shoot the Dark Ones. When that happens, you must lead the rest of the community away as fast as possible.> 
 
    Yasuren contemplated the Huntress’s words. Neither of them were soldiers, but it seemed like a sound enough plan to her in the event the vehicles stopped in front of a line of cages.  
 
    <But not before we signal,> she stressed to Bao Sen. 
 
    The Huntress responded with an affirmative, and Yasuren took a breath of stinking air. It was her hope that Alacea’s faith was not misplaced. She wanted nothing more than to climb down from this vehicle and run to her Tesho, to sleep in her own den and eat fresh food and know that her community was safe. 
 
    But these were the Dark Ones. And a Dark One who did not openly display his cruelty might just be a stroke of incredible luck… or he could simply be a Dark One who was much better at subterfuge than the average alien invader. 
 
    Either way, her hope was hers. It was not a strong enough thing on which to base a strategy. 
 
    <I can see the village!> a Va’Shen cried from down the bench. The rest of the Va’Shen craned their heads around to look.  
 
    <It all looks the same,> a villager near Yasuren noted. She seemed almost disappointed, as if she would have preferred to return to smoking piles of rubble. In a way, Yasuren sympathized. She had expected smoking piles of rubble. Smoking piles of rubble would make sense to her. The sight of intact buildings and grazing animals just made things seem more suspicious. 
 
    The approaching gate and newly constructed watchtower of Forward Operating Base Leonard gave them something new to look at and digest. As one, the vehicles stopped for a moment as the red and white striped wooden gate raised, and then they were moving again to the center of the collection of pre-fabricated buildings. 
 
    For the others, it was all new and strange, but for Alacea, who had lived in the camp for a short time, it was a relief. The end of the journey was near, and so far there were none of the indications of a last-second trap. Some Dark Ones milled about and watched the vehicles enter the center of camp, but no one raised a weapon or approached them. 
 
    They almost seemed afraid, or at the very least wary of the Va’Shen’s arrival. 
 
    Bao Sen looked about and noted the positions of armed Dark Ones like a hunter looking for the best-looking meat among a herd of datsu. She knew the other huntresses were doing the same. She looked up and found a Dark One looking down at them from the watchtower, leaning casually over the railing, his larger, black weapon pointed outward. It was a gross miscalculation, and Bao Sen promised to make the most of it by shooting him first before he could bring it to bear. 
 
    The doors of the various vehicles opened, and the Dark One’s leader approached their truck. 
 
    Bao Sen quickly amended her plan. She would shoot the leader, then she would shoot the sentry. As close as he was, she might be the best chance they had of decapitating their leadership from the outset. 
 
    The leader waved to some of the Dark One stragglers looking on. 
 
    “Hustle up! Give us a hand here!” he called. 
 
    The order itself was gibberish to the Huntress, but the reaction of the soldiers, their hurrying toward them, prompted Bao Sen to grasp her rifle as inconspicuously as she could.  
 
    Ben pointed at the trucks holding the Va’Shen luggage. “Start offloading the cargo.” He undid the latch of the truck and pulled the gate down. Holding up a hand to the first vixen, he gestured with the other to come down. 
 
    The eyes of every tod and vixen in the truck, particularly Bao Sen and Yasuren’s, were on him as the young fox woman gingerly held her hand out and let herself be helped down by the Dark One. Once she was safely on the ground, Ben turned to the next, finding himself looking up at Alacea. 
 
    Cognizant of the many eyes on them, Alacea quickly surrendered her hand and nimbly hopped down from the truck. She bowed to Ben. 
 
    <My thanks, Tesho,> she said, just loud enough to ensure the other Va’Shen nearby heard her. 
 
    Alacea then went to the other side of the truck and started helping others down. The villagers, unsure of where to go now, meandered near the vehicles as the other trucks unloaded. 
 
    Ben offered his hand to Bao Sen, who ignored it and hopped down from the truck on her own, rifle firmly in her own hands. The Ranger looked up and found Yasuren looking down at him. He offered his hand, and the vixen gave Bao Sen a look, noting that the Huntress was looking at her meaningfully. If it was going to be done, now was the time, while every Va’Shen could see her, while the other huntresses were still among the other Va’Shen and not separated from the others. 
 
