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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Viewed superficially, U.S. Army Major Jason Washington had a pretty sweet gig going. Standing at six-foot-three and 230 pounds of nothing but muscle, the African American artillery officer from Newport News, Virginia, looked no different at 31 than he had when he played half-back for the U.S. Military Academy at West Point just over a decade before. After a year-and-a-half of providing long range artillery support for soldiers fighting the Va’Shen on Archer Three and another six months as a staff officer for U.S. Army Colonial, Washington had been selected as an Army liaison and oversight officer on Va’Sh.  
 
    The job was a relatively simple one. All he had to do was stick near the Va’Shen noble he had been assigned to and say “no” from time to time. The Va’Shen had never fought a war with humans before and as such did not know what was expected of them following a surrender. So, the Army placed liaisons with the Va’Shen leadership to ensure that everything to do with the occupation in their areas of influence went smoothly.  
 
    His post was in Tankara Province, an agricultural area far to the south of the capital in the Va’Shen town of Ro’Tana, the provincial seat of power. Surrounded by red and purple trees and rolling forested hills, the town was beautiful.  
 
    And that’s where the sweetness of the situation ended. 
 
    He had set up office in a room in the local count’s mansion, believing it best to have his office near the count. After a day of working there, he regretted it. 
 
    And he knew when his administrative noncommissioned officer, Staff Sergeant Pierce, poked his head through the sliding shoji-style door, that the time had once again come to feel that regret acutely. 
 
    “Sir, he wants to speak with you,” Pierce told him. “Captain Allis is already here.” 
 
    “Did he say what it was about?” Washington asked from behind the simple steel and particle board desk he had brought with him on which to work. 
 
    “According to Captain Allis, his response to that question was, ‘you are far too below my station to be worthy of answering.’ Unquote.” 
 
    Washington sighed and looked at his aide in sympathy. “What a douche.” He took another breath and stood up. “All right, send him in.” 
 
    Pierce ducked back out and shut the door. A moment later, it opened again, and a Va’Shen man, a tod, marched in as if he owned the place, which, to be fair, he did. Long, very dark red hair flowed up from between his fox-like ears on top of his head before flowing down and over his right shoulder. A short rapier made a racket as it bounced at his side with each step. He was a head shorter than Washington, but again, to be fair, so were most people, though if he was intimidated by the major, he gave no sign. 
 
    What made Washington cock an eyebrow today was the tod’s dress. Since he had arrived, the Va’Shen noble had worn nothing but dark red, almost enough to be black, but today he was wearing a powder blue shirt covered with a black vest made with the leatherish skin of some Va’Shen animal. His pants were similar to those of a monpei but jet black and made from a much finer material than those worn by common Va’Shen. He cut a stylish, but rather pompous, figure. 
 
    Another Va’Shen man in a similar style outfit, but in a much more subdued green and brown, stood nearby with his eyes cast downward. Walking around them both toward Washington was the Army interpreter, Captain Wesley Allis. Washington waited for Allis to take his position at his left before bowing to the Va’Shen… the alien would not acknowledge him until he did despite having come here to see him. 
 
    “Count Voro,” Washington said in greeting mid-bow. 
 
    The well-dressed Va’Shen, Voro, bowed back. “May-shor Wash-een-tahn,” he returned before diving into a complaint. <Your servant asks many questions of those so far above him.> 
 
    “He’s bitching about Pierce again,” Allis translated. 
 
    “Remind him that I value Staff Sergeant Pierce greatly and that any issue he has with him, he also has with me,” Washington told him plainly. 
 
    Allis turned to Voro. <Servant of Washington Pierce has great value to Leader Washington. Complaints of him are also complaints of Leader Washington.> 
 
    Voro held up his hand and wiggled his fingers. <Then we shall leave it at that,> he said. It had taken Allis awhile before figuring out what the gesture meant, finally concluding that it was the equivalent of hand-waving an issue away. <I come to inform you that I shall be traveling to one of my villages so that you might make any security precautions you need to.> 
 
    “He’s going on a trip to one of the villages,” Allis told Washington. “In case you want to make security arrangements.” 
 
    “I see,” Washington said. In all honesty, he didn’t see much need. Voro, despite his talk, wasn’t exactly a threat. His province was a small one, and if Combined Joint Task Force Operation Unified Resolve’s intelligence units were to be believed, he wasn’t very popular in it either. When Washington first arrived at the mansion and asked to meet Voro, he had been met with a brown-haired Va’Shen man wearing fancy livery. It was only after it became clear that Washington had not come to kill anyone that the real Voro stepped from a group of servants and declared himself.  
 
    There was another reason he didn’t want to send security. The last time Voro had gone to a village, Washington and a couple of troops on his small staff went along. Once they arrived, the count had made a big show of bossing the soldiers around and making insults about them in front of the villagers, knowing that they would not respond with the anger they would like to. He didn’t feel like subjecting his troops, or himself, to that again. 
 
    “Tell him he is an honorable and trustworthy man, and I don’t feel such a guard is necessary,” Washington told him. 
 
    The count listened as Allis translated. <Leader Washington feels much respect for Count Voro and will not insult Count Voro by sending a guard.> 
 
    <Of course he does, and of course he won’t,> Voro replied, bowing his head to them. 
 
    “I want to know where he’s going, though,” Washington spoke up. “And what he intends to do there. In case I have to rescue him from his own villagers.” 
 
    <Leader Washington asks where Count Voro will go and what he will do,> Allis told the Va’Shen noble. 
 
    Voro’s ears wiggled a smile. <I go to Pelle to collect my future Myorin,> he said.  
 
    At Allis’s translation, Washington bowed again. “Tell him congratulations on his engagement. I look forward to meeting her.” 
 
    <I’m sure you are,> Voro replied after the translation. <She is a vixen of great beauty.> 
 
    With Voro’s request handled, Washington started looking for the exit. “Well… have fun, and we will see you when you get back.” As Allis translated, Washington retook his seat and returned to his notes. 
 
    <Of course,> Voro said. <You may return to your duties. Unato, come along.> 
 
    Voro turned on his heel and strode toward the door, waiting as his aide, Unato, opened the door for him. 
 
    Washington dropped his pen and leaned back in his chair. “What do you think?” he asked Allis. 
 
    “I think he’s a world-class asshat,” the translator told him. 
 
    “I mean about his little field-trip specifically,” Washington clarified. 
 
    Allis shrugged. “Sounds like a personal domestic issue and therefore not our business.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Washington stated. He thought for a moment. “He said ‘Pelle,’ right? Don’t we have a FARP in Pelle?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Allis replied. “FOB Leonard. It’s where Sector 13 is headquartered. Acts as both a Forward Operating Base and Forward Air Refueling Point. Ranger named Gibson runs it.” 
 
    “Think we should warn him?” Washington asked. 
 
    “Jennings isn’t back with the LTV yet,” Allis told him. “By the time we could get a message to him, he’d already know everything he needs to know about Count Voro.” 
 
    “Well,” Washington sighed as he picked up his pen again. “At least for a few days, he’s not our problem.” 
 
      
 
    Voro tossed the last of his dark red kimonos on top of the pile of similarly colored clothing on the soft, padded mat on the floor where he slept. He motioned to one of the maids nearby and pointed at the pile. <Take it all away. I no longer need it.> 
 
    The maid bowed deeply and set about the task of hauling the huge pile of clothes away. 
 
    Standing nearby, his eyes still cast downward, Unato spoke up. <It is agreeable to see you dressed in happy colors again, Lord.> 
 
    <Indeed,> Voro replied. <So drab. It felt like I was imprisoned the entire year, forced to wear such ugly things.> 
 
    <Now that the time of mourning has passed, you are free to demonstrate such happiness once again,> Unato went on. <Such as the new happiness awaiting you in Pelle.> 
 
    <And, of course, the happiness that awaits her here as well,> Voro said, his ears waggling in satisfaction. He had waited for this moment since the day his Myorin fell ill and died a year ago. The one year of enforced mourning imposed on him by the local Na’Sha felt little more than an unnecessary inconvenience to him, but she would not grant him an Exception without it. So, he had acquiesced and donned the blood colors of mourning, enduring the sympathetic looks from his servants and subjects. 
 
    But the time had come, and the Exception granted to him by the  Na’Sha meant he was free to re-marry and ensure his noble lineage continued. 
 
    As for whom he would bless with his hand had been a foregone conclusion. Tankara was not a large or rich province. It was mostly agricultural and lacked the cultural sophistication of the Imperial capital… and so did its residents. 
 
    But his province did contain a treasure, one of the few things that made the name “Tankara” pass briefly through the thoughts of nobles in the capital. A vixen. One who had made waves at the capitol in her younger years. A Mikorin Alva’Rem who, during the decennial celebration of the Imperial Unification in the capital, danced for the Emperor along with other Alva’Rem from each village in the Empire. But of all the dancers from all the villages who participated, it was this Alva’Rem who had caught the Emperor’s eye. So much so that he asked that she be one of his concubines. 
 
    What happened immediately after he made the request has been shrouded in mystery. Rumor had it that the dancer’s Na’Sha had intervened and went so far as to berate the Emperor for requesting a priestess perform such a scandalous role. Another story said that it was actually the Empress who stood against the request, jealous of the Mikorin’s beauty. Whatever actually happened, the dancer went home to her village and nothing more was said. The story, however, was still told in the capital as juicy gossip. 
 
    That Alva’Rem lived in Pelle, and taking her, the vixen who had denied even the Emperor, as his Myorin guaranteed that his name, like hers, would be whispered about the capital. 
 
    Voro’s ears almost vibrated in happiness. Bliss awaited him in Pelle in the form of a vixen who would surely consent to being his. His hand tingled impatiently in anticipation of her teeth. 
 
    <When can we depart?> Voro asked Unato curtly. 
 
    <Within the hour, Lord,> Unato told him. 
 
    <Move faster,> Voro ordered. Unato bowed and rushed from the room to obey before his master could finish. 
 
    <My Alacea will not wait!> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Captain Ben Gibson, commander of Occupation Authority Sector 13, strode boldly down Pelle’s main thoroughfare toward the towering shrine ahead. He nervously tapped a notepad against his right thigh as he walked. He wanted to make a good impression today, one of cooperation and peace rather than as an occupier and invader. For that reason, he had decided to forego wearing his sidearm or anything else aside from his uniform that could be perceived as hostile.  
 
    Pulling his patrol cap off, he ran his fingers through his short, brown hair before replacing it again. It didn’t feel right having enough hair to feel between his fingers. He was allowing it to grow out from its original high-and-tight, hoping, once again, to present a gentler image. 
 
    He heard a whispered curse behind him and to his left along with the sounds of pieces of paper fluttering to the ground. Turning, he found his second-in-command and intelligence officer picking up notebooks and print-outs she had dropped. 
 
    First Lieutenant Patricia Kim quickly scooped up the papers, knowing that the distinct order she had put the documents in was hopelessly irretrievable. Like her boss, she knew this was an important day, and the pressure to do everything right pressed down on the both of them. As such she had brought every scrap of information she had about the Combined Joint Task Force’s unclassified activities focusing on Va’Sh’s reconstruction in the event it might give them the chance to offer some help to the villagers of Pelle. 
 
    “Got it?” Ben asked her. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” the Korean American replied, rising to her feet and quickly falling into step beside him again. She shook her head in self-recrimination, her short, black pony-tail waving behind her back from under her patrol cap. 
 
    Three weeks had passed since they had arrived in Pelle and convinced its villagers to return from their mountain hide-out. In that time, she and Ben had worked hard to alleviate the villagers’ concerns about the 150 soldiers and sailors living and working next door to them. That hard work had culminated in what was about to happen this morning. 
 
    For the first time, Ben had been invited to attend Pelle’s Aderen, a meeting of the village’s most important people and decision makers. Not to watch, but to participate. 
 
    It was a big win for them, one they hadn’t even really been aiming for. The invitation itself most likely came from the Rangers’ greatest trump card; Pelle’s Na’Sha, the high priestess, Alacea. 
 
    During the course of their arrival and search for the villagers, Ben and Patricia had encountered Alacea, who had barged into a meeting between them and the village chieftain, Kasshas, demanding that she be arrested and executed for war crimes. Suspecting she knew where the missing villagers were, Ben had “detained” the priestess and, using a little pseudo-legal shenanigans, had convinced her to help them. 
 
    But in that effort, the danger of cross-cultural miscommunication had reared its ugly head, and what the humans thought to be a ceremonial gesture of Alacea’s compliance to their wishes, had turned out to be something wholly different. 
 
    Almost a week, in fact, had passed before either of them had discovered that, in Va’Shen eyes, Ben and Alacea were now married, a status neither Ben or Patricia knew how to undo and, given the precarious situation the soldiers found themselves in, could not ask Alacea. 
 
    On Earth or in the colonies, marriage wasn’t considered a big deal. It was more a legal status designed to help people pay lower taxes and better define who had rights in custody arrangements and inheritances. Its status as a religious institution had faded over the centuries as many world religions decayed, making way for atheistic pragmatism. 
 
    On Earth, a divorce was as simple to obtain as dropping a postcard in the mailbox. On Va’Sh, to Ben’s horror and consternation, there was no such thing, and not even death, the traditional condition of “parting,” dissolved a marriage, the spouses following one another into the afterlife, married for all eternity. 
 
    It was a most inconvenient situation. One that opened Ben up to a host of diplomatic, military and disciplinary dangers. As such, they were keeping a lid on the marriage until they could find a way to resolve the issue safely. 
 
    They paused outside the wooden front gate of the Mikorin temple. The dark purple wooden beams rose from either side and arched toward one another, crossing about three feet above their heads. Ben turned to Patricia, who handed him another notebook containing a list of topics she held information to for reference. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Any last-minute advice?” 
 
    “I think we covered it all,” she replied. “Just… play it cool.” 
 
    “Cool,” he repeated. “Yeah, I can be cool.” 
 
    Ben took a breath. This was not his area of expertise. Although he was a student of history and understood the value of diplomacy and fostering relationships with cultures not his own, he had never considered himself good at it. His military training, finding the enemy, closing with him and destroying him, was much more straightforward.  
 
    He remembered a story from 21st century U.S. military history where a Marine general had visited a similar meeting. The general, facing a group of local leaders, some of whom, he knew, were associated with insurgents, had given them a plainly worded message. 
 
    “I come in peace. I didn’t bring artillery. But I am pleading with you, with tears in my eyes… If you fuck with me, I’ll kill you all.” 
 
    Ben wasn’t sure such a statement would have the effect he wanted with the Va’Shen. 
 
    Just play it cool, he thought. You’re not required to do anything more than sit there and listen. 
 
    “And try not to trip walking in,” Patricia suddenly added. 
 
    “Why would you say that?!” he demanded, turning on her. “Why would you raise that kind of flag?” 
 
    “Sorry! Sorry! Sorry!” Patricia cried. 
 
    Ben rolled his shoulders and stood straighter, taking a step through the gate. “Now it’s gonna be all I think about,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Sorry!” Patricia said again as she followed him up the steps to the shrine’s entrance. 
 
    The Aderen took place in the temple’s ground floor in a large, open room that seemed purpose-built for hosting ceremonies. A polished dark-purple wood floor took up much of the space in the center of the room, ringed by a raised dais that surrounded the space on three sides. Large, polished wooden beams held up the ceiling from the corners of the main floor where it met the dais. Arranged in an oval around the floor were 15 cushions upon which sat 14 Va’Shen, all engaged in small talk with other members of the village council or their attendants. At one end of the oval, the village chieftain, Kasshas, sat on a comfortable red cushion, speaking to his myorin, or wife, Yasuren who sat on his left. On the other end, sitting serenely on her own cushion, was Alacea. 
 
    The purple-haired vixen was alone, her eyes closed in seeming mediation. The skirt of her teal and purple hanbok pooled on the floor around her like a protective moat. Her long full tail curled around her body to rest in her lap. 
 
    The Va’Shen, for lack of a better description, were “fox people.” They shared many physical features with humans, but they each had a tail and a pair of furred fox ears on top of their heads. While male Va’Shen had dull, drab hair colors like brown or gray, the females, the vixens, had bright-colored manes, some of which held splotches or splashes of color that Ben thought made them look like ice cream flavors. 
 
    Seated around the rest of the oval were the other influential and important members of Pelle’s community, some Ben and Patricia had met and others still unknown. One of them. Wearing a dark blue hanbok similar in cut to Alacea’s, looked up and saw them, rising to her feet and making her way toward them with her hands folded together in front of her. Her bright blue hair flowed down her back, splashes of white giving it the look of a raging waterfall. 
 
    Ben and Patricia saw her and bowed, and the vixen bowed back. 
 
    <Overlord,> she said in greeting. <Lady Patricia. Welcome.> 
 
    <Good day, Hestean,> Ben replied. <Thank you. Greetings.> 
 
    The Va’shen woman’s ears twitched a smile. <Your pronunciation improves, Overlord,> she told him. 
 
    Ben didn’t understand all the words in her compliment and so turned to Patricia. 
 
    “You talk good,” she whispered quickly. 
 
    The Ranger nodded in understanding and bowed to Hestean again. <Thank you. I words bad.> 
 
    As the senior member of Pelle’s Mikorin after Alacea, Hestean represented the religious body as an institution at the Aderen while Alacea, as its head, held a position of honor in the proceedings as a representative of the community’s spirit as a while. It was a relationship Ben was still trying to understand. 
 
    <I will show you where you will sit,> Hestean told them, turning and leading them toward a cushion in the middle of the oval’s right side. If one looked at the Aderen as a compass with Alacea at the north and Kasshas at the south, Ben and Patricia were sitting due east with three other Va’Shen on either side of them. 
 
    <Thank you. Acceptable,> Ben told her as he took his seat, lowering himself to his knees in an imitation of the Va’Shen around him. Patricia sat just behind him and to his left, ready to translate or assist as needed. 
 
    <You are welcome,> the Mikorin told him. <It is a historic day, and I am grateful to play a small role in it.> 
 
    After Patricia relayed her message, Ben nodded and smiled awkwardly at her. “Ditto.” 
 
    Hestean’s ears twitched another smile, and she started back to her seat. 
 
    The Ranger captain took a deep, nervous breath. He had never felt so out of his element. 
 
    “You want a breath mint?” Patricia whispered to him. 
 
    He quickly shook his head, his eyes remaining dead ahead. Ben turned to his right and saw Alacea open her eyes. She caught sight of him and offered a deep bow. He swallowed anxiously and returned it. The Mikorin turned to the center of the oval and lifted her head. 
 
    <The time has come for the Aderen,> she stated in a business-like, but musical tone. The other Va’Shen quickly found their seats and all bowed to the center of the oval, rising as one, perfectly synchronized except for the human who caught on too late and was just entering his bow when the others ended theirs. 
 
    <Today is notable,> Kasshas spoke up from the other end of the table. His coal-black hair, sprinkled with white from age, hung over his eyes, making them hard to see. With his long black beard and short stature, he reminded Ben of a dwarf from an old fantasy novel. <The Overlord joins us as a representative of his troops and of the military forces of his community. Welcome.> 
 
    They bowed again, this time to him. 
 
    Ben cleared his throat. <Um… Thank you. Acceptable.> 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha,> Kasshas began again. <How do the Gods see our community?> 
 
    Alacea bowed to Kasshas. It seemed to Ben that every statement or action here began with a bow. 
 
    <The sun shines,> Alacea told him. <The water is clean. Our people are healthy. The Gods see us with love in their hearts.> 
 
    <Then let us serve our community,> Kasshas declared. It seemed like everything up until now had been ceremonial prologue. <To our healer…> 
 
    Each Va’Shen in the oval was addressed in turn, who, of course, bowed and gave a summary of any problems they saw that needed to be addressed or items of interest. Much of it, as far as Ben could tell through Patricia’s messy translations, was run-of-the-mill stuff a typical town council back home would talk about. It wasn’t until the fifth Va’Shen bowed and began to speak that something about the humans came up. 
 
    <Kadrapas has asked me to address the Dark Ones,> the middle-aged, grey-haired tod declared. 
 
    All eyes turned to Ben as Patricia nudged him with her elbow and quickly translated the request for him. The Va’shen waited, looking at him expectantly for several long moments. 
 
    “Um…” Were they waiting for him to give some kind of signal? He cleared his throat. <Yes. Acceptable.> 
 
    The tod, Hakan, represented Pelle’s farming community. He wore a dingey gray monpei that showed a lot of wear and tear from days of hard work. His gravelly voice made him sound like he was perpetually about to cough. Ben looked right at him, not wanting to miss anything about what the tod was about to say. 
 
    Hakan’s ears folded downward slightly. <Kadrapas says the Dark Ones’ flying machines have been passing low over his chupas fields, and the sound is harming them. He wants them to stop.> 
 
    There was some murmuring from the other Aderen members, curious to see how their alien overlord would respond to such a demand. 
 
    “He says this guy Kadrapas wants us to stop flying over his farm,” Patricia told Ben. “It’s bad for it,” she finished uncertainly. 
 
    Ben thought for a moment. One of the primary missions of his forward operating base was to fuel aircraft and vehicles. That meant, by necessity, helicopters would be flying low as they approached and took off. There wasn’t much way around it. 
 
    “So, it’s scaring his livestock?” he asked, seeking clarification. 
 
    Patricia translated the question, and Hakan’s ears bent further down in annoyance. He spoke for another minute, and Patricia turned back to Ben. 
 
    “No, not his livestock. It’s offending the plants,” she told him. 
 
    “The plants?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s what he said,” she replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Offending them how?” he asked her. “They’re plants. Last I heard plants don’t have ears.” 
 
    The translator asked for more information. 
 
    Hakan seemed frustrated and spoke again, slower this time. 
 
    “He says the same thing,” Patricia told Ben. “The sound offends the plants, and he wants us to stop.” 
 
    <May I intrude?> 
 
    Everyone turned to the source of the interruption. Alacea looked around the room, and her eyes settled on Ben. <I think it is likely that the Overlord does not understand the reasoning behind the complaint.> She turned to Hakan. <I think if I were to show him the problem and he saw for himself the damage, he would be willing to help.> She turned back to Ben. <Would you be willing, Overlord?> 
 
    Ben listened as Patricia whispered the translation into his ear, and he nodded. <Yes. Acceptable.> 
 
    Alacea turned to Hakan. <We shall go to see him after the Aderen. Will that do?> she asked. 
 
    The farmer’s ears lifted slowly back to their original position. He bowed to her. <I will tell him.> 
 
    Alacea bowed back. <Thank you. I am sure the Overlord will help once he understands the issue at hand. Please continue.> 
 
    “Guess we’re going on a field trip,” Patricia whispered to the captain.  
 
    “Guess so,” he agreed. The Ranger frowned. He understood aircraft spooking cows. That happened all the time in the Colonies. But this was starting to sound like the kind of hazing people pull on the new guy in the company. It was like they were asking him to go find a can of headlight fluid or to fetch a hundred feet of flightline. 
 
    He was so deep in thought about it that he almost missed something Patricia said. 
 
    “Wait,” he whispered. “Say that last part again.” 
 
    “Um… he said they’re having difficulty finding someone to sell them grain for their livestock,” Patricia told him.  
 
    “Noram, right?” he asked. 
 
    “I… I don’t know. I think so,” she told him.  
 
     Ben snatched the papers from her hand and started flipping through them. “Tell them… Shit… Tell ‘em to hold up a second.”  
 
    As he continued to search through the papers, Patricia raised her hand. 
 
    <Stopping, please!> she said. Every eye in the Aderen turned to her. She looked to Ben to start talking, but he was still searching the tangled mess of notes, looking for one paragraph on one page specifically. <Er… Leader of Fighters wish making statement…> She looked at him again. Still nothing. <Please pause your speech for several moments.> 
 
    Hakan looked at them in suspicion while the others seemed puzzled. The end of Alacea’s tail flicked from side to side on her lap, a reflection of her confusion. 
 
    Finally, Ben held up a single sheet of paper and quickly read through it to make sure it said what he thought he remembered it saying. Satisfied with his find, he straightened and bowed to them. 
 
    <You… need… food… food-animals, yes?> he asked in halting Va’Shen. 
 
    Hakan’s ears flattened in annoyance again, but Alacea, used to divining her Tesho’s meaning through the Va’Shen language lessons she had been giving him, understood the question. 
 
    <Yes,> she said simply. <We need grain to feed our livestock.> She turned to Patricia, realizing Ben wouldn’t understand most of what she was about to say. <The provincial count took much of what we grew last year to pay a higher tax to the Emperor. For the war,> she added. She gestured to the farmer. <Hakan believes we only have enough to feed half our livestock until we can grow more. If we can’t, many of them will die, and we will lose that source of food.> 
 
    Patricia nodded and translated. “They’re low on feed grain,” she said. “The government took a lot of it, and if they don’t get some soon, half their animals are going to die.> 
 
    Ben nodded faster and faster as she spoke, his eyes not leaving the document. “Okay, tell them this,” he began. “We have grain we can give them. We just need to know how much they need.” 
 
    “We do?” Patricia asked quizzically. 
 
    He showed her the paper he had been reading. “We do. Notice from the Department of Agriculture. Pelle’s not the only village with this problem, and they found out that, genetically speaking, there’s no difference between the grain the Va’Shen use and Arcturan noram. They’ve been shipping the stuff here for agricultural aid. We ask, they give. Easy as that.” 
 
    Patricia quickly glanced over the Agriculture Department memo. It was common for representatives from that particular agency to follow the military around during occupations like this one to help the locals develop better farming and veterinary practices. Noram, she knew, was a weed found scattered all over the third planet in the Arcturus system that could be ground into a grain the colonists there used to make a sweet bread that had become rather popular in the Colonies. It was one of their biggest exports. 
 
    But if it was the same grain the Va’Shen used, how did it get all the way to Arcturus? 
 
    “Patricia,” Ben prodded. 
 
    “Oh! Right!” She cleared her throat. <We have feed. We can give you feed. How much feed necessary?> 
 
    Tails all over the room began whipping from side to side in shock. 
 
    <You have grain?> Kasshas asked. <How?> 
 
    <Taken from other villages?> Hakan asked, his tone anything but pleasant. 
 
    Patricia shook her head, forgetting that the gesture meant nothing to the Va’Shen. <We grow. One of our worlds. Same grain. We bring here.> 
 
    The chattering among the tods and vixens started again. It sounded too good to be true. 
 
    <We cannot accept,> Hakan announced, throwing a blanket of silence over the entire Aderen. <We cannot go begging to the Dark Ones for charity whenever we have a problem.> 
 
    <But if they have the grain and are willing to share…> Alacea began. 
 
    <And what price will they ask for that grain later?> Hakan asked her. <If we rely on them now, Na’Sha, it tells my community they are not necessary. That the Dark Ones will feed Pelle. We feed Pelle! Not them!> 
 
    Ben tried to follow the argument between the Va’Shen but quickly got lost. “Patricia, what’s the issue?” 
 
    The interpreter shook her head, this time in disgust. “Hakan says they can’t accept charity from us and other dick-measuring nonsense.” 
 
    “Charity?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it’s insulting if they have to run to us to solve their food problem for them.” 
 
    “What’s the word for ‘charity?’” he asked. 
 
    “Kid’sa.” 
 
    Ben put his hands in the air and waved at the Va’Shen. “Hey! Hey! No kid’sa! No… dammit.” He quickly switched to Va’Shen. <No charity! No charity!> The fox-people all turned to him questioningly. He turned to Patricia. “Quick,” he said. “’Gift.’” 
 
    Patricia caught on immediately and gave him the right word. 
 
    <Gift,> he told them. “Dammit, Patricia translate this for me,” he said, giving up. “It is a gift for the people of Pelle from us.” He halted while Patricia spoke. 
 
    <A gift?> Hakan asked. <You think changing the word will make it better?> 
 
    “He’s not buying it,” Patricia whispered. 
 
    “Tell them it’s for a holiday we celebrate,” Ben told her, thinking quickly. 
 
    <Gift for feasting day,> Patricia told them. <We celebrate. Give gifts.> 
 
    Whether Alacea believed them or was just going along with it, they weren’t sure. Nevertheless, the head priestess clapped her hands together and spoke.  
 
    <How wonderful!> she said, turning to Hakan. <Surely a gift in observance of one of their holidays would be no reason for our farmers to feel slighted,> she said.  
 
    Hakan still seemed miffed at the idea. <I suppose,> he said slowly, sensing a trap.  
 
    Alacea didn’t give him a chance to go on. She quickly turned back to Ben and Patricia. <And what is the name of this holiday?> 
 
    Patricia swallowed nervously. “She wants to know which holiday,” she said. 
 
    Ben opened his mouth to answer, but quickly shut it, suddenly sensing the mine field he just stepped into. A lot of holidays had religious origins. Would the Va’Shen be willing to accept a gift in honor of a god they consider false? It was a similar problem with something like Presidents Day or Independence Day. Who would want to celebrate a person or nation who had invaded and subjugated them? Hell, he couldn’t even use Earth Day… 
 
    After a pregnant pause, Ben answered. 
 
    “Arbor Day.” 
 
    “Arbor Day?” Patricia asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Ah-boru-deh?” Alacea repeated. 
 
    “Arbor Day,” Ben repeated. 
 
    <’Arbor Day,’> Patricia repeated. <It is celebrate trees.> 
 
    Recognizing the word “tree” in Patricia’s translation, Ben spoke again. <Yes! Tree acceptable! Yes!> 
 
    <I think that sounds like a wonderful holiday,> Alacea agreed.  
 
    The other Va’Shen seemed conflicted. At this point Hestean bowed to the group and spoke. 
 
    <I certainly agree, Na’Sha,> she began. <And as a gesture of thanks and to lift the spirits of the community, may I suggest we accompany it with a festival?> 
 
    <A festival?> Alacea squeaked. Her overall goal had been to secure the grain, not necessarily take the idea to extremes. 
 
    <I agree with the Mikorin,> Yasuren spoke up from Kasshas’s right. <After all the community has been through, they could use some cheer.> 
 
    Alacea remained silent so Hestean filled the space, addressing Ben and Patricia. <When is this holiday?> 
 
    Ben listened to the translation and realized this was going off the rails. His tiny bit of subterfuge was never meant to become a big deal like this. On the other hand, if his people and the Va’Shen came together in a lighter, celebratory atmosphere, it might help warm their current frigid relationship. 
 
    He did some calculations in his head based on how long it might take for the grain to arrive before responding. “Five days.” 
 
    Shocked that her superior officer was apparently going to take this all the way, Patricia hesitated a moment before translating the answer. 
 
    <Then it appears settled,> Kasshas told them. <Five days hence we will hold a festival in honor of this celebration of trees.> He turned to Hestean. <May I ask the Mikorin to make the arrangements?> 
 
    Normally, such a question would go to Alacea, but in the Aderen Hestean spoke for the Mikorin themselves. She bowed to the chieftain. <Of course.> 
 
    <Is anyone opposed to such a festival?> Kasshas asked the group. 
 
    No one raised a hand or made any sign, even if they wanted to.  
 
    All that was left now was to make the best of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was a thing!” Patricia noted as she stepped out of the temple into the light of Va’Sh’s sun, Bellatrix. The light purple sky was clear and free of any clouds. The air was sweeter, cleaner than it was on Earth by a large margin. She made way for other Va’Shen as they filed out of the Aderen behind her. 
 
    Standing nearby, Ben only grunted in agreement. “Five days,” he said. “That should be enough, I think.” 
 
    “Think we’ll be able to get the grain on time?” the lieutenant asked him. 
 
    Ben nodded. “The notice said that the turn time for the sectors in this area was about 48 hours. Apparently, the stuff is warehoused at Jamieson,” he told her. “Give it an extra three days for bureaucratic screw-ups, and we should be good.” 
 
    “And the festival?” she asked. 
 
    “Maybe if they see us having fun with them, the locals will lighten up a little,” he said with another shrug. “Besides, the troops are getting bored. They need something to fill the time.” 
 
    Patricia nodded. The Fuzz, the mysterious electro-magnetic interference surrounding the planet, made use of most computer systems impossible. That meant no tablets, phones, video games, Three-Vees or anything else that was a common distraction for people in the modern-day United States. The Naval Construction group attached to their unit was doing their best to build stuff to occupy the troops in their off-time, but no one believed it would be enough. And bored troops brought bad days. They couldn’t afford any of those. 
 
    “Let’s make it a real event,” Ben said, resigned to the fact that the festival was happening. “Have our folks make food stalls or games or something in their off-time. Get into it, you know?” 
 
    “I’m down with that,” she said.  
 
    “When I send the request for the noram, I’ll copy the Civil Affairs guys up at Jamieson,” Ben went on. “Maybe they can support us.” 
 
    Civil Affairs units worked directly with local leaders to help shore up relationships between them and the Coalition. But they weren’t a very big unit. 
 
    “You think they’ll be able to?” Patricia asked. “I mean, they’re covering stuff around the entire planet. A few day’s notice might not be enough.” 
 
    Ben sighed. “If it’s not, that’s fine,” he said. “I’m not expecting a lot. A box of soccer balls, maybe. Some Space Scout cookies. Stuff like that. Hell, we’re making this shit up as we go anyway.” 
 
    The lieutenant nodded. “Now what?” 
 
    “I want to go check out that crop that farmer was talking about,” Ben said. “You have to return to the camp right now?” 
 
    “No, I’m good. We just need Alacea to show us the place.” 
 
    The two soldiers waited near the temple’s front gate, bowing their heads whenever a civilian Va’Shen walked by. Sometimes the fox-people bowed back, sometimes they didn’t. 
 
    Finally, Alacea emerged from the temple and walked down to them. She bowed to them both. <Tesho, Lady Patricia,> she greeted them. <Thank you for waiting.> 
 
    <You have our gratitude for your gratitude,> Ben told her, the formal Va’Shen version of “you’re welcome,” he had learned. He gestured to the Light Tactical Vehicle they had driven from camp. “If she can give us directions, we can all drive there,” he told Patricia. 
 
    Patricia translated the captain’s offer and was greeted with an instant waving of hands and a tail thumping the ground. 
 
    <No, we must not,> Alacea told them. <We must walk.> 
 
    <How far?> Patricia asked her. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ben asked her. 
 
    “She says we have to walk.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked the same time Alacea responded to the woman’s first question. 
 
    “Just over an eben,” the alien woman informed them. A Va’Shen eben was equal to about one-and-a-half miles. 
 
    <Why the walking?> Patricia asked. 
 
    <Your vehicle is loud,> Alacea responded. <It could damage the crops.> 
 
    “She says the sound will damage the crops.” 
 
    Ben took an annoyed breath, his hands on his hips. He looked up at the sun as if trying to judge the heat and finally turned to Alacea, gesturing for her to lead the way. 
 
    <It is this way,> she said, pointing down the main road to the south. <Please.> 
 
    At her gesture, Ben shrugged and started walking. “Okay,” he said, leading the way. Alacea quickly fell into step with him, behind him and slightly to the left. Patricia walked on the captain’s right. 
 
    Pelle, itself, wasn’t a large village, and almost before they knew it, they had left the stone-paved road behind and were walking up a hill on a grayish dirt path. 
 
    Ben had tried to make small talk with Alacea and turning his head around every time he wanted to say something was getting annoying. 
 
    “You can come up here, you know,” he told her. 
 
    Alacea didn’t seem to understand, and Patricia spoke up for Ben. <You walk upwards,> she said. 
 
    The vixen’s tail twitched from side to side as she walked. <But this is my place.> 
 
    <Alacea’s place?> Patricia asked.  
 
    <As Myorin,> the fox-woman replied. <My place is behind my Tesho.> 
 
    Patricia’s eyes narrowed at the sexism in the statement, and she had to remind herself that Va’Sh was much more backward when it came to equality among the sexes when compared to the Colonies. Alacea was a strong, confident woman. She didn’t need to walk subserviently behind a man. 
 
    <Leader of fighters does not concern,> she assured Alacea. <You may walk to equal of him.> 
 
    The priestess’s tail began to move faster, whipping back and forth as her ears bent forward in irritation. <Lady Patricia, I am respectful to you, but another vixen does not determine my proper place.> 
 
    Patricia thought she might not be making herself clear. 
 