    The noblevixen paused for a moment as everyone, not just the Huntresses, looked to her. She looked down at Alacea, who was looking at her as if sending a message with her eyes. 
 
    All will be well. 
 
    Making her choice, Yasuren gave Ben her hand and allowed him to lower her to the ground.  
 
    The Huntress was not sure whether to relax or tense even more after the vixen’s decision. She remained ready. 
 
    When the last Va’Shen was off the truck, Ben closed the gate and secured it. There was still at least one more trip to make in order to get all of them. 
 
    “LT!” he hollered over the crowd of milling fox people. He caught sight of the young Korean woman and beckoned her to come to him. 
 
    When she finally worked her way through the crowd, Ben gestured to Alacea. “We have at least one more trip to make. I’d appreciate it if Alacea or Yasuren or someone could stay here or even go back with us to get the rest so they don’t have to worry as much.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and turned to the two vixens. <Leader of fighters requests unto you you of one remain for sake of calming mind of others unyet arrive.> 
 
    Alacea took a moment to decipher this. <I think she wants one of us to remain here with them. I shall do so.> 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched in affirmation, and Alacea turned to Patricia. <I shall stay,> she said. 
 
    “Alacea said she’d stick around,” Patricia told Ben. 
 
    “Great.” Ben turned and started toward the lead vehicle. 
 
    <Overlord,> he heard. Recognizing the word “Aridesho,” Ben turned and found Yasuren looking at him. <What would you have us do now?> 
 
    Patricia turned to him and translated. “She wants to know what you want them to do.” 
 
    Ben looked at the Va’Shen, mildly confused. The entire collection of fox people was staring at him, none of them moving toward their luggage, walking toward the gate or otherwise fleeing. 
 
    He turned to Patricia. “Do you need them to do anything?” he asked her. “Exit interviews? Intel debriefs? Stuff like that?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I mean, it’s not like we don’t know where they live.” 
 
    The Va’Shen continued to stare at him, fully expecting some command that would formally begin their subjugation. At the very least, they expected a warning or restrictions on their movement. Perhaps a menacing threat or reminder of who was in charge. 
 
    Although the fox people didn’t laugh, the Va’Shen equivalent of a sinister laugh would not be uncalled for at this moment. 
 
    Instead, Ben looked at them and waved his hand over his head as he called out loud enough for all the villagers to hear him. 
 
    “Okay! Bye bye now!” 
 
    He turned and started for the LTV again, leaving two hundred bushy fox tails twitching in confusion behind him. 
 
    Patricia turned to them and clapped her hands together, offering them a broad smile. <Leader of fighters says unto you glad you to be returned to domiciles also to wishes for all be happy friends good!> 
 
    Pavastea’s ears flattened against her head, her tail whipping back and forth in agitation. 
 
    <What does that mean?> she asked no one in particular. She looked around her at the confused Va’Shen faces that surrounded her. <What does that mean?!> she asked again. 
 
    <It means we’re going home,> Yasuren told her, placing a hand on the girl’s shoulder. <Go get your things.> 
 
    Pavastea’s ears shot straight up, and she happily ran to the collection of luggage not far away. Bao Sen and Alacea joined Yasuren a moment later. 
 
    Yasuren released a breath she hadn’t been aware she had been holding, and the fur of her tail flattened as if the appendage was a balloon with a hole in it. 
 
    <What were you going to do?> Alacea asked her with a suspicious tone. 
 
    Yasuren turned to her, her ears flattening. 
 
    Alacea’s eyes were firm. She knew something had been afoot, but not what, and she was going to learn now. 
 
    Yasuren raised her fan in front of her mouth so that only her eyes could be seen. <Something I am glad I did not have to,> she replied. <And that is all I will say.> 
 
    The priestess looked at Bao Sen, who met her gaze with equal measure. In her eyes, she did not feel that she had to be ashamed. 
 
    Alacea released a breath and decided to let the matter lie. <You will see them all home?> she asked. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched in an affirmative. <See to the safety of the others.> 
 
    <I shall.> 
 
    <Do you want me to go with you?> Bao Sen offered her. <If the others see me with you, rifle in hand, they are sure to know that nothing bad had happened to us here.> 
 
    The idea made sense to Alacea, but she wasn’t sure she wanted the Huntress to have to deal with the Dark Ones alone with her. The priestess was already somewhat accustomed to them, and their actions did not alarm her as they once did. 
 
    <No, please see that Yasuren returns to her tesho safely. I will return to the temple as soon as I can.> 
 
    Bao Sen bowed in acceptance, and the two left to find their belongings. 
 
    Alacea took a deep breath. It had already been a long day, the latest in a long week, and it was only to continue for a few more hours, at least. 
 
      
 
    Ben caught Ramirez’s eye and pointed at the refueling station not far from them. “Let’s get these vehicles gassed up so we can go get the rest.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    “All right, people!” Ben called to his troops. “Job’s not done! Refuel, grab some chow, and let’s head back out!” 
 
    As the Rangers milled about like ants with a mission, Ben saw Warren marching up to him. The senior chief gave the Ranger captain a salute and offered him his hand to shake. Ben took it warmly. 
 
    “Welcome back, Sir,” Warren said. “Looks like everything went well enough.” 
 
    “Mostly,” Ben told him as he started for the LTV where Burton was being helped out of the seat by two other Rangers. “One wounded, but not bad. Got another couple hundred Va’Shen to move. Thanks for sending the back-up, by the way.” 
 
    “No problem,” Warren told him, giving Burton a quick but concerned look. “Enemy fire?” he asked quizzically. 
 
    “Wildlife,” Ben replied. “Planet has a creature that spits exploding phlegm.” 
 
    “You’re joking!” 
 
    “Wish I was,” Ben told him. 
 
    “Yeah, me too!” Burton piped up from his stretcher. 
 
    “He’s not in any danger, but I want him out to Jamieson at the first opportunity,” Ben continued. 
 
    “The Air Force guys leave for Jamieson tomorrow if you think he’s okay to wait,” Warren supplied. 
 
    “Yeah, I think he’ll be okay,” Ben admitted. 
 
    “It leaves us without a proper corpsman,” Warren warned, using the Navy term for “medic.” 
 
    “Hell!” Ben replied loudly. “We didn’t have a proper medic before!” he called in Burton’s direction. 
 
    “Hurtful!” Burton yelled back. 
 
    Ben turned his attention back to Warren, biting his lip. Despite the joke, not having a medic definitely concerned him. “Let’s hope everyone’s Buddy-Aid training is up-to-date until he gets back.” 
 
    Warren nodded, his lips pursed and obviously no happier with the situation than the captain was. 
 
    “You going back out?” Warren asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben told him. “Get the last of them and come back. Three hours, max.” 
 
    “Helluva first week, isn’t it?” Warren asked as he turned to go. 
 
    “First of many, probably,” Ben admitted. Warren turned to go, and Ben called to his back. “What day is it, anyway?” he asked. 
 
    The naval engineer turned and called back. “Tuesday! Taco night!” 
 
      
 
    It took just over an hour to gas up all the vehicles. By then it was coming to late afternoon. The sun would be going down soon, and Ben was eager to leave and get the job done and over with. Downing the last dregs of coffee from a paper cup, he tossed it aside and started for the row of vehicles waiting nearby. Patricia and Ramirez were waiting for him there along with all the vehicle drivers and commanders. 
 
    He gave a nod to the NCO, signaling him to begin the route briefing. It didn’t take long. It was the same route, same basic mission, same possible threats, same rally points. The only difference is that part of it would be after dark now. If anything, though, that made Ben more comfortable. The Rangers were used to moving at night. They owned the night… 
 
    At least… they did. They owned the night when they had working night optical devices, drone coverage, infrared scopes and a direct line to a reconnaissance plane overhead. Without those things, on Va’Shen home turf, the best he could claim was that they “shared” the night. 
 
    Still, any advantage was better than none. 
 
    The brief concluded, and the soldiers, sailors and airmen started for their vehicles. Ben opened the door to the LTV and looked around. 
 
    “Where’s Alacea?” he asked. 
 
    Patricia nodded in the direction of the truck behind them. “She’s in the back of the truck. Probably more comfortable than the turret.” 
 
    Ben nodded and bit his lip. He turned to Patricia again. “Take my seat.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I’m gonna ride in the truck. You take my seat.” 
 