    <I say you not disequal,> she said. <You, leader of fighters, both same.> 
 
    <I most certainly am not!> Alacea cried. <And who do you think should walk here?! You, perhaps!? We have discussed this previously, Lady Patricia! I do not intend to discuss it again!> 
 
    <Wait! Stop! Please!> Patricia cried, holding her hands up as if trying to stop a train from running her down.  
 
    “What is going on?!” Ben demanded, stopping in the middle of the road and whirling on the both of them. 
 
    Alacea pointed at Patricia. <She has questioned my right to this place!> she accused. 
 
    “Okay, she’s pissed at you. That narrows it down,” Ben said, turning to Patricia. 
 
    “I don’t know why she’s mad!” Patricia cried. “I just told her that she could walk next to us, and she got huffy.” 
 
    For Alacea, whose status as both the Mikorin Na’Sha and the spouse to the alien overlord placed her in a difficult position, it wasn’t simply a matter of who could walk where. The arrangement she had made with Ben as she saw it was that he guarantees the safety of her people, and she marries him in return. If she deviated from that promise and failed to be a proper myorin for him, it could negate the deal.  
 
    She had suspicions about Lady Patricia. During the stand-off with the Kar’El commando, the Dark One had broached the subject of entering a shared marriage with her and her Tesho. Alacea had to immediately snap at her to ensure her rights. Now that same Dark One was trying to goad her into walking side-by-side with her Tesho as if she were some stranger to him unworthy of his protection! 
 
    Ben turned back to Alacea. “Alacea, why did Lieutenant Kim make you angry?” 
 
    Patricia translated the question, and Alacea’s tail slapped the ground in annoyance. 
 
    <A Myorin walks behind her Tesho,> she declared. <She is entitled to his protection above all others!> 
 
    “She says she has to walk there for protection,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Protection from who?” he asked. 
 
    Patricia relayed his question to Alacea, whose tail thumped against the dirt road in annoyance. She stepped forward and took Patricia’s hand, pulling her to a spot in the center of the road. She pointed at the translator. <Myorin,> she told her. She then took Ben’s hand and pulled him to a spot in the road in front of Patricia, facing the lieutenant. <Shodai.> 
 
    “What’s ‘shodai?’” 
 
    Alacea had to pause her demonstration while she and Patricia went back and forth on the word’s meaning for several moments, with Patricia finally landing on “land pirate” as the most literal definition. 
 
    Once that was handled, Alacea took up a position directly facing Ben with Patricia behind her and to the left. She pointed at herself. <Tesho.> 
 
    Then, placing her right hand on her left hip, she whipped it out in front of her in a long arc as if she were swinging a sword, ending with the “sword’s” point behind her and to her right, at about where Patricia would be standing if she were on Alacea’s other side. 
 
    The priestess continued, this time holding both hands out in front of her as if holding a spear or a staff. Taking her imaginary spear, she pulled both her hands back to her right side and stabbed outward at Ben’s face. She repeated the move and paused when her hands were all the way back. The back of her “spear” would be at roughly the same point the tip of her “sword” had ended up. 
 
    She turned to Patricia and pointed at her. <The Myorin is safe,> she said. <The Tesho can fight. The land pirate cannot reach the Myorin. And you are in my spot!> 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat, somewhat chastened by her cross-cultural miscommunication. She had assumed the arrangement was a sexist practice designed to belittle female Va’Shen. It never occurred to her that it might have some practical meaning, even if that meaning was long out of date. 
 
    “Are we good now?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Patricia said. “Yeah, we’re good.” She turned to Alacea and bowed. <Apologize to you. I did not comprehend.> 
 
    The Mikorin’s ears once again reached for the sky. She returned Patricia’s bow. <Thank you for your consideration of my selfish request.> She turned to Ben and gestured forward. <Please, Tesho. I apologize for the delay.> 
 
    The three of them continued walking. Ben looked out at the pastures on either side of the road. Large, brown four-legged animals that looked like South American capybaras with long snouts rushed up to the wooden fence to greet them. The animals looked thin to Ben, and not very healthy. 
 
    <They are begging us for food,> Alacea told them. <Hakan has cut the amount they are fed to try to last as long as possible, but you can tell even that is not enough.> 
 
    “Poor things,” Patricia noted quietly. <Why no food?> she asked. 
 
    <Every province was directed to send contributions for the war effort,> Alacea told her. <So, every village in the province sent what they could… And then they came for more.> 
 
    Patricia thought on that. She wasn’t anywhere near an expert when it came to how the Va’Shen government was organized or how it worked. But it appeared the tax man was a universal concept. She was about to ask for more information when Alacea made a soft hissing sound and stopped. 
 
    <Sssssssss,> she said putting her hands in front of her and waving downward as if saying “hello” to the ground. <We are near. See?> She pointed down the road where the red grassy pasture ended and a field of beautiful, white, tulip-like flowers began, covering the land ahead of them as far as they could see. 
 
    Alacea prompted them to continue on but reiterated that they must be quiet.  
 
    Ben still wasn’t sure why the silence was necessary. Perhaps sounds attracted a dangerous animal, like the yarl they had encountered when they first arrived, that would crash through the fields and destroy the crops. Either way, he continued moving quietly down the road.  
 
    After perhaps another 300 meters they came to a small, stone house on the left side of the road. Its wood and thatch roof looked brownish gray and seemed quite old and in disrepair. The three of them stepped up to the front door, and Ben raised his hand to knock on it. 
 
    Seeing him, Alacea quickly reached out and grabbed his hand, stopping him. 
 
    <No,> she whispered softly. Then she reached out to the door and gently scratched her nails against it. 
 
    Without even the sound of a footstep or a lock turning, the door opened to reveal a tall, white-bearded tod in a dirty brown monpei. The hair on his head and tail was bleach-white, and his tail only seemed to move to the man’s left side. It was obvious the Va’Shen was quite old. 
 
    He bowed halfway to Alacea, likely the result of a bad back. He bowed to Ben and Patricia as well, and they returned it. Without a sound, he turned and closed the door and started walking around the back side of the house. The three of them followed. 
 
    When the tod reached the small backyard butting up against the crop of white flowers, he turned and dropped to his knees with considerable effort in front of Ben, bowing until his head touched the ground and in obvious pain. 
 
    <Overlord,> he whispered. <Forgive me. I did not mean for my complaint to draw so much of your attention.>  
 
    Ben could barely hear what the man was saying, but he didn’t wait for a translation. “Hey…” he began in a normal voice but caught himself as Alacea started to gesture. “Hey,” he whispered, lightly tapping the man’s hand. “C’mon, get up. You’re making my back hurt.” 
 
    <Leader of fighters asks unto you seat without pain,> Patricia whispered. 
 
    The man rose up and sat on his knees in front of the kneeling captain. When Ben was sure the man was comfortable and ready to talk, he pointed at the fields behind the farmer. 
 
    “They say my helicopters are hurting your crops,” he whispered.  
 
    Patricia translated and the farmer’s left ear twitched an affirmative. <They fly low,> he rasped. <Very loud.> 
 
    “How does it hurt the crops?” Ben asked. 
 
    Upon hearing Patricia repeat the question, the farmer stood up and gestured for them to follow him. Slowly, the tod walked toward the white flowers, kneeling down next to one of the plants. He turned to them and gestured for them to watch. 
 
    Ben’s eyes tracked the farmer’s hands as he moved them next to one of the white flowers. Then, gently, he clapped them together, just loud enough for the others to hear. 
 
    The flower turned black and the color rippled across field, turning every flower it came to black for just a moment. It was like watching a wave at a baseball game. A moment later, the flowers were back to normal. 
 
    Kadrapas turned to them as if to say, “See?” He stood up and started walking to the far corner of his yard where more flowers waited. When he arrived, he pointed out to spot in the fields perhaps a hundred yards away. 
 
    A hundred-foot wide swath of the flowers were oily and black, running from one end of the field to the other, pointing right in the direction of FOB Leonard. It wasn’t simply a change in color. They looked like they had rotted in place. 
 
    <They fly over,> the farmer told them quietly. <Very loud. Over and over. The chupas plants cannot endure. They turn black and spoil the fruit.> 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Patricia gasped. She quickly translated what Kadrapas had said before commenting further. “These plants must have evolved to change colors to somehow warn other nearby plants of a predator.” She turned to Ben, excited by the discovery. “I bet when a swarm of locusts or something like that come, the sound of their wings turns the nearest flowers back and spoils them, and the bugs leave because they can’t reach any fruit without making it inedible first!” She turned to Kadrapas in excitement. <Same under touch?> she asked. 
 
    Kadrapas answered by putting his hands together and meshing his fingers. <The roots seek each other out and touch,> he whispered. <We eat the roots in soup. Too much noise makes them inedible.> 
 
    “Amazing,” Patricia gasped quietly. 
 
    “How do they even harvest it, then?” Ben asked amazed. 
 
    <How you… take plants… eat?> Patricia asked. 
 
    The farmer’s left ear twitched a smile. <Very carefully.> 
 
    Ben nodded on hearing the translation. The Va’Shen were experts at moving quietly. If anyone could harvest these plants, it was them. 
 
    “That’s wild,” he whispered. 
 
    Now that he’d seen it with his own eyes, the problem was alarmingly obvious. Although helicopter engine technology had advanced to make them quieter, they were still quite loud. Every time a chopper came toward the forward operating base on a final approach or taking off, the plants were probably freaking out. 
 
    “LT,” he signaled, turning to Alacea and Kadrapas. “I’ll tell the chopper crews to approach and depart in different directions,” he said. That would be a simple enough fix. He just had to have Jamieson adjust the charts and put out a Notice to Airmen to not approach from that way. “Are there any other farms like this one I should worry about?” 
 
    Patricia translated, and the tod fell to his knees, thanking Ben, leaving Alacea to answer the question at the end. 
 
    <No. This is the only one,> she said. <As you can imagine, the necessities of growing chupas can be quite inconvenient.> 
 
    Kadrapas was still thanking Ben.  
 
    “Yeah, can you tell him to… Hey… It’s okay… No problem, all right?!” 
 
    The tod finally stood back up and bowed again. <Thank you, Overlord.> 
 
    <You have our gratitude for your gratitude,> Ben told him. He turned to Patricia. “Just let him know it’ll probably take a week or so before the notice gets to everyone. And to come tell me if it’s still happening ten days from now.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and whispered the translation to the Va’Shen. The farmer bowed again. 
 
    Ben turned to Alacea. <I am acceptable?> he asked stupidly. 
 
    The priestess’s ears twitched repeatedly. <It is good.> 
 
    <Yes. Good,> he said. “Ask him if there’s anything else he needs help with.” 
 
    Patricia translated the question, and the farmer responded. Whatever he said must have been a doozy, because Patricia’s eyes went wide, and Alacea’s tail whipped at the grass behind her at his words. 
 
    The interpreter turned to Ben and translated his response. 
 
    “He wants to know if we know about the dead human in his other field.” 
 
      
 
    The screaming may have been the worst part. 
 
    It wasn’t the laying on his stomach as he low crawled, driving his still-bruised ribs nuts with pain. It wasn’t the heavy armor and helmet he was wearing. And, hard to believe as it may be, it wasn’t the erratically thrashing razor covered “E-wire” slapping at him and trying wriggle its way around his arms and legs. 
 
    No, Staff Sergeant John Ramirez thought, it was definitely the screaming. 
 
    The high-pitched sounds of pain and terror pierced his eardrums, followed by strange hiccupping sounds. He looked up to see how far away he was. He was closer. Not much, but closer. Ahead of him, the source of the screams lay on her stomach, covering her white and black spotted hair and ears with her arms in a desperate effort to protect herself from razor wire slashing at her. 
 
    The little Va’Shen girl made more hiccupping sounds and screamed in her own language. E-wire hurt like a bitch, Ramirez knew. It was virtually identical to normal razor wire, the defensive barrier made up of coils and coils of barbed wire with razor blades. But E-wire had a thin filament running through it that responded to the slight, tell-tale electric current inside the human body that caused the wire to curve toward a person when they came close. If you got caught up in it, it was like being attacked by snakes with razor sharp scales. 
 
    That’s what this little girl was going through now. 
 
    On the other side of the wire, off the base, the girl’s mother, a silver-haired vixen in a drab, brown hanbok, screamed back to her daughter. Her tail whipped around her a mile a second as another vixen and a human woman in a U.S. Marine Corps uniform, fought to keep her from leaping into the wire herself. 
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” Ramirez called to the girl, trying to make his voice sound soothing as another strand of bladed wire slapped at his arm. “It’s gonna be okay. Just try not to move, okay?” 
 
    The girl shouted more in Va’Shen, then just continued screaming. Bloody welts covered her arms, legs and body. 
 
    Ramirez flinched as a section of wire, fast as a striking cobra, smacked the ballistic sunglasses he wore, leaving a scratch across the polymer just above his right eye. It made the Ranger marksman freeze for a moment in terror. Those glasses, strong enough to stop a blast from a 12-gauge shotgun, were the only reason he still had a right eye now. 
 
    He reached out and snagged the wire with his gloved left hand. The E-wire seemed to fight as it reacted to the proximity of his hand, thrashing like a living thing. E-wire wasn’t supposed to be this active, Ramirez knew. The Fuzz, the electromagnetic interference that blanketed the planet and made complex electronics useless, must be having some kind of effect on it. 
 
    The Ranger ignored the screams as he brought up a pair of wire cutters in his right hand and started cutting the wire. 
 
    “Bad wire!” he screamed at it. “Bad!” More wire grasped at his arm, wrapping around it menacingly. “Get off me, asshole!” 
 
    He managed to crawl another foot as the wire designed to protect him attacked with renewed vigor. More cutting, more strands of wire fell to the dirt, squirming like worms. The girl continued screaming. 
 
    The mother continued screaming. 
 
    Ramirez started cutting frantically, almost indiscriminately as his frustration boiled over. 
 
    “Look at…” Cut! Cut! “What you are…” Cut! Cut! Cut! “… making me do to you!” 
 
    Finally, he had enough room to crawl to the girl. He pushed up on his elbows and knees and crawled on top of the child. The wire whipped him, most of it thankfully striking the back of his armor. 
 
    “Okay, honey!” he called. “Turn over and grab on!” 
 
    The girl couldn’t hear him over her own screams and even if she had, she wouldn’t have been able to understand him. He reached down and turned her over himself. The little girl, no more than eight years old had she been human, was suddenly face-to-face, nose-to-nose with a Dark One. 
 
    She screamed louder now. 
 
    Ramirez grimaced as the sound threatened to shatter his eardrums. As gently as he could, he took the girls hand and put it on the front of his armor. Then did the same with her other hand. 
 
    “Hang on!” he shouted at her. He tapped her hand on the armor, and to demonstrate, gripped the front of his arm hard. The girl stopped screaming as it dawned on her what he wanted her to do. She gripped the top of his chest armor until her knuckles were white. 
 
    “Okay!” he said. “Just hold onto me!” 
 
    He rose up on his knees and elbows and started to crawl again toward the other side of the fence, the Va’Shen girl dragged along beneath him as he covered her from the thrashing E-wire. 
 
    The girl quietly whimpered, but her mother was still screaming in terror. He heard the ominous scratching sounds of razors scraping over the top of his helmet. The metal snakes continued to strike wherever they could, snapping at his unarmored legs and arms, slapping against his back and doing whatever they could to keep him from escaping. 
 
    Finally, he noticed the scraping against his helmet had stopped. He felt two pairs of hands grab his upper arms and begin to pull. He was almost clear when he felt the wire wrap around his right boot. 
 
    “Oh, for shit’s sake! Will you just give up!” Ramirez cried, kicking his foot in an attempt to dislodge the wire. 
 
    Someone grabbed his foot and pulled the boot off, freeing him. He started crawling again until he was clear and rolled off the girl. He took several deep breaths, and the pain in his body decided to make itself known. 
 
    The girl hopped up and ran to her mother, wrapping her arms around her.  
 
    The blonde woman in the Marine uniform knelt next to her as the two hugged, spraying the girl with antiseptic spray and checking the wounds. The mother kicked her away and turned so that she was between her and her daughter. 
 
    The other Va’Shen woman interjected, speaking gently to the mother and pointing at the human woman. A moment later, the mother relented and let the medic check her daughter. The Va’Shen woman went and knelt beside Ramirez. 
 
    “Rah-mee-raz okey doke?” The Va’shen woman’s shoulder-length hair was mostly blonde except for one section on the top and left side of her head that was a warm, dark orange, almost as if her head was a Georgia peach. She looked down at the Ranger as he lay on his back and rested. 
 
    “Yeah, Alzoria, I’m great,” Ramirez wheezed. “Okey dokey.” 
 
    <Good,> the vixen, the Huntress Alzoria, said. Her ears twitched a smile. 
 
    “How’s the girl?” the Ranger called out. 
 
    The other uniformed human didn’t look back at him, focused on disinfecting the little girl’s wounds. Navy Corpsman Second Class Mina Fletcher paused to put a bandage on another bleeding cut on the girl’s arm. 
 
    “I think she’s okay,” she called back to Ramirez. “The Va’Shen seem just naturally good at avoiding traps. It’s not as bad as it could be. How are you doing?” 
 
    Ramirez looked down at himself. Every part of him that wasn’t covered with armor was turning dark as blood soaked his uniform. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” he called back. “The usual.” He rose carefully to a sitting position and started to unstrap his armor. Pulling his helmet off, some blood from his cut ear got onto his glove. He stood up and started for the girl and her mother. 
 
    “You okay, honey?” he asked as he approached. 
 
    The mother replied by smacking Ramirez on the cheek. Taking her daughter, she pulled her away from the Dark Ones and started down the road. The Ranger gingerly touched his cheek. “Anytime,” he sighed. 
 
    Fletcher stood up next to him. “She’ll be okay. The cuts weren’t too deep.” She looked over the soldier. “We, on the other hand, need to get you to Medical.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ramirez told her with a wince as every cut on his body started to sting at once. “Gotta finish something first. 
 
    “Rah-mee-raz good,” Alzoria told him in halting English. “Good. Help.” She bowed to him as if to show him the thanks she thought the mother should have given him. 
 
    He bowed to her as much as his cuts and previously hurt ribs would let him. <Thanks good stew,> he said in butchered Va’Shen. 
 
    The Ranger grabbed his armor and helmet and stared at the boot he lost laying among the wire like cheese in a trap. The E-wire was motionless now with no electronic impulses to trigger it, making it look deceptively safe to reach in and grab the footwear.  
 
    “Goddammit,” Ramirez sighed. He decided to leave it and go after it with a broom or something later. 
 
    Hefting his gear, he started for the nearby entry control point. The guard let him and the two women in, and he made a beeline for the two armed soldiers standing near the cut up E-wire. 
 
    The two saw him and came to attention, bracing for the worst. Ramirez squared up in front of them and removed his sunglasses, barely contained fury in his eyes. 
 
    “You know you’re not supposed to give the Va’Shen kids stuff!” It wasn’t a question. “It makes them come closer to the wire! You know that!” 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant!” the two responded in unison. 
 
    “Then why did you throw a piece of your MRE over there!?” 
 
    “Staff Sergeant, we weren’t trying to land it in the wire!” one of them began frantically. “We were trying to throw her a cookie, and it fell short…” 
 
    “Yeah, Staff Sergeant,” the other soldier piped in. “We didn’t think she’d try to crawl in after it!” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have crawled in there at all if you hadn’t disobeyed standing orders!” Ramirez shouted. He ran a sweat and blood-stained hand through his short cropped black hair and pointed at a tree on the other side of the wire. “See that tree?!” 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant!” the soldiers answered. 
 
    “Apologize!” Ramirez ordered them. “Apologize to that tree! For wasting all the precious oxygen it works so hard every day to make for you!” 
 
    “We’re sorry!” 
 
    “Not to me! To the tree!” 
 
    The two soldiers turned to face the tree. “We’re… um… we’re sorry,” one said. The other echoed the apology a second later. 
 
    “Do you know who this is?!” he demanded, pointing at Alzoria. “This is the princess of the entire region we’re in! Apologize to her!” 
 
    “We’re sorry, Ma’am!” the two shouted in unison. 
 
    Ramirez took a few breaths and calmed down. “Captain’s going to decide what to do with you two,” he told them a moment later. “In the meantime, since walking in a square is so damn difficult for you to do, you’re on garbage detail. Turn your weapons in to the armorer and go tell the garbage guys they have the day off!” 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant!” 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    The two sentries took off at a run toward the armorer’s shack. 
 
    “Okay, Drill Sergeant,” Fletcher said. “Now it’s time for medical.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Ramirez told her with a dismissive wave. 
 
    “Look at your feet,” she told him. 
 
    He looked down and found blood dripping into pools from his arms to his hands to the ground. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But I want the little cartoon bandages.” 
 
      
 
    Ben looked straight down the barrel of the nine-millimeter pistol pointed directly at his face, his expression a mask of anger, sadness, pity and a bit of primal fear. He took a breath and let it out slow as he took in the sight before him. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Patricia called out to him from the safety of a hundred feet of red and purple weeds and grass. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer,” Ben replied, his gaze never leaving the weapon or its would-be shooter. “The weapons on this bird are still hot.” 
 
    The interpreter nodded and looked to her right to make sure Alacea was also at a safe distance. The priestess had started to walk carefully around to the other side of their find while staying as far away as she safely could. 
 
    Ben’s eyes left the weapon and focused on the eyes of the man pointing it at him. A terrified visage stared back at him, captured forever in the man’s moment of death as a glass statue.  
 
    What happened here was tragically obvious to the Ranger officer. The F/A-202 aerospace fighter, likely launched from orbit in the opening days of the invasion, had either been hit or suffered a malfunction and crash landed here in Kadrapas’s fallow field. The pilot had climbed out of the cockpit, his helmet still on his head. Turning, he had seen one or more Va’Shen commandos waiting for him. He had drawn his pistol, raised it to fire, and then… 
 
    Ben took a closer look at the fighter plane. The glasser that killed the pilot must have landed right at his feet because he stood dead center in the middle of a circle of glass that encompassed dirt, grass and half the cockpit of his plane. The Ranger had seen this before, too many times before.  
 
    He looks just like Hobbes did, he thought, remembering his first encounter with the Va’Shen hand grenades. Terrified, knowing that he was about die and there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    The glass statue continued to stare forward. No one was sure how exactly they worked, but Army Intel’s best guess was that the crystal orb released some kind of energy pulse that converted the target at an atomic level, turning them into pure glass. The weapon served a dual purpose. If it hit you, it turned you to glass and killed you. If it fell near your cover, something you were hiding behind, it turned that to glass, making it useless as both cover and concealment. A surviving soldier would suddenly find himself trying to hide behind a window. 
 
    He took a step back, careful not to touch the dead pilot. The part that had scared the human soldiers for the longest time was a rumor that the glassed statues weren’t dead, that a person’s consciousness was trapped inside. It was so bad that the Army spent considerable time and effort trying to disprove the rumor. Either way, Ben didn’t want to risk shattering the dead man’s body.  
 
    Turning, he started for Patricia. “We’ll send a report to Mortuary Affairs and Explosive Ordnance Disposal,” he explained. “They can come here and recover the body, render the bombs and the guns safe.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen one in person,” Patricia told him quietly. “It’s… eerie.” 
 
    “A lot of soldiers who caught Va’Shen carrying glassers would just shoot them,” Ben told her. “They hated those things.” 
 
    Patricia opened her mouth to ask a question but quickly closed it. She was curious to know if Ben and his Rangers had ever done such a thing, but she realized asking your boss if he ever committed a war crime was probably not the best for maintaining a good working relationship. 
 
    “Where’s Alacea?” Ben asked her, interrupting her thought. 
 
    Patricia gestured to her right. Alacea was standing about fifty feet from the wrecked fighter, looking at it with great interest. She had never seen a spaceship before, after all. 
 
    Ben started for the priestess, intending to collect her and start back to Pelle. He had gotten about halfway there when he saw the vixen look down at the ground at her feet. She knelt for a moment and when she rose again, a clear crystal orb about the size of a baseball was in her hand. 
 
    The Ranger froze as if rooted to the spot. “Patricia!” he yelled. “Tell her to freeze! Tell her not to move! Right now!” 
 
    <No to moving! No to moving!> the terp shouted. Alacea looked up at them in confusion.  
 
    “Tell her again!” Ben shouted as he moved carefully toward the Va’Shen woman. “She’s holding a glasser! Tell her again!” 
 
    <Alacea!> Patricia called. <No to moving! Bad thing hand! No to moving!> 
 
    Ben saw Alacea look down at the crystal in her hand. She apparently got the message because the only parts of her that were moving now were her head and her tail, which began to whip back and forth behind her in growing fear. 
 
    He held his hands out to her as if to soothe a wild horse. “It’s okay,” he said quietly. “Just don’t move, okay?” <No to moving,> he repeated. 
 
    By this time, Patricia had run closer, but stopped fifty feet away from the alien woman, afraid of coming any closer. Ben was perhaps ten feet away. Alacea did her best to be a statue. 
 
    <What do I do?> she asked them quietly. <What is it?> 
 
    The captain licked his lips in thought. What could he do? He could run back to the base and try to summon an EOD team from Jamieson, but it would take several hours just to get word there and their understanding of glassers hadn’t helped any of them so far. He didn’t even know what exactly set them off. A human just touching one was enough to detonate it, but the Va’Shen carried them around in the field. 
 
    “Tell her to stay calm and listen to me,” Ben ordered calmly. 
 
    <Alacea, breathe softly,> Patricia told her. <Leader of fighters tell to you doing. Comprehension?> 
 
    The priestess gulped nervously. <I understand.> 
 
    “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” Ben told them. “Ask if she sees that tree over there.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and spoke again, asking the vixen to look at the thin, almost branchless purple tree about three hundred feet away.  
 
    <I see it,> Alacea answered calmly. It seemed that the vixen had found her composure and was ready to face whatever would come next. 
 
    “She sees it,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “On the count of three,” he said, “I want her to throw it toward that tree as hard as she can. Okay? One, two and then throw on three, got it?” 
 
    <Leader of fighters count up to the third,> Patricia told Alacea. <When the third touches ears, launch bad hand to tree.> 
 
    Alacea swallowed but didn’t move otherwise. <Very well,> she said. 
 
    Ben cleared his throat and moved a few feet closer. <One…> he said in Va’Shen. 
 
    The priestess began to breathe a little heavier. 
 
    <Two…> 
 
    She closed her eyes, saying a quick prayer. 
 
    <Three!> 
 
    Alacea threw the orb in the direction of the dying tree.  
 
    But here’s the thing about Alacea. Although she was an accomplished dancer, she was by no means an athlete, and although the outdated human phrase “throw like a girl” had never reached Va’Sh, if it had, Alacea would be the poster girl for it. 
 
    In other words, that glasser wasn’t going very far. 
 
    Damn! Ben cursed in his head. He dashed forward, hitting the priestess in a full-on tackle that knocked the wind from her and carried her another five meters before they both hit the ground and rolled. 
 
    A low whump hit their ears as the glasser went off, turning everything in a ten-foot diameter circle into delicate glass. 
 
    Alacea’s eyes were clenched shut, her hands rolled into fists as she braced herself for an explosion or death. When she realized she was still alive, she opened her eyes and found herself on top of Ben, who still had his arms wrapped around her. 
 
    Ben opened his eyes as Alacea rose up, the sun directly over her, casting her in shadow. And for just a moment, the Ranger didn’t see Alacea, just the shadow of a Va’Shen leaning over him… 
 
    Realizing their immodest position, Alacea began to climb off Ben but was shocked when she felt her Tesho push her violently off of him, causing her to roll into the grass next to him. She looked up at him and found him standing, facing away from her. 
 
    “You okay?” he demanded. <Well you?> he repeated. 
 
    The priestess cleared her throat, realizing that her curiosity had endangered both of them. It was no wonder he was angry with her. She turned, still on her knees and bowed low to him. <I am sorry, Tesho,> she said formally. <My stupidity put you at risk.> 
 
    “Are you okay?!” Patricia cried as she ran up to them. <Alacea unhurt?> she asked. 
 
    <I am unharmed, Lady Patricia, thank you,> Alacea said, climbing to her feet. Her Tesho still wouldn’t look at her. She looked down at her feet in shame. 
 
    He suddenly whirled on her and pointed at her face. “If you didn’t put it down, you don’t pick it up! Got it?!” he shouted. 
 
    Looking distinctly uncomfortable, Patricia cleared her throat and translated. <You no place, you no remove of dirt.> 
 
    Alacea’s head dropped, her gaze on the ground below her. <I understand, Tesho,> she said meekly. 
 
    Ben turned and started back the way they had come. “Come on,” he told them both. “Time to go.” 
 
    The walk back to Pelle was awkward to say the least. No one spoke for a long time until Patricia, walking on Ben’s right, looked over to him and spoke. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Me?” Ben asked. “Yeah, I’m good,” he with a little more enthusiasm than normal. 
 
    “You just seem a little… you know… stressed.” She looked back at Alacea, who was walking in her “rightful place” just behind and to Ben’s left. Her gaze was still focused on the ground in front of her. “You know, it wasn’t her fault. She doesn’t know about any of this stuff.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied. “She’s okay, and everything is fine now, so all’s well that ends well.” 
 
    “Maybe, just…” 
 
    “Look, LT,” Ben said with a huff. “We accomplished a lot today, and we still have a lot of work to do when we get back. So just drop it, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” She glanced back at Alacea again. “You should say something to her. You know… So, she knows everything’s okay.” 
 
    Ben stared at his lieutenant for a hard few moments and took a breath. “Okay,” he grumbled. He cleared his throat and looked back at the Va’Shen woman. “Alacea,” he said. As she looked up at him, he cleared his throat once again and continued. <I happy Alacea well,> he told her in halting Va’Shen.  
 
    Her ears twitched once. <I am also glad you are unharmed, Tesho,> she said. 
 
    She watched as he faced forward again, and they continued to walk. She knew the Dark One overlord well enough by now to know that he rarely showed anger, and the rare times he did, it was mostly an anger born of fear such as when she had caught him by surprise that night in his office.  
 
    Thinking more on it, she didn’t feel like someone who had been berated, but more like a child who had been scolded after running into a busy street. She wondered briefly if that meant he had felt fear for her and that was why he had lashed out. If he didn’t care, after all, why would he have risked himself to save her? 
 
    There simply was no understanding this Dark One. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “All right, that should about do it,” Fletcher noted as she taped a bandage on the last of the cuts on Ramirez’s left arm. The Ranger sat quietly on one of the medical infirmary’s two hospital beds and let the Navy medic do her job. “How’s it feel?” she asked. 
 
    “Better,” he told her. 
 
    “Did we miss any?” she asked, putting the plastic container of bandages on the table nearby.   
 
    The infirmary was little more than a small, polymer temporary shelter used by colonists upon first arriving on an unknown planet. It had two beds for examinations and simple procedures, a cabinet for medical supplies and a small metal desk where the unit’s medic did paperwork. Another cabinet in the back, locked with a heavy steel padlock, contained the small amount of prescription drugs available for Fletcher to prescribe. 
 
    Ramirez cast his eyes aside. “Uh… yeah,” he told her slowly. 
 
    “Where?” she asked, picking up the bandages again. 
 
    “On my tushy,” Ramirez said nervously. 
 
    The announcement didn’t faze Fletcher. As a corpsman, she had seen her fair share of butts. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Turn around and drop ‘em.” 
 
    Ramirez slowly stood up. His face and arms were covered in small bandages, and a small blood stain had soaked into the sheet while he had been sitting on the bed.  
 
    “Look, I gotta warn you,” he said. “You’re going to see things I vowed to never let another human see…” 
 
    Fletcher folded her arms over her chest and arched an eyebrow. “Staff Sergeant, I was a corpsman for a Marine rifle company,” she informed him. “There is absolutely nothing on your ass that I’ve not seen before.” 
 
    “O…kay,” Ramirez said. He unbuckled his uniform pants and turned, dropping the pants and his light blue boxers at the same time. Placing his hands on the bed, he waited for Fletcher to speak. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I take it back. That is something I definitely never expected to see.” 
 
    “Yup,” Ramirez noted. 
 
    “An ‘I love the Air Force’ tattoo?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Ramirez said. “The short version is I lost a bet.” 
 
    The medic said nothing and began to wipe the cuts on the Ranger’s rear with alcohol. “Must have been a helluva bet,” she finally remarked. 
 
    “Two pair is a pretty good hand,” he defended himself. 
 
    “You literally bet your ass on two pair?” Fletcher asked in disbelief. “How drunk were you?” 
 
    “Pretty drunk,” he replied, flinching a little as the alcohol burned the cuts. He hissed again as she began to apply the bandages.  
 
    “You think it was worth it?” she asked him quietly. 
 
    “I could’ve won a ride in a fighter jet, so yeah…” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted. “I mean… was it worth going through all this just so that vixen could slap you and run off?” 
 
    Ramirez didn’t answer immediately, his thoughts reviewing the day’s events. “Yeah,” he said. “What else was I gonna do?” 
 
    “Wait for the SeaBees to come out and cut that section of wire, for one,” Fletcher responded, closing the lid on the bandage container. “You can hide your secret shame now,” she added. 
 
    The Ranger stood up and pulled up his trousers again. He shrugged as he latched his riggers belt. “Stuff would have cut her up even longer then,” he said. “I don’t doubt Senior Chief’s guys, but I’m sure there’s a ‘right’ way of doing things that would have kept that girl tangled up for a while.” He turned back to her. 
 
    Fletcher eyed him carefully. “Between your ribs and this, I’m wondering if you’re just some kind of masochist.” 
 
    Ramirez smiled. “Nah,” he said. “It just made sense at the time, ya know?” 
 
    “And I thought Marines were crazy,” she said. 
 
    “You don’t have to be crazy to become a Ranger,” he said, picking up his hat and starting for the door. “We’ll train you. Thanks for patching me up, Doc.” 
 
    “No problem,” she called after him. “And don’t worry, your secret Air Force fetish is safe with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Ramirez, post a sign at the dining facility,” Ben said the moment he pushed open the door to his office. “I need to address the entire company this afternoon at fifteen-hundred.”  
 
    He paused and looked around. Ramirez was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Guess he went to chow,” Patricia noted as she passed him and went to her desk.  
 
    “Nevermind,” Ben breathed. “I guess I’ll post it.” 
 
    “Gonna announce the festival?” the terp asked. 
 
    “Fastest way,” he said, pulling a marker from his desk drawer and pulling the cap off. “Not a lot of time, and a lot of work to do for it.” He started scribbling on a white piece of paper. 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” Patricia asked, resting her chin in her hands, elbows on her desk. The more she thought about it, the more she really liked the idea. Games, food, entertainment… it would be a nice change from the monotony they’d faced over the last few weeks. 
 
    “Think Senior Chief and his guys can make us a dunking booth?” Ben asked. 
 
    “That would be awesome,” Patricia agreed. 
 
    Ben finished writing his notice and looked it over. Satisfied he hadn’t misspelled anything, he took it and started for the door. “Do me a favor, and start the request for Civil Affairs, just like we discussed. The Notice to Airmen too. There’s a chopper coming through on the way to Jamieson this afternoon. I want to send them with it.” 
 
    “You got it,” she said, clicking her pen. 
 
    A knock on the office door drew their eyes to an older woman with short, red hair worn in a bob who was peaking in from the open doorway. She wore a simple blue button-down shirt and a pair of khakis, marking her as one of the few civilians allowed on post-war Va’Sh. The civilian held a large manila folder that was so full it was practically bursting under her right arm. 
 
    “Come on in,” Ben invited. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Captain Gibson?” she asked. 
 
    “Guilty,” he told her. He pointed to Patricia. “Lieutenant Patricia Kim, my intel officer. What can we do for you?” 
 
    The woman smiled and stepped toward them, offering Ben her hand to shake. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Emily Morant. I’m a psychiatrist assigned to the CJTF surgeon general’s office.” 
 
    “A psychiatrist?” Ben asked. “Is someone crazy?” 
 
    “We don’t like to use that word,” she told her pointedly. “It has negative connotations and is overall unhelpful.” 
 
    “I see,” Ben said apologetically. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, I specialize in treating whackadoos, lunatics and paste-eaters,” she supplied. 
 
    Ben looked at her, unsure of what to think. 
 