    “Oh! Um… Yes, Sir!” The lieutenant climbed into the front seat next to Ramirez, and Ben made his way to the back of the first truck in the convoy, shifting his rifle to make it more comfortable on his shoulder. Grabbing hold of the tailgate, he hoisted himself up and climbed inside. 
 
    Alacea looked up, surprised by the sudden appearance of the Dark One. Noticing it was her Tesho, she wondered if he had come looking for her, demanding her presence in another vehicle. Instead, he took a seat on the bench directly across from her and placed his rifle butt-down between his knees, putting his hands over the flash suppressor at the end of the weapon’s muzzle. 
 
    “Okay if I sit here?” he asked her. 
 
    She bowed her head to him. <Tesho,> she greeted, her eyes cast downward. 
 
    Ben sighed and shook his head. “I still don’t know if you’re calling me an asshole or not,” he said deadpan. He pointed to himself. “Ben,” he said. “Just call me Ben.” 
 
    <Ben,> she repeated. 
 
    “That’s right, ‘Ben,’” he said. The truck rumbled to life under them and the exhaust spewed black smoke. “Not ‘tesho.’ ‘Ben.’” He pointed to her. “Alacea…” He pointed to himself. “Ben.” 
 
    She pointed at him. <Tesho,> she countered. She pointed to herself. <Myorin.> 
 
    “’Myorin?’” he repeated the new word. The truck started moving, and the two of them quickly caught their balance on the wooden benches. He wondered what the word meant as it related to the other. “Master” and “slave,” perhaps? “Leader” and “subordinate?” “Man” and “woman?” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    <You are very strange,> Alacea told him, holding up her hand. Fingers pointed down, she wiggled them. 
 
    Ben mimicked the gesture. “What’s this?” he asked.  
 
    <Yes,> she said. <Strange.> She wiggled her fingers again. 
 
    <Strange,> he repeated in her language. <I am strange.> He wiggled his fingers again. 
 
    She snorted as her ears twitched in laughter. It made her eyes light for a moment. <Yes, you are strange.> 
 
    <I am strange,> he said again, nodding. <I am Ben. I am strange.> 
 
    <Indeed.> 
 
    They were silent for several moments. Finally sick of the silence, Ben pointed at the river nearby. “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    She followed his finger. <River.> 
 
    <River,> he repeated. 
 
    <That… is… the… river,> she said. 
 
    <That is the river,> he repeated. 
 
    She clapped her hands quickly, and he smiled. “Okay,” he said. He pointed at the trees. <What is…> 
 
    <Trees,> she supplied. 
 
    <That is trees,> he said. 
 
    <Those are trees,> she corrected. 
 
    <Those are trees,> he echoed like an obedient parrot. “We call those ‘trees,’” he told her. “Purple trees… On my world, they’re green… except in autumn. Then they turn orange and yellow.” 
 
    “Purr… pole?” Alacea asked, her ears flattening. The word itself sounded funny. Like someone had swallowed a handful of glowbugs. 
 
    “Purple,” he repeated. He pointed at the trees. “Purple.” 
 
    “Purple,” she repeated.  
 
    “Yeah. Those trees…” He broke off and pointed at her hair. “Your hair. Purple.” 
 
    A light went off behind Alacea’s eyes. <Oh! The color is ‘purple!’ So what are the trees?> 
 
    He blinked stupidly at her.  
 
    <Trees?> she repeated, pointing. 
 
    Ben finally got the drift and gave her the English name. 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched. “Torees.” 
 
    “Trees.” 
 
    “Trees,” she tried again. 
 
    He quietly clapped his hands together in little bird-like motions, mimicking her earlier praise for him. Her ears twitched again, unsure if she was being mocked.  Ben leaned back against the railing and took a deep breath. “Aren’t we a pair?” he sighed. Alacea said nothing in response.  
 
    Her ears perked up as she suddenly remembered something. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out the mini ka-bar he had given her the day before. Holding it in both hands, she held it out to him. 
 
    <You kept your word,> she said. 
 
    Ben smiled tiredly. He had a feeling he knew what she was saying. He waved his hand at her. “Keep it,” he said. “Souvenir. Besides,” he continued with a sigh, “Something tells me it won’t be the last time you threaten to kill me, so…” He shrugged. 
 
    Unsure of what he said, but noticing he was not taking the blade from her, Alacea withdrew the knife tentatively and then bowed to him in her seat. <Thank you, Tesho,> she said hesitantly as she put the knife back into her bag. 
 
    Perhaps I misunderstood? she asked herself. Maybe when Dark Ones wed they exchange weaponry and so I am meant to treasure it? She took a breath. 
 
    Dark Ones were strange. 
 
    If they’re Dark Ones. 
 
    That tickling feeling in the back of her head made her take another deep breath. Everything she knew told her it was a fanciful thought, but even so… 
 
    Nothing would flip the world about its axis more than that. 
 
      
 
    It was after dark when the last load of Va’Shen villagers arrived in Pelle. Rather than bring them onto the base, Ben had decided it would probably put them at ease if they stopped in the middle of the village, allowing them to hop off the trucks closer to their homes.  
 
    When the convoy pulled to a stop between the mayor’s office and the Mikorin temple, Ben looked up at the now fully-lit building in near-awe. The temple seemed to glow in a warm orange light, bathed by unseen candles inside and throughout the grounds. He reasoned the building could probably be seen for miles. 
 
    From her seat in the back of the truck, Alacea’s ears pointed straight up at the sight of her beloved home once again fully lit and occupied. She looked down as Patricia came walking up to the truck, smiling at the sight herself. 
 
    <Eyes acceptable!> she told Alacea. 
 
    <Beautiful,> Alacea corrected her. 
 
    Almost entranced by the sight, Ben continued to look up at the temple while the Va’Shen villagers climbed down from the trucks. He turned, having more felt than heard the presence behind him. 
 
    Kasshas and Yasuren stood before him. The two offered him a bow, which he clumsily aped in return. 
 
    <I thank you for the courtesy you have shown my people, particularly my Myorin,> Kasshas told him. 
 
    Although Ben still didn’t understand what Kasshas was saying, he did recognize a word. 
 
    “Myorin?” he asked. 
 
    Kasshas’s eyebrows furrowed. <Yes, my Myorin.> He gestured to Yasuren, who bowed deeply to him. <She has told me about your conduct.> 
 
    “Most trusted advisor!” His introduction to Yasuren came back to mind, and he smiled. Mystery solved. A myorin was an advisor, and so tesho must mean a leader of some type. 
 
    “Tesho?” he asked, pointing at Kasshas. He pointed at Yasuren. “Myorin?” 
 
    Kasshas looked at him as if he were dim child while Yasuren, remembering her deliberate obfuscation of her identity, hid her mouth behind her fan and looked away as if fascinated by something else.  
 
    <Yes… Tesho and Myorin.> Eager to move onto what he really wanted to say, Kasshas bulled past the question. <I feel I must apologize to you, Overlord. It would seem my concerns for my people have caused me to act in a way that was less than acceptable.> 
 
    He looked around for Patricia, but she was helping one of the other soldiers on the other side of the convoy. Not able to translate, he took a guess. 
 
    “I am glad we could help,” he said slowly and simply as if that would be enough for the leader to understand. He held his hand out to the chieftain, who looked at it suspiciously. 
 
    “Well,” Ben said, lowering his hand, not wanting to push his luck. “We’ll get there eventually.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    Ben turned to the sound of the hail and found Baird waving to him from the LTV. “That’s all of them!” 
 
    “All right, let’s mount up!” he called to the soldiers. He turned back to Kasshas and Yasuren. “You have a good night, all right?” He gave them a wave, glad to see the day over. 
 
    The two bowed politely to him. 
 
    <Tesho.> 
 
    He turned and found Alacea standing there. 
 
    <We are leaving?> 
 
    Ben sighed in relief as Patricia finally appeared. He waved her over and turned back to Alacea. 
 
    “Thank you very much for all of your help,” he told her. 
 
    <Leader of fighters provides unto you gratitude for assistance provided unto him by yourself,> Patricia translated. 
 
    She bowed to him. <Of course, Tesho.> 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” Ben said. “So what do you say we meet tomorrow and maybe talk about how we can… I don’t know… do more to help or… Patricia, you know what I want to say,” he finally finished. 
 