    “That’s a joke,” Morant told him. “Apparently, not a very good one.” 
 
    “No one’s perfect,” Ben said. 
 
    The doctor’s expression turned serious. “No, I am actually here because of this.” She handed him the heavy manila envelope with his name on it. “Leadership assumed you hadn’t seen this yet, given the communication difficulties, so they simply sent me to deliver it and for whatever comes afterward.” 
 
    Patricia watched as Ben opened the envelope and removed a thick pile of paper. She saw his expression fall steadily as he read the executive summary on the front page, ending with a dejected pursing of his lips. 
 
    He lowered the pages and sighed. “You’ve got shit for timing, Doctor,” he said quietly. “I wanted to give the troops good news today.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “Truly. I understand this is likely to be very emotional for your people, and I am here to offer my services to whomever may need it.” 
 
    Ben nodded quietly. “Of course. You’ll have our full cooperation.” He cleared his throat. “We’re having a commander’s call just outside the office here at fifteen hundred. I would like for you to attend.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” Morant said. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened again, and Ramirez stepped in, his face covered in bandages. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you?!” Patricia cried. 
 
    Ramirez, confronted himself by an unknown situation, paused a moment before answering. “Huh? Oh, I got slapped,” he said simply. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Ben gestured to Morant. “This is Dr. Morant. She’s going to be staying with us for a while. Can I get you to show her to the Distinguished Visitors quarters? Oh, and while you’re out there, hang this up somewhere where everyone will see it and spread the word that we’re doing a commander’s call at fifteen hundred.” 
 
    “No problem, Sir. I’m on it,” Ramirez said. “Sometime today, though, I need to talk to you about Cartwright and Gamble.” 
 
    “What about ‘em?” 
 
    Ramirez gave a quick rundown of what had occurred on the fence line and the role the two junior soldiers had played in it. 
 
    Ben listened attentively and gave Ramirez another once over, the reasons for the bandages now readily apparent despite the staff sergeant’s not bringing them up. 
 
    “There a reason you’re constantly beating the shit out of yourself, Staff Sergeant?” Ben asked in a straightforward manner. 
 
    The other Ranger shrugged. “I reckon someone’s gotta do it, Sir.” 
 
    Ben bit his lip and nodded. “Keep them on garbage detail for a couple of weeks. I’ll smooth things over with the Va’Shen. Good job, Staff Sergeant.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ramirez replied gamely. 
 
    The captain then turned back to Morant. “Doctor, I’ll find you some workspace you can use while you’re here. Is there anything else you need?” Ben asked. 
 
    Morant smiled. “No, Captain. A place to work will suffice.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ben gave Ramirez a head nod, and the sharpshooter took over from there. 
 
    “Ma’am, if you will come this way,” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “My, my,” Morant said as she preceded Ramirez outside. “That must have been some slap.” 
 
    Once they were gone and the door was closed, Patricia felt safe speaking up. 
 
    “That’s gonna be fun,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Should we offer a compensation payment of some kind?” Ben asked her. In other wars, the families of civilians killed accidentally or illegally were often given a cash payment as compensation for the loss of their loved one. He hadn’t heard of any being given to the Va’Shen before, however. 
 
    Patricia thought on the question for several moments. “Honestly, I don’t know. We should probably ask Alacea.” 
 
    He nodded and let out a breath before looking down at the bulging folder on his desk. “And then there’s this,” he noted dryly. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    He handed her the stack of papers and sighed. “Just one more damn thing.” 
 
      
 
    Kastia had been Pelle’s healer ever since the death of her mother five years before. For the Va’Shen, to be a healer meant to give of your own life to one who needed aid, and she had always tried to live up to that. She was well-versed in potion-making, salves, herbal remedies, bone-setting and other methods of life-saving taught from one healer to another going all the way back to the first war against the Dark Ones four thousand years ago. 
 
    Because of that, she knew of the cruelty the Dark Ones were capable of and looked at them with suspicion and fear. Although they had not yet shown that cruelty, it always taunted her from the back of her mind. 
 
    So, when Alacea entered her home with shaking tail and trembling ears, her mind went straight to the most obvious probable cause. 
 
    <What has that monster done to you?> she demanded. Her cold sapphire eyes threatened to bore into Alacea. 
 
    Alacea went immediately to the comfortable rug in the center of Kastia’s home/office. She took a breath before speaking. <I have not been harmed,> she said. <But I have narrowly avoided death, and I find, now that I’ve had time to think on it, I am quite disturbed. I was hoping you had something to help calm my nerves.> 
 
    <Death?> Kastia repeated. <Tell me. Did he…> 
 
    <He’s done nothing wrong!> Alacea snapped at her friend, her nerves having eaten away any of the diplomacy she might otherwise have used. <Please, Kastia.> 
 
    The green-haired vixen put a kettle on the wood stove and opened a cabinet in search of a light sedative. After a moment of patient silence, Alacea began her explanation. 
 
    <We were in the fields where we had been told was a dead Dark One,> she began. <While we were there, I found a crystal, a beautiful crystal orb, and picked it up.> 
 
    Kastia listened as she ground a mixture of herbs in a pestle.  
 
    <Without realizing it, I had picked up one of our soldiers’ weapons,> Alacea said. <Tesho saw it and told me to not move. If he had not…> 
 
    The healer put some of the powdered herbs into the bottom of a tea-cup and poured hot water into it. She brought it to the priestess and sat down across from her. 
 
    <I would have died, Kastia,> she finished.  
 
    <But you did not,> Kastia assured her gently.  
 
    Alacea drank deeply and let out a breath as a warm feeling began to spread through her body. <What is this?> she asked. 
 
    <Just a potion to calm fearfulness and anxiety,> her friend explained. <It will cover the bad feelings with a warm fuzz.> 
 
    <Hmm,> Alacea replied, the effects of the sedative already becoming apparent. Her tail stopped shivering and lightly rested against the floor. 
 
    Kastia watched Alacea visibly settle down with satisfaction. Her ears twitched a smile. Her friend had been through a lot over the last few weeks. She was surprised she had not come to her for a drug like this sooner. 
 
    <Are there any other hurts?> Kastia asked. <I can treat them for you while you’re here.> 
 
    It was her subtle way of asking Alacea if she had any hidden wounds given to her by her Tesho that she was concealing for the community’s benefit.  
 
    Alacea closed her eyes and let out another deep breath. <No,> she said. <I know you’re worried. And I am grateful. But he’s not that kind of tod.> 
 
    <Dark One,> Kastia corrected her. <It is important you don’t forget.> 
 
    <He saved my life,> Alacea told her. <And then scolded me like a child.> 
 
    <That doesn’t mean he cares about you personally,> the healer pointed out. <You have value to him, yes, but for what you are, not who.> 
 
    <I don’t know,> Alacea said as she slowly leaned over onto her side on the floor. She looked like she was about to curl up and go to sleep. <He is nice most of the time.> 
 
    Kastia seemed alarmed by what her friend was saying. <You should not become too friendly with him,> she warned.  
 
    <Why not?> Alacea asked sleepily, her tongue loosened by the effects of the drug. <We are bound together for eternity. It would be nice if we could spend it on good terms.> 
 
    <And do you think he sees you in a similar way?> Kastia asked. 
 
    Alacea was quiet for several moments. <He won’t call me ‘Myorin,’> she said, almost pouting. <And he hasn’t marked me.> 
 
    <Then that should tell you how he thinks,> the healer told her. 
 
    The priestess sighed loudly. <It would be better if he did,> she said.  
 
    <Are you saying you want him as a Tesho?> Kastia asked incredulously. 
 
    Alacea opened her eyes again. She was aware she was saying too much but the sedative made her not care. <He is my Tesho,> she said. <I cannot change that. Would it not be better if we came to develop tender feelings for one another? Eternity is a long time.> 
 
    <He is a Dark One and utterly incapable of such feelings,> Kastia told her firmly. <You would be wasting your time trying to draw such feelings out and would only make your situation even more miserable.> 
 
    <Perhaps you could drug him with something that would make him feel those things,> Alacea joked, her ears twitching. 
 
    <I am a healer, not a witch!> Kastia replied curtly. <I do not make love potions! What has gotten into you?!> 
 
    Alacea looked up at her friend with sad eyes. <I am trapped in a marriage to an alien warlord,> she answered. <Is it really so wrong to hope for the best possible outcome of such a thing? Should I try to ensure that we hate one another for all time out of some principle? Were he the monster I first feared him to be, I am sure I would do exactly that, but the more I spend time with him, the more… Va’Shen… he seems. No Myorin wants an unhappy marriage. Is it wrong for me to want to make the best of things?> 
 
    <He deceives you because he knows it makes things easier for him,> Kastia retorted.  
 
    <He made up a holiday today,> Alacea murmured, rolling onto her back and looking up at the ceiling. <Our pride was about to doom us because he wanted to give us food for our animals, and Hakan wouldn’t stand for it. So, he called it a ‘gift’ and made up a fake holiday to make it easier to accept. I could tell. He and Lady Patricia looked so… uncomfortable when talking about it.> 
 
    <You mean the tree holiday? So, he lied to us,> Kastia said, using Alacea’s statement as evidence to her point. 
 
    <You misunderstand,> Alacea told her. <He could have waited until we were starving and desperate and waved the food in front of us to break us. Instead, he gave us a way to accept and maintain our pride in ourselves. That is not the action of an evil creature.> 
 
    Kastia sighed, her ears drooping downward. It seemed her friend was determined to be declared right in this argument. It was her job, after all, to argue and win on behalf of her people. Her ability to justify the actions of her community was something in which the people of Pelle staked their future. 
 
    <In the end of the issue, all that matters is that his promise is kept,> Kastia relented. <Keeping your promise is the key to that. If, in keeping your promise to him, you find satisfaction as a vixen, then I suppose that is simply the Gods showing you a little extra personal grace.> 
 
    Alacea didn’t answer. Looking down, Kastia found that her friend had fallen asleep. She took an exasperated breath. <You are a foolish vixen, Alacea,> she muttered. Standing, she returned to her work and let her friend sleep. 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a cloud in the Va’Shen sky when fifteen hundred rolled around, and, with only a few exceptions, the entire military population of the base was milling around the large empty space in front of the main administrative office that functioned as the parade field.  
 
    Ramirez found Burgers loitering toward the front with Fletcher and made his way toward them. Staff Sergeant Jared Baird, “Burgers” as he was known around the unit, was a full head taller than Fletcher. The African American Texan had known Ramirez since the first day of Ranger school, and the two were usually inseparable. His friend saw him approach and waved to get his attention. As he walked up to them, Burgers looked him up and down, trying vainly to count the bandages he wore. 
 
    “The hell happened to you?” he asked, removing his ballistic sunglasses to get a better look. 
 
    “Got into a fight with some E-wire,” Ramirez told him plainly. 
 
    “How’s the ass?” Fletcher asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” Ramirez replied. “Still perfect. Still awesome.” 
 
    “You know what this is about?” the African American NCO asked. “We lose a guy or something?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve heard about.” 
 
    “What makes you think it’s bad news?” Mina asked with a smirk. “Maybe Ramirez is getting a POW Medal for getting captured by those commandos.” 
 
    “Long overdue,” Ramirez piped in. 
 
    Burgers shook his head. “We haven’t had a whole lotta luck with these,” he said.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Ramirez answered for him. “Last time we had one of these, we lost a planet.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mina replied simply and shut her mouth, willing the faux pas to go away. 
 
    “Stand by,” Patricia’s voice struggled to carry itself over everyone’s chit chat and somehow managed it. Everyone immediately stopped talking and stood straight. “Company! TENCH-HUT!” The mass of soldiers somehow found a way to stand even straighter as Ben walked up to the front of assembly. 
 
    “As you were,” he said as he made his way to the front. Everyone relaxed. “Feel free to grab some dirt,” he added. The soldiers and sailors sat down on the hard-packed dirt. There weren’t enough chairs on the entire FOB to seat everyone. 
 
    Every eye on the base turned to Ben, with Patricia and Morant standing off to the side.  
 
    “Listen up, you guardians of democracy!” Ben began, effortlessly projecting his voice over the entire crowd. “We’ve been here almost a month now, and you folks have been hitting it out of the park. I want to thank you for giving it everything you’ve got. The mission here isn’t exactly action packed, but it’s important.” 
 
    Someone in the crowd, mostly likely Senior Chief Warren, began to clap, and the rest of the soldiers followed. Ben waited for them to finish before starting again. 
 
    “I wish I could say I’ve only got good news for you today,” he said. “But I’ve got both kinds.” The troops mumbled a bit at that. Bad news could mean literally anything, and good news usually meant good for the Army rather than them. 
 
    “Good news first,” the Ranger captain continued. “The Va’Shen are having a festival five days from now, and we have been invited to attend and participate.” 
 
    From the sound of the chatter that followed the statement, Ben concluded the troops hadn’t been expecting that and were pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “So, start thinking on things like games or booths we can put together,” he went on. “I know we have some imaginative folks here. Just keep it clean. Senior Chief and the SeaBees can help you out with supplies and tools. Just ask.” He pointed at a raised hand. 
 
    “What’s the festival for, Sir?” a soldier in the middle of the group asked. 
 
    “Arbor Day,” Ben told him. 
 
    “Isn’t that in Ap…” 
 
    “Any other questions?” Ben interjected. “Okay, in that case, now for the bad news.” 
 
    The crowd started to rumble in anticipation. 
 
    Waiting a moment to let the rumble settle, Ben pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “Congress has released its findings on the results of the attack on Persephone.” 
 
    The mass of people fell deadly quiet. 
 
    “They have also released the final casualty list,” Ben went on. Off to the side, Patricia held up the stack of paper Morant had given them. “As you probably suspect, casualties are all deceased, no wounded. We’re going to leave it up here for everyone who wants to read through it. Afterward it’ll be in the admin office for anyone who wants to see it.” 
 
    Ramirez looked at the stack and bit his lip. 
 
    “That many…” Fletcher whispered beside him. 
 
    “There’s more,” Ben continued, “Scientists from the U.S. Geologic Survey Service, the Colonial Commission and the U.S. Academy of Sciences have reported that the asteroid the Va’Shen used to hit Persephone had very high concentrations of iridium. Because of that high concentration, the nuclear winter expected to last on Persephone for sixteen months to two years is now estimated to run… an additional six years,” he told them. 
 
    Disappointed sounds came from the Rangers in the crowd along with whoever else once called Persephone, a jewel of a planet among the U.S. colonies, home. 
 
    “So, we have to wait longer before we can go back?” someone called out. 
 
    Ben cleared his throat. “You don’t understand,” he said in answer to the soldier’s question. “Six years is too long for the environment to bounce back. Most plant life on the planet is already gone. In another year whatever remains will also be dead.” 
 
    The crowd stared at him in silence as he went on. 
 
    “Whatever’s left of the animal life will be dead six months after that,” Ben continued, trying to keep the emotion out of his voice. “By the time the sun comes out again, there’ll be nothing left on Persephone but rocks and water.” He raised his voice again. “As such… Congress has declared Persephone unsuitable for human life and has stricken the Persephone Colony from the list of U.S. territories.” 
 
    About half the troops in the crowd erupted. Ben expected them to be angry, and he let them be angry. 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” 
 
    “What about us, huh?!” 
 
    “Where are we supposed to go now?!” 
 
    Ramirez stared wide-eyed at the captain, saying nothing. 
 
    Next to him, Burgers took a deep breath. “Well,” he said quietly. “That’s it. You really can’t go home again.” 
 
    Ben raised his hand, and the crowd gradually fell silent. “We have not been forgotten!” he called over the crowd. “Congress has passed the Persephone Survivors Act. Any U.S. citizen and resident of the Persephone Colony will be permitted to settle on any other U.S. colony and will be given financial support on that colony for one year while they get their bearings. Additionally, any servicemember from the Persephone Colony may leave the military early with no decrease in benefits. Your discharge will be characterized as ‘Honorable.’” 
 
    Some uncertain grumbles came from the crowd. 
 
    “I want to introduce you to Dr. Emily Morant,” Ben announced once the crowd had calmed again. “She is a therapist from the CJTF surgeon general’s office. If anyone needs to talk about all this, she will be working out of Building 16. Are there any questions?” 
 
    Silence. Dead silence. 
 
    “LT, you have anything?” Ben asked Patricia. 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Senior Chief?” 
 
    “No, Sir,” came the response. 
 
    Ben looked out at his people, taking in the disappointed and angry looks from half of them and nervous, awkward looks from the other half. 
 
    “Now’s not the time to hold stuff in,” Ben told them. “Now’s the time to come together. I encourage you to talk to Doctor Morant. If not her, then someone else. I know it hurts. But the war is over, and the Va’Shen here in Pelle have as much to do with what happened on Persephone as any civilian on Earth has. And if they knew what had happened, they would…” He paused, unsure of how to word it. “They would feel bad.” It was awkward and stupid, but it was all he had. 
 
    He gave Patricia a nod, and she came to attention. “Company! Tench-HUT!” 
 
    The soldiers jumped to their feet and came to attention. 
 
    “Carry on,” Ben replied as he started for his office. 
 
    The crowd began to break up, some rushing up to Patricia to snag the casualty list. 
 
    “Well,” Fletcher breathed. “He couldn’t have been happy to make that announcement while trying to get everyone ready for a party.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez responded. “Sucks. Like bringing a clown to a wake.”  
 
    They looked up as Burgers rejoined the group, not even aware he had left. He held the casualty list up. “You want to look?” he asked Ramirez. 
 
    “Nope,” his friend replied instantly. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yup.” Ramirez didn’t even look at the papers. 
 
    Burgers offered it to Fletcher, who held her hands up as if to ward off bad luck. 
 
    “Thanks, no,” she said. “I didn’t know anyone there.” 
 
    The muscular Ranger nodded and turned to offer it to someone else. 
 
    Fletcher eyed Ramirez carefully. “Hey, you okay?” she asked. 
 
    He looked up at her and grinned. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s all good. See’ya at dinner.” Without another word, he walked off, leaving Fletcher there to once again worry about what the young Ranger wasn’t saying. 
 
      
 
    His eyes opened to the rising and falling tone of the alarm. Shots rang out outside the tent. He knew without looking that the Va’Shen commando was on the other side of his tent, backlit against the light of fires outside. 
 
    He looked anyway. The commando’s face was shrouded in darkness, but the knife in his hand glinted in the firelight. 
 
    Ben’s actions were automatic by this point, the dream so familiar it was almost like the nightmare version of muscle memory. He rolled and grabbed the holstered sidearm next to his bed. Leaping to his feet, he swung the belted pistol like a flail. 
 
    And then he froze. 
 
    His body stopped moving. The gun-flail stopped in mid-air. He tried to pull his hand back for another swing, but his limbs wouldn’t answer. Only his eyes would move, and when they did, he saw why he couldn’t move. 
 
    Glass. 
 
    His arm. His sidearm. His legs. His chest. 
 
    Glass. All glass. 
 
    He’d been glassed. And yet somehow he could still see. He tried to open his mouth to scream, but nothing came out. 
 
    The commando leapt toward him. 
 
    And Ben shot straight up in bed, gasping for air as if coming up from the water after nearly drowning. He was covered in sweat. He held his hands up in front of his eyes and wiggled his fingers, trying to assure himself that he could still move them, that they were made of muscle, bone and flesh and not delicate crystal ready to break at any moment. 
 
    He threw off the thin green blanket and turned, planting his bare feet on the floor of his hooch and placed his face in his hands. He reached out blindly and turned on the small lamp next to his cot, bathing the inside of his hooch with an ugly yellow light. 
 
    “Just a dream,” he gasped. “Justadream, justadream, justadream,” he repeated over and over again in a whisper, more a prayer than self assurance. 
 
    Looking down between his legs, he found that it wasn’t just sweat that soaked him. Ben Gibson, an Army officer, a combat veteran, a member of one of the most storied institutions in the U.S. Army, had pissed himself.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he whispered in self-reproach. “Fuck.” 
 
    He sat there, face in his hands, soaking in his own sweat and piss, taking deep breaths to steady himself. He knew he should get up, take the sheets off his bed, change his boxers and clean himself up, but he wasn’t ready yet. He didn’t want to move yet. 
 
    Not until he was certain he was actually awake, and the dream was over. 
 
    It was ten minutes before he could bring himself to stand up. Looking down at his cot, he grimaced and turned away. He didn’t want to sleep anymore. 
 
      
 
    The sun was not yet up and would not be for two more hours, but such was the life of a Ya’Jahar. She Who Feeds must rise early to make sure the first meal of the day was prepared when the other Mikorin rose. For Sho Nan, it was a benefit of her position. The temple was at its most quiet and peaceful this early in the morning as the other Mikorin and the acolytes still slept. She could hear her own thoughts and find her own peace as she mixed the ingredients for the soup that would soon be simmering in the large iron pot hanging over the kitchen fire. 
 
    Lately, the soup had not been as rich as she would have liked. Everyone in Pelle was tightening their belts. As Ya’Jahar, Sho Nan was responsible for determining just how much the community should tighten those belts.  
 
    Her delicate blue ears twitched as the sound of a Dark One vehicle came to her from outside. The Mikorin’s ears folded downward just a bit in suspicion. Unlike many others in the community, Sho Nan’s view of the Dark One occupation was guided not by fear, which she indeed still felt, but through the lens of her beliefs. If the Dark Ones were here, then they were here because they had been sent by the Gods. If the Dark Ones visited untold cruelties on the community, it was only because the Gods wished for those cruelties. And so there was no point in feeling terror or begging for one’s life. When the Gods wished to punish you, it was your responsibility as a good Va’Shen to accept that punishment with pride and grace so that the Gods will feel content by it. 
 
    The opposite, therefore, was also true. If the Gods sent the Dark Ones, and the Dark Ones they happened to send to her community were not cruel and evil, then that was a blessing. Rather than spit on that blessing through pointless defiance and offense, a good Va’Shen should accept it with similar pride and grace. 
 
    None of this meant, however, that Sho Nan was stupid. 
 
    Dark One vehicles moving around the village in the dark of early morning was something new. And the dark of early morning was the exact perfect time to act if the Dark Ones wished to raid the village. Everyone was asleep and off-guard. 
 
    It was with these thoughts that Sho Nan approached the large wooden door at the front of the temple. She would open it and see what was happening. If the actions were suspicious, she would cry out and wake the others. 
 
    When she pulled open the heavy door, however, she was so surprised that her ears shot straight up. Standing there with his fist held up as if about to knock was the Overlord. 
 
    The two stood there, looking at one another in shocked silence.  
 
    Sho Nan recovered first and bowed. <Welcome Overlord,> she said, her poise and confidence betraying none of the surprise she felt. She listened carefully for sounds to suggest other Dark Ones nearby, but she heard nothing. 
 
    <A blessed morning to you,> Ben said in halting Va’Shen as he bowed in return. “Um…” He thought for a moment. “I know it’s… I know it’s real early but…” 
 
    The priestess looked at him, her face, ears and tail the very picture of patience. 
 
    <Alacea… exist…?> he asked hesitantly. 
 
    She bowed to him. <I will wake her, Overlord. Please come inside.> She stepped back and gestured for him to enter, which he did, stopping to pull his boots off and leave them by the door. Sho Nan folded her hands together and walked gracefully down the dark, silent hall, Ben just behind her. 
 
    The Mikorin opened a meeting room and went inside. She picked up a silver pitcher of water and poured some into two tall vases sitting on the table in the middle. The rocks inside the vases began to glow brightly, lighting the entire room. 
 
    She gestured to the table, inviting him to sit. Ben coughed nervously and sat down as Sho Nan left the room. He tapped the tabletop nervously. What the hell was he doing here? It was four in the morning! 
 
    When he had finished cleaning up from his nightmare, he had decided going back to sleep was out of the question. So, he showered, dressed and went out to walk the perimeter, surprising the sentries who were suddenly having to chat with their commander. When that was done, he decided to get started on the rest of his day. 
 
    Remembering Ramirez’s report on what occurred the day before, Ben, probably not thinking rationally, decided to go and discuss the issue with Alacea.  
 
    It never occurred to him that she might still be asleep. His nerves were shot. He wanted to do something so that he wouldn’t have to think. He didn’t want to wake Patricia. She would ask too many questions he didn’t want to answer.  
 
    For some reason he couldn’t explain, he wanted to talk to Alacea. The fox woman couldn’t ask too many questions, and he could just feign misunderstanding if she asked something he didn’t want to answer. The fact that she was a Va’Shen and that his nightmare featured a Va’Shen as a source of his fear was not lost on him. Maybe it was because Alacea was a priestess or perhaps a woman. 
 
    The time finally dawned on him, and he realized how stupid he was being. He rose in preparation to sneak out when a sleepy Alacea appeared in the doorway. Despite the time, she was fully dressed and only the droopiness of her ears and tail gave any indication that she had just woke up. 
 
    <Tesho,> she greeted him with a bow. <Welcome.> 
 
    <Alacea,> he said, bowing back. <A blessed morning to you.> 
 
    <Has something happened?> she asked. <You are not usually awake at this time.> At his quizzical look, she tried again. <Bad thing?> she asked. 
 
    “Oh… um… Yeah,” he said stupidly. <Yes,> he corrected himself. He gestured to the table. <To sit?> 
 
    The priestess glided into the room and knelt on the floor on the opposite side of the table. Ben retook his seat. <Much apologize,> he said. <Night time… continues.> He broke off as Sho Nan entered the room with a tray holding a kettle and two cups. Kneeling next to the table, she set them out for them. 
 
    <Thank you, Sho Nan,> Alacea said with a bow of her head. <Please do not allow us to interfere with your morning duties.> 
 
    Sho Nan rose and bowed to them. Then, without another word, the blue-haired woman floated out of the room without so much as the sound of her footsteps. 
 
    Alacea turned back to Ben. <It is still night,> she agreed with his previous statement. <But the Overlord and my Tesho is always welcome.> 
 
    <Thanks be to you,> Ben said in return. <Um…> He held his hand out to his side at about shoulder height. <Small… female… Va’Shen,> he began. <Injuries day before this one. Um…> He squinted as he tried to figure out how to explain what he wanted to get across. <Fighters… no injuries girl… by bad wishes. Injuries by… um… bad ideas… Bad ideas become… um… bad times. Much apologies much.> He finished by bowing his head low. 
 
    <I had heard a child was injured near your camp,> Alacea said with a disturbed bend of her ears. <I intend to speak to her mother.> 
 
    Ben caught enough to understand, or at least he thought he did. <Wish… make bad times… correct,> he said. <Gift? Alacea think for me?> 
 
    She responded with a bow. <That the Overlord feels regret and is willing to express it unbidden should be enough to dull any angry feelings,> she said. <As long as the child is not permanently harmed by the matter. If, in my discussion, restitution is demanded, I shall bring that to you.> 
 
    “So… nothing right now?” he asked in English. He switched to Va’Shen. <I wait… You tell?> 
 
    <Yes, Tesho,> she responded. 
 
    He bowed. <Thanks be to you.> 
 
    She bowed in acceptance of his thanks. That out of the way, there was something troubling her. <Tesho, are you feeling well?> 
 
    Ben replied by rising to his feet and pretending he did not hear her. <I depart. Much tasks.> 
 
    <Yes, of course,> she said, standing as well. She, once again, bowed. <I will see you later, Tesho.> 
 
    <I will see you later, Alacea,> he returned. 
 
    Her ears folded downward. <Myorin,> she corrected. 
 
    He let the criticism pass. The Ranger still didn’t think it was a good idea to act like he truly believed they were married and that that was his intent. Plausible deniability later could help him if and when the truth finally came out. Keeping his relationship with her strictly professional was the safest thing to do at this point. 
 
    Smiling, he turned and started for the door. Behind him, Alacea bit her lip, her ears drooping. 
 
    <Myorin,> she whispered again at the door. <Is it really that difficult to say?> 
 
      
 
    Alacea breathed slowly and deliberately as she conducted her morning prayers. Part of her job was to show appreciation to the Gods for all they had provided to the people of Pelle. It also gave her a chance to ask for their counsel or assistance. Since the arrival of the Dark Ones, she had spent many mornings on her knees before the temple’s statue of Ukkasanas, Va’Sh’s goddess of peace and reconciliation. Her eyes closed, her hands up as if in surrender, she prayed to Ukkasanas that the upcoming festival would serve to improve the relationship between her community and the Dark Ones. 
 
    Her unannounced meeting with the Overlord had given her extra time to spend on her prayers, always a good thing. 
 
    She felt more than heard the presence behind her. Slowly, she lowered her hands and bowed to the simple clay statue before turning to address the newcomer. 
 
    Sho Nan stood there. Her sky-blue hair with flashes of silver was chopped just above her shoulders. Her ears and tail were motionless, betraying nothing about her state of mind, an ability she had that most Va’Shen envied. 
 
    <Something?> Alacea asked. She and Sho Nan had grown up together in the temple, so the two knew each other very well. Something about Sho Nan just seemed… off. 
 
    <You have another visitor, Na’Sha,> Sho Nan told her. <It is Count Voro.> 
 
    <Count Voro?> Alacea repeated, her ears reaching to the sky in surprise. <Why would Count Voro come here?> 
 
    <He did not say,> Sho Nan told her. <For I, ‘merely a Ya’Jahar,’ have no business knowing.> 
 
    The head priestess sighed. <You are loved and valued, Sho Nan,> she said. <Do not dwell on a single tod’s opinion.> 
 
    But why is he here? 
 
    Her tail froze and dropped to the polished wood floor. 
 
    He knows! He knows about Tesho and me! 
 
    Alacea rose to her feet and regally straightened her hanbok, girding herself for an uncomfortable conversation. 
 
    <He’s wearing blue,> Sho Nan commented off-handedly but with a note of criticism. 
 
    <It is his right,> Alacea replied deadpan. <The year is over.> 
 
    <Romina deserved more than a year,> Sho Nan commented. 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped. <Romina was a wonderful vixen,> she said. <And so I will not argue.> 
 
    Her thoughts turned to the noblevixen from the village to their southwest. The niece of a baron, she was far too high in status to be wed to anyone else in the province… except Voro.  
 
    <She always seemed so sad…> Sho Nan added quietly. 
 
    <Enough,> Alacea said, shutting the almost-debate down. <He is a guest and our provincial lord. We must welcome him with the proper respect.> 
 
    <Yes, Na’Sha.> 
 
    Alacea walked through the door to the main hall, and Sho Nan followed after her. She found the nobletod waiting, hat in hand, his shoes respectfully removed. He wore a blue vest trimmed with silver and loose, black pants. His rapier hung at his belt, more likely to knock over a few nearby statues than actually defend its master. Another tod stood nearby, this one dressed in drab brown and grays as if unwilling to even appear to outshine his lord. 
 
    It was this tod who directed Voro’s attention to her. His tail wagged like an earth puppy’s, and his ears waggled happily through his dark red hair. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha,> he said with a deep bow.  
 
    Alacea returned the bow. <Count Voro, you honor our temple with your visit,> she said diplomatically. 
 
    <And you honor me with your beauty,> he said. 
 
    One of Sho Nan’s ears folded forward and touched her scalp. Had she been human, it would have been a very raised eyebrow. 
 
    <You are kind to say such,> Alacea replied uncertainly. <Shall we talk in one of our meeting rooms?> 
 
    <It was my hope that we could as my reason for being here has to do with you alone.> 
 
    Alacea swallowed as ice clutched her heart. 
 
    He KNOWS!  
 
    She cleared her throat. <Very well,> she accepted. <Sho Nan, could you prepare some tea and provide Count Voro’s attendant with something to eat?> 
 
    <He will eat every bit as well as we do, Na’Sha,> Sho Nan assured her.  
 
    Alacea’s tail briefly slapped the floor in disapproval at Sho Nan’s intent. She was obviously hoping the attendant would see how poor their supply of food was and mention it to Voro as a backdoor attempt to prompt the nobletod to do something to help. Alacea was not optimistic about such a plan. 
 
    <This way, Count Voro,> Alacea said, gesturing toward one of the rooms with a view of the garden. 
 
    The Mikorin temple had several rooms placed throughout the first floor. Part of a Mikorin’s job was to bring people together during disputes or offer counsel to those with doubts. They served as counselors, entertainers, therapists and intellectual advisors, and so rooms such as this were necessary. A simple table sat in the center and water lamps were placed on it and in each corner of the room, offering just enough light to be comfortable at night. During the day, the open window let in the sun and the sweet smells from the garden the Mikorin tended. 
 
    She waited for Voro to sit on his side of the table before seating herself. Knowing there was no way to avoid the inevitable, she opened the conversation. 
 
    <How may I be of service, Count Voro?> 
 
    Voro’s ears were shaking in excitement. He started to speak as Sho Nan came in carrying a tray with a kettle and two cups. <Alacea,> he began. 
 
    <’Alacea Na’Sha,’> Sho Nan corrected as she poured his tea. 
 
    His tail slapped the wood floor behind him at the correction, but he relented. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha,> he began again. <As you know, it has been one year since my beloved Romina has passed to the Glade.> 
 
    <Indeed,> Alacea said. <And all of us here in the temple pray she finds her way there safely and that her wait for you is a pleasant one.> 
 
    <Thank you for your kind thoughts,> Voro told her. He watched as Sho Nan, her task completed, left the room again. <But this, of course, has brought up the issue of what my noble line is to do now. Romina left me without a proper heir.> 
 
    It should be pointed out that Alacea, by her nature, was not a troll. Her tendency to give people the benefit of the doubt could, however, make her look like one. 
 
    The priestess clapped her hands together. <I see!> she said happily. 
 
    Voro’s ears twitched spasmodically at Alacea’s happy tone. It appeared that she, too, was eager to… 
 
    <An adoption is a fine idea, Count Voro,> she continued, blowing his assumption out of the water with her own. <As you know, the war has left many children orphaned. By adopting one into your line, you assure its continuation along with providing a home for one of them.> 
 
    The count took a breath, uncertain as to how to respond to such an idiotic thought. <I am… afraid… that my line is much too… pure… to allow for an adopted heir,> he said in a way he thought was diplomatic.  <I have, however, been granted an Exception so that I may take another myorin to produce a proper heir.> 
 
    Again, it must be noted that Alacea assumed the best of this tod even though he had done little to deserve it. 
 
    <Ah!> she said in realization. <Now, I see it clearly!> 
 
    Voro breathed a sigh of relief. <Wonderful, then you will allow me…> 
 
    <… To court a Mikorin, of course,> she finished. <Unlike some Na’Shas, I generally do not make it a practice to interfere in our Mikorins’ desires to find a Tesho. If you wish to court a Mikorin of Pelle, you do so with my blessing.> 
 
    In a fit of frustration, Voro reached out and grabbed the priestess’s hands and held them in his own. Leaning across the table, he stared deep into her startled eyes. 
 
    <I have come for you, Alacea!> he cried. <I want to take you as my Myorin!> 
 
    Apparently assuming the most difficult part over, he dropped his left hand, leaving his right in hers so that she could mark him. He closed his eyes in anticipatory bliss. 
 
    But the pain from her sharp teeth did not come, and after a minute of waiting, he opened his eyes to find Alacea staring at him, her ears pointed straight at the sky and her tail whipping about anxiously. 
 
    <Is there… um… something wrong?> he asked. 
 
    She cleared her throat and released his hand. <Count Voro, you flatter me greatly…> 
 
    <If you are concerned with your duties here, you may continue to reside here until you find a proper replacement,> he assured her.  
 
    <No,> she said, <It is not that…> 
 
    <I offer you a life of comfort and happiness,> he told her. <Anything you desire, I will obtain for you.> 
 
    <That’s… that’s nice,> she said, looking off to the side nervously. 
 
    <Surely,> he started again, <It is not a decision that requires much time to make.> His tail was starting to move nervously behind him. 
 
    Alacea’s tail, on the other hand, was moving fast enough to be a threat to life and limb for anyone who may come up behind her. She tried desperately to find a way out of this.  
 
    She took a breath, and her tail slowed. She was a Mikorin. To deliberately deceive someone for selfish reasons was a sinful abuse of her position. 
 
    Clearing her throat, she looked Voro in the eye. <I am afraid I cannot consider your offer at all, Count Voro,> she said. <I am… already wed.> 
 
    Voro’s tail went completely limp. <Already… wed?> he asked. <I… I do not understand,> he said. <At your position, only a noble could claim you, and no noble would court you without asking for my permission first.> 
 
    Who is it?! his mind demanded. Which of those wretched little baronets, counts or barons would have the gall to reach into my province and pluck my vixens for themselves?! 
 
    Alacea, out of consideration, did not bother to correct him on his assertion. No one needed such permission. But he was correct that it was considered quite impolite to not give the provincial lord notification.  
 
    <You are quite correct,> she said instead. <And, I admit, I should have informed you of such unorthodox circumstances…> 
 
    <Unorthodox?> he repeated, beginning to sound very much like a parrot. <What do you mean, ‘unorthodox?’ Don’t tell me you were so desperate that you married a farmer?> He had meant the statement as a joke but was too out-of-touch to realize just what a bad one it was. 
 
    A flash of anger passed over her eyes, and her ears slammed against the top of her head hard enough to give her a concussion.  
 
    <That was insulting and inappropriate!> she scolded him. <Even for… especially for… a provincial lord!> 
 
    Va’Shen social hierarchy was complex and firmly embedded into their society. A tod could marry just about any vixen he wished to without damage to his reputation. But a vixen could not marry downward, only up, and to suggest to a woman of Alacea’s social rank that she had was no different than calling her a whore. 
 
    <Then tell me who!> he demanded in angry embarrassment. <As a Mikorin in my province, you owe me at least that much!> 
 
    Alacea sat erect to her full height and put her nose haughtily into the air. <Ben Gibson,> she stated. 
 
    <Bankipson?!> he cried. <There is no noble named Bankipson!> 
 
    <Not on Va’Sh, there isn’t,> she said. 
 
    <Not on…> The reality dawned on him, and the hair on his ears and tail rose until both looked like scrub brushes. <You… you didn’t… With one of them!?> 
 
    <I did,> she said without a note of hesitation. <He is the Overlord of our village and an accomplished warrior chief. He more than satisfies any status requirement short of His Imperial Majesty himself!> She knew she was talking a big game, but her duty as a Myorin to support her Tesho’s honor and her desire to get back at Voro for his crass statement dovetailed quite nicely in this instance. 
 
    Voro rose to his feet and slapped his hat against his leg. <This is unacceptable!> he thundered. <I will deal with this promptly! No Dark One should be allowed to sully our vixens like this!> 
 
    <Interesting that you should make such a statement on behalf of a vixen you just moments ago accused of desperately throwing herself at the dirt floor of castes!> 
 
    Without another word, Voro stormed to the door. Sliding the paper door open, he found Sho Nan standing there, as if awaiting him. 
 
    She gestured toward the main hall. <Count Voro, if you would follow me, I shall show you the way out.> 
 
    <I don’t need it!> he snapped and stomped past her. 
 
    Alacea, still seated at the table, looked at Sho Nan, her ears pointed accusingly at the Mikorin chef. 
 
    <You were listening?> she asked. 
 
    <I was waiting for you to finish your tea,> Sho Nan explained. 
 
    <I see…> 
 
    <I also wanted to be here to throw Count Voro out,> she admitted offhandedly. <I had a feeling it would come to that.> 
 
    Alacea took a breath and it seemed like her entire body went slack. <Your premonitions are far too accurate, Sho Nan,> she said.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Sir! Captain Gibson!” 
 
    Ben stopped mid-yawn and turned to the voice calling for him. He had been on his way to chow when the hail came from across the dirt road bisecting the camp. 
 
    Private First Class Rachel Jenkins trotted up to him, a white envelope in her hand. She held it out to him, and he took it. 
 
    “Mail for you, Sir,” she explained. “Saves me a trip to your office.” 
 
    “Thanks, Private,” Ben said gratefully. “You get anything yet?” 
 
    There was a flash of discomfort, and Ben instantly realized his mistake. For a lot of the Rangers, Persephone was the only place they would be getting mail from. And no one was getting mail from that doomed world anymore. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t…” 
 
    “It’s cool, Sir, I know,” she said. “Kinda wish I could get on the net and order stuff, you know? At least then, I could look forward to packages every now and then.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. “Maybe the PX will send out a catalogue or something.” 
 
    “Okay, Sir, I gotta go deliver these,” she said. “Have a good one!” She offered him a salute which he returned, and the private went on to finish her deliveries. 
 
    Ben looked down at the envelope in his hands. For most people mail was strictly electronic, but with the Fuzz complicating that, the Army had set up a service where soldiers could have their electronic mail sent to an off-world facility to print out and send to Va’Sh, and then do the reverse for mail sent by the troops. So far, it worked pretty well, but was incredibly slow. 
 
    He read the return address and saw it was from his multi-world bank. Figured. First piece of mail he ever got here, and it was a bank statement. At least it wasn’t a bill. 
 
    The captain opened it anyway. Mail was mail. As he pulled the sheets of paper from the envelope, he continued toward the dining facility. He stopped a moment later, frozen to the spot in shock. 
 
    According to the statement, he was a millionaire. That wasn’t right. Last time he had checked, he had about eighty thousand dollars in his account. Not great, but not bad either. Now, all of a sudden, he had an extra five million dollars. 
 
    He searched through the list of deposits. He dreaded the idea that he would have to find a way to fix an error from here. It would take months to work out. 
 
    Ben’s eyes found the offending deposit, only one, for five million dollars. 
 
    “What in the…”  
 
    He checked the source of the deposit. 
 
    DFAS/SGLI PAYOUT 
 
    His mouth scrunched up in disgust and anger, mostly at himself, as he realized what he was looking at. He tore up the statement and threw the strips of paper into the wind, watching as they scattered and blew down the main road. 
 
    Turning, he started for the dining facility again, the anger he felt plain in the way he walked.  
 
    Jessie, he thought. They’re paying me for Jessie! 
 
    Of course they were, he knew, and he wasn’t actually mad at the Army. Although he had never actually submitted her name in the system for the Servicemembers Group Life Insurance offered to every soldier and family, the Army must have seen that she was his spouse and given it to him anyway. He hadn’t put anyone else down for it, so the Army just assigned it to his next-of-kin. 
 
    Five million dollars. They gave him five million dollars for the death of his sham wife because his sham marriage was in their records for the sake of a sham housing allowance. 
 
    The guilt for that sham came up inside him and wrapped around him like a wet, filthy blanket. They shouldn’t be paying him. They should be paying Jessie’s family back on Earth. He knew other soldiers in the company were getting similar payments, freezing cold comfort for the loss of their loved ones, their homes and a world none of them would ever see again. 
 
    He turned around and started back to his office. 
 
    He wasn’t hungry anymore.  
 
    As he walked his eyes fell on a small white polymer hut sitting alone on one corner of the “parade field.” Ben stopped and stared at it for several moments before changing course and starting toward it. He had been meaning to make this visit anyway. Now was as good a time as any. 
 
    Coming to the entrance, he gently rapped on the door with his knuckles. 
 
    “Come in!” a woman’s voice came from the other side.  
 
    Ben gently opened the door and looked in like he was about to commit a burglary. Dr. Morant looked up from the small table from which she was working. An empty chair sat on the opposite side. 
 
    “Captain Gibson,” she said, rising to her feet.  
 
    “Don’t mind me,” he said, coming inside. “I just need about a half-hour of your time.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, gesturing to the empty chair. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” he corrected. “It’s not like that. I literally just need to waste a half hour of your time.” 
 
    “How’s that?” she asked, perplexed. 
 
    The Ranger officer took the offered seat and put his patrol cap in his lap. “Rangers are a hard-charging bunch,” he explained. “And they hate the idea of people thinking they’re weak. If they see their commander come in here, it might take some of the stigma out of it, and people who actually need help will come around.” 
 
    “And you don’t actually need help,” she concluded. 
 
    “Right,” Ben told her. 
 
    “Well,” she continued, taking her seat. “It’s your time. We can spend it however you like.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose you have a book?” he asked. 
 
    “As a matter of fact…” The psychiatrist reached down into her leather tote bag on the floor at her feet, coming back up with an old paperback book. Ben’s eyes went wide at the sight. 
 
    “No way,” he whispered. 
 
    She offered it to him. “I was warned about your fuzzy,” she said. “So, I stopped by an antique store before my flight.” 
 
    Ben took the book and looked at the cover. A red-haired woman in an emerald-green dress embraced a large, muscular man in a kilt and little else. In big, bold letters, the words “A Highlander’s Love,” pretty much sealed the deal on the genre. 
 
    “I know it might not be the kind of literature a man like you would read,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “Shit, I’m not proud,” he reassured her, flipping through the pages. “Okay if I get this back to you before you leave?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You know,” she said conversationally, “It seems like a waste for you to sit here and read when we could talk about other things.” 
 
    “Like what?” Ben asked her as he read the back cover of the book. 
 
    “Persephone.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and put the book in his lap on top of his hat. “I’m fine,” he told her. 
 
    “You had a wife on Persephone, didn’t you?” she asked. “Can you really be fine?” 
 
    “That’s different,” he countered. 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. A moment later something compelled him to reverse himself. “No… I don’t know.” 
 
    “I promise,” she said, folding her hands together on the table in front of her. “Even if all you want to do is talk about out loud to yourself, this is a safe place.” 
 
    “You sure?” he asked suspiciously. “No weird psychobabble nonsense?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Ben took another deep breath and pulled his chair closer to the table. “Okay,” he breathed. “Where do you want to start?” 
 
    “Tell me about your father’s genitalia.” 
 
    “I’m out!” Ben rose to his feet and started for the door. 
 
    “I’m kidding! I’m kidding! I promise!” Morant cried. “That’s just a psychiatrist joke!” She let out a disappointed breath. “Apparently, once again, not a very good one.” 
 
    Ben came back to the table and sat down. He held a finger up. “Last warning,” he told her. 
 
    “I promise,” she said. “Now… Why is it different?” 
 
    “Different?” 
 
    “Your wife. I asked about her and you said it was ‘different.’” 
 
    He rapped his knuckles on the table twice as he thought about how to answer. Under U.S. law, he knew a therapist could not relay what he said to his superiors unless she thought he presented a danger to himself or others. 
 
    “It’s different,” he began slowly. “Because we weren’t really… married?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Lots of couples stay together without actually sending the post card in,” she said. 
 
    “No, I mean… I mean we weren’t in love,” he told her. “We were friends and signed the post card so we could keep our college apartment.” He waited another three heartbeats before admitting what he had known since the day they mailed the marriage registration card out. “It was a sham.” 
 
    “And you feel guilty about that?” she asked. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I?” he countered. “I have people who lost their entire families offering me condolences for a wife I married for a monthly check. They’re the ones who really need your help.” 
 
    “You don’t think you’re entitled to that help? Or those condolences?” 
 
    “No,” he replied immediately. “I don’t,” he added softly a few seconds later. 
 
    “You said she was your friend.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Good friend?” 
 
    “Best friend,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Sounds like you had a pretty good marriage,” she told him. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. Before he could stand up, she continued. 
 
    “I’m not joking, Captain,” she said. “Two people came together to establish a home and support each other in life. That’s what a marriage is. Historically speaking, marrying for love has only been a thing for a few centuries. Before that it was much more common to marry for the sake of having or producing help for a farmstead or establishing alliances amongst families or providing a calming influence on tribal warriors who may otherwise make war out of mere frustration.” 
 
    “You’re saying marriage has always been more transactional than romantic,” he said. 
 
    “I would say so,” she said. “Marriage for love is a romantic idea, but if anything it’s helped lead to the degradation of marriage,” she explained. “There was a time, Captain, when you couldn’t get married without permission of a church, or a king…” She gestured to him, “Or a military commander. You couldn’t get divorced without permission and usually that permission was reserved for adultery or abuse. Today it’s post cards. There’s a reason the divorce rate in the colonies hovers just under eighty percent. Because it’s easy. And if I may say… It obviously was not easy for you… Or you wouldn’t be talking to me right now.” 
 
    “We were friends,” he defended. 
 
    “Which can be more enduring than love,” Morant argued. “You got to marry your best friend. And she was taken from you without you ever having a chance to say goodbye. You’re allowed to grieve for that. You’re allowed to say you miss her and say she was your wife. Feeling guilty about it because you think you’re supposed to just makes it hurt more.” 
 
    Ben stared at her, his eyes slightly widened. He suddenly felt like he had been sneaking into enemy territory and had been caught dead in an enemy spotlight, exposed with no cover or concealment. 
 
    “I have to go,” he announced, rising to his feet. “Thanks for the talk, Doc.” He held up the book. “And thanks for the book. I’ll make sure it gets back to you before you go.” 
 
    If Morant suspected he was running from her words, she gave no sign. Instead, she smiled. “Come back any time, Captain,” she said. 
 
    He was already outside before the word “captain” had left her mouth. The door snapped closed with a loud clack behind him. 
 
    Ben stood there for a solid minute, his gaze off into nowhere. Finally, he turned and started back to his office. 
 
    He still wasn’t hungry. 
 
      
 
    Patricia looked up from her taco as the Ranger, decked out in his full battle-rattle, carbine over his shoulder, strode up to her table. 
 
    “Ma’am, Sergeant Carpenter sent me to find you,” the Ranger told her. “He says he needs you in Tower One.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked. “Did he say why?” 
 
    The sentry took a resigned breath. “There’s a Va’Shen outside the main gate yelling about something or other.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, grabbing one last bite of her taco before picking up her tray and following the Ranger toward the exit. Tossing her lunch away and placing her tray on the rack, she stepped outside and started for the watchtower closest to the main gate. 
 
    She was almost there when she heard the shouting from outside. A voice she didn’t recognize yelling angrily in Va’Shen, but she couldn’t make out the words.  
 
    “Watch your step, Ma’am,” the Ranger cautioned her as she started up the wooden ladder to the top of the tower. When she reached the top, she saw two men. One of them was aiming down the sights of an M-270 light machine gun at something below them. The other stood over his shoulder, looking down at the same thing. 
 
    The soldier who was standing turned as he heard her climb up and greeted her. “Thanks for coming, Ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “No problem, Sergeant. What’s going on?” 
 
    He stepped back to make room for her next to the machine gunner so she could see. “Showed up about fifteen minutes ago,” Carpenter said. “Holler’n fierce about someth’n.” 
 
    Patricia looked down at the Va’Shen man, dressed in blue with a sword at his hip. His bright red tail whipping back and forth in anger. 
 
    “Weren’t going to bother with him,” Carpenter explained. “But then we thought we heard him say the Captain’s name a few times.” 
 
    Patricia listened as the tod continued to shout. She nodded along as she put the foreign words together. 
 
    “’Come out,’” she repeated. “’Come out, Ben Gibson. Fight at me… I put blade at you… I kill you…’” 
 
    “That’s what he said?” Carpenter asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the terp told him. “Then he basically just repeats it again.” 
 
    “Thank God!” the gunner piped in for the first time. “I was afraid this was going to be a hard call!” He reached up with his right hand and pulled the charging handle of the machine gun, arming it. Rolling his shoulders, he took aim at the Va’Shen man. 
 
    “Wait a sec!” Patricia broke in. “Something’s weird here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Carpenter asked. 
 
    “I mean… why is he just waiting by the gate?” the lieutenant asked. “Va’Shen have been coming in and out of this base pretty much whenever they want.” 
 
    “I know it’s true, Ma’am,” the gunner said. “But we still have feelings up here.” 
 
    Patricia ignored the complaint. “If he wanted to kill Captain Gibson, he could just sneak in and kill him while he’s in the bathroom. So, what’s this about?” 
 
    The yelling continued outside the gate, the tod shaking his fist at the base. 
 
    “We can’t risk opening the gate while he’s raving out there,” Carpenter told her. “What do you wanna do, LT?” 
 
    Patricia thought for a moment, biting her lip. “He wants to see Captain Gibson,” she said. “Let’s ask if Captain Gibson wants to talk to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Any idea what his beef with me is?” Ben asked as he and Patricia strode toward the sallyport at the main gate.  “I thought we were doing pretty good about stuff like this.” 
 
    “No idea,” she said. “I’ve never seen him before, and he’s dressed like Va’Shen nobility. I don’t think he’s from around here.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben muttered. Patricia had found him in his office, catching up on paperwork. When told he had a rather angry visitor, he followed her outside without a word. 
 
    They walked past three fully armed Rangers waiting for them near the sallyport. Grabbing the chain-link door that acted as the personnel gate, he pulled it open and stepped outside. “Everyone, stay cool,” he instructed. They had worked too hard to establish a positive relationship with the villagers to piss it all away on one crazy Va’Shen. 
 
    They walked through the sallyport, where vehicles were checked for explosives before being allowed to enter the base and exited through another chain link gate on the other side. 
 
    The Va’Shen saw them and stopped shouting. The three Rangers waited at the gate, their weapons not quite pointed at the tod, while Ben and Patricia walked toward the man. For the first time, Patricia noticed another Va’Shen man standing nearby. Like the shouting man, she didn’t recognize him, and his dress made her believe he too was not a local. 
 
    Ben stopped about two meters from the Va’Shen, who looked him up and down with a critical eye. <You are Bankipson?> he demanded haughtily. 
 
    <Good day,> Ben told him. <I am Ben Gibson.> 
 
    Voro gave him another once over and grunted in obvious disapproval, the tips of his ears trying to burrow into his skull in anger. 
 
    “Ask him what he wants,” Ben ordered Patricia. “And not too nicely.” 
 
    <Leader of fighters wants know why you present yourself to him,> Patricia demanded. 
 
    <You have corrupted the body and purity of Alacea!> Voro accused loudly, causing Patricia to instinctively turn and see if the Rangers heard him. Remembering that none of them spoke Va’Shen, she turned back, eyes wide. <I will free her from your dishonorable attacks upon her and unchain her from this fraud of a marriage!> 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat. “He knows you’re married to Alacea,” she translated, just loud enough for him to hear. “He’s not happy about it. He says he’s here to set her free.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” Ben asked. “Is he like a priest or something? This guy might be my new best friend!” 
 
    <You of Mikorin?> Patricia asked. <How you to free Alacea Na’Sha?> 
 
    <I am Count Voro!> he replied. <Provincial Lord of Tankara and all the communities within!> He pointed at Ben. <This Dark One has taken something that belongs to me!> 
 
    “He says he’s Voro, and he’s the noble guy in charge of the province,” Patricia said. “Now he’s accusing you of stealing something.” 
 
    “Ask what he thinks I’ve stolen,” Ben ordered. 
 
    <Leader of fighters take thing from you what?> 
 
    <Have you not been listening, you ignorant alien!?> he cried in return. <He took MY Alacea! Robbing her of her virtue and me of my Myorin.> 
 
    Patricia blinked and didn’t bother translating, knowing it would just lead to another question. <You Tesho of Alacea?> she asked. 
 
    <No,> Voro said in exasperation. <He took her from me!> 
 
    Patricia digested this before translating for Ben. “He says you stole Alacea from him. He was going to marry her, and you took her. I think he’s also kinda sorta accusing you of rape.> 
 
    “I guess this means we’re not friends anymore,” Ben sighed. “So, what does he want to do? Sue me?” 
 
    <What you desire for doing?> Patricia asked. 
 
    Voro put his hand on his sword and drew it from its scabbard. The Rangers raised their rifles in response. <I shall fight Bankipson and make him atone for his wrongdoing!> 
 
    Ben took a sharp breath into his chest at the sight of the sword and put his hand up to signal the Rangers to lower their weapons. He didn’t like the look of the blade in Voro’s hand. He knew firsthand how sharp they could be. His heart pumped a little harder. 
 
    “He said he wants to fight you,” Patricia told him. “And kill you.” 
 
    “He wants to duel?” Ben asked, his eyes not leaving the sword. Sunlight glinted off the razor-sharp edge. 
 
    Step inside the thrust, he heard in the back of his head. Trap the blade between your left arm and your body… 
 
    “Yeah,” Patricia said with a nod. 
 
    <You and I shall settle this in a way that brings you too much honor, Dark One!> Voro said, raising his sword an inch higher. <But I shall make that sacrifice to punish you and place Alacea at my side where she belongs!> 
 
    Slam the palm of your right hand upward into his nose… 
 
    “Yeah, he definitely wants to fight you to the death,” Patricia said. 
 
    Drive the bones in his nose back and up into his brain… 
 
    Ben thought for a moment while the Rangers, the lookouts in the tower and Patricia watched him. Were they about to see their captain and a Va’Shen fight in the street? Ben stared at the noble intently, making Patricia look back and forth between the two of them. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    The Ranger captain took a deep breath, came to a decision and nodded. He felt his heartbeat begin to slow and turned to Patricia. “Tell him no.” 
 
    “’No?!’” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Are you recommending I kill a Va’Shen noble?” he asked her. 
 
    “Well… no,” she said sheepishly. “I just… didn’t know it was something you could say to something like this.” 
 
    “Well, I am,” Ben said. He gestured to Voro and waited. 
 
    Patricia turned to the count. <No.> 
 
    Voro’s ears shot straight up in astonishment. <’No?’> he asked. <Just ‘no!?’ That’s all you have to say for your honor!?> 
 
    Patricia translated and Ben nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    Voro listened to the one-word translation. <You… You can’t do that!> he cried. <I have challenged you to a duel for a vixen’s hand! You can’t do that!> 
 
    Once Patricia translated Voro’s complaint, Ben provided a little more of an answer. “I’m not authorized to kill Va’Shen nobles,” he said.  
 
    The words were less an excuse and more of an insult, at least as Voro was concerned. His tail struck the ground twice, and the tips of his ears pointed directly at the captain. 
 
    <I see,> Voro said, his tone suddenly taking on a dignified arrogance. <You fear me, is that it? You fear a Va’Shen would humiliate you by killing you in front of your men.> 
 
    Ben listened to the translation with a face made of stone. Patricia actually felt bad using the words Voro had uttered. She’d seen the Ranger’s courage close up and wondered if the words would sting. 
 
    The Ranger captain’s face was expressionless as he listened. He thought for a moment and gave his reply. 
 
    “Tell him,” he said, “I have more important things to do.” 
 
    Patricia couldn’t help but smirk as she turned to Voro to translate. Fortunately, Va’Shen didn’t understand human facial expressions. 
 
    <You… You… You dishonorable piece of alien trash!> he railed. <How dare you speak to a Va’Shen count in such…> 
 
    <Good day, Tesho!> 
 
    Voro froze mid-sentence and turned in astonishment. Alacea was approaching from the road leading back to Pelle. She made an obvious show of ignoring Voro as she stepped up and bowed to Ben.  
 
    Ben bowed back. <Good day,> he said. <Time for learn?> he asked. 
 
    <It is,> she replied. She finally spared Voro a look and then turned back to Ben. <You seem busy. I shall await you in our den.> 
 
    Patricia gave him the translation, and he bowed to Alacea again. <Yes, I understand,> he said. 
 
    Alacea bowed back and walked toward the Rangers at the gate, who parted so she would be able to pass. She held up a small paper ID card and waved it up at the tower. 
 
    <Good day, Lord Kahpahntah!> she called out. 
 
    “Morn’n, Ma’am,” Carpenter called back down. One of the Rangers opened the metal door into the gate, and she walked in, the same Ranger closing it behind her. 
 
    Voro’s tail and ears were limp. Ben turned back to him to continue the conversation. “Go on, you were saying?” 
 
    The count swallowed back anger at Alacea’s snub. Without another word, he turned and started marching down the road toward Pelle, his servant falling into step with him. 
 
    Ben shook his head. “What a douche,” he commented casually. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried?” Patricia asked him. 
 
    “About that guy?” Ben replied. “Not really. If he was really worth worrying about, he would have brought a crowd of villagers with him. Then I’d be worried. The way Alacea acted makes me think he’s not very popular around here.” 
 
    “No, I mean, he knows about…” She dropped her voice to a whisper, “… you and Alacea,” she finished. “If he’s a noble, that means he has a liaison. Aren’t you afraid of him filing a complaint to HQ?” 
 
    Ben’s eyes went wide at Patricia’s question. “Shit!” he hissed. “Now I have to kill him…” He looked at Patricia and saw worry in her eyes. He sighed. “No, not really,” he clarified. “But there’s nothing I can do about it now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” she agreed.  
 
    The captain turned and started back to the gate. “Okay, we’re done here,” he told the Rangers. Looking up he caught Carpenter’s eye. “If you see that guy again, send for me. He could be trouble.” 
 
    “You got it, Sir,” the NCO called down. 
 
    As he walked through the gate, Ben wondered exactly how much trouble Count Voro could turn out to be. 
 
      
 
    Alacea stood by the door to Ben’s quarters and silently fretted. She knew Voro was going to be trouble, but she hadn’t imagined that he would come to the camp and challenge her Tesho to a duel. She thought it was amazing that the Dark One hadn’t simply killed the Va’Shen noble on the spot as she didn’t believe for a second that the count had been in any way polite about his grievances. 
 
    When she approached the gate and heard the shouting, she knew she might have to intervene in order to keep the peace. But seeing that Ben seemed to have it under control, her priority turned to making sure she didn’t say anything that Voro could interpret as unease or a quiet cry for help. 
 
    Also, she was still a little miffed by his insult to her. 
 
    The moment she saw her Tesho, she would ask him not to kill Voro. It would be more trouble than it was worth. 
 
    As she waited, she once again reflected on her next priority; ensuring a harmonious marriage to the invader. It had been on her mind since her conversation with Kastia. The drug she had given her had made her more honest with her words, but also with her own thoughts and feelings. After almost a month of Dark One occupation and spending significant time with her Tesho, she had come to the conclusion that, at the very least, these Dark Ones were not wicked. They were respectful and treated her people with dignity, and the odds that that was all an act designed to lull them into a false sense of security struck her as low. 
 
    She had spent the first couple of weeks in utter dread, waiting for Tesho to reach a point where he could turn his attention to her specifically and the horrors he could unleash on her for his amusement. But it never happened. His actions had been honorable. Perhaps he had taken her as Myorin strictly for the political need to unite their communities and had no dark interest for her specifically.  
 
    <Leader of fighters says to you needs you,> she remembered Patricia restating his words. <No want death.> 
 
    Did he really marry her to save her life? He had saved her life just the day before and seemed to genuinely care for her well-being. They shared meals togethers. They talked as much as they could with the language barrier between them. 
 
    A small, vain part of her wondered if perhaps he was genuinely infatuated with her. As if it were an old story from the Gods about a monster falling in love with a vixen who tempers his anger and malice with her tender feelings. 
 
    She coughed, the fur on her ears stiffening in embarrassment at the thought. 
 
    Be realistic, she thought. Your people need you to do this. It doesn’t matter why he did it. 
 
    “Alacea.” 
 
    She turned and found Ben walking toward her. The priestess bowed and came right out with it. 
 
    <Please do not kill Count Voro,> she said immediately. <He is arrogant and misguided, but although he speaks for us, he does not truly speak for us.> 
 
    Ben only caught a few words, but he waved her concern away. “Yeah, he’s gone. Don’t worry about it.” He unlocked the padlock to his hooch and stepped inside, gesturing for her to follow. 
 
    Stepping inside, she took off her boots and placed them by the door. They usually did these lessons in his office with Patricia looking on in an attempt to improve her grammar. Today, she wanted to teach him alone. He might learn better if he did not have the interpreter as a crutch. 
 
    And… she wanted to try to deepen their relationship. 
 
    She sat on her knees on the floor in front of him, the skirt of her hanbok pooling on the floor around her. <We shall begin,> she announced officially. 
 
    <I understand,> he responded per the custom. 
 
    She began the lesson, teaching him how to describe a thing when asked. As she thought, he was slower with no Patricia around, but he was getting most of the questions right, and his pronunciation wasn’t bad. 
 
    After an hour of practice, she rose to her feet and decided to try some practical tests. She pointed at him. <Who are you?> she asked. 
 
    <I am Ben,> he answered. It was an easy one. 
 
    <Who is Ben?> she asked. 
 
    <Ben is…> He paused as he thought. <… overlord,> he finished. 
 
    She put the palms of her hands together and clapped her fingers in approval. 
 
    <Who am I?> she asked. 
 
    <You are Alacea,> he replied. 
 
    <Who is Alacea?> she asked. There were several answers he could offer, but she wondered if he would use the one she wanted. 
 
    <Alacea is Mikorin Na’Sha,> he said. 
 
    The tip of her tail twitched in disappointment, but she tried not to let it show. She looked around for something she could ask about that he might know the answer to. Her eyes landed on a sheet of parchment on his trunk by the bed. Stepping toward it, she looked down and saw the image of her Tesho with a yellow-haired female Dark One. 
 
    It was an amazingly good picture by Va’Shen standards, unlike any painting or portrait she had ever seen. She held it up and pointed at the picture of Ben. 
 
    <Who is this?> she asked. 
 
    <This is me,> he replied. 
 
    <’That’ is me,> she corrected. 
 
    <That is me,> he repeated. 
 
    She pointed at the blonde. <Who is this?> she asked. 
 
    Ben froze as if he suddenly realized he was walking in a minefield. His mind spun as he thought about how to answer. The easiest thing would be to just tell Alacea that was Jessie, a friend of his. 
 
    But perhaps, he thought, this was an opportunity. If he told Alacea Jessie was his wife, perhaps it would trigger the discussion he wanted to have with her but couldn’t. She would be shocked and might ask why he married her if he already had a wife. He could respond by saying in his society men could have many wives (in some places that was still true). She would then wail about this horrible mistake, tell him that polygamy was illegal on Va’Sh and announce they were not legally married. Ben would lament about how awful it was and suggest they maintain a friendly relationship without being married. 
 
    It was a huge risk, he knew. The potential dangers sped through his mind, and she looked at him expectantly. But with Voro surely to report his marriage to Alacea to HQ anyway, and they almost certainly to demand he put an end to it, perhaps it would be better to do this now, and at least show a little honesty. 
 
    <That,> he said slowly, <… is Jessie.> 
 
    She brought her hands together pre-emptively planning to clap. <Who is Jessie?> she asked. 
 
    <Jessie is…> He paused. This was it. After this he’d have to double the sentries and prepare for the worst. He took a last breath. <… Myorin,> he finished. 
 
    Alacea’s tail went slack. Her eyes fixed on him. He couldn’t tell how she felt about this declaration. 
 
    The priestess’s mind, meanwhile, was running in overdrive. 
 
    <Myorin?> she asked. 
 
    <Jessie is Myorin,> he clarified. 
 
    Myorin!? She’s his myorin!? How!? 
 
    Slowly her tail began to move from side to side as her thoughts worked through the possible truths. 
 
    She suddenly realized she had spent many hours telling him about her culture but didn’t discuss his own. What if having more than one Myorin was normal for them? A man of his status could have fifty… a hundred… wives. Maybe that was why he was so quick to demand her hand. What was one more? Especially if it gave him an advantage here? Suddenly Lady Patricia’s attempt to join in their marriage made much more sense! 
 
    A very disturbing thought struck her.  
 
    What if, even now, those wives were on their way here?! 
 
    Oh, the embarrassment! How would she explain to the community that their Na’Sha was only one of several wives to the Overlord?!  
 
    Obviously, she would have to ensure from the very start that she was in charge. He may have several wives, but she was a Na’Sha. Surely none of these other Dark One women could hold a higher status. If she must be one of many, then she would see to it that she was the first in line. 
 
    The priestess reined in her panic and calmed herself. She was jumping to conclusions and needed more information before she could truly call this a crisis.  
 
    Alacea looked down and found Ben watching her, perhaps waiting to see how she would react. She squared her shoulders and spoke again. 
 
    <… Where… is Jessie?> she asked in a neutral tone. 
 
    Shit! Ben thought. Instead of getting mad and panicking, Alacea did one of the few things he hoped she wouldn’t: calmly request more information. 
 
    He briefly considered lying, telling her she was back home waiting for him, but rejected it immediately. Ben had lied to this woman enough. He didn’t want to do it when it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    And he owed it to Jessie as well… 
 
    <Jessie is…> He blanked, and Alacea waited with bated breath for him to finish. He pulled the old Va’Shen/English dictionary from his cargo pocket and started flipping through it. 
 
    He found the word and started again. <Jessie is death.> 
 
    <Oh,> Alacea replied, not even bothering to correct his vocabulary. She breathed a sigh of relief and scolded herself for it a moment later. It was against the Gods’ teachings to celebrate the death of another, even in such a small way. 
 
    So that was the story, she thought. Ben was much like Count Voro. He had lost his Myorin and received an Exception to find another.  
 
    And he had chosen her? Exceptions in Va’Shen society were very rare, and assuming his culture had similar rules, it would mean that he used such a precious gift from the Gods on her. 
 
    Alacea found herself quite flattered. 
 
    Remembering he was sitting there, she coughed nervously and bowed to him. <I am very sorry, Tesho,> she said. She continued as another thought occurred to her, one she should definitely ask given the situation. <Did she die in childbirth?> she asked. 
 
    She had established he had no Myorin other than her, but that didn’t mean, under the circumstances, that he didn’t have children. 
 
    <I do not understand,> Ben said very very carefully. 
 
    Alacea thought for a moment. <Jessie die…> She then mimed holding a baby while making crying sounds. 
 
    Ben figured it out. <No,> he said. He understood why Alacea would ask that. For humans, whose medical technology was incredibly advanced, a woman dying during childbirth was still considered technically possible, but the odds were somewhere in the vicinity of one in every fifty million. For the Va’Shen, who were not as advanced (in this area anyway), having children would still be one of the greatest dangers for women. 
 
    <Oh?> she asked in response. Now, curiosity got the better of Alacea, and that curiosity would become the source of a great deal of trouble. <How?> she asked. 
 
    <Um…> Ben looked for a word in the guide. <Jessie die Va’Shen… attack,> he said. 
 
    Alacea froze. Her blood ran cold, and the fur on her ears stood straight up as the answer to many of her questions seemed to suddenly stand up and slap her in the face. 
 
    <Va’Shen… attack?> she whispered. 
 
    Her mind shot to their first encounter in Kasshas’s office. How she stood before him and begged him to kill her in order to spare her people. How bored he looked of the whole thing, and how she responded by listing her supposed crimes. How she continued to panic as he turned to leave… 
 
    <I ordered fire rained down on your cities!> 
 
    And she remembered how he turned to her after she made that statement. Remembered how she had taken a step backward under the intense hostility in his eyes at that moment. How even Lady Patricia and his bodyguards seemed frightened. It was only at that point, after that single claim, that he had ordered her taken into custody and locked away.  
 
    Now she knew why. 
 
    Her hands went to her mouth in shock and shame. 
 
    I confessed, she thought. I all but confessed to killing his myorin… 
 
    As she was thinking, Ben answered her repeated question. 
 
    <Yes,> he said. 
 
    Alacea’s tail seemed to take on a life of its own, whipping about so intensely it knocked items off his footlocker. The photo of him and Jessie slipped from her hand and landed on the floor. 
 
    <You well?> Ben asked, rising to his feet. 
 
    <Excuse me, Tesho!> she said quickly as she raced to the door. She hurriedly put her boots on and opened the door as he stood there in surprise at her actions. <I must leave!> 
 
    Without another word, she shut the door behind her and started running for the main gate. 
 
    Ben stood in the middle of his quarters and replayed the last few minutes in his mind. She didn’t get upset when he told her about his being married, but she utterly freaked out when he told her she was killed by the Va’Shen. 
 
    “Well…” he said. “That did not go as I had hoped…” 
 
      
 
    Alacea ran. 
 
    She passed several Dark One soldiers on her way to the gate, most of them not giving her a second look as she sprinted, the front of her skirt gripped tightly in her hands. Throwing open the chain-link door, she left the base as quickly as possible as her chest started to convulse. 
 
    Her chest heaved, and sharp hiccupping sounds emerged from her throat. Once she was further down the road, halfway between the base and Pelle, she came to a stop so she could think in peace.  
 
    She was both more informed and more confused about things all at the same time. She now knew what convinced him to take her seriously, why he had looked at her with such hatred. 
 
    But then why did he demand her hand? 
 
    Why would he use an Exception to marry the vixen he believed responsible for killing his Myorin? 
 
    Was this some sort of revenge in his culture? Did he marry her to punish her for killing his Jessie? To force her to perform the role of the one he lost? Did Dark Ones believe that to be justice? 
 
    He won’t call me ‘Myorin,’ she thought. Was this why? Was her punishment to be everything his Myorin had been except his Myorin? 
 
    She had gone to his quarters with the hope of deepening their relationship. Now it seemed that, to him, there had never been a relationship and never could be. He would spend the rest of his life looking at her and seeing the vixen who had killed the one most important to him. So that he would never forget. So that he could never let her forget. 
 
    It made sense to her. It filled in all the spaces. Her marriage would be her prison, a punishment for a crime she had confessed to but had never actually committed.  
 
    And if she told him she hadn’t… 
 
    Couldn’t she just explain it all to him? 
 
    She hiccupped as she realized she couldn’t. She had confessed to numerous crimes in her bid to make him punish her in place of her community. If she admitted to lying about one, he would assume she lied about them all… 
 
    If she was not guilty… then the community was and had been all along. Their deal would be broken, forged on falsehoods and collapsing on her desire to not be seen as guilty of killing his Myorin.  
 
    You must endure, she thought. You must. You knew what it meant when you accepted, that you would take all of the hurt on behalf of the community.  
 
    She just hadn’t realized what that hurt had meant. And now she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Voro didn’t knock as he entered the building. Typically, Va’Shen didn’t knock. They would open a door to another’s residence and announce themselves. If the door was locked, you didn’t try to enter.  
 
    But Voro was special, and he was already up the stairs when he called out and declared his presence, his retainer in tow. 
 
    <I seek the chieftain!> he called. 
 
    Downstairs was normally where Kasshas met visitors. Up the stairs was the private residence he shared with his Myorin, so he was quite miffed when he opened the door to his inner residence and found Voro there. He bowed to the noble, who stood before him with his hands on his hips. Behind Kasshas, his Myorin, Yasuren, appeared, not even bothering to bow. 
 
    <Welcome, Cousin,> she said imperiously. <Your presence honors us.> It was almost impossible to guess Yasuren’s age by her face as she appeared all but ageless. Her extremely dark blue hair, almost black, was worn up with polished wooden sticks holding it in place. It was not until one saw the flash of white on the end of her tail that they could suggest she was at least middle age.  
 
    Kasshas, on the other hand, was short and squat with black hair and fur. His well-kept beard was sprinkled with white, and his hair tended to hang in front of his eyes, almost concealing them. His tail was a smattering of white and black. Put side-by-side, they were a very odd-looking couple, especially when one understood that Yasuren, unlike Kasshas, was born into Va’Shen nobility. 
 
    <Yes, Yasuren, I know,> Voro told her, utterly ignoring Kasshas. <I shall be staying in this village for a while, so I will need you to move out.> 
 
    Yasuren’s ears folded down in annoyance, and a bright green fan, the same color as the kimono-like robes she wore, suddenly flashed into existence in front of her face as if she were hiding behind it. <Of course,> she said neutrally. <May I ask what brings you to our home?> 
 
    Voro pushed his way inside their foyer, not bothering to remove his boots. Unato soon followed, but he at least removed his boots out of respect before stepping completely inside.  
 
    <I had hoped to be on my way home by now,> Voro told them as he examined the apartment with a critical eye. <But my purpose will require more time, it seems.> 
 
    <And what purpose is that?> Kasshas asked him. 
 
    Voro’s ears bent forward into his hair in anger. As his relative, Yasuren could speak to him as an equal. Not a village chieftain. He addressed Yasuren without giving the village leader another thought. 
 
    <I came here to claim my new Myorin and have found that she has been manipulated into a marriage with some cowardly Dark One,> he complained. 
 
    <I was not aware you had that kind of relationship with the Na’Sha,> Yasuren asked, her tail twitching ever so slightly. <She never mentioned it to me.> 
 
    <Of course, she did not know of my intentions until today,> the redheaded count replied. He pointed at the sliding paper door toward the back. <Bring my things to that room,> he told his servant. With a bow, he silently left to fetch the count’s luggage. 
 
    <If you know she is married already, it would seem you have no reason to inconvenience yourself with a prolonged stay,> Yasuren noted, stepping closer to her cousin so that Kasshas would not have to deal with him. 
 
    <That has not been decided,> Voro told her flatly. <Obviously such a union cannot be legal or moral. Alacea is free. I must simply convince her that is so. I will save her from this monster, and in her gratitude, she will surely ask to stay by my side.> 
 
    Yasuren shared a look with Kasshas. <Cousin,> she began carefully, <The Na’Sha’s marriage is a condition upon which the Dark Ones show us fair treatment. If you take her from here, the Dark Ones may…> 
 
    Voro cut her off. <It is of no concern, Cousin,> he said. <The Dark Ones are nothing but cowards anyway.  Show them a little fight, and they will leave you be.> 
 
    The callousness with which Voro spoke of the possible destruction of his village forced Kasshas to speak. <Quite easy to say for one who does not suffer the consequences,> he growled. 
 
    Yasuren sighed, her ears folded down to the sides. It didn’t really matter anyway. There was no way that Alacea would abandon her marriage and thus her village. She also knew Voro’s reputation was well known among Pelle’s vixens. Even if Alacea were free to choose another tod, it certainly would not be Voro. 
 
    Her Dark One shows more courtesy, she told herself. 
 
    <Then we wish you good fortune in your pursuit and will begin packing,> Yasuren told him. <We will shelter with the Mikorin if you need us.> With that Yasuren essentially ended the conversation and turned away before the count could even express his assent. She and Kasshas started for their den to pack some essentials. 
 
    Voro stood in the main room alone and began to weave together the elements of a plan. He knew he could not win through a religious argument. Na’Shas, after all, literally existed to argue. Voro would not stand a chance.  
 
    How then to convince Alacea to break away from the Dark One? His ears flicked as Unato returned from downstairs with his bags.  
 
    If he could not appeal to her reason, perhaps he could appeal to her heart. 
 
      
 
    Alacea sat submerged in the Mikorin temple bath up to her chin as she searched for her center of peace. There were no other Mikorin or acolytes in the bath right now, and she was glad, preferring the privacy that allowed her to focus on her own thoughts. After the realizations of yesterday, she had a lot to consider. 
 
    She was no longer sure about anything she thought she knew when it came to her Tesho. She had been so focused on making sure that he could communicate with her that she made little or no effort to understand him. As such, his motives for taking her hand were once again hazy. She wished she knew more about his culture. If he did consider her responsible for the death of his Myorin, then his taking her must have had a reason behind it; a reason either directly related to his female’s death or one so important that it outweighed any ill feelings toward Alacea. 
 
    Was it revenge? 
 
    It made a kind of sick sense for him to demand she marry him to replace his dead Myorin. It would force her to directly atone for her actions and make right what she had done by fulfilling any role his Myorin had filled without him having to feel any guilt for ill treatment. 
 
    Was it custom? 
 
    Perhaps there was no ill-will or demand for revenge involved at all. Perhaps in the Dark One culture, it was simply the way things were. Perhaps a family responsible for the death of someone’s spouse were simply honor-bound to replace them. If Alacea had had a sister or a daughter, perhaps her Tesho would have demanded them instead. Given his fair treatment of her so far, this seemed to make sense. 
 
    Was it simply political? 
 
    She was a means to an end. Just as she thought when it first happened, he was using her to establish himself as a key part of Pelle’s community. This had historical precedent in her own culture, so it wasn’t a great leap to think it could be a part of his own. 
 
    She just didn’t have enough information. 
 
    You could just ask him, she thought to herself. 
 
    But it would be hard, and he was under no obligation to answer her. 
 
    The priestess chastised herself. You are his myorin. That means you can ask him anything, no matter what the nature of your marriage. 
 
    <Good day to you.> 
 
    Alacea jumped at the voice, the male voice, in her bath.  She quickly submerged herself as low as she could and made sure to keep her tail under the water and her body between it and the mysterious visitor. 
 
    <Who is there?!> she demanded. <This bath is off-limits to all but the Mikorin and guests of the temple!> 
 
    <I don’t mean to interrupt,> the voice called back, its location still unknown to her. But this time she did recognize it. 
 
    <Count Voro?!> Her ears practically burrowed into the top of her head while her tail churned the water around her. <How dare you do something so…so…> 
 
    <Bold?> he asked. <Yes, I know, and I apologize. I promise you I am not looking.> 
 
    Alacea, of course, didn’t believe him and remained in the bath. <What do you want?> she called. 
 
    Behind a nearby tree, his back turned away from the bath, Voro cleared his throat. <I wished to apologize for my earlier behavior,> he said. <I was angry and in despair at the thought I had lost you.> 
 
    The priestess sighed loudly. As a Mikorin she was required to offer forgiveness to those who asked for it. <Very well,> she said. <I accept your apology.> She held back from pointing out that she was never his even when she wasn’t married. 
 
    <Thank you, Alacea,> she heard come back through the foggy mist of the bath’s steam. <I also wanted you to know that I regret this burden has fallen on you. No vixen should have to bear such a thing.> 
 
    Alacea found herself relaxing a little more. Perhaps she had been wrong, and Voro’s earlier behavior was not indicative of his true personality. 
 
    <Your concern is gracious,> she replied. 
 
    <When I travel to the capital next, I shall inform the Emperor of it, and I promise you we will have you released from this abominable situation.> 
 
    <Your offer is kind,> Alacea told him. <But my relationship with my Tesho preserves the peace here. I cannot cast that aside for my own sake.> 
 
    <Nonsense!> Voro called back defiantly. <You are a kind and decent vixen, and you deserve a happiness of your own. I’m sure your own community would agree and fight this travesty alongside me.> 
 
    She didn’t respond immediately. When she had first announced her marriage to the community, the Huntresses had offered to “free her” from her marriage and strongly implied they would do so by killing the Overlord. Kastia had offered her drugs to make his taking of her painless, drugs she had rejected as a betrayal of her promise to her Tesho. 
 
    <My community means well,> she told him. <But it is my role to sacrifice for them, not the other way around.> 
 
    <Then you do not understand how much you are loved, Alacea,> Voro told her, deliberately dropping her title. <By all of them… and me.> 
 
    <It is nice of you to say,> she said. <And I must also apologize to you. The things I said to you…> 
 
    <…Were wholly appropriate,> he assured her.  
 
    Her ears twitched a smile at his gracious response. <You should leave,> she said. <Before someone sees you and comes to a false conclusion.> 
 
    <If their conclusion is that I care for you and could not be away from you, then it is hardly false,> he assured her. 
 
    <Nevertheless, such a conclusion would lead to trouble,> she said. <Now go.> 
 
    <Very well, Alacea. I shall see you again.> 
 
    She waited several moments and listened carefully to the sounds of his departure. Once she was sure he was gone, she sighed in relief. If someone had overheard their conversation or seen him near the baths, rumors would surely fly through the community. 
 
    Alacea felt something else, though, and the hair on her ears began to stiffen as she thought of it. 
 
    No one has ever claimed they loved me before. 
 
    Even her Tesho hadn’t gone so far as to say it falsely.  
 
    Perhaps she should not have treated his feelings so callously in their first conversation. That would explain his anger earlier.  
 
    She looked up at the sky and allowed the water to soak into her hair, wondering how her life had become so complicated in the space of a month. 
 
      
 
    Ben tried his hardest to keep the pen in his hand moving, but his thoughts kept drifting, and while he could pretty much type a report on autopilot, he found he still needed to put an effort into using a Mark I pencil. 
 
    The scratching of pencil and paper halted again as his thoughts went again to Alacea. She had not come to see him the prior evening or this morning, and it worried him. He’d told the sentries to keep a close eye out and to double check everything that might even look the slightest bit out of the ordinary, but if Alacea meant to wage war on the Rangers, she didn’t seem to be in a hurry. 
 
    But there was more than that. Something about their last conversation concerned him in a different way. The fact that she didn’t seem all that alarmed when he told her he had already been married but after he told her she was dead, she had fled from the room. 
 
    Perhaps it was a taboo to remarry? The Combined Joint Task Force cultural advisor had told Patricia that Va’Shen married for eternity. Perhaps that meant something critical to Alacea? 
 
    “Everything okay, Sir?” 
 
    “Huh?” he replied stupidly, looking up at the source of the question. 
 
    Patricia was looking at him from her simple metal desk. “Are you okay?” she asked again. “You seem… distracted.” 
 
    Ben put the pencil down and took a breath. “I think I screwed up,” he told her straight out. 
 
    The terp’s eyes went wide. “You didn’t tell her, did you?!” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Not straight out, anyway.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked. 
 
    “She was teaching me Va’Shen like usual,” Ben told her, leaning back in his uncomfortable steel chair. “She saw a picture of… my wife… and asked about her.” 
 
    “And you said…” 
 
    “That she was my wife.” 
 
    Patricia stared at him in a mix of awe and panic. “Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit,” she breathed. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. Shit.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    Ben leaned forward again and rested his forearms on the desk. “At first, she didn’t seem perturbed. She asked where she was, and I told her she was dead.” 
 
    “Okay,” Patricia sighed in relief “That’s not so bad…” 
 
    “Then she stood up and practically ran out of the room,” Ben continued. “She hasn’t been back since.” 
 
    “When was this?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
    “Yesterday.” 
 
    “Shit!” Patricia cried, louder this time. “Did she say anything before she left?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Just that she had something else she had to do, but it was a pretty fake-sounding excuse.” 
 
    “Shit!” she cursed again. 
 
    “What do you think?” Ben asked her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Patricia told him honestly. “It doesn’t sound like she suspected any false pretense, but she’s obviously upset about something.” 
 
    “I was thinking there might be some taboo about remarriage,” he hypothesized. “If they mate for eternity, a second wife in the afterlife might be… um… awkward.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Between the asshole we met yesterday and now this, I have no idea. At the very least, I think we should anticipate things being a little more complicated than before.” 
 
    “You have to talk to her,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “And say what?” he demanded. “’Hey, couldn’t help but notice you freaked the F out yesterday. What gives?’” 
 
    “Yeah!” she agreed. “But maybe a little nicer so you don’t come off sounding like a jerk!” She sat back in her chair and shook her head. “You’re her husband,” she went on. “You’re the one who has to ask that stuff.” 
 
    “I don’t want to ask that stuff,” he shot back. 
 
    “Well, you don’t have a lot of choice, now do you?” she replied. “We’re in too deep already, and until we find a way to annul this marriage, you’re going to have to play the role of the dutiful husband. Because if she’s got something on you, and we don’t know what, we might not be able to afford to wait until she springs it on you on her terms.” 
 
    “It was never this complicated before,” he growled quietly. 
 
    Patricia’s face softened and her tone became more sympathetic. “I know this has been hard for you,” she said. “All this coming so soon after…” 
 
    “That has nothing to do with it,” he cut her off. “It’s… complicated,” he added, giving up on explaining it any better. 
 
    The lieutenant was about to push a little more, but the rumbling of truck engines, a lot of them, from outside drew their attention. 
 
    “There a convoy due in today?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Ben replied, rising to his feet and grabbing his patrol cap off the desk. “Let’s go see what’s going on.” 
 
    The two stepped outside into the light of the Va’Shen star, Bellatrix. Several two-ton trucks, loaded to the brim with tarp-covered cargo, some with people, were arranging themselves to park in a rough line in the center of the camp. Ben and Patricia saw the driver of the first truck and his passenger hop down from the cab and made a beeline toward them. 
 
    “Welcome to FOB Leonard,” Ben greeted as they approached. “I’m sorry, we weren’t expecting a convoy today, but we’ll make sure you folks get anything you need. Chow hall’s still…” 
 
    “Are you Captain Gibson?” the truck’s passenger called out. He wore an Army uniform with two silver captain’s bars affixed to the front. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Ben told him, coming to halt in front of them. “This is Lieutenant Kim, my terp.” 
 
    “Hello, Lieutenant,” the officer said. “I’m Captain Bainbridge, 35th Civil Affairs. We’re here about your request.” 
 
    Ben looked at the trucks and did a quick count. “My request?” he asked dumbly. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” the other captain returned, the first hints of confusion entering his voice. He pulled out a piece of paper and unfolded it, nodding as he read it. “Civil Affairs support for Captain Ben Gibson, FOB Leonard. Festival participation.” 
 
    The Ranger commander looked back at the trucks. “All this?” he asked, chucking a thumb at the vehicles. “Captain, I gotta tell you… I was expecting some soccer balls and maybe a couple of packages of hot dogs…” 
 
    Bainbridge grinned. “Captain Gibson, you lucked out,” he said. “As the first unit here on Va’Sh to request or even accept CA support, you get the entire sha-bang.” He punctuated the sentence by offering Ben the same piece of paper he’d read from before. 
 
    Ben took the sheet and perused it, Patricia reading over his shoulder. His eyes went wider, and he blinked several times to see if there was anything wrong with his eyes. 
 
    “You brought a band?” he asked Bainbridge. 
 
    “Yup,” the captain affirmed. “The U.S. Space Force Band of Starlight’s Celtic music ensemble. I’ve heard them play at Jamieson. They’re pretty good…” 
 
    “What’s an emfet?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “MFET,” Bainbridge recited. “Marine Female Engagement Team. They wanted to take advantage of the opportunity to do some outreach with the local vixens.” 
 
    By now more of the visitors were making their way toward their conversation. 
 
    “This… This is above and beyond,” Ben told Bainbridge in awe. “I didn’t think we’d even make the priority list.” 
 
    “Captain, you are the priority list,” the other captain began in a much more subdued tone. “You guys are actually the first to request any support. Most of the other FOBs say they don’t like the security situation. When the colonel got your request, he practically danced in his office.” 
 
    Ben shared a look with Patricia. It was a not-so-subtle reminder of how lucky they had been so far thanks to Alacea’s influence and what the results might be if they lost her goodwill. 
 
    “Uh… Okay,” Ben told him, handing the paper back. “Your folks are probably hungry. Why don’t you send them to chow while we talk in my office? I’ll get my folks to help settle you in too.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Bainbridge replied with a smile. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “All the way,” Ben responded automatically, turning back toward the office. 
 
      
 
    Alacea watched with approval as Pavastea’s fingers delicately plucked at the strings of her domshir, bringing from the polished wood and tightly wound strings a melody that made the priestess feel soothed and nostalgic. On the other side of the studio, a trio of Alva’Rem acolytes, a brightly colored fan in one hand and the hems of their dresses in the other, spun about in unison and raised the fans high over their heads before bringing them down to their chests. 
 
    <Iseas, you’re losing control of your tail again. You must focus solely on the movements.> 
 
    The head priestess turned to the voice. Van Shi, the current Mikorin Alva’Rem of Pelle, stood off to the side and watched the trio with critical blue eyes. Her long, snow white hair, at a distance, often caused people to think she was an old maid. When they approached, however, the found her to be easily one of the most attractive vixens in Pelle. 
 
    <I’m sorry, Alva’Rem,> Iseas replied from her position at the far end of the line of dancers. 
 
    <Focus on the movements,> Van Shi told her again. <Your thoughts only on them and the Gods.> 
 
    <Yes, Alva’Rem.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched happily, remembering being on both sides of this situation at different times herself. 
 
    She would often watch the acolytes practice and perform. As the former Alva’Rem, watching them brought her back to happier times when she didn’t hold the responsibility of arguing to the Gods on behalf of her community. The great burden she bore for Pelle’s people would sometimes make her wish to go back to when she was only a dancer. 
 
    <They dance quite well,> 
 
    The voice made Alacea turn in surprise and the other vixens gasp in shock, their dance forgotten. 
 
    Count Voro was leaning against the studio’s doorframe, his tail moving lazily from side-to-side. 
 
    Van Shi’s tail slapped the floor vehemently. <Tods are forbid…> 
 
    Alacea raised her hand to quiet the vixen. She locked eyes on Voro. 
 
    <I am sure you are unaware, Count Voro,> she began charitably. <But the honing of an Alva’Rem’s skills is not to be observed by outsiders. Particularly, tods.> 
 
    Voro bowed to her and then to Van Shi and the acolytes. <I apologize. I was not aware of such a rule.> He turned back to Alacea. <I was seeking you out and became entranced by their movements.> 
 
    The chief priestess bowed to Van Shi. <Please continue, Alva’Rem,> she said. <I assure you we will intrude upon your time no more.> Van Shi bowed back and shot a venomous look at Voro. 
 
    Alacea led the nobletod out of the room and started for a nearby meeting room. 
 
    <You scandalized them,> she gently scolded. <An Alva’Rem is not to be seen dancing unless that dance is perfect.> 
 
    <I did not mean to,> Voro told her. <And no one met me at the entrance, so I was not sure where you were.> 
 
    It helped, of course, that Voro didn’t use the front entrance through which visitors were to enter, but through a back entrance so that he could avoid Sho Nan. 
 
    <Then may I ask why you have come?> Alacea queried. 
 
    Voro’s ears twitched in mirth. <You may ask.> 
 
    Her tail slapped the floor. <I am sure you find this all very amusing,> she said.  
 
    <I came to see you, of course,> he finally replied to her question. 
 
    The priestess’s tail hit the floor twice more. <I do not see why,> she told him. <I am wed, the answer to your proposal is therefore ‘no.’> 
 
    They reached the door to the meeting room, and Alacea paused, hoping to be able to shuffle Voro out without needing to use it. 
 
    <Is it ‘no’ from need, or ‘no’ from lack of desire?> he asked. 
 
    <Why do you desire me so much?> she retorted question for question.  
 
    <For your beauty, your grace, your kindness,> Voro told her. <You are a vixen worthy of so much more, even more than me. Certainly, more than a life of servitude to that alien coward.> 
 
    <He is no coward,> she insisted, coming to Ben’s defense. 
 
    <And he is no tod, either,> Voro came back. <Would you be married now if you had not been forced?> 
 
    <Of course not, but…> Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Before she could recover, Voro took her hands in his. <You married him for the right reasons at the right time,> he said quietly. <Now that that time has passed, it is time for someone to help you.> 
 
    Alacea looked into his eyes, stunned by his words. 
 
    <Na’Sha, the Overlord is here.> 
 
    Stunned, Alacea’s tail puffed up in shock as she turned to find Sho Nan standing nearby, her Tesho, Lady Patricia and several other Dark Ones in tow. 
 
    When did they get here?! she cried in her head. What did they see?! Her tail whipped frantically back and forth, practically whacking the walls on either side of her. She looked up at Ben’s face but was utterly unable to read his expression without tail or ears. Was he enraged by what he saw? Apathetic? Would he seek to take vengeance on Voro? On her? 
 
    Sho Nan eyed Voro in annoyance. <My apologies. I was unaware of Count Voro’s presence.> 
 
    <It is quite all right, Sho Nan,> Voro said. 
 
    <Ya’Jahar,> the priestess corrected him. 
 
    <Of course.> He turned his eyes toward Ben, and his ears twitched a grin. <It is nice to see you again, Overlord.> Watching as the female Dark One whispered in his ear, Voro waited for some reaction to him finding the Va’Shen count with his Myorin. He had rehearsed several lines to the anticipated demands the alien would make, all for the purpose of showing his Alacea just how weak these creatures really were. 
 
    <Good day,> Ben told him simply. 
 
    Voro waited for more, but none was forthcoming. His tail twitched in annoyance. 
 
    Sho Nan took the lead, addressing Alacea. <Na’Sha, the Overlord has requested to speak with you and Hestean Aru’Dace concerning the upcoming festival and gift.> 
 
    <That would…> Alacea began. 
 
    <Gift?> Voro interrupted. <You are not offering tribute to the Dark Ones, are you?> 
 
    <It’s actu…> Alacea began again, but this time it was Sho Nan who interrupted. 
 
    <The Dark Ones have heard of our need of feed for our animals and have responded by offering what we need in celebration of one of their holidays,> the blue-haired priestess told him, her voice deadpan and expressionless. <In light of our Lordship’s seeming inability to assist us himself.> 
 
    Voro’s ears folded down to his scalp at Sho Nan’s barb. 
 
    As this went on, Ben and the other humans simply watched, none of them able to follow the conversation accept Patricia, whose eyes went back and forth to each Va’Shen as they spoke. 
 
    “Anything we need to worry about?” Ben whispered to her. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she whispered back. “Sho Nan told him about the festival, and now he seems pissed.” 
 
    “Good,” Ben said. “Invite him.” 
 
    Patricia turned her head and looked at her commander wide-eyed. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yup,” Ben returned. “He’s a distinguished visitor. It would be rude not to. The fact that he seems to hate it is just a bonus.” 
 
    The interpreter cleared her throat and raised her voice. <Voro be to festival? Voro come?> 
 
    Three Va’shen faces turned to them in unison, and for the first time Ben thought he could see the surprise in their faces. Va’Shen normally emoted with their ears and tail, and only the strongest emotions ever made it to their eyes or lips. 
 
    Alacea bowed to Ben. <The offer is kind, however, Lord Voro must leave soon, and…> 
 
    <I would be delighted to extend my stay and attend,> Voro interjected. 
 
    “He says yes,” Patricia told the captain. 
 
    “Good,” Ben replied. “Now see if we can move this along.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and turned back to them. <Elation,> she said to Voro’s reply. <Alacea Na’Sha, speak to festival yes?> She gestured to the humans who were with them, all members of the Civil Affairs team or their associates. <Pulled with us guests.> 
 
    Alacea bowed again. <Of course. We can speak in here.> She gestured to the meeting room that had been her original target. She turned to Voro. <Lord Voro, we shall speak again, I’m sure. In the meantime, Sho Nan will be happy to show you out.> 
 
    <Very happy,> the other priestess assured him. 
 
    Voro cleared his throat. <Of course.> He bowed to Alacea. <Until we meet again, please think on what I have said.> 
 
    <I shall.> 
 
    The Va’Shen count rose and locked eyes with Ben. <Until we meet again as well, Overlord.> He didn’t bow. Instead, he allowed Sho Nan to lead him past them down the hall toward the front entrance. 
 
    Alacea opened the door and gestured for them to go inside. The humans filed past her, and as Ben approached, she cast her eyes to the ground. Alarms went off in Ben’s head, and he wanted to pull her aside and ask what was wrong. 
 
    But it simply wasn’t the time. 
 
      
 
    <Everything you propose sounds wonderful,> Hestean said as she daintily sipped her tea. The assemblage of Dark Ones around her either drank their own tea or looked at it questioningly. <And, of course, you are welcome to participate.> 
 
    Patricia translated Hestean’s assent to the group, and the room broke out in smiles.  
 
    Ben watched their reactions in barely suppressed surprise. Just how bored had these people been? 
 
    “Excuse me, Lieutenant,” a blonde woman to Ben’s immediate left spoke up. Her hair was pinned up in a tight bun, and her stunningly blue eyes seemed to almost glow in the lower light of the meeting room. “Could you ask if she needs to approve any of our songs or lyrics? We don’t want to risk offending them.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Patricia replied to the Space Force captain who served as the Band of Starlight’s commander and lead singer. She turned to Hestean. <Leader of song Bennett asks to you, you… you… see… song so no injury?> 
 
    Hestean put her teacup down, her light blue and white tail swished against the wood floor in curiosity. <I trust the Overlord would not allow insult to our people,> she said diplomatically. <I will trust such a thing to him.> In Hestean’s mind it was the best possible answer. It showed trust to their overlord while not having to put him in a position of having a Va’Shen hold authority over his people. 
 
    Patricia translated the answer, and Captain Bennett smiled. “Good,” she said. “I don’t think anything is questionable,” she clarified. “I just want to make sure. We’ve never played for Va’Shen before.” 
 
    Another woman, this one with dark brown hair and wearing a camouflage uniform like the type Corpsman Fletcher wore, raised her hand. “It would be great if we could meet several vixens at once, rather than try going door-to-door,” she said. “Would it be possible for Ms. Hestean to arrange that?” 
 
    Patricia turned not to Hestean, but to Alacea, whom she thought was the more appropriate recipient. <Alacea Na’Sha, Captain MacGillis asks to you… bring many vixens… Captain MacGillis talk… Learn… Help?> 
 
    Alacea considered the question. Apparently one of the groups the Dark Ones had brought wanted to speak only to their vixens. Why, she wasn’t certain, but they seemed keen on it. She shared a look with Hestean. They were both mildly suspicious, but what choice did they actually have? If they were up to something questionable, Alacea figured she could include Bao Sen and a few Huntresses in the group who could act in their defense if necessary. 
 
    <I shall arrange the meeting,> she said. <We will hold it here in the temple. Is that acceptable?> 
 
    Patricia shared the answer with the group, and the Marine captain nodded. “Please tell her we’re good with whatever is easiest for her.” 
 
    The questions and answers continued. Captain Bainbridge asked what kind of toys the children liked, and the two vixens seemed very pleased at the question. The where’s and when’s of setting up stages and booths were settled, and the other details fell into place. The whole meeting lasted about two hours, and by the time they were done, it was almost lunchtime. 
 
    As a matter of fact, Sho Nan entered the meeting room to tell them just that.  
 
    <I have prepared the midday meal,> she announced. 
 
    <Thank you, Sho Nan,> Alacea said. She rose gracefully to her feet. <Please, join us,> she asked the human visitors. 
 
    Patricia translated the announcement and request, and, almost as a group, the visitors froze in indecision. 
 
    “Are we okay to do that?” Bennett asked. 
 
    Sho Nan sensed their hesitancy. <I promise not to poison you,> she declared. 
 
    <Sho Nan!> Alacea cried in alarm. 
 
    <Not of that of concern,> Patricia explained to the vixens quickly. <Leaders to us demand no eat food of Va’Shen. Va’Shen need of food. Not take of Va’Shen.> 
 
    Alacea bowed in acknowledgement of the gesture but then quickly dismissed it. <You are our guests, and as such the Gods demand we share a meal with you.> 
 
    Patricia bowed back. <Thanks to you,> she said. She turned to the others. “It’s all right. It’s a Va’Shen thing. Come on.” 
 
    The rest of the humans stood up and started to follow Sho Nan out of the room. Ben moved up quickly and tapped Alacea on the shoulder, causing her to turn to him. 
 
    <Alacea, I, talk?> he asked her. 
 
    <Oh,> Alacea replied sheepishly. She knew what he wanted to address, and she wanted very much to put it off. <We really should not keep the others waiting, Tesho.> Without waiting for him to respond, she pulled away and followed the others out of the room. 
 
    Ben stood there and sighed. Apparently, she was still upset. He considered taking her aside and demanding they talk, but that would probably only make things worse. 
 
    With a resigned breath, he followed after her. 
 
      
 
    “They are so beautiful,” Bennett whispered to Patricia as Sho Nan walked by, placing bowls of soup on the table before which they were sitting. “I love those dresses.” 
 
    Patricia had to nod in agreement. The Mikorin, especially, always seemed to shine wherever they went. Part of it, she thought, was the way they held themselves. Their backs were always ramrod straight, and the way they walked made them look like they were gliding across the floor. 
 
    The humans and their Mikorin hosts had moved into another meeting room where Sho Nan had set tables for their meal. Alacea and Hestean had joined them and were sitting across the table from the humans, daintily sipping at their bowls. 
 
    “You haven’t seen many vixens?” Patricia asked the singer as she lightly stirred her soup with her spoon. 
 
    “No,” Bennett confessed. “We see Va’Shen DVs come to Jamieson every so often, but they’re almost always men. I can’t get over the hair.” 
 
    The terp smiled in amusement. “Captain Gibson says it makes them look like ice cream cones,” she confided. 
 
    “I can see it.” 
 
    “It’s kind of fascinating, actually,” Captain MacGillis opined from Patricia’s other side. “Makes you wonder about their evolutionary track.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Patricia asked the Marine officer. 
 
    MacGillis held her soup bowl to her lips and took a loud sip before replying. “I mean on Earth it’s usually the opposite. Like cardinals, for instance. The females are grayish brown and drab, but the male cardinals are bright red to attract their attention.” 
 
    Patricia chewed on that for a minute. “So, the bright hair colors are to attract Va’Shen males?” 
 
    MacGillis shrugged. “Maybe. If so, it could be linked to a time in their evolution when females vastly outnumbered males, and so they had to compete for their attention.” 
 
    “Huh,” Bennett replied noncommittally.  
 
    “I know there are strict gender roles when it comes to husbands and wives,” Patricia shared, thinking back to her altercation with Alacea on the road to Kadrapas’s farm. 
 
    “I’m really looking forward to talking to some of them,” MacGillis said happily. “We know almost nothing about their home lives. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Patricia advised her. “Some of the stuff that seems… um… wrong to us, is very important to them.” 
 
    “Is Ms. Hestean married?” MacGillis asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Patricia said, suddenly unsure. Hestean had certainly never mentioned it. She looked up at the Mikorin who, having heard her name, was watching the human women curiously. <Forgive,> Patricia begged. <Fighter MacGillis asks Hestean Myorin?> 
 
    Hestean’s ears twitched a smile. <I am not,> she said. <Is she proposing an arrangement with one of her brothers?> 
 
    Patricia chuckled, and MacGillis waited for her to translate. “She’s not married. She was asking if you wanted to arrange something with a male relative.” 
 
    “Arranged marriages?” MacGillis asked. “Interesting. Is she being serious about the arrangement or was that a joke? I wouldn’t think they’d let a human marry a Va’Shen woman.” 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat nervously. “Yeah, I bet the odds on that are like… one in a billion?” she asked. She looked over at Ben and found the captain giving her a death glare that screamed, WHY ARE YOU ON THIS TOPIC?! 
 
    The terp sipped at her soup, thinking the topic was dropped. 
 
    “Can you ask her, please?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    MacGillis looked at her intently and gestured to Hestean. “Was she serious? I’d like to learn more about this.” 
 
    “Oh, you were serious…” Patrica breathed and swallowed. She took a breath and turned back to Hestean. <Arrange offer… humorous story?> 
 
    The blue-haired vixen’s ears twitched again. <It was, but depending on social status I am willing to hear her out,> she said.  
 
    Patricia translated the alien troll’s answer, and MacGillis brightened. “What does she mean about the status thing?” 
 
    The lieutenant wished very much she could disappear, but the Marine major had finally found a Va’Shen woman willing to talk to her about a cultural mystery she had been trying to solve and was not about to back away. 
 
    <Social status interrogative?> Patricia asked. 
 
    Surprisingly, it was Alacea who answered. <A vixen must never allow herself to marry below her station,> she said, unwilling to let Hestean lead the conversation to more uncomfortable places. <For instance, my marriage to Tesho is only possible because, as the Overlord, he holds a much higher station than I do. For the purposes of marriage, a Mikorin is roughly equal to a noblevixen. For Hestean to marry, she would have to be claimed by another village chieftain, a nobletod like Count Voro or a commando officer of high enough rank that her marriage would not sully her in the eyes of the community.” 
 
    It was a lot of information, and only the other Va’Shen and Patricia understood the words, but at the point where she mentioned her Tesho, Alacea had gestured to Ben, and the human officers turned to him in response. 
 
    Patricia thought fast. “She said Va’Shen women have to marry higher up the ladder, and that if Hestean wanted to marry someone, it would have to be someone high in rank like Captain Gibson, for instance,” she said quickly. 
 
    The other officers nodded at the perfectly reasonable example.  
 
    “What if the person she loves is a lower rank?” Bennett asked. 
 
    I just want to eat my soup and go! Patricia cried internally. She bit her lip and looked up at the Va’Shen women again. 
 
    <Um… Hestean… should she… um… want different tod… not big person… What Hestean do?> 
 
    No one else noticed but Patricia and Alacea. The others weren’t attentive enough to Va’Shen expressions. But Hestean’s ears drooped, just a little. Her tail rose and fell against the floor and went slack.  
 
    Alacea looked at her friend in pity, wholly aware of the vixen’s situation but forced by her position to pretend not to know. 
 
    <Then she does not marry,> Hestean told Patricia simply before raising her bowl to her lips and drinking from it. 
 
    Patricia watched her for another few seconds, certain there was something else there she was missing, some context she wasn’t aware of. She cleared her throat. <I apologize. Thanks be to you.> 
 
    She turned to MacGillis. “Then the vixen doesn’t get married at all,” she translated. 
 
    “Well, that’s not fair,” MacGillis noted. “So, the men can marry whoever they want and the women can’t?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Patricia replied neutrally. She looked up and her eyes met Hestean’s. The Mikorin quickly looked away, the ears that were twitching happily now completely still. 
 
      
 
    Five years ago 
 
    U.S. Army Training Area Shughart, Persephone 
 
      
 
    Specialist Ramirez grunted as he pulled the fallen tree another few meters and stopped. Taking another breath, he pulled again, slowly making his way to the target. The several meter long brown barked tree trunk gouged a line in the dirt behind him with each drag. But he knew once he was done, it would be worth it. 
 
    He was sweating into his black watch cap and uniform pants. It wasn’t exactly hot on Persephone this time of year, but warm enough to make him regret wearing the woolen cap. The sweat was carving little rivers into the black camouflage paint on his face. 
 
    Finally reaching his destination, he lined up the tree how he wanted it and dropped it into place. He was finally done. Clapping his hands off, he admired his handiwork with a grin. 
 
    The Ranger turned to the sound of someone making their way through the brush and smiled at the tall black man, also wearing all black, as he approached. The newcomer looked at him through his tinted ballistic glasses and offered a lazy wave. 
 
    “What are you doing way the hell over here?” Burgers asked as he approached. “The newbies will be coming through here soon. We gotta be ready.” 
 
    Ramirez waved away the other specialist’s concerns. The two of them were part of the “opposing force” for today’s training exercise, hence the reason they were both dressed as nonspecific terrorists. “Nah, we got a good hour before they get here,” he said. “I was just doing a little side project.” 
 
    His friend stood at his left side and stared down at the fruit of Ramirez’s labor. Several tree trunks laying next to and sometimes over one another in a set pattern stretching almost twenty meters across. 
 
    “’Air Force sux,’” Burgers read. “You know you spelled ‘sucks’ wrong…” 
 
    “I didn’t spell it wrong,” Ramirez corrected. “I ran out of trees.” 
 
    “Well, pardon me,” the other specialist apologized with a roll of his hiding eyes. “What do you have against the Air Force?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing really,” Ramirez told him. “But aside from us, they’re the only ones who come out here, and I figured I’d just say hello.” 
 
    The sound of jet engines whistling overhead caught their attention, and they both looked up. High above them, a single aerospace fighter jet flew overhead, flying due south toward Dowdell Air Base south of Persephone’s capital city. 
 
    But instead of continuing on that course, it turned to the right, and then again, and again. The two soldiers watched, mesmerized, as the jet’s contrails began to take a distinct shape, a collection of rounded rectangles placed in a row with the one in the center at least twice as long as the others. 
 
    “Is that…?” Burgers asked. 
 
    “A one finger salute,” Ramirez answered in awe.  
 
    “Touche, Air Force,” Burgers remarked. “Touche.” 
 
    The fighter wagged its wings at them and resumed its course to the base. 
 
    “Oh, we gotta meet this guy,” Ramirez said. “He sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Gentlemen!” 
 
    Ohshit!Ohshit!Ohshit! Ramirez’s brain cried in alarm as he turned to the voice and came to attention. 
 
    Master Sergeant Bernard Cumberland, a hulking mountain of an Army senior noncommissioned officer, strode toward them. Unlike them, he was in the normal green and brown camouflage uniform as he had been sent to grade the new Rangers on the exercise.  
 
    Strolling up to the two ramrod straight Rangers, Cumberland looked the two up and down. “Don’t you two have ambushes to set up?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Master Sergeant!” Ramirez replied. “I was just out here looking for materials for some makeshift cover, and Specialist Baird found me to…” 
 
    “’Air… Force… Sux…’” Cumberland read over the Ranger’s shoulder. It was hard to miss. It was twenty meters long, after all. “You misspelled ‘sucks,’ Specialist.” 
 
    “We ran out of trees, Master Sergeant!” Burgers replied for his friend. 
 
    “Is this how you spend taxpayer dollars, Specialist?” Cumberland demanded. 
 
    “No, Master Sergeant!” 
 
    “Do you think just maybe you have better things to do, Specialist Ramirez!?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Sergeant!” 
 
    “Well, you’re not doing it, are you, Specialist?” Cumberland roared. He pointed off into the woods. “You see that tree, Specialist? You see it?” He didn’t wait for Ramirez to answer. “Apologize to that tree! Apologize for wasting the oxygen it works hard to make! Go on!” 
 
    “We’re sorry,” the two specialists called in unison. 
 
    “Good! Now get your asses back on the line!” 
 
    “Yes, Master Sergeant!” 
 
    The two Rangers started running back to the ambush point, leaving Cumberland safely behind them. 
 
    “I notice he didn’t yell at you,” Ramirez grumbled. 
 
    “Dude, he knows who put that shit together,” Burgers told him. 
 
      
 
    Ramirez stared at the binder on Captain Gibson’s desk, tapping his pencil against the desk as he continued to try to talk himself into opening it. While on light-duty he had been helping the Ranger captain by doing administrative work… boring administrative work. It gave him a lot of time to think.  
 
    When they were first told Persephone was destroyed, it didn’t seem real to any of them. Those who lost family, of course, were devastated immediately, but for those without a lot of outside connections, it took awhile for its loss to catch up. Ramirez knew people who were killed there, but he also knew folks who were killed on Epsilon Eridani, Proxima and Gamma Hydra. News of casualties from any of them were bad news. 
 
    But for most of them, Persephone was different.  
 
    Did he want to know? Did he want to see the name? The only name he wasn’t one-hundred percent sure of?  
 
    He was shaken from his thoughts by the office door opening and Ben and Patricia stepping inside. He quickly went back to the paperwork he was copying in triplicate before it could be sent to Jamieson for processing.  
 
    “I can’t believe this is coming together so well,” Patricia said as she took her seat and threw her patrol cap on the desk. “I keep waiting for some other shoe to drop.” 
 
    “Don’t jinx it,” Ben cautioned her. He looked at Ramirez for a moment before continuing. “There’s still that other issue.” 
 
    “Right,” Patricia agreed, realizing it wasn’t a topic to address just now. 
 
    “Have you thought about what you’re going to do for the festival?” Ben asked, not even looking up as he asked. He was already picking up the next piece of administrative paperwork to delve into. 
 
    “Jenkins and a few others are going to do a skit or something for the kids,” she said. “They asked me to narrate.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Ben replied absently. 
 
    Seeing her commander wasn’t really into the conversation, Patricia turned to Ramirez. “What about you, Staff Sergeant?” she asked. “You going to do anything?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez said, leaning back in his chair, glad for the break. “Senior Chief and his guys are making a dunk tank, and they asked me to sit in it.” 
 
    “Wow, really?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, Ma’am, way I figure it, if I’m putting myself into some homemade contraption, it’s probably a lot safer in one the SeaBees make than any of our guys,” he told her. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably smart,” she said. 
 
    The conversation died there as quickly as it had started. Ramirez went back to tapping his pencil. 
 
    “Anything new in the dispatches?” he heard Patricia ask Ben. 
 
    “Mortuary Affairs is sending a crew to chop that Two-Oh-Two pilot out and send them home,” Ben replied. 
 
    That got Ramirez’s attention. “Two-Oh-Two?” he asked. “Like F-202, the plane?” 
 
    “Yeah, we found one out in a farmer’s field,” Ben explained as he continued looking through memorandums. “Pilot managed to get out, but it looks like a Va’Shen commando was waiting for him. Glassed him before he could get away.” 
 
    Ramirez chewed his lip. “Did… Did you see what squadron?” he asked, trying to sound casual. 
 
    “Didn’t look, to be honest,” Ben confessed. “The Mortuary guys will be the ones to figure out who it is.” 
 
    Patricia was looking at Ramirez with a note of worry on her face. “Do you have any Air Force in your family, Staff Sergeant?” she asked. 
 
    The question made Ben look up from the memos, afraid he might have been flippant about something suddenly very personal. 
 
    “No, not family,” Ramirez replied. “Me and Burgers… We knew a few Two-Oh-Two guys from Dowdell, that’s all.” 
 
    Ben bit his lip in thought. “You can go and look if you want,” he said. “I don’t want gawkers out there, but if you’re worried…” 
 
    “No, Sir, I’m good,” Ramirez answered quickly. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yes, Sir. No problem.” 
 
    Ben looked at his NCO critically, trying to figure out if Ramirez’s version of “good” was the same as his. 
 
    Patricia continued to look worried but said nothing. In the end, she tried to change the subject. 
 
    “What about the grain?” she asked Ben. 
 
    The captain held up a memo from Jamieson. “Here tomorrow. Just in time.” 
 
    “This is really going to happen,” Patricia noted in disbelief. 
 
    “I want everyone to be able to go for a couple of hours,” Ben told them. “But we need a Quick Reaction Force on standby in case something goes sideways.” 
 
    “I’ll put it together, Sir,” Ramirez volunteered, rising from his chair. 
 
    “Good. Thanks,” Ben told him. 
 
    “Anything to get out of that chair,” Ramirez assured him as he started for the door. 
 
    “Hey, Staff Sergeant,” Ben called after him. 
 
    “Yes, Sir?” Ramirez stopped in the doorway, adjusting his hat. 
 
    Ben looked uncomfortable, but he decided it needed to be said. “I’m sorry,” he said. “About your friends.” 
 
    Ramirez offered him a grin. “Hell, Sir,” he said. “They’re not dead yet.” With that, he stepped out, the door clapping shut behind him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Captain Gibson!” 
 
    The call brought the Ranger officer to a halt, and he turned to see the source of the hail waving to him as she trotted up to join him. 
 
    “Hey, Captain Bennett,” Ben returned. “Set-up going okay? Are you getting what you need?” 
 
    “Everything we need and more,” she assured him. “Thank you so much! Your people have been great.” 
 
    “We aim to please,” he told her as he started walking again. “You headed to chow?” 
 
    “Sure am,” she said, falling into step beside him. Although her hair was hidden by her patrol cap, her piercing blue eyes immediately drew the eye to her smiling visage. “Can I join you?” 
 
    “Sure,” he replied. “I can’t promise the food is anything like what you get at Jamieson,” he warned her. 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said. “I’m just glad to finally be out into the real Va’Sh.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s real, all right,” he smiled. They came to the dining facility entrance, and he held the door open for her. With a nod of thanks, she preceded him inside and started washing her hands at one of the sinks while he took one opposite of her. 
 
    “How long have you been planetside?” he asked her as he dried his hands. 
 
    “Eight weeks,” she said. “Mostly doing concerts for distinguished visitors and change of command ceremonies.” 
 
    They walked through the doors into the dining area and stepped into the serving line. “It gets kind of old, you know?” she continued. “They sent us here to be a soft power force multiplier. It doesn’t work if you can’t go outside the gate.” 
 
    The two captains went through the line, each taking the evening entrée of spaghetti and meatballs with rice and green beans. Ben stopped at the coffee dispenser and poured a cup before following the band officer to a seat. 
 
    “Well,” he said, continuing the conversation as he pulled up his chair. “They’re probably afraid of you getting shot up in an unnecessary mission.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s bullshit,” she retorted with a snap. “I deployed to the Alberta demilitarized zone three years ago. What makes this any different?” 
 
    “Maybe that they’re space aliens?” Ben put forward as he stirred the sugar and cream into his coffee. 
 
    “Space aliens, angry Canadians, is it really so different?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t reply. It was one thing to keep two angry factions from fighting one another. It was a bit different to be surrounded by an entire world of inscrutable aliens who wanted to kill you. 
 
    Bennett sensed the end of the topic and tried to come up with one as she pushed the spaghetti around her tray. “Where are you from?” she asked. 
 
    “Fort Accetta,” he replied before taking a bite from one of the undersized meatballs on his plate. 
 
    The other captain’s eyes went wide for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. 
 
    “No need,” Ben told her. “You?” 
 
    “Peterson Space Force Base,” she said. “Colorado.” She paused for a moment. “Can I ask,” she began. “Are… um… all your troops here…” 
 
    “From Persephone?” he finished the question for her. “About half. Mostly 5th Rangers.” 
 
    Bennett chewed on this for a minute. 
 
    “Why?” Ben finally asked her. 
 
    She shrugged. “I just haven’t met anyone from there,” she answered honestly. “I always wanted to go. They say it’s pretty there. Was… pretty there,” she corrected. 
 
    “It was,” he told her, his voice lowering in volume. “You go to these colonies, and they’re so… unspoiled… It’s like seeing what Earth must have been like thousands of years ago. You go a few miles outside the city, and there’s a good chance that you’re the first human to ever set foot on that particular spot, to see that particular rock formation.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said sheepishly.  
 
    “Forget it, Captain,” he said, taking another sip of coffee. 
 
    “Vanessa,” she corrected. 
 
    He nodded. “Ben,” he told her. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ben.” 
 
    “Well, Vanessa, I can pretty much assure you you’re going to have a full house at the festival,” Ben told her, changing the subject again. “No one here has heard music in more than a month. Well,” he continued, “Staff Sergeant Ramirez thinks he can beatbox, but… he can’t.” 
 
    “How about a preview concert tomorrow night?” she offered. “We can set up here in the DFAC and play for your troops at dinner.” 
 
    “That would be awesome, thank you,” Ben told her. “I know everyone would appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said. “Anything for the tip of the spear.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Less a spear and more a crankshaft,” he said. “Fighting’s over.” 
 
    “I heard you guys got into it with a group of renegade Va’Shen soldiers not long ago,” she commented. 
 
    “Wasn’t anything like that,” he replied. “There was just a failure to communicate.” 
 
    “So, I don’t get it,” she went on. “Everyone we talk to says it’s too dangerous, don’t come out here, we’re getting shot at… And you’re hanging out with Va’Shen priestesses and shrugging off firefights with Va’Shen troops. What’s the deal?” 
 
    “No deal,” he told her. He took another bite and chewed as he thought. “Just trying to do the job.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The two ate in silence for several minutes. As they reached the ends of their meals, Bennett looked up at Ben and spoke up again. 
 
    “Are you spending the night with anyone?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” Ben replied, not sure what he had heard. 
 
    “I’ve got nothing going on tonight,” she told him. “We’re both captains, we’re not in the same chain of command.” She shrugged with a smile. “Thought it might be fun.” 
 
    Ben finally realized he was being propositioned and cleared his throat. “Um, I… um…” 
 
    “If you’re worried about protection, I have a consent card,” Bennett added. 
 
    “That’s not it,” Ben told her. “It’s just that my relationship status right now is… um… complex.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said in understanding. “Okay.” She smiled. “Offer’s open.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” the Ranger said uncomfortably. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    Bennett stood up and picked up her empty tray. “Nice talking to you, Ben,” she told him before turning and heading toward the exit. 
 
    “Yeah, you too,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Five years ago… 
 
    Dowdell Air Base, Persephone 
 
      
 
    “You really want to meet this guy that bad?” Burgers asked as the two of them turned a corner and continued down the brightly lit hallway. Outside they could hear the heart-shaking rumble of fighter jets taking off on the nearby runway. 
 
    “Why not?” Ramirez asked. “I mean we’re here anyway. It’ll only take a minute. Besides,” he added. “Since when are we in a hurry to go back to work?” 
 
    Burgers sighed and adjusted his sunglasses. The two had been sent to secure space for joint inspections for an upcoming rapid insertion exercise. Before the vehicles and cargo could be loaded onto aircraft for the parachute drop, they had to be packaged and secured in a very specific way. A joint group of soldiers and airmen were charged with making sure everything was balanced so that when the chutes opened, they lazily glided to the ground instead of hitting it nose-first at high speed. 
 
    And while they were there, why not ask around about the sky artist they encountered last week? 
 
    They found a young airman with five stripes on the front of his uniform sitting at a semi-circular desk in what looked like a lobby or common area. With an air of confidence, Ramirez strode up to him. 
 
    “Excuse me…Sergeant?” he asked. 
 
    “Tech Sergeant Munez,” the airmen introduced himself. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Ramirez said. “Never got Air Force ranks.” Squaring his shoulders, he re-attacked. “I’m Specialist Ramirez. I’m looking for a fighter pilot,” he said.  
 
    “Whaaaaaat?” Munoz cried. “Noooo!” 
 
    “Sarcasm isn’t flattering, Tech Sergeant,” Ramirez told him. 
 
    Munoz smiled and turned to his holotop computer. “What’s the name?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the Ranger answered. “But they were flying over the Shughart Range last Thursday.” 
 
    The Air Force NCO’s eyes narrowed. “Is this about the sky finger?” he asked with a sigh. 
 
    Ramirez clapped his hands together and pointed his fingers at the tech sergeant. “Yes! Great! You know!” Behind him, Burgers sighed in resignation. 
 
    “You here to arrest Mac?” Munoz asked him. “We’ve already had like sixteen generals in here complaining about inappropriateness.” 
 
    “No, we’re just admirers of his art,” Ramirez replied. 
 
    “O-kay,” Munoz said. He hit a key on the holotop and spoke into the screen. “Mac to the Ops Desk. Mac to the Ops Desk, please.” The request echoed through the walls of the squadron building. Munoz looked back at them. “Should just be a sec.” 
 
    “Awesome! Thanks!” Ramirez told him. He turned to Burgers. “See? In and out.” 
 
    “What do you suppose this guy is like?” Burgers asked. 
 
    Ramirez shrugged. “Probably the usual Air Force officer pilot type,” he said. “Legend in his own mind. Talks with his hands.” He held up his hands and mimed two fighter jets chasing one another. “Probably got some super cool call-sign like ‘Cool Guy’ or ‘Better ‘n You.’” 
 
    “Then why do you want to meet him?” Burgers shot back. 
 
    “Because the guy can take a joke and give it back,” his friend told him. “You know how hard it is nowadays finding an officer who’s not ate up about making sure no one is offended by anything? I can shoot a Chinese soldier in the face, come back covered in his blood and no one will say a word. But if I ask someone if they farted, I’m public enemy number one.” 
 
    Burgers nodded. The peacetime Army was typically so bored when they weren’t fighting someone that they took everything else three times as seriously to compensate. “Like when they took down my anime poster,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, bro,” Ramirez said. “But the girl in that poster looked really… um… twelve.” 
 
    “She wasn’t twelve,” Burgers defended. “Alien space princesses stop aging at 16, that’s all. She was probably like… three hundred.” 
 
    “Hey, man, I ain’t here to judge,” the marksman replied. 
 
    “Dude, just get your new boyfriend’s autograph so we can go,” Burgers snapped. 
 
    “You two looking for me?” 
 
    They turned and found a short red-haired woman in a faded green flight-suit standing there. She was roughly the same height as Ramirez and wore her short red hair in a bob that curled just under her chin. The yellow velcro patch on her left breast spelled out “MAC” in quotation marks. 
 
    “You’re Mac?” Ramirez asked quizzically.  
 
    “First Lieutenant MacKenzie Cole,” she told him. “They call me ‘Mac.’” 
 
    “Oh!” Ramirez said, thrown for a loop. “Okay… I’m Ramirez and this is Burgers,” he went on, pointing to his larger friend. “We were out on Shughart last week.” 
 
    Mac cocked her head and her lips quirked up in a suspicious smile. “Are you the ‘Air Force sux’ guys?” she asked, her smile getting wider. 
 
    “That’s us!” Ramirez cried. 
 
    “That’s him,” Burgers corrected, chucking a thumb at the other Ranger. 
 
    “You misspelled ‘sucks,’ you know that, right?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “I know how it’s spelled,” Ramirez defended. “I ran out of trees.” 
 
    “So what?” she asked. “You guys here to file a complaint? Group commander already jumped in my shit over it.” 
 
    “No, no, no!” Ramirez said, raising his hands as if to ward off an attack. “We just wanted…” 
 
    “He just wanted…” Burgers once again corrected. 
 
    “… to meet you and let you know that we appreciate your artistic talent,” Ramirez finished. 
 
    Mac laughed. “Really? Hell, you’re all right,” she told them with a lazy smile. “You guys got some time for a drink? Bar’s over here.” 
 
    “You have a bar?” Ramirez asked while Burgers simultaneously remarked, “It’s eleven in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes to both,” she said. “And we have fifteen different flavors of pop.” She sighed. “They lock up everything else.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    Mac grinned. “You ever get so drunk you go out and steal a Coast Guard cutter?” 
 
    “No,” Ramirez replied. “But now I really want to.” 
 
    “Hey, Ramirez.” 
 
    “Just a sec, Burgers.” 
 
    “Ramirez!” 
 
    At just that moment, Ramirez felt something soft hit him in the face at high speed. 
 
    The Ranger opened his eyes and blinked the sleep out of them. He looked up and found Burgers looking down at him from the top bunk, his usual sunglasses gone, allowing Ramirez to see how sleepy the man was. 
 
    “Dude, what?” Ramirez croaked. 
 
    “You were talking in your sleep again,” Burgers told him. 
 
    “What did I tell you about listening in on my sex dreams?” Ramirez warned him. 
 
    “Didn’t sound all that sexy to me,” his friend said. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m great,” the marksman replied, laying his head against the pillow and looking straight up at the bottom of Burgers’s bunk. “Hey, Burgers,” he softly called up at the bunk. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Did you read the casualty list, man?” 
 
    “Didn’t see much point,” Burgers confessed. “All the guys I know in the unit I already know about.” 
 
    “I was wondering about someone,” Ramirez told him. “But I don’t wanna check. It’s like… if I don’t check, they’re not dead, you know?” 
 
    “You ever hear of a Schrodinger’s Cat?” Burgers asked sleepily. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez replied. “That’s where you kill a guy’s cat and leave it in a box.” 
 
    “No…” his friend replied in horror. “That’s not… That’s not even remotely close.” 
 
    “Well, excuse the fuck out of me then…” 
 
    “It’s this idea that if put a cat in a box with some poison and seal the box, technically the cat is both alive and dead at the same time and you can never really know which one.” 
 
    Ramirez thought on it. “Yeah, but after a few days, the cat will run out of air anyway and die… So, you kinda do know…” 
 
    “Dude…” 
 
    “And, you know, that box is gonna start to stink, so by then you’ll really know…” 
 
    “Dude, my point is that that’s what you’re doing,” Burgers told him. “If you look in the list and see their name, they’re definitely dead.” 
 
    “That’s a stupid metaphor,” Ramirez told him. 
 
    “I’m going back to sleep,” the other Ranger informed him. 
 
    Ramirez continued to stare up at the bunk, silent as he pondered on what he should do.  
 
    Did he really want to know? How would he react if he did? 
 
    Before long, he had drifted off to sleep again. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t there when he got back from his morning run.  
 
    It had become almost expected that the priestess would be waiting for him in his hooch when he returned from exercising or a shower, prepared to join him for breakfast. But today, just like the day before, Alacea was nowhere to be found.  
 
    Ben once again wondered if he had insulted her. It was true he didn’t necessarily want her breaking into his room whenever she wanted, but he had become somewhat accustomed to her presence. Of course, it was only one possibility that she was giving him the cold shoulder. It could just as easily be that she was too busy dealing with today’s festival. 
 
    He grabbed his shave kit and started for the shower stalls, finding upon his return that she had still not shown up. The captain dressed, checked his analog clock on the wall, and headed to breakfast.  
 
    As he made his way to the dining facility he noticed there was a lot more activity on the parade field as soldiers and sailors hammered away at their booths or make-shift stages. The sight made him sigh in relief a little. He had been afraid that the news about Persephone would turn off his people from wanting to participate. It seemed, though, that a chance to do something to shake off the boredom of the last few weeks was too strong to resist on personal grounds. 
 
    He saw Bennett and a small group of Space Force guardians waiting in line at the chow hall and returned the smile and wave she offered him. Ben was glad she didn’t seem to resent his rejection of her two nights ago. He’d almost felt guilty about it. 
 
    Her offer wasn’t out of the ordinary or even frowned upon in the military. The Army had long ago recognized the reality that men and women were going to hook up and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it. There was a time when the service tried to regulate such behaviors. Everything from adultery to homosexuality to the specific acts a man and woman could take in the bedroom had some part of the Uniform Code of Military Justice attached to it. But as society and technology progressed, it became harder and harder to justify such restrictions… and keep military leaders from, themselves, being caught up in it in a very public way. 
 
    The last straw had been when a two-star general had entered into a sexual relationship with a private first class. The two had been caught in the act during a field exercise in the middle of the night by a squad of riflemen on patrol who saw them in the bushes and sat down to watch via night vision goggles. Once the video hit the net, including the part where a half-naked general tried to intimidate the soldiers into keeping their mouths shut, the man’s career was over, and the Secretary of the Army had some explaining to do. 
 
    The Army pretty much gave up at that point and rewrote the regs, strengthening the protections against sexual assault and fraternization within the chain of command, but otherwise telling soldiers to do whatever they wanted as long as they showed up to work on time. 
 
    There was just something that irked Ben about it, though he couldn’t put his finger on what. 
 
    He looked up and over at the main gate as a truck’s horn boomed through the base. Ben smiled as a big rig rumbled through the gate dragging a large, camouflaged tanker behind it. 
 
    “About time,” he said to himself. He watched one of his soldiers rush up to the truck cab and give the driver directions through the window. The trucker waved and steered the truck to its designated parking spot. 
 
    Ben checked his watch. The grain was the last piece needed to fall into place. At this point, there were no embarrassing snags he’d have to explain to the Va’Shen. The Overlord had promised them grain, and now they had grain. 
 
    He let out a relieved sigh. All that was left was to enjoy the festival. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
      
 
    Alacea watched the little girl play on the floor nearby as she sat waiting at the small table in the center of the room. Her ears twitched at the sight of the girl, her face and arms covered in small, white bandages, playing happily with a doll made to look like an Alva’Rem, making it move about with her hands as if in a dance. 
 
    The girl’s mother appeared from the kitchen and rested a tray with two cups on the table before her. She quickly straightened her skirt and sat down on her knees directly opposite of the priestess.  
 
    <I am sorry it took so long, Na’Sha,> she said apologetically. 
 
    <No apology is required,> Alacea told her. <It is I who have come unannounced.> 
 
    <The Mikorin Na’Sha is always welcome in this house,> an older, cracking voice announced from the corner of the room.  
 
    Alacea turned to address the old tod sitting uneasily in the corner. The tod was at least three times Alacea’s age, and his tail, hair, ears and beard were all a snowy white. His face was covered in dark red spots, common for Va’Shen his age.  
 
    <My grandfather is right,> the woman said, bowing her head to Alacea.  
 
    <I thank you for your gentle welcome,> Alacea told her, bowing her own head. <I have come here this morning for two reasons. First, to check on little Hashea.> She looked over at the young girl again, who looked up at the sound of her name. <I heard of the mishap at the Dark Ones’ compound.> 
 
    <They baited her with a treat and lured her into that demonic wire!> the old man hissed venomously. 
 
    <Grandfather, please,> the woman urged quietly. <Do not make trouble for the Na’Sha.> 
 
    <Trouble, Linnea?> the man snapped back.  
 
    <It is not trouble,> Alacea assured the vixen. <If something like this happens, I must be made to know.> As it was, she had only heard about it from Kastia after Linnea had brought her daughter to be checked on and from her Tesho the next morning. 
 
    Linnea looked uncomfortable at the statement. <Yes, Na’Sha. I… I respect the position you are in and did not wish to bring you more trouble.> 
 
    <Can you tell me what happened?> 
 
    <I told you!> the old man interrupted. <They baited her for their amusement!> 
 
    <I was not there at the time,> Linnea confessed. <It was only when Alzoria came and summoned me that I learned what had happened.> 
 
    Alacea knew this much already, having sought out Alzoria for more information.  
 
    <Hashea was near their fence, and the Dark Ones threw something at her,> Linnea told her. <When she went to get it, she was trapped by razor sharp metal vines.> 
 
    <Do you think it was intentional?> Alacea asked quietly. 
 
    Again, Linnea looked uncomfortable. 
 
    <Of course!> the grandfather answered in her place. <Why else throw something to her?!> 
 
    <Is it possible they meant to give her something, and the wind caught it?> Alacea asked gently. 
 
    <Are you defending them, Na’Sha?!> the grandfather demanded, one of his ears rubbing against the top of his head in anger. 
 
    <I mean to reach the heart of the matter,> the priestess replied calmly. <Because such an act would be a change in their behavior up until now. And that could be dangerous. Alzoria has told me that the Dark Ones who did it were punished by one of their leaders.> 
 
    <I’m sure they were,> the old man spat sarcastically in response. 
 
    <Are they in trouble, Na’Sha?> 
 
    All three of them turned and found the little girl, Hashea, looking up at Alacea. 
 
    Alacea’s ears whipped back and forth in a smile to the girl. <Yes, Hashea. What they did to you was wrong, so they were punished.> 
 
    Hashea’s ears turned downward, troubled by the answer. The expression made Alacea follow up. 
 
    <Does that make you sad?> 
 
    The girl looked back and forth between her mother and her great grandfather hesitantly. 
 
    <Hashea,> Linnea prompted. <Answer the Na’Sha.> 
 
    <Runo and I sometimes go there, and the Dark Ones who walk past sometimes throw candy to us,> the girl told Alacea quietly. <When they threw candy the other day, it landed closer to the metal vines than usual. When I went to get it, the Dark Ones started yelling. I thought I made them mad, and that’s when the vines grabbed me. I didn’t mean to make them mad.> 
 
    Alacea looked at the other two Va’Shen as Hashea said this. <I don’t believe they were mad, little flower,> she told Hashea. <I think they were trying to warn you to get away from the vines.> 
 
    <Rubbish, utter rubbish,> the old man muttered. 
 
    Linnea looked up at Alacea, again unwilling to meet her eyes. <When I arrived, she was already trapped, and I was so frightened,> she said. <One of the Dark Ones crawled to her and brought her out. I was so frightened and upset, I… I slapped him and ran away with Hashea in my arms. That was wrong, Na’Sha. I fear that is what has made the Dark Ones so angry.> 
 
    <The Dark Ones can go freeze!> the grandfather called out. 
 
    <Grandfather, please!> Linnea cried in response. <I may have doomed all of us!> 
 
    <You did no such thing,> Alacea assured her. <The Dark Ones are not angry.> 
 
    Linnea looked at her, ears pointed at the sky and her eyes filled with hope. <They are not?> 
 
    <No,> Alacea said. <Have you not left this house since then?> The other vixen’s ears flapped an affirmative. 
 
    <I… was hiding.> 
 
    Alacea let out a sigh. <The Dark Ones are not angry. The Overlord came to me to show regret and ask how they can make amends for what happened. I also know the one who saved your daughter. I am quite sure he is just thankful Hashea was okay and is probably wondering how she is.> 
 
    <I… I can’t believe such a thing,> Linnea told her. 
 
    <And if the Dark Ones were so angry, there would be no festival today.> 
 
    <Festival?> Hashea asked excitedly. There had not been a festival since the war began, and the little girl was only a baby then. 
 
    <Festival?> Linnea asked bewildered. 
 
    <Festival?! Ha!> the old man spat. 
 
    <Festival,> Alacea repeated. <With the Dark Ones who are celebrating one of their holidays in honor of trees. That is the other reason I came, to ask if you will come.> 
 
    <Mama, a festival!> Hashea hissed in urgency. 
 
    Linnea appeared unsure. <Na’Sha, I… I don’t know…> 
 
    <Please,> Alacea asked her. <Let me introduce you to the Dark One who helped your daughter, and I am sure your fears will melt away.> 
 
    <Linnea,> the old man said in warning. This time, however, his voice was not angry or antagonistic. There was genuine fear in his voice, fear of what might happen to his granddaughter if this were all an elaborate trap. 
 
    <You have my word that no harm will come to you,> Alacea urged. 
 
    <If I apologize,> Linnea began uncertainly, <They will be satisfied?> she asked. 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched. She knew no apology would be asked, but if that is what Linnea needed to convince herself to go, it would be enough. <I believe a thanks would be much more welcome,> she said. <But an apology is also appropriate.> 
 
    <Mama, festival!> 
 
    <Perhaps…> 
 
    <The festival, Mother!> 
 
    <I have your word?> Linnea asked.  
 
    Alacea took Linnea’s hands in hers. <I swear that if they harm you, it will only be after they have climbed over my cold and dead body to do so.> It was an easy promise to make, but she meant it anyway. 
 
    Linnea took a deep breath. <Where shall we meet you?> 
 
      
 
    Alacea stepped from Linnea’s house out onto the dirt road that led into the village proper. She was glad she was able to convince the vixen to come to the festival. No one should have to live in a groundless fear. But that was only part of her mission this morning. 
 
    The head priestess knew her community, and she knew that many would be reluctant to come out to a festival that would expose themselves to the Dark Ones’ attention. And so Alacea had sent every Mikorin who could be spared to go door to door and convince the villagers to come. So far, her efforts had shown she was right to worry, but she had convinced many to come. 
 
    <Alacea!> 
 
    She turned at the sound of the hail and sighed in apprehension. Coming up the road on a saddled vardak was Voro.  
 
    Alacea bowed as the long-nosed and furry creature approached. Somewhat larger than a horse, the red and white animal was often used as a mount by Va’Shen nobles. Its long snout, like that of an anteater, sniffed the ground before it as it went, and its equally long tail brushed the ground behind it. 
 
    <Lord Voro,> she greeted. 
 
    Voro’s ears twitched happily. He had been waiting for her to emerge from the house since he arrived, concealing himself from immediate sight so that he may “come upon” her as she walked. 
 
    <What brings you out here so early?> the count asked her as he pulled the reins and brought the creature to a stop next to her. 
 
    <I am trying to get a feel for how many of our community would participate in the festival today,> she answered honestly. <Many are still wary of the Dark Ones.> 
 
    <Of course they are,> Voro replied. <But they are not as strong as they pretend to be. I doubt there will be any issues today.> 
 
    Alacea did not comment on the count’s appraisal of the Dark Ones’ strength, having already seen them in action. <And what brings you out so early, Count Voro?> she asked. 
 
    <A morning ride,> he lied. <It clears the senses.> 
 
    <I see,> Alacea said. <Well, I must go. It was nice to see you again.> She bowed and began to turn. 
 
    <Are you in a hurry?> Voro asked. <If so, why not allow me to take you to your destination on Gupo here?> 
 
    Alacea stopped and turned back to him, displeased at his offer and the cavalier way he extended it. <Count Voro, again I must remind you, as I have done several times already. I am a married vixen.> 
 
    <Married vixens must walk everywhere?> he asked in mock confusion. 
 
    <You know why I must decline,> she told him. <If people were to see us together in such proximity, they… may get the wrong notion of our relationship.> 
 
    <So?> he asked.  
 
    She huffed, her ears flattening against her head. <Is it so impossible for you to appreciate my situation?> she asked. <I am taken. That fact protects my people from any future harm.> 
 
    <Your tesho sounds like a cruel and vicious tod to threaten his myorin in such a way,> he commented. 
 
    <He… He’s not,> she replied. It was true, she honestly did not think Ben Gibson would actually show up and slaughter her people in the middle of the night. His behavior thus far made such a thought hard to consider. But neither was she willing to test such a thing with an alien whose culture was still so mysterious to her.  
 
    She had been doing her best to avoid Ben Gibson lately, and he had not pushed his rights to see her. So far, the idea that she was merely a status symbol held its ground. 
 
    <Then what?> Voro pushed. <Does he fear me?> 
 
    A human woman would have rolled her eyes so hard she would have fallen backward as a result. Alacea’s tail slapped against the dirt twice. Her thoughts went back to the memory of him rushing into the white smoke to face the yarl alone while his people moved hers quickly down the trail. She also remembered him falling backward out of a chair at her sudden appearance in the dark. <I do not know what my Tesho fears,> she told him quietly. <But I feel safe in saying that he does not fear you.> 
 
    <Hmmph,> Voro snorted. <Well, he should. After all he’s done to you.> 
 
    This statement also made Alacea think. True, he had forced her into a marriage… But in doing so, he had also prevented her death.  
 
    <He treats me with great respect,> she assured him again. <Now, if you will excuse me, I really must go.> She turned to leave again. 
 
    <Is that enough for you?> he called after her. 
 
    Once again, Alacea stopped. 
 
    Voro dismounted the vardak. Taking hold of the reins, he led the creature toward her. <If I could assure the safety of your people,> he said to her back, <Would you give me your hand to take instead?> 
 
    Alacea’s ears reached up to the sky in response, but she didn’t turn. <You cannot guarantee such a thing,> she reminded him. 
 
    <I can,> he said. <I will. Bite my hand, and I will see to it that the Dark Ones will not even glance in Pelle’s direction. I can even make them leave Pelle,> he added. 
 
    It sounded like a dream, a fairy tale in which a prince descends from his high castle and makes everything right for the vixen he loves, making all her problems go away. 
 
    Alacea was a young woman and naïve about many things… 
 
    But even she wasn’t that naïve. 
 
    Instead, her fingers rolled into fists, and her ears slowly descended until they were rubbing against her scalp in anger. The fairy tale offer sounded wonderful on the surface. Her people safe and happy. A marriage to a handsome noble. Life in a castle, wanting for nothing.  
 
    But that offer left much unsaid, and it was the unsaid, the implications, that made her angry. 
 
    <You can save my people from the Dark Ones?> she asked, still not turning. 
 
    Voro’s ears began to twitch. This was it. She would soon leap into his arms. They would mount Gupo together, and he would carry her off to his castle. And he would, indeed, do his best to keep the Dark Ones from retaliating. And he would, indeed, petition the Emperor to influence the Dark Ones to leave Pelle. He would do his best. 
 
    <That’s right,> he told her. 
 
    <If I bite your hand?> she asked. 
 
    <My oath before the Gods,> he said, bowing to her. 
 
    She finally turned, and her anger was so severe it showed in her eyes and clenched teeth. The sight made Voro step back a pace. 
 
    <If you could do so,> she hissed between grit teeth. <Then why have you not done so already?> 
 
    His tail began to droop. <Alacea, I… Of course, I mean to…> 
 
    <You must really believe me to be a stupid little girl,> she said, taking a step toward him. <You offer a story book ending for me… A story book ending you claim to be capable of giving… An ending you could have offered your people at any time!> 
 
    She stood toe-to-toe with him and finished. 
 
    <But haven’t!> 
 
    <A… Alacea…> Voro stumbled. 
 
    <Which means one of two things, Lord Voro,> she hissed, making his title a curse. <You are either a liar… or the most wicked type of noble there could ever be!> 
 
    The Va’Shen noble said nothing. 
 
    Alacea’s heart hurt. Despite her anger, a part of her wanted to believe that Voro’s intentions and words had come from a place of purity. He said he loved her, and she had been so caught up in the pleasant feeling that came with those words that she hadn’t thought to question what would make him say them. 
 
    She turned away and began walking again. <Your proposal is rejected in total!> she called back over her shoulder.  
 
    Voro watched her go, his tail frantically whipping all over the place as if trying to leave his body and hide. 
 
    He would have to think carefully about his next approach. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Alacea sat on her knees before the mirror in her room in the Mikorin temple and examined herself closely, as if staring hard enough at her face would illuminate the answers to questions in her spirit. She had done what she had set out to do. There were many Va’Shen villagers who now intended to come to the festival, their fears alleviated at least for now. The rest of the Mikorin were now preparing for their aspects of the festivities. 
 
    She didn’t like the way her ears drooped, it made her look depressed and lonely.  
 
    The priestess reached up and rubbed her ears, the Va’Shen equivalent of slapping her own cheeks. There was no reason to feel either way. She was surrounded by her sister Mikorin, her people were safe, and their food issue was about to be resolved. And in the space of two months she had gone from no suitors to having two. 
 
    Her reflection stared at her from the mirror in mild reproach. Her guilt in regards to her Tesho and the comforting words from Count Voro had made her slip in her own behaviors. Had someone seen her and Voro in the midst of their close conversations, they could have easily deduced she was being unfaithful, and she would not have that. She needed to show everyone, especially Voro and especially her Tesho, that she was a faithful and chaste Myorin who supported her Tesho. 
 
    The question was how. 
 
    As her eyes fell to the table on which her mirror sat, the solution stared back at her. 
 
      
 
    Ben and Patricia made their way down the street, noting the rather bizarre sight that met them. On one side of the street, lined with Va’Shen booths and games, stood a crowd of the fox people, while on the side, lined with human booths and games, were soldiers standing around awkwardly. Neither side seemed interested in mingling with the other. 
 
    Perhaps it was the language barrier or perhaps it was simple fear. Neither side had really been called on to be so close to the other. The other was still an intimidating thing, as much for humans as it was, it seemed, for Va’Shen. 
 
    “It’s like a middle school prom,” Patricia quietly told Ben. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a little… awkward,” he replied.  
 
    The only exception seemed to be in the main square. The big rig from earlier was parked near the main stage and a Department of Agriculture rep from Civil Affairs was on top of the tanker, opening the top hatch to show Kasshas and the farmer, Hakan, what they had brought. The two Va’Shen crowded over the top of the hatch, and their ears and tails moved excitedly. Apparently, the humans’ Arbor Day gift was satisfactory for them. 
 
    Up on stage, Captain Bennett and the Space Force band members were tuning up. The blonde saw Ben and Patricia and waved them over. Fearing some problem, the two quickly made their way to the stage and looked up at the band officer in concern. 
 
    “We’re about ready to start,” she told them. “Captain Gibson, would you like to make any remarks to the crowd before we begin?” 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Ben told her.  
 
    “Maybe Kasshas?” Patricia suggested, nodding at the village chieftain not far away. 
 
    “Perfect,” Ben told her. “Can you go set it up?” 
 
    “On it,” Patricia assured him, already moving off to grab the older tod. 
 
    “Big crowd,” Bennett commented to him. “I’ve literally never seen so many Va’Shen in one place. I hope they like the music.” 
 
    “I’ve heard them sing songs,” Ben told her. “Didn’t sound too different from our stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you know what they say. Everyone’s a critic.” 
 
    Patricia appeared again a moment later and gave them a thumbs up. “Kasshas said no problem. He’ll be up in a minute.” 
 
    “Good,” Ben said, taking a look around. “I’m going to go find a place to stand.” He raised his hand up to shake Bennett’s. “Break a leg, Captain.” 
 
    “Always, Captain,” she assured him with a wink. 
 
    He and the terp moved away from the stage and started looking for somewhere they could observe without being in the way or immediately noticeable. He hated being the center of attention. This was Civil Affairs’ job. They were the experts. 
 
    They ended up leaning against the stone wall of a shop. Va’Shen milled about. Those who recognized him would bow quickly before moving away in a brisk manner. The soldiers who walked by saluted him, and he would salute back. 
 
    Any sound the crowd had been making stopped, and the two of them looked up at the stage. Ben bit his lip on seeing both Kasshas and Voro walking up to the stage. He saw Bennett bow to both of them and gesture to the center of the stage. Voro walked up to it like it was his natural habitat, his hands folded behind him and resting just above his tail. 
 
    He looked out at the crowd and started to speak. Of course, only the Va’Shen and Patricia understood what he was saying, but Ben listened to the tone, trying to discern if it was a standard welcome speech or a call for an uprising. So far, it sounded like a little of both. It wasn’t until he looked over and saw Patricia shaking her head, biting her lower lip so hard it almost bled, that he started to worry. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “That… asshole,” she muttered angrily. 
 
    “Why? What is he saying?” Ben asked, confused. 
 
    She turned, mouth agape at the gall. “He’s taking credit for the grain,” she said. “He’s telling them that he negotiated with us, and that it was his influence that got us to give them this ‘true and wonderful gift.’” She shook her head again. “What a total asshole!” 
 
    Ben looked up at the stage as Voro continued speaking. Kasshas, true to form, gave no indication as to how he felt, his tail and ears unmoving. 
 
    “Damn,” Ben whispered. 
 
    “I know, right?” Patricia agreed. 
 
    “I should have thought of that.” 
 
    The lieutenant turned to him again, this time she was confused. “Huh?” 
 
    Ben rubbed the bridge of his nose in exhausted self-reproach. “I should have thought of that,” he repeated. “We’re here to get these people back on their feet, back to normal,” he told her. “We can’t have them look to us to solve their problems. We need them to look to their leaders to solve their problems.” He shook his head ruefully. “We should have been asking Voro to take credit. I guess I was just so distracted I didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “Well, that sucks,” Patricia opined. “I mean I see why, but I was hoping this would make them look at us a little easier, you know?” She scanned the crowd and found a familiar blue-haired vixen. “Hestean looks pissed,” she noted. 
 
    Ben looked and, true enough, the Mikorin was glaring up at the stage with her ears pressed firmly against her head. 
 
    Voro ended his comments, and the crowd bowed to him while Bennett clapped. The Va’Shen noble descended from the stage, and Kasshas followed him. Ben thought the old tod moved like a brigade commander forced to follow a general around on a tour. 
 
    The crowd resumed milling, conversation both whispered and aloud until Bennett stepped forward and bowed to them.  
 
    “My Va’Shen friends,” she announced. “We are the United States Space Force Band, and we are happy to sing for you today.” She took a step back, and the band members began to play. 
 
    Because it was a Celtic band, the sounds of strings and winds filled the air, and Bennet began to sing what sounded like an old Irish folksong. 
 
    None of them were prepared for what happened next. 
 
    A Va’Shen woman cried out, and a moment later a group of vixens rushed past Ben and Patricia as fast as their hanboks would let them, rushing to the stage. 
 
    Ben’s hand dropped to his pistol, his mind racing to what this could be. Suicide bombers? Start of a riot? 
 
    When the vixens reached the stage, however, they stopped and stared straight up at Bennett, hanging on every word of every lyric. Patricia recognized the vixen at the front of the crowd and rested her hand on Ben’s, silently gesturing to not pull his weapon. 
 
    “That’s Pavastea,” she noted. “The singing Mikorin.” 
 
    The Ranger captain re-examined the scene as Bennett continued singing. Pavastea and several Mikorin dressed just like her seemed entranced as if desperately trying to burn the image of the band into their minds. 
 
    No, not the image, the sounds. 
 
    “Didn’t she tell us that her job was to be able to sing all the songs in their history?” Ben asked Patricia.  
 
    Patricia smiled and chuckled. “Oh, my god,” she said in amusement. “She’s trying to memorize it so she can sing it later.” 
 
    Some of the vixens were kneeling on the ground, rapidly writing in the dirt at the foot of the stage, taking notes. At the end of the song, Pavastea and her acolytes began waving their hands at Bennett and jabbering in Va’Shen as if asking the Space Force officer to sing it again for them. 
 
    “At least one group’s happy,” Patricia said. 
 
    Ben snorted a laugh and turned his head as something caught his attention in his peripheral vision. Alacea, arrayed in her purple and teal hanbok, was approaching the town square from his right.  
 
    “Alacea’s here,” he noted. “Let’s go say hello.” 
 
    The two started toward the priestess, and when Alacea saw them, she changed course and made her way toward them. As they got closer, Ben noticed the vixen had added an accessory to her usual outfit. 
 
    His knife, secured in a mauve leather scabbard, hung from a belt of similar material wrapped just above the waist of her skirt. It looked very out of place on her and took away from the look, and he wondered why she would feel the need to carry a knife here of all places. 
 
    He remembered his promise to her that if he harmed her people she could kill him with that same knife. Perhaps she was concerned about this being some kind of trap as well. 
 
    She stopped and bowed to him. <Tesho.> 
 
    He bowed back. <Good day, Alacea,> he said. 
 
    His gaze lingered on the knife resting against her side. 
 
    <Good morning to you,> Patricia added. Alacea bowed to her but said nothing. 
 
    There was an awkward air over the group, not necessarily a result of the language difficulty. The memory of Alacea rushing out of his quarters, not to be seen since, still worried Ben. Likewise, the priestess’s discovery that day and the guilt it prompted meshed with the vixen’s awkward embarrassment of so brazenly wearing something her Tesho had given her for the first time. 
 
    <Have you seen much of the festival?> Alacea finally asked. 
 
    <Um…> Ben looked to Patricia for help, and she translated the question. <No,> he belatedly answered. <See…um…> He snapped his fingers, trying to remember the word. He turned to Patricia again. “Singers?” he asked. 
 
    “Mesata,” she offered. 
 
    <See songstresses,> he told her. <Songstresses good. No… see… other… um… stuffs.> 
 
    <I see,> Alacea said, lightly clapping her hands at his attempt at Va’Shen. <Let us go and see together,> she said slowly so he would understand. 
 
    He got the gist and nodded without thinking. <Yes,> he said. <We go.> 
 
    Before he knew what was happening, Alacea had looped her right arm through his left and began to walk, almost dragging the Ranger captain with her. Something in his questioning look must have transcended language because she spoke again a moment later. 
 
    <You wish for our people to be cordial, yes?> she asked. <Then we must show them what that is.> 
 
    Patricia translated for her, and he nodded in understanding. Social norms must be demonstrated. If the Va’Shen villagers and the humans saw them appearing at odds, they might believe something was wrong at the top. 
 
    He looked at Patricia and asked a question. “Why do you think she’s wearing the knife?” he asked, careful to make his tone sound like casual small talk. “Is she worried we’re going to do something?” 
 
    Patricia looked at him like he was nothing but an idiot child. “It’s a social gathering,” she said. “Why would she think you’re going to do something?” 
 
    “She’s never worn it before,” he pointed out. 
 
    “You’ve never been together in something like this before,” she said. She then tried to make her point more obvious. “Maybe she’s wearing it because you gave it to her.” 
 
    Ben gave her an annoyed look. 
 
    “On that note, you should really get her a ring…” 
 
    “I think that will be all, Lieutenant,” he told her officiously. 
 
    Patricia smiled, knowing her rounds had hit the target. “Yes, Sir. I’ll be around if you need me.” With that, she started off in another direction, leaving her commander and the priestess alone. 
 
    Ben took a breath and looked at Alacea. 
 
    “So… where to?” 
 
      
 
    Ramirez whistled as he swung around one of the poles holding up the blue civil affairs tent and went inside. Grabbing a bun from one of the trays in one hand and a pair of tongs in the other, the Ranger set about making himself a hamburger. He was due at the dunking booth in a few minutes and only had time for a quick snack. He felt almost naked in his red Ranger t-shirt and black physical training shorts and couldn’t remember the last time he was out and about in anything other than his uniform. 
 
    He blasted the burger with ketchup and took a bite just as he ran straight into a tall imposing figure looking down at him in annoyance through mirrored sunglasses. 
 
    Burgers stared for a moment and pointed at the hamburger in Ramirez’s hands. “What is this?” he asked quickly. “What are you doing to me right now?” 
 
    “Jusht gemming a shnack,” Ramirez replied with his mouth full. He didn’t think his friend would mind if he snagged a burger from his food booth. 
 
    “Uh uh!” the well-muscled Ranger told him. Like Ramirez, Burgers was in his physical training uniform in order to give off a “less militaristic” image. “These are for the Va’Shen who have never known the earthly delights that are well-made hamburgers. You’re selfish! That’s your problem! You’re selfish!” 
 
    “Om naw shellfush!” Ramirez garbled defensively. 
 
    “You were raised, cradle to grave, with the ability to have a hamburger whenever you wanted,” Burgers told him. “And here you are, trying to deny a single juicy bite to some Va’Shen kid.” He crossed his arms and shook his head at his friend. “You’re a monster.” 
 
    The other Ranger chewed for another few seconds and then held the half-eaten burger toward his friend. “You wannit bock?” He finally swallowed. 
 
    “No!” Burgers told him as Ramirez took another bite. “I don’t want it back now!” He paused and shook his head again. “I hope it tastes like ashes in your mouth.” 
 
    Ramirez chewed and examined the hamburger intently. Swallowing, he looked back to the other Ranger. “Well, you did kinda overcook it…” 
 
    Burgers pointed out of the tent. “Okay, friendship’s over! Get out! I am making art here! You need to go! You need to go and not come back! You are banned!” 
 
    “Okay, okay! Jeez!” Ramirez said as he started walking away, grinning as he chewed. With so little to do off-duty, giving Burgers shit was his primary pastime. As a parting shot, he threw the half-eaten remains of his burger into the tent’s garbage can on his way out. 
 
    “Banned!” he heard his friend shout. 
 
    The Ranger snorted a laugh and walked casually down the road to the dunking booth. A crowd of curious Va’Shen, their tails moving back and forth almost in unanimous curiosity, eyed the vat of water suspiciously.  
 
    “Took your time,” Senior Chief Chase Warren told him as Ramirez climbed up the short ladder and into the booth, sitting on the ammo crate seat the Navy SeaBees had crafted into a carnival game. 
 
    “Sorry, Senior Chief,” Ramirez told him. He looked down at the water below. 
 
    “I cannot imagine the kind of microbes swimming in that,” he heard from the other side of the tank. Turning to his right, he saw Fletcher standing outside the chain-link protective barrier on the opposite side of the tank from the wooden lever that, when pushed, would drop him into the water. 
 
    “Looks clean enough,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, but you have wounds,” she pointed out. 
 
    True enough, some of the bandages from the E-wire incident were still stuck to his skin where the razors had bit particularly deep. 
 
    “Naw! It’ll be alright!” he assured her. 
 
    “Just make sure you tighten the drawstring of your shorts,” he told him. “We don’t want to see your ‘Air Force pride’ traumatize any of the vixens.” 
 
    “They knew what this was,” he told her with mock snideness. 
 
    He turned as Warren, dressed in a gold t-shirt and black training shorts, raised his hand and started calling to the crowd like a carnival barker. “Ladies and gentlemen, vixens and tods! Step right up and dunk the Ranger! Winners get a prize! Step on up!” 
 
    The Va’Shen seemed utterly puzzled by what was going on. The Dark One dressed in gold tossed a fist-sized ball in the air a couple of times, but his words meant nothing to them. 
 
    “Take a look!” Warren told them. Turning, he wound up to throw the ball… 
 
    “Don’t strain your back, Chief!” Ramirez taunted. A second later a bell rang, the seat dropped out from under him, and the Ranger fell into the water with a splash! 
 
    Ramirez came up sputtering and found Warren grinning at him. “Naval Station Guantanamo Bay intramural baseball team,” he said. “Go Iguanas!” 
 
    The unlucky Ranger climbed back into the seat, dripping wet. “What is that?” he asked. “Like a geriatric league?” The bell rang, and he fell back into the water again. 
 
    By now, confused tail waving became amused ear twitching as Warren began his carnival barker act again. He pointed to a young Va’Shen boy and bid him to come up, holding the ball up. 
 
    The boy looked up at his mother, who seemed conflicted. Before she could come up with an answer, a feminine hand took the ball from the Chief and tossed it up and down. 
 
    “Oh… Oh, hell no! This is crap, Chief!” Ramirez cried. 
 
    Alzoria tossed the ball up and down a few times, gauging its weight, her ears twitching like a tuning fork. She turned as Patricia found her way next to her. 
 
    “Come on, LT! Talk her down! It’s not fair! She’s a marksman!” 
 
    The Huntress turned to the interpreter. <Shall I be merciful?> she asked.  
 
    “Ehhhhhhhhh,” Patricia replied as she thought. <He is still recov…> 
 
    “GIRLS CAN’T THROW!” Ramirez interrupted them with a shout. 
 
    <Destroy him,> the human woman finished with an executioner’s tone and dangerously narrowed eyes. 
 
    Alzoria’s hand moved so fast it couldn’t be seen, striking the target dead on and sending Ramirez back into the water. The man sputtered as he came back up. 
 
    The Huntress turned to Warren, her hand out. <Again.> 
 
    Misinterpreting her request to go again, Warren instead handed her a prize, a small stuffed panda bear doll. 
 
    Alzoria poked the toy and pinched its hand as she turned to Patricia. <Am I to throw this next?> 
 
    <No,> Patricia replied. <Um… Award of victory,> she said, pointing at the bear. 
 
    The peach-haired vixen seemed to think on this for a moment, examining the stuffed toy critically. A moment later she turned to the crowd and held it over her head. 
 
    <MEAT!> she called. 
 
    The other Va’Shen did the soft clap Alacea so often did to congratulate Ben, their ears shaking with alien laughter. 
 
    Ramirez climbed back into the wooden seat as Fletcher shook her head at him. “You sure know how to make friends,” she opined. 
 
    On the other side of the crowd, Ben and Alacea gravitated toward the commotion around the dunk tank. 
 
    <What is this?> Alacea asked him, pointing at the carnival game. 
 
    <That is…> Ben began confidently but faltered when he failed to come up with the Va’Shen words to describe it. <…game,> he finally ended. 
 
    The answer was uninformative, so Ben led her closer. <Come,> he said. <See.> 
 
    They made their way to the front in time to see a vixen throw her last of three balls at the target, missing by a wide margin. 
 
    “I’M STILL DRY!” Ramirez called out. 
 
    <Did Lord Ramirez do something wrong?> Alacea asked quizzically at seeing the Dark One inside what appeared to be a cage. 
 
    <Game,> Ben explained again. He turned to Warren. “Chief, can Alacea have a try?” 
 
    “Of course, Sir,” the older sailor told him. He offered the priestess three softballs and pointed at the red-painted target. 
 
    Alacea looked at the balls in confusion. 
 
    “You throw,” Warren explained, making an overhand throwing motion with his arm. He pointed at the target again. 
 
    <I think I see,> she said. She squared her shoulders and reached back for the wind-up. With a soft cry of effort, she swung her arm and threw! 
 
    The ball sailed clear over the tank and landed in the street not far away. The Va’Shen clapped for her. 
 
    Warren clapped his hands twice. “Okay, come on! You got this!” 
 
    Alacea threw again, and Ramirez flinched as the ball hit the cage right in front of his face. The other Va’Shen clapped again. 
 
    “Fletcher, duck!” Ramirez ordered. 
 
    “What?” She cried out and ducked a second later as Alacea’s last ball flew right over her head. 
 
    “RAMIREZ WINS!” the Ranger cried in victory. 
 
    Alacea turned to the other Va’Shen, her ears twitching. She gave them an exaggerated look of defeat, and the other tods and vixens clapped for her. Ben, meanwhile, made his way to the red target circle and struck it with his elbow. 
 
    Ramirez cried out in surprise as he fell into the water. The Va’Shens’ ears in the crowd shook uncontrollably. Alacea turned and bowed deeply to Ben in thanks. 
 
    Warren handed Alacea a small stuffed tiger for a prize, and she bowed to him as she took it gratefully. As she rose, she saw a familiar face in the crowd and waved. Linnea saw her and started moving through the crowd toward her. 
 
    The priestess turned and called toward the dunk tank. <Lord Ramirez! Lord Ramirez! May we speak?> 
 
    Ramirez turned at the sound of his name but didn’t understand the rest. Alzoria, hearing the Na’Sha’s request went to the tank and waved for Ramirez to come out. 
 
    <Ramirez, out,> she said as she made beckoning motions to leave the cage. 
 
    The Ranger got it and started climbing out. “Chief, I’m taking five.” 
 
    Alacea gave Ben a quick bow and then, motioning for Patricia to join her, started toward the Va’Shen mother and kid. 
 
    The Ranger captain watched from a distance as Alacea brought Ramirez, Linnea and Hashea together and introduced them to one another. The conversation appeared awkward at first, but quickly warmed as Ramirez talked to the little girl, kneeling down to compare the bandages on each other’s arms. 
 
    Guys like Ramirez are made for this, Ben thought to himself. He was envious. He was never the kind of guy who could just get along with everybody, but he always wished he was. 
 
    “Doing okay, Sir?” 
 
    He turned and unexpectedly found Fletcher standing next to him. “Huh?” he asked stupidly. 
 
    “Just checking on you, Sir,” she told him.  
 
    “Oh. Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “Ramirez is pretty popular with the Va’Shen ladies, isn’t he?” Fletcher remarked. 
 
    “That he is,” Ben agreed robotically.  
 
    Fletcher stood there in awkward silence, not sure how to bring up her next point. “I’m worried about him,” she said quietly. 
 
    “You and the MPs and the first sergeants and the command sergeant major and…” 
 
    “No, not like that,” she said. “You heard about what happened with that little girl, right?” 
 
    “Heard about it?” he asked. “He might get a Soldier’s Medal out of it.” 
 
    “What I mean is… He rushes in. He’s always the first one to do something dangerous.” 
 
    Ben had an answer ready for that too. “He’s a Ranger,” he said as if it explained everything. 
 
    “I just think there’s more going on in his head that bears watching than just simple bravery… or… stupidity,” she said. “People who lose everything can easily lose themselves too.” 
 
    “You think he’s suicidal?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Maybe not consciously,” she replied. “Maybe unconsciously… it just doesn’t matter to him.” She looked at Ramirez as the Ranger taught the little girl how to high-five. “He looks like he’s doing great. Those are the people you have to watch.” 
 
    Ben looked down at the blonde medic and could tell this wasn’t just idle talk. She was really concerned. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him for you,” he promised. 
 
    “Good,” Fletcher said. She turned on her heel to walk away. “I’ll ask him to do the same for you.” 
 
    The captain turned to retort but found the corpsman had already disappeared into the crowd. Turning back, he found Alacea moving toward him. He instinctively looked for Patricia, but the interpreter had disappeared. He thought about calling for her, but the ring of the bell and the sound of the Space Force Band beginning another song would make any such action useless. 
 
    Alacea looked up at him expectantly. <Shall we move on?> she asked. 
 
    “Um….”  
 
    <We,> she said, pointing at the two of them. <Go.> She pointed down the main street. 
 
    <Yes, acceptable,> he told her. 
 
    Together they started down the road again. 
 
      
 
    Voro walked aimlessly down the street, offering the slightest of nods in return for the bows his people offered as he passed. Some stopped and thanked him profusely for acquiring the grain for their animals, for which he nodded a little deeper and thanked them for raising the food that feeds an empire. 
 
    Some of the village’s vixens passed by him… more than once… dressed in their finest hanboks and dresses. Rumor had it that the nobletod’s Myorin had passed and that he had received an Exception. 
 
    Although his eyes would linger on this tail or that, they did so in search of a specific vixen. 
 
    He had sincerely miscalculated during their last conversation. Alacea was a vixen who cared much more about others than she did herself. It was obvious by the way she had sacrificed her virtue to protect Pelle. By attempting to use her people’s safety as a bargaining chip, he had unwittingly opened himself to the charge that he had abandoned them. He would have to repair that rift. 
 
    If there was time. He was already reasonably sure that more direct methods would be necessary. It was an almost certainty that the Dark Ones had used some form of mental manipulation on Alacea, made her believe things that weren’t true and sympathize with her captors. 
 
    Which meant that she might never agree to willingly marry him and would need to be deprogrammed before she could become a true member of Va’Shen society again. 
 
    But first he would have to remove her from the Dark Ones’ influence.  
 
    He broke off from this thought as a familiar purple tail waved at him in the distance. Yes, there she was in the back of a crowd of Va’Shen women and children watching the Dark Ones put on some kind of performance. 
 
    And speaking of Dark Ones… 
 
    Bankipson was there too, standing at her side in a perverse picture of a married couple. His tail struck the ground twice in irritation.  
 
    He gave a thought to walking up to the alien and stabbing him in the back while he was distracted. It was a dishonorable end for a dishonorable creature. But looking around, he saw there were many other Dark Ones who would likely quickly avenge their commander.  
 
    He sensed rather than heard or saw the Va’Shen appear at his side, and once knowing he was there, made no effort to face or otherwise acknowledge him. 
 
    <My Lord,> his aide said in greeting. 
 
    Voro took a breath before answering. <How goes your fact-finding?> 
 
    Unato bowed his head. <I have spoken to many of the villagers here,> he began. <From what I have seen, the village can be broken into two groups. The first is suspicious of Alacea Na’Sha’s actions, fearing that she has become a Dark One mouthpiece in order to save her own life. They will not speak out openly, of course, but they have adopted a ‘observe one’s predator,’ posture.> 
 
    <Idiots, all of them,> Voro replied. <No Na’Sha, particularly one as passionate about protecting her people as Alacea, would strike a deal to protect her own neck at the expense of her people.> 
 
    Unato’s ears twitched in agreement as he continued. <The other half concur with your wisdom, my Lord,> he said. <They believe Alacea has made an incredible sacrifice on their behalf by allowing the Overlord to take her. They resent him greatly and wish to free her from her bondage. But they do not know how and do not wish to do something that would further dishonor her.> 
 
    <I see,> Voro said, his eyes still focused on the priestess and Dark One further away. <By chance, Unato,> he began again. <Were there, among the latter group, any educated vixens?> 
 
    <There were my Lord,> his aide answered simply, not even questioning his lord’s thought process. 
 
    The count’s tail thumped the ground, and he turned to Unato. <Introduce me to one of them.> 
 
      
 
    Alacea watched attentively from the back row as the two Dark Ones on the makeshift stage continued to act out some situation totally lost to her. They had come upon the production part-way through, and as a result, the priestess was totally lost. She could hear Patricia at the front of the group trying her best to narrate, but it only made things more puzzling to her. 
 
    The words must have been important to the story, because the Va’Shen children erupted in shock, pointing at the stage and babbling at their mothers in sudden realization. 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched faster at the sight. She was glad the children were enjoying themselves. So many of them had had such rough times of late. Their fathers, brothers and grandfathers all called to the war, never to return. The shortages of food and supplies. The fear of the Dark One invasion. It was nice to see them excited about something again. 
 
    She looked at her Tesho and found Ben smiling at the children. The expression was recognizable to her, but all she knew was that it meant he was happy about something. Was he also pleased by the reaction of the children? 
 
    He caught her look and arched an eyebrow, causing her to look away. The officer cleared his throat and addressed her. 
 
    <Food?> he asked. 
 
    The priestess’s tail flicked from side to side. <Yes,> she said. <Food.> 
 
    “As you wish,” he said with a smile. 
 
    They wandered casually away from the crowd toward a blue tent on the other side of the street. Several Va’Shen were clustered around it, but were just standing there, mumbling amongst themselves as an appetizing aroma floated around them. 
 
    Ben looked over the crowd of shorter aliens and could make out one of his NCOs through the forest of fox ears offering a plate with a hamburger on it to a blue-haired Va’Shen woman. 
 
    “All right, little lady,” Burgers said, handing her the paper plate. “One burger with everything.” Burgers was happy to finally be able to serve one. He had been doing his best to attract Va’Shen to try a sample of his favorite food, but while many seemed to want to, none of them would come forward and ask for one. They didn’t seem suspicious, just unsure. As more gathered around, the collection of fox people began speaking amongst themselves, and Burgers could definitely make out one particular Va’Shen term repeated several times. 
 
    After fifteen minutes of Burgers calling out invitations to an indecisive crowd, a diminutive Va’Shen woman in an elaborate hanbok and short, blue hair appeared in front of his stall. 
 
    “Can I interest you in what is undoubtedly the greatest culinary treasure of the human race?” he asked her. 
 
    The other Va’Shen looked at Sho Nan in great expectation. The villagers all agreed that the food the Dark One was making smelled good, but if the Mikorin Ya’Jahar had not approved it, was it okay for them to eat it? Was it holy enough? Healthy enough? 
 
    Sho Nan pointed at the hamburgers and then at everything else on the tray: Lettuce, pickle, onion, cheese and anything else that could be reasonably stacked on top of a hamburger. 
 
    “Okay!” Burgers said. “One with everything! Coming up!” He put the meal together under the Mikorin’s diligent eye and with a fair amount of flourish, presented the plate to her. 
 
    Their eyes met and locked onto one another like two samurai preparing to do battle. Burgers was certain his hamburgers were the best in the world… at least this world. Sho Nan was certain that only she could be the one to determine such a thing. Sho Nan raised the hamburger to her lips and took a large bite. There was no point in nibbling. It was either good or it was not. As Ya’Jahar, it was her job to determine which. If it poisoned her, then that was simply the sacrifice the Gods had placed her there to make for her people. 
 
    She chewed while everyone around her watched, her face utterly expressionless, her tail and ears motionless. The Va’Shen woman swallowed, and everyone around her waited. 
 
    After a tense few seconds, the Mikorin locked eyes with Burgers again and slowly reached out to the tray of ready-made burgers. The NCO met her stare and watched her not-quite subtle larceny through his peripheral vision, pretending not to notice. Sho Nan’s hand pulled back with a second burger clutched in her delicate fingers, adding it to her plate. Then, without another word, she turned and strolled from the booth, stolen hamburgers in-hand. The crowd of Va’Shen parted before her as she walked away. 
 
    <It is good,> she said casually. 
 
    As one, the other Va’Shen crowded the burger stall, instantly overwhelming the human running it. 
 
    “One at a time! One at a time!” he shouted. 
 
    Ben and Alacea watched from the back, willing to wait as the others filled their orders. As they did, a uniformed Ranger found them and walked up to Ben, not giving Alacea even a look. 
 
    “Sir,” he said with a salute. 
 
    The captain returned the gesture. “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “Mortuary Affairs is here, Sir,” the Ranger told him. “They say they need to speak to you about the wreck you found.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Okay, tell them I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Another exchange of salutes, and the soldier left. 
 
    Alacea regarded her Tesho. <You must leave?> she asked, guessing as to the contents of the conversation. 
 
    <Yes,> he said simply. <Greatest apologies. I go.> 
 
    She bowed to him. <Then I shall see you when next we meet.> 
 
    He gave her a nod and started walking in the direction the soldier had gone. Alacea watched him go, deep in thought. She had enjoyed their time together. Although the concern and guilt that had come from learning of his first Myorin were still there, she honestly couldn’t detect any kind of ill feelings from him. 
 
    She wondered what she should do next.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The men Ben found waiting in his office were complete physical opposites of one another. The one on the right was a short, stout, gray-haired man wearing Air Force stripes on the front of his body armor, his helmet sitting on Ben’s desk with the letters “EOD” in big black letters on the side. The other man wore black captain’s bars, indicating he was an Army officer, tall and rail-thin with sandy blonde hair. He looked barely strong enough to carry around the body armor he wore. 
 
    They stood up as the Ranger entered and offered their hands. 
 
    “Captain Gibson?” the Air Force senior noncom asked. At Ben’s nod he continued. “Senior Master Sgt. Davies, EOD.” 
 
    “Captain Tristan Sikes, Mortuary Affairs.” 
 
    “Captain Ben Gibson, Sector 13,” Ben replied as he shook their hands. “Thanks for coming out.” 
 
    “Our pleasure,” Sikes told him, retaking his seat as Ben walked around the desk to take his. “We got your message, including the specifics on the area.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry, but it’s gonna be a bitch,” Ben apologized.  
 
    “Can you tell us a little more about the site?” Davies asked. 
 
    “It’s in the middle of a farmer’s field west of the village,” Ben told him. “Flat terrain. A few trees. The field is fallow, but there’s some high grass, just tall enough to hide a dropped glasser.” Davies nodded and took notes. “The real problem is that the crops this guy grows are extremely sound sensitive, and any loud noises can kill them. That means you’re going to have to stop about a half-mile out and hump your gear in the rest of the way.” 
 
    Davies’s lip curled up in annoyance. “Is it really that big of a deal?” he asked. “It won’t take us that long to get the trucks in and out.” 
 
    Ben nodded, acknowledging the senior NCO’s point. “I realize that,” he said. “But the only reason we know about the crash in the first place is because this farmer saw we took his concerns seriously. I don’t want to piss all over that if we can help it.” 
 
    The explosive ordnance disposal expert nodded and relented. “Life’s full of small challenges, right?” 
 
    Ben smiled at the man’s consideration. “I can offer you some of my guys to help you haul your gear and the fallen member out if you need it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Davies said. “We got this.” 
 
    “Speaking of the fallen member,” Sikes broke in. “What’s their condition?” 
 
    “Glassed,” Ben answered simply. “Perfectly preserved, unbroken and in a standing position. But he’s connected to the aircraft through the glassed ground around him, so you’re going to have to chip him out.” 
 
    “We’re prepared for that,” Sikes told him. 
 
    “What about the bird?” Ben asked hesitantly. “I know it can’t just stay there, but if you blow it in place…” 
 
    “We’ve already figured that part out for you,” Davies replied. 
 
    “Davies’s folks will go in first, sweep for glassers and then render the aircraft’s ordnance safe,” Sikes explained. “Then we’ll go in and cut the pilot out. Once that’s done, we’re going to do what the Va’Shen would do. We’re gonna glass the aircraft.” 
 
    “Glass it?” Ben asked incredulously. “How?” 
 
    “How else?” Davies asked. “With glassers.” 
 
    “Humans can’t use glassers,” Ben reminded them. “They go off whenever a human touches them… unless we’ve found some way around that.” 
 
    “Aposis,” Sikes called. Ben watched in amazement as a brown-haired Va’Shen tod in an Imperial Army uniform entered his office.  
 
    “This is Aposis,” Sikes told him. “On loan from the Va’Shen Army. When we’re ready to roll out, he’ll toss a few glassers on the aircraft. That should take care of any classified or hazardous materials.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes locked with the commando’s. It was often hard to tell what the aliens were thinking, the way they emote with their ears and tails, and it was almost impossible to gauge what the commando thought through his rather unfortunate case of “resting bitch face” that made him look positively miserable by human standards. 
 
    The Ranger captain didn’t bother faking a smile. <Good day,> he said icily. 
 
    Aposis bowed in return but offered no greeting of his own. 
 
    Ben’s eyes didn’t leave the Va’Shen’s as he addressed the other captain. “How long?” he asked. 
 
    “No robots, no scanners, no tech,” Davies counted on his fingers. “Three days, maybe.” 
 
    Ben and Aposis continued staring at one another. He didn’t know how, but Ben was certain, deep in his very being, that this particular Va’Shen had killed humans. “You guys want any extra security?” he asked. 
 
    He knew the local area was safe. The odds of any of the Pelle villagers hassling the EOD and Mortuary Affairs team were all but zero. At that moment, he was more concerned with a threat they might be bringing in with them. It wouldn’t be the first time that “green on blue” violence occurred between U.S. troops and their supposed allies. 
 
    Ben also knew that what he was feeling was purely emotional, purely irrational. Just because Aposis was a commando didn’t mean he meant any harm to the human soldiers. He had been perfectly fine dealing with Turan and his Windsabers. There was just something about Aposis that rubbed him the wrong way. The look in his eyes that just screamed “screw you, human.” This was a tod who harbored his own hatreds. 
 
    Maybe we’ve already met, he thought. 
 
    “I’ll bring you guys out to the site,” Ben said, finally pulling his gaze away from the Va’Shen.  
 
      
 
    The meeting room in the temple was filled with happy voices. That was the first thing Alacea heard as she walked toward the sliding paper door that led to it. She unconsciously breathed a sigh of relief. She had been nearly completely sure that there were no ulterior or evil motives behind the Dark Ones’ request to speak to vixens, but there was always the possibility that things could have turned for the worst. 
 
    As she entered, she saw several vixens sitting around the large wooden table interspersed with female Dark Ones in military uniforms. Standing off to the side, Patricia and another female Dark One in a uniform of a slightly different pattern from hers were trying to keep up with the translations. 
 
    The vixens saw Alacea enter and all rose to their feet, bowing deeply to the Na’Sha. The human women, not knowing Alacea’s significance, but wanting to be polite, did the same a heartbeat later. 
 
    <Please do not let me interrupt. I wished to join you,> Alacea told them. 
 
    The women sat down again, and Alacea found an empty space at the table to sit down. 
 
    <Na’Sha, the Dark One vixens were just telling us about what it is like for them to be commandos,> one of the vixens, Minecea, told her as she bounced her young daughter in her arms. 
 
    <I had noticed that many of the Dark Ones in the camp were vixens,> Alacea agreed. <But their exact roles had never been made clear to me.> 
 
    The Marine interpreter next to Patricia translated the interaction into English, and Major MacGillis, at the far end of the table, nodded and turned to Alacea. 
 
    “We perform the same roles as the male soldiers,” she said. “There’s no difference.” 
 
    Patricia translated this, and the vixens murmured amongst themselves. 
 
    <Isn’t that too dangerous, though?> another vixen asked. <What if you are killed before you have children?> 
 
    The Marine terp smiled as she translated the question for MacGillis, who thought carefully before responding. 
 
    “We believe that serving in the military is a danger that should be shared by all, not just by men,” she said. “We want to share the same risks they do to protect others.” 
 
    Patricia liked that answer and did her best to translate it as accurately as she could. The Va’Shen women didn’t seem to know how to feel about it and digested it quietly. 
 
    <Then when do you have children?> another asked. <You do not carry them into battle with you, do you?> 
 
    MacGillis listened to the translation, and the Marine translator threw in a comment of their own. “They’re sure hung up on this children issue.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting some real ‘handmaid’ vibes here,” another female Marine joked. 
 
    Patricia frowned. If the issue bothered the vixens that much, she wondered if there was a reason behind it. 
 
    “If we choose to have children, they stay with relatives or their fathers when we leave to fight,” MacGillis replied. 
 
    The translation seemed to set the vixens off. They twittered amongst themselves in shock. The reaction made MacGillis turn to Patricia and the Marine interpreter. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Patricia listened to the Va’Shen cross-talk as best she could and found there seemed to be a few different subjects at play here.  
 
    <They let the mothers of their children fight? How cowardly!> 
 
    <How can they leave their children behind?!> 
 
    <Did you hear how she said ‘choose?’ What does that mean?> 
 
    <Na’Sha, have you ever heard of such a thing?> one of the vixens asked Alacea. 
 
    Alacea had to admit to herself that she was learning some very outrageous things about her Tesho’s culture. She raised her hands to calm to the vixens.  
 
    <We must remember,> she said. <The Dark Ones come from a very different place than we do. We do not know the kinds of hardships and dangers they must have faced to come to these ways. It is wrong to judge them without that understanding.> 
 
    The vixens thought on this and seemed to accept it.  
 
    MacGillis looked to her interpreters for some kind of insight. The Marine terp, a blonde sergeant with short, tightly cropped hair, spoke first. 
 
    “It’s a pretty primitive culture, Ma’am,” she judged. “It looks like they put a lot of their self-worth into having kids and they don’t get why we wouldn’t.” 
 
    MacGillis nodded. “’Handmaid’ vibes, indeed,” she said. 
 
    “I’d be careful about that, Ma’am,” Patricia interjected, thinking back to earlier discussions. “We don’t have the same historical frame of reference they do. This could end up being a taboo topic.” 
 
    “Earth cultures went through the same thing hundreds of years ago and are still going through it today,” the sergeant argued. “A woman’s place is in the kitchen, barefoot and pregnant. With any luck our presence on Va’Sh may inspire them to realize they can aspire to more.” 
 
    “Sergeant, I understand your view, and I share it for the most part,” Patricia replied calmly. “But it’s not exactly the same.” She nodded toward Alacea, who was listening to the tone of the conversation intently. “The highest roles of their religion, for instance, are held by women. There isn’t a single male Va’Shen priest, and these priestesses’ roles double for some very important civic leadership positions. That’s hardly an example of institutional misogyny.” 
 
    “We’re not here to judge their society,” MacGillis broke into the debate. “We’re here to learn about it and assist where we can.” She took a breath before continuing. “Lieutenant Kim may be right, though. Let’s change the subject for now before we walk into some kind of minefield.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Patricia said. Smiling she turned back to the vixens and asked a question from the list of topics the Marines wanted to ask about. The vixens and the Marines continued speaking for another hour about various aspects of their lives until it was time to leave. 
 
    As everyone stood up and bowed to one another, MacGillis made her way to Patricia and shook her hand. “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said. “Your experience was invaluable to us here.” 
 
    “Anytime, Ma’am,” the officer replied with a smile. “I think the Va’Shen enjoyed it too.” 
 
    The party broke up, and the vixens started to leave. Just as she was about to leave herself, Patricia spotted Hestean nearby, picking up empty tea cups, and made her way toward her. 
 
    <Hestean,> she said. <Thanks be to you for help,> she said. 
 
    The blue-haired woman’s ears twitched a smile. <Thank you,> she said. <This was most illuminating. I will have much to write in the history tonight.> 
 
    Patricia debated on whether to ask her next question, but she was curious, and Hestean was a reasonable enough person, she thought, that she would not be insulted by the human’s cultural ignorance. 
 
    <Hestean, vixens… um… angry… children inquiry… why?> she asked. 
 
    <Ah,> the historian said in reply. <To have children is one of the tenets of the Requirements of Matrimony for a vixen, and to marry is one of the requirements from the Great Ones. To not marry and to not have children is like telling a vixen to not eat or breathe. It is… unbelievable.> 
 
    There’s that term again, Patricia thought. “Great Ones.” 
 
    <Who Great Ones?> she asked. 
 
    <They serve the Gods, and we serve them,> Hestean said. <They passed down to us the requirements of the Gods that all Va’Shen must follow.> 
 
    So, not Gods, but not regular Va’Shen then.  
 
    <Why Great Ones… demand… children from Va’Shen?> she asked. 
 
    Hestean continued gathering tea cups in the now empty meeting room. <So that the Va’Shen would be strong and be ready to serve the Gods, of course,> Hestean told her as if it were obvious. 
 
    Patricia didn’t want to dig too deeply at this point. Asking someone to justify the tenets of religious faith with facts could make them frustrated and insulted. Instead, she decided on a different course. 
 
    <Me… see meet… Great Ones?> she asked. 
 
    The vixen turned and looked at her, her ears slightly bent. <I would not recommend that at all, Lady Patricia,> she said in hushed tones. 
 
    The human officer was taken aback by the answer and the almost concerned tone in which it was made. 
 
    <Why no?> she asked. 
 
    <Because,> Hestean told her, <If they ever came across you, they would kill you.> 
 
      
 
    Yasuren, wife to the village chieftain, walked down the main road where most of the Arbor Day festival was taking place, most of the crowd of Va’Shen stepping out of her way out of respect. Those who didn’t simply hadn’t seen her and bowed to her in apology when they finally noticed. She hid her face behind a bright green fan with only her eyes peeking over it. Her dark blue hair, almost black, rose above her ears, which were twitching happily at the sight of so many happy villagers. 
 
    Up on the main stage, Pavastea and three of her acolytes were setting up to sing at the Space Force Band’s invitation. It was exactly the kind of situation Yasuren had hoped for when they decided to hold this festival. 
 
    Normally she wore silken robes drawn tightly around her, but today had opted for a dark green hanbok. She was searching the crowd for her Tesho but stopped short when she saw someone else. Her cousin, Voro, was speaking with a vixen near the stage. She changed course and started for him as the vixen bowed to him and turned to go. 
 
    <Whatever you are thinking, don’t.> 
 
    The seething noble turned and found his statuesque cousin had come up behind him unnoticed. Although her mouth was concealed by a dark green embroidered fan, her ears, pointed directly at him, told him she was wary of him. That she was able to sneak up on him spoke highly of her abilities. 
 
    <I am thinking nothing,> he snapped at her. 
 
    <Normally, I would agree that that is true,> Yasuren told him, punctuating the thinly veiled insult by fanning herself twice. <But it seems to me you are unable to simply let the matter of the Na’Sha’s hand drop.> 
 
    <How you can be so flippant about the offense obviously done to this vixen is appalling,> Voro tried to chastise her. <The entire village should be outraged. Apparently, your own lives are worth more than the embodiment of your community.> 
 
    <The Na’Sha did not choose this role with our blessing,> Yasuren told him. <We were certain the Overlord would cut her throat and, once done, hunt us down and enslave us or worse.> She gestured around her with her free hand. <Instead, her sacrifice had brought us to this. We should have shown her more trust to begin with.> 
 
    <You are still enslaved,> he countered. <Your chains are simply lighter and more prettily adorned.> 
 
    <And are you not as well?> she shot back confidently. <I am told that there are Dark Ones living in your estate.> The barb struck Voro and stuck. <Further, I have heard that upon their arrival, you dressed as a servant while putting one in your attire to escape detection. Truly, the fiery heart of resistance burns within you…> 
 
    <That was different,> he defended smugly. <As a noble it is my duty to evade capture so that I might rally the people against the invader.> 
 
    <And rather than that, you apparently negotiate with them in secret to provide their grain to one of your villages,> Yasuren said, slowly twisting the knife in his pride by pointing out his earlier lies. <Were you hoping the Overlord would jump up there and call you a liar? Give you an excuse to draw your sword and duel him right there in front of the entire village?> 
 
    Voro said nothing to this. He knew Yasuren would have been a part of the Aderen that had arranged the delivery in the first place. As for a ploy to provoke Bankipson… that hadn’t even occurred to him. He was merely assuring the support of his people.  
 
    But even so, Bankipson did not challenge his statements. Instead, he merely hung his head and allowed Voro to do as he pleased. The alien’s cowardice was revolting. 
 
    <Alacea is his prisoner,> he said, whirling on his cousin. <And you do nothing to aid her. You are every bit the coward the alien is!> 
 
    Yasuren’s ears slammed down on her scalp, threatening to take her entire up-do with it. <Do not speak to me of cowardice,> she hissed from behind her fan. <I, who have sent a son to die in some unnamed realm, have no requirement to defend myself from one who only sent empty words of patriotism!> 
 
    <My place was here, supporting our Emperor,> Voro informed her. 
 
    <I’m sure,> Yasuren spat. She took a breath and calmed herself. <Voro, we have a good arrangement here. One that works to our benefit. Alacea knows that. She works hard to maintain it. I am asking you, as your cousin, to stop trying to undermine her.> 
 
    <And if she decided to break that arrangement of her own will?> Voro asked. <Would you support her then?> 
 
    <Of course!> Yasuren promised quickly. <She is our Na’Sha, and we love her. And one reason we love her is because she would never do something that would so obviously place her community in danger.> 
 
    <I suppose we shall see,> Voro said. <Because I will not allow this situation to continue. Alacea will come around to my way of seeing things. When she does, I will do everything in my power to rescue her from this abominable situation, and I expect you, cousin, to support her with everything in your power.> 
 
    Yasuren glared at him. <I must find my Tesho,> she said. <Excuse me.> 
 
    Voro watched her stalk off in a huff. He didn’t much care for his cousin. She was too much like his departed Romina; so wrapped up in the community that she did not properly appreciate the needs of her house.  
 
    He snorted, turned on his heel and walked away. 
 
      
 
    Alacea hummed to herself as she walked down the country road to the farm where Linnea and her daughter lived. She had been happy to see Lord Ramirez and Hashea get along so well at the festival the previous day. The priestess hoped that Linnea’s fears had been dispelled. 
 
    She understood that fear, of course. Linnea’s Tesho had been sent to the war, leaving her to raise Hashea with her grandfather. The woman was afraid to lose anything else to the Dark Ones. 
 
    And so Alacea wanted to check on her and perhaps win over another family to her way of thinking of the Dark Ones. Dangerous? Yes. Unpredictable? Yes.  
 
    But not vicious. And certainly not cruel. 
 
    She could feel the sheathed knife bounce against her side as she walked down the dirt road. No one had questioned her yesterday about it, and she had decided to continue wearing it. Hopefully, her people would see it as a positive sign as to the relationship between the village and the Dark Ones. 
 
    Her ears twitched at the thought of yesterday’s festival. The event had gone even better than she had hoped. Although there were some resentful looks on both sides, just about everyone had seemed to find something positive about yesterday. Pavastea was still gushing to her about the new music she had to study and had asked her to talk to her Tesho about getting the musicians to come play at the temple for them. 
 
    Hakan had shown grudging appreciation for the feed and had led the pilot of the Dark One vehicle to the farms himself to distribute it. And, of course, there had been food. Food in plenty. For a village that had been tightening belts for more than a year, the chance to eat one’s fill had earned the Dark Ones, if nothing else, less negative feelings. 
 
    As if she were the Goddess of Plenty and only thinking of food made her appear, Sho Nan appeared on the road in front of her as she turned a corner, walking in the same direction as her. 
 
    <Sho Nan!> she called with a wave. 
 
    The culinary Mikorin heard her and turned, offering a casual wave and reversing course to meet her. 
 
    Ever attentive to protocol, Sho Nan bowed to the Na’Sha as soon as she was within six feet of her. <Good morning, Na’Sha.> 
 
    <Good morning!> Alacea replied happily. <What brings you out this early in the morning?> 
 
    The Ya’Jahar held up a white cloth sack in answer. <The large, dark skinned Dark One had food remaining and gave it to me… I think. It’s possible I misunderstood and stole it from him. Regardless of its genesis, I am going around to the homes of Va’Shen who could not or would not come to the festival yesterday so that they might experience it.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears flapped in delight. <A wonderful gesture, Sho Nan. Thank you.> 
 
    <I only hope they are still suitable to eat once cold,> the blue-haired vixen told her. <Perhaps I should check…> She started to reach into the bag. 
 
    <I’m certain they’re fine,> Alacea assured her. 
 
    Sho Nan met her eyes, her hand still in the sack. <All the same, I should…> 
 
    <They should be spread about as much as possible,> Alacea recommended. 
 
    The other vixen continued to stare into her eyes, her hand unmoving. <I want one,> she finally stated. 
 
    Alacea, knowing what her friend was after all along, fluttered her ears in victory at forcing Sho Nan’s confession. <Then you should have one,> she said. 
 
    As the temple chef munched on a day-old hamburger, the two continued to walk. <What of you?> Sho Nan asked between bites. 
 
    <I’m off to see Linnea,> she said. <To check on her and Hashea.> 
 
    <I’ll accompany you then,> Sho Nan told her. <Perhaps that bitter old tod would like a… > She struggled to remember the name. <…Baga… as well.> 
 
    The two continued to walk, enjoying the cool morning breeze. Bellatrix had not yet risen to her full zenith yet, and it was still comfortable outside. Sho Nan’s eyes locked on the knife strapped to the Na’Sha’s side like a sheathed sword. 
 
    <I’ve never seen you carry a knife before,> she commented. 
 
    The fur on Alacea’s ears stiffened in embarrassment. <It is a symbol,> she said uncertainly. <Of my devotion.> At Sho Nan’s pointed and questioning ears, Alacea continued. <Tesho gave it to me,> she said. <As we hiked to the Great Ones’ mountain in search of you.> 
 
    <An interesting choice of bridal gift,> the other Mikorin noted. 
 
    <Yes, but only out of context,> Alacea explained. <Tesho promised not to harm any of you. I told him that if he broke his promise, I would kill him.> 
 
    <You?> Sho Nan asked skeptically. 
 
    Alacea looked away embarrassed. She did not like to make herself sound braver or stronger than she actually was, but it was what happened. <Yes, me. When I told him this, he pulled this knife from the sheath on his armor and handed it to me. He said, ‘If I fail to live up to my promise, you may use this dagger to strike me down.’> Alacea’s memory of Patricia’s translation of what Ben said sounded somewhat more poetic than the actual words he had used. 
 
    Sho Nan’s ears twitched. <Romantic,> she commented. 
 
    <He kept his promise,> Alacea said, ignoring the sarcasm. <In truth, I should have started wearing it before, but…> 
 
    The Mikorin chef waited patiently for her to finish. 
 
    <… I was not ready to accept him… fully,> Alacea concluded. 
 
    <And you do so now?> 
 
    <I… I don’ t know,> the priestess responded. <I know that had I been more vocal in my devotion to my marriage, I likely would not have drawn the most recent… um… unwanted attention.> 
 
    Sho Nan’s tail slapped the road behind her. <I would like to say that I would prefer you wed to any Va’Shen in the world instead of the Dark One…> she told her friend. <But I see now the danger of such a wish.> 
 
    Alacea didn’t respond. She froze in the middle of the street, her eyes focused on something in front of them. Sho Nan turned to see what it was, and her ears flattened against her head. <To speak of a demon is to beg for his presence,> she quoted the old saying. 
 
    About a hundred feet from them, stationary in the middle of the road, Voro and Unato, sitting upon their vardaks, seemed to be waiting for them. 
 
    Alacea took a deep breath. She was hoping to avoid any further encounters with the Va’Shen noble, but it seemed the Gods simply would not allow that. She stepped forward as the two tods began to trot toward her.  
 
    Sho Nan followed her Na’Sha, intent on assisting her with throwing off her pugnacious suitor. 
 
    <Alacea,> Voro greeted as he pulled up just short of her. Unato reined in his vardak alongside his master’s. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha,> Sho Nan corrected him. 
 
    Voro ignored her. He looked down at the priestess, his face, tail and ears a swirl of emotion. <I am riding home today. Please co…> 
 
    <We wish you a safe and happy journey!> Alacea interrupted him. <We shall offer a prayer for it.> 
 
    Voro took a deep breath before continuing. <Alacea…> 
 
    <Na’Sha!> Sho Nan snapped again. 
 
    <… you are trapped and under the influence of the Dark Ones,> he finished sympathetically, ignoring the other Mikorin’s correction. <He has molded your mind for his benefit. I want to see you freed from him.> 
 
    <He has not ‘molded’ me,> Alacea replied. <And my duty and choices are not up for debate amongst mortal beings.> 
 
    <Please, Alacea…> 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha!> 
 
    <… I have a duty to my people, and I cannot allow the Dark Ones to… to… pervert one of our Mikorin,> Voro said. <Please understand.> 
 
    Sho Nan would stand no more, and she stalked up to Voro’s vardak. <The Na’Sha is not perverted, and it is wildly inappropriate to su…> 
 
    She didn’t get to finish. As she passed the snout of Unato’s mount, the aide lashed out with his boot, striking the Mikorin in the side of her head, dropping the vixen to the ground like sack of grain. 
 
    <SHO NAN!> Alacea screamed. She rushed to her friend’s side to check on her and didn’t think there was a danger to herself until it was too late. She heard the shifting of vardak hooves and looked up to see arms reaching for her. She pushed away with her legs, barely evading Voro’s grasping hands. 
 
    In desperation, she reached clumsily for the knife at her side, managing to pull it from its scabbard just as another set of arms grabbed her from behind, pulling her into the air. She screamed and tried to bring her knife down on the one of the arms, but the slash was uncertain and clumsily delivered. Unato snagged her wrist and pushed his thumb into a pressure point on her hand. She felt her fingers tingle, and the knife slipped away and landed in the dirt. 
 
    Something wet covered her nose and mouth, muffling her next scream. Breathing in, she recognized the scent of nightflower and struggled harder against her assailant. Nightflower, when distilled into a liquid, was often used by farmers to knock out their animals when they needed to be examined. It was also the same drug Yasuren and Hestean had used to knock her out and take her to the mountain hideout before the Dark One’s first arrived. 
 
    She felt the world slip back and forth around her as her struggles weakened. 
 
    <Careful, Unato!> Voro chastised. <She is not to be harmed.> 
 
    Alacea’s eyes rested on Sho Nan’s lifeless body as a curtain of darkness descended on her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Ben shook his head as he took in the sight. Several soldiers in full armor were walking back and forth through the field, reaching out with long, thin plastic sticks to move grass and underbrush in search of their quarry.  
 
    “This is hard to watch,” Patricia said as she watched from his side. “All the technology we have, armor suits, robots, jammers… and it all comes down to looking through the grass with sticks.” She reached up and unconsciously bit her pinky nail. “I keep waiting for something to go off.” 
 
    Well away and safe from any possible blast, the two officers mulled on this as the EOD team searched the ground around the downed fighter diligently by hand. They hadn’t even been able to get to the aircraft yet. The first step was to make the area around it safe. Then they’d have to make the weapons on the aircraft safe. Then they’d have to make the ammunition in the integrated cannon safe. 
 
    Then they could work on getting the pilot out. 
 
    Ben took a nervous breath and let it go. As hard as it was for Patricia, it was agonizing for him. Memories of that first discovery, looking straight into the eyes of Specialist Hobbes and watching, in that split second, the panic and fear in his eyes as they turned to glass in front of him. 
 
    “We don’t gotta be here,” he said, turning away. He couldn’t watch anymore and started walking. “We got our update, everything’s going good. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied uncertainly and fell into step next to him.  
 
    Ben had wanted to check in with the EOD and Mortuary Affairs teams on their first morning at the scene, just to see if they needed or wanted anything. They assured him that they had everything they needed and thanked him. They probably wanted, more than anything, to make sure no one got into their business. EOD was used to risking their own lives. They hated having an audience around risking theirs. 
 
    They reached the road and turned left, making for the stretch of dirt a quarter-mile away that served as the unofficial parking area for their vehicles. A field of delicate white flowers stretched out to their right, listening to them for any hint of sound from the two invaders. 
 
    Patricia found the silence awkward but got a solid feeling that it wasn’t the time for chit-chat and so they walked onward without a word between them. They cleared the flowers, and the vehicles were only another hundred feet ahead. 
 
    “Festival went well,” Patricia ventured as she opened the passenger side door to the vehicle. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” Ben replied. “No fights, at least. Everyone seemed happier about… you know… not starving anymore.” 
 
    Ben started the engine and threw the vehicle into gear. 
 
    “Is something on your mind, Sir?” Patricia asked as they started toward the FOB. “You seem a little… I don’t know… down.” 
 
    The Ranger looked at his terp and then back to the road. “How do you feel about the Va’Shen, Lieutenant?” he asked. 
 
    “How I feel?” she asked. At his nod, she bit her lip and thought about it. “I don’t know,” she finally admitted. “I’m fascinated by them. They seem nice. We’ve been here a month, and I guess… I feel like they’re just regular people, you know?” 
 
    Ben didn’t respond immediately, leaving Patricia to fill the air. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hate them,” he told her. “But every so often I see a guy like Aposis, and it all bubbles to the surface.” 
 
    “Aposis? The guy EOD brought with them?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben confirmed. “He makes me tense. It’s that look he gives me.” 
 
    “What did you tell me once?” she asked. “Have a plan to kill every Va’Shen that gets close? He probably has a rule like that for humans. You can’t take it personally.” 
 
    “I guess not,” he relented.  
 
    “You don’t hate the other Va’Shen, do you?” she asked.  
 
    “No,” Ben admitted as he turned the LTV onto the main road and out of town. “That’s what makes me feel conflicted. Yesterday, I spent half a day with Alacea, and it was… well… it was nice.” 
 
    “Like a date?” she asked slyly. 
 
    He sighed. “No,” he told her. “It was a Key Leadership Engagement between myself and the local religious leader with elements that only superficially resembled those of a date.” 
 
    “And?” she pressed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” confessed.  
 
    They pulled up to the sally port, and Ben’s eyes narrowed as he saw Senior Chief Warren waving him down. He pulled the tabs on the bullet resistant driver’s side window and lowered it so he could talk. Warren came right up to him and leaned over to speak. 
 
    “Sir, Kasshas was here about forty minutes ago, looking for you,” he informed the captain. “I think it was important.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Ben asked. 
 
    “He was fidgety,” Warren explained. “Real fidgety. Tail slapping fidgety. Usually, he’s the Mona Lisa. I’ve never seen him so worried. Wouldn’t talk to anyone but you. When he found out you weren’t here, he left.” Warren looked at Ben, his face etched with concern. “I think something big must have happened.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll go see him,” Ben said, putting the LTV into reverse. “Thanks, Chief.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Warren told them as the vehicle backed away. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Ben asked Patricia. 
 
    “Violence, you think?” she asked concernedly. “Between one of ours and one of theirs?” 
 
    A list of the possibilities ran through Ben’s mind as he hit the gas. Violence was definitely on there. The problem was it wasn’t even the worst possibility. 
 
      
 
    “This takes me back,” Ben muttered as he stepped out of the LTV in front of Kasshas’s home and office.  
 
    Patricia looked around in genuine shock. The street was empty. There were no Va’Shen to be seen anywhere. It was just like the day they arrived and found that the village had been abandoned. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” she whispered in shock. “We were just here yesterday, everyone having a good time.” She turned to Ben. “What the hell?” she asked with absolutely no idea what to make of it. 
 
    “C’mon,” he said. “Let’s find Kasshas.” 
 
    The two entered the office and, again, just like that first day, they found the chieftain waiting for them. The raven-haired tod was on his knees, his face down on the floor in front of him. In the same position on his left, his Myorin, Yasuren, was as motionless as a statue. 
 
    <Good day to you,> Ben greeted them warily. <Kasshas well?> 
 
    The two fox people rose with trepidation. <Overlord,> Kasshas began. <Thank you for coming to see me. I did not wish to cause you inconvenience in forcing you to come to me, particularly after the gift you have granted us on your Au-boru Day.> 
 
    “He says thanks for coming,” Patricia said, rapidly feeling worse about whatever mystery had occurred. “And Senior Chief’s right. He’s spooked.” 
 
    Ben knelt down and faced Kasshas, trying to appear as an equal rather than an overlord. <Bad thing?> he asked. 
 
    The Va’Shen chief took a breath. <Overlord… I do not know how to put this. It is… very unexpected.> 
 
    <It’s impossible,> Yasuren hissed from his left. 
 
    <Myorin!> Kasshas hissed back in warning. Yasuren shut her mouth and averted her eyes. She may have been the noble-born among them, but when it came to village business, Kasshas was the one in charge. 
 
    “He says this is incredulous,” Patricia translated. “And more bad vibes.” 
 
    Ben looked Kasshas in the eyes and waited patiently for him to tell him what was going on. For the first time, he noticed the chieftain’s tail sweeping the floor behind him urgently. 
 
    Finally, the tod swallowed and came out with it. <Alacea has fled.> 
 
     <Fled?> Patricia asked in amazement. <You say Alacea has from this place run?> 
 
    “LT?” Ben prompted. 
 
    <Yes,> Kasshas answered her. 
 
    “He says Alacea has run off,” Patricia told her captain in disbelief. 
 
    Before Ben could ask a question of his own, Kasshas produced a rolled-up piece of paper from the sleeve of his tunic. 
 
    <The Mikorin found this in her room this morning. She has not been seen since,> he told them. 
 
    Patricia took the letter but a quick glance told her if she tried reading it she would only butcher the meaning. She handed it back to Kasshas. <You read?> she requested. 
 
    Kasshas opened the letter and cleared his throat, his tail moving faster as he felt very much on the spot. <”To my fellow Mikorin,”> he began. <”It pains my heart to leave you all, but I can no longer endure the shame thrust upon me by the Dark Ones. I have suffered great indignities and humiliations and they have finally gone beyond my capability to bear. Lord Voro has offered me sanctuary, and I have humbly accepted it. I will pray for you all and beg for your forgiveness. I can no longer be your Na’Sha. Please understand. Alacea.”> 
 
    Patricia translated as Kasshas read to the best of her ability. Ben knelt there silently, trying to make sense of it. When Kasshas was finished, he bowed low to his overlord again. 
 
    <It’s utter rubbish,> Yasuren hissed. <There is no way Alacea wrote that.> 
 
    Before Kasshas could silence her again, Patricia had already translated for Ben. 
 
    <You say why?> Ben asked Yasuren directly. 
 
    Put on the spot herself this time, Yasuren unfolded her green fan and hid her lips behind it. <Alacea would never abandon her people. My idiot cousin must have…> 
 
    <The letter is written in a vixen’s hand,> Kasshas told her in a tone that indicated he had done so already several times. <And as effeminate as your cousin is, I do not think he could write so well with so delicate a hand.> 
 
    Yasuren turned away, unwilling to even look at her Tesho. 
 
    <We owe the Na’Sha greatly,> he whispered to her. <If this is what is necessary to ease her soul, then we must support her. Even if…> His eyes darted to Ben again. He took a breath and turned to the Dark One. <As chieftain,> he began formally, <I beg you to spare my people. The Na’Sha offered you her life in exchange for fair treatment. Now that she has left, I offer you my own.> At this, Yasuren looked at him in panic, her tail sweeping vigorously behind her. 
 
    “He’s asking you not to hurt anyone,” Patricia told Ben. “And says that if you need to kill someone…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, kill him,” Ben finished with a sigh. His emotions and thoughts were awhirl in his head. He knew that Alacea had married him (mistakenly) under what she believed to be duress, and that her actions in that role were likewise, under duress. But he thought they had reached a point of at least some mutual respect. To hear her honest thoughts that she felt humiliated and abused surprised him. Then again, when you believe your life depends on making someone else feel good, you probably learn to fake a smile like a champ. 
 
    I doubt there were any slaves in the southern U.S. who let their real feelings show either. 
 
    Kasshas and Yasuren stared at him, his silence worrying them ever more by the second. 
 
    Ben nodded to himself. It was ugly, but not as ugly an outcome as he had feared. He turned to Kasshas and took a breath. “LT, make sure you translate my words as close as possible.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Kasshas, I am… saddened… by Alacea’s departure,” he began. He waited a moment for Patricia to translate. “Since being here, our people have lived peacefully.” Another pause for the translation. Ben chose his next words carefully. “Alacea gave us that gift. And now that we have seen peace and friendship… I would honor her… by keeping it.” 
 
    Patricia echoed her captain as close to word for word as she could. As she continued, she could almost see the huge weight rising from Kasshas’s back. 
 
    “We are friends,” Ben told him. “Let us remain friends.” 
 
    The terp finished, and the two Va’Shen bowed. 
 
    <You honor us with your friendship, Overlord,> Kasshas told him diplomatically. 
 
    Ben bowed back as Patricia translated the chieftain’s words. <You… honor… the all of us,> he said haltingly. 
 
    The Ranger rose to his feet and offered another bow. <Farewell to you,> he said. After that, he turned and walked toward the door, Patricia on his heels. 
 
    They stopped just outside the door and looked at one another in amazement. Patricia raised her hand to him for a high-five, and he looked at her. 
 
    “Problem solved,” she said with a smile. “You gotta give me this one.” 
 
    Ben smiled uncertainly and gave her a light high-five. “I guess,” he said. 
 
    “What?” she asked at his tone. “You’re as close to no longer married as you can be, no one is going after us to avenge her, and if anything, you’ve improved your relationship with Kasshas. What more could we possibly ask for?” 
 
    “It’s weird,” he told her firmly. “I didn’t think Alacea was jazzed about being married to me, but I never took her for the type to just take off. Everything she did was for her people. All of a sudden, she bolts from that responsibility? Correct me if I’m wrong, but she didn’t even mention them in her letter. Did she just no longer feel concerned about them?” 
 
    Patricia chewed on that for a minute. “True,” she relented. “And the way she described you made you sound like some kind of deranged maniac.” 
 
    “And the fact that Voro is the one helping her?” he asked. “If you were going to run off, would you say where you’re going and dime out the guy helping you?” 
 
    “You don’t think Alacea wrote the letter?” Patricia asked. “They said it was her handwriting.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what they said?” he asked. 
 
    The terp rethought the words Kasshas had used, realizing he had used the word for “vixen” to describe the kind of handwriting, not the word for “her” or “Alacea.” Which meant even Kasshas wasn’t completely certain, but faced with Alacea’s confirmed disappearance in one hand and a letter written by a vixen in the other, what other conclusion could he draw? 
 
    “Only an idiot would say where they were going,” Ben told her. “Only an egomaniac with no concern for the people she’s leaving behind would call out an evil overlord’s behavior and skip out for them to take the heat for it. Neither of those things are Alacea.” 
 
    “Then what?” Patricia asked. “You think Voro forced her to write a note and kidnapped her?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe he just made a better case.” 
 
    <Great Overlord!> someone called out. At the sound of someone, anyone, out on the street, the two turned and found a Va’Shen woman pulling a wheeled cart toward them. <Great Overlord!> she called again. 
 
    Ben started toward her as she came to a stop and panted for breath. For the first time, he noticed that the cart contained a body. 
 
    A body in a hanbok. 
 
    He rushed up to the cart, Patricia right on his heels. Looking down into the cart he was now close enough to recognize the vixen it carried. He remembered seeing the Mikorin with the short blue hair before. The side of her head was bloodied, but her eyes were moving around and focused on him. 
 
    The woman who pulled the cart had finally caught her breath, and she bowed quickly to him as more Va’Shen began to appear, including Kasshas and Yasuren, who ran up to the other side of the cart. Ben realized that he recognized her as well, by sight if not by name. It was the vixen Ramirez had been talking to the day before. 
 
    <Fetch Kastia!> Yasuren ordered a nearby vixen. She leaned down and whispered to the injured woman. <Sho Nan? Sho Nan, can you hear me?> 
 
    <I found her on the road not far from my home,> the other vixen explained quickly. <I don’t know how long she had been laying there.> 
 
    “She found her in the road,” Patricia translated. 
 
    “Ask her if she knows what happened,” Ben ordered. 
 
    <Know occur? See?> Patricia asked. Linnea’s tail whipped back and forth behind her in panic.  
 
    <No,> she said. <I found her there. There were some tracks near her, animal tracks, that led away from the village to the west.> 
 
    “She says she found her near some animal tracks,” Patricia told him. “Animal attack.” 
 
    Ben chewed his lip. It was a hell of a coincidence. “Ask her if there was anything else that seemed odd.” 
 
    By this time, the green-haired