    Patricia nodded. <The day’s light endured long,> she told Alacea. <Leader of fighters prompts unto you find rest and bring us together once more when the day’s light is again alight.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears flattened as she tried to divine the meaning behind the poor grammar. 
 
    <You… do not want me to come with you?> she asked. 
 
    Patricia didn’t bother translating for Ben, fielding the question herself. <No. Rest. Come meet unto us once more when the day’s light is again alight.> 
 
    The priestess’s eyes narrowed. Her Tesho wanted her to stay at the temple, not in his den? Or… was it the female Dark One just telling her that? 
 
    Truth be told, it didn’t matter. All she wanted at that point was to sleep in her own den, in her own temple, surrounded by her friends. Whether a mistake in language or culture or some other unknown motivation, the Dark Ones had given Alacea an opportunity to do exactly what she wished to do, and so she decided to take it. She could think things over in the comfort of her own home later. 
 
    She bowed. <If that is what you wish, Tesho. I will seek you out tomorrow.> 
 
    The meaning behind her words was obvious, and Ben bowed to her. “Thanks again, Alacea.” 
 
    The priestess gave them both a look, one of confusion to Ben, one of suspicion to Patricia, and started up the temple steps. 
 
    Ben turned to Patricia and blew out a tired breath. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    The two started for one of the vehicles nearby, but before they could go more than two steps, Patricia snapped her fingers and stopped. 
 
    “Shoot! I was going to ask about the ‘tesho’ thing,” she said, turning to go wave down Alacea again. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” Ben said. “I already got it. ‘Tesho’ is ‘leader,’ and ‘myorin’ is advisor. Yasuren and Kasshas have the same thing.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Patricia agreed with a smile. “See? I told you it wasn’t an insult.” 
 
    “Man, that was just going to bother me,” he told her with a sigh. They started walking toward the LTV again.  
 
      
 
    Alacea spent almost two hours checking on the other Mikorin and saying hello, assuring them that she was safe and would be spending their first night back in the temple with them. The young priestesses were overjoyed by the return of their Na’Sha, and for the first time in a long time, they felt like things were back to normal, regardless of the Dark One camp just up the road from them. 
 
    By the time the priestess had finally made it to her own den on the temple’s second floor, it was almost midnight. Taking a small cup of water, she poured it into the firestone lamp next to her bedding and watched as the rocks inside started to glow, filling her room with a soft, warm light. 
 
    The last time she was here, she was so upset by the events happening around her that she had been unable to fully appreciate the ramifications of her actions. Now, days later, with a return of some semblance of normalcy, those thoughts finally fought their way to the fore, demanding their turn. 
 
    She sat on her knees in front of her mirror and absently picked up her tail brush. She gave her lavender tail a few strokes, her mind on autopilot, until her eyes came to rest on the small painting she kept next to the mirror. 
 
    Alacea looked at the eyes of the young tod who dutifully looked back at her. The fur of her tail went slack, retreating from the brush, and her ears flattened fully against her head until they were almost invisible against her hair. 
 
    She closed her eyes and spoke to the tod in the painting. 
 
    <Forgive me,> she said. <I’m so sorry.> 
 
      
 
    Ben didn’t bother undressing. He simply shrugged off his tactical vest and web gear, hung his pistol belt on the corner of the cot where he could reach it easily and fell onto the scratchy green blanket and flattened pillow. 
 
    He was going to sleep tonight. He was too tired not to. Any bad dreams or nightmares were going to have to wait until tomorrow night. 
 
    The exhausted man rolled onto his side and grunted as he felt the miscellaneous garbage he kept in his pants pockets stick into him. Growling, he got up and emptied them onto the foot locker at the foot of his bed, his impromptu night stand. 
 
    He paused as, along with the pens, ID cards and notes, a folded piece of paper hit the top of the foot locker. 
 
    Ben stared down at it as if it had appeared from nowhere and had no idea what it was or where it come from. He took a breath. He hadn’t unfolded it since he had printed it off on the Neil Armstrong. It had been a sudden, last minute whim. He wasn’t even sure why he had done it. He just knew that if he didn’t, he wouldn’t have another chance. He’d never see it again. 
 
    But now he wasn’t even sure he wanted it. 
 
    He reached for it, stopped for a moment with his hand in the air, and then quickly snatched it up. His fingers curled tightly around it as if trying to squeeze the memories out… or perhaps the pain. 
 
    Ben took a breath and quietly admonished himself. He was a Ranger for Chrissakes.  
 
    His fingers slowly uncurled and he gently took the corner of the paper with his other hand, slowly unfolding it. When the otherwise normal piece of eight-by-ten printer paper was fully unfolded, he looked down at it and bit his lip. 
 
    Ben’s own smiling face looked up at him, a beer bottle in one hand and his arm wrapped around the shoulders of the other person in the photo, a pony-tailed blonde making a ridiculous duck-face at the camera. 
 
    Tears came to his eyes. He remembered the exact moment the photo had been taken in their favorite bar an hour after their trip to the post office, their “wedding” photo. 
 
    He fought the tears back and took a breath before gently, almost reverently, propping the piece of paper up on his foot-locker like a framed photograph. The widower stared down at it for another few moments, as if unsure what was supposed to happen now. 
 
    What happened was nothing. 
 
    He reached up and took hold of the string that connected to the dim sixty-watt light that illuminated his hooch. 
 
    “’Night, Jess,” he whispered and pulled the string, filling the room with darkness. 
 
      
 
    Patricia yawned as she shouldered open the door to the pre-fabricated command office, letting the flimsy plastic door shut behind her and being very careful not to spill her coffee. She hadn’t gotten much sleep, but she had decided to rise early and get to work anyway so she could finally get her desk arranged and ready to roll by the time Captain Gibson got there. 
 
    Between their arrival, searching Pelle for the villagers and pursuing them into the hills, none of the new officers had had time to get their offices situated. But hopefully, now that things were finding normalcy, she could get her things arranged and start the normal work of an intelligence officer. 
 
    She didn’t know what Gibson’s battle rhythm was going to be. When he would want briefings, or what he would want to see in them. Also, without computers that meant no presentation software. Everything would have to be done by hand. Mark One pencil. 
 
    Putting her coffee down, she nearly missed the small plain brown parcel sitting on her desk with her name and duty title stenciled on it. She picked it up and examined it. It had weight to it, and she guessed it was a book of some kind. It had most likely been delivered by the same Air Force convoy that had come to help yesterday. 
 
    Tearing the paper off, she saw the plainly typed military style title page and grinned. “Yes!” she hissed almost diabolically, her eyes lighting up as she read the words. 
 
    U.S. Army Intelligence Va’Shen Vocabulary List – Version 3 
 
    There was a typed letter resting inside the cover. She took it out and read over briefly. 
 
      
 
    ALCON,
  
 
    Please find enclosed with this letter the latest version of the Va’Shen language vocabulary list. This list has been validated by CJTF-OUR CJ-2 and the Va’Sh Cultural Affairs Office and is considered the most up-to-date and accurate list available. If you have any questions, feel free to reach out to me at Jamieson Airfield. 
 
     
 
    Sincerely, 
 
      
 
    Dr. Everett Sinclair, GS-15 
 
    Va’Sh Cultural Affairs Officer 
 
    Combined Joint Task Force 
 
    Operation Unified Resolve 
 
      
 
    Patricia flipped through the reference like a little girl with a new book she had been waiting to come out for months. A cursory examination showed that it did, indeed, include many new words she hadn’t known… that no human had known… until now. The Cultural Affairs Office must have worked overtime to get a list together so fast. 
 
    On a whim, she flipped toward the back end of the book, curious to see if the captain’s mystery word had, in fact, been correctly identified. She found the “T” section and flipped a few more pages. 
 
    Then stopped. 
 
    Her smile fell. 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    Tesho – (n) Husband. Can be used as common or proper noun depending on context. 
 
    “Oh no,” the rapidly paling translator breathed. She quickly flipped to the English section and found the “H” section. 
 
    Husband – (n) Tesho. 
 
    “Oh, shiiiiiiiiiit!” she hissed. She flipped back to the Va’Shen section and found the “M’s.” It took her a few minutes of looking as she wasn’t certain of the exact spelling, but she finally found it second from the bottom. 
 
    Myorin – (n) Wife. Can be used as common or proper noun depending on context.  
 
    She gently closed the book and tossed it on the desk. 
 
    “Well,” she whispered. “Shit.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued… 
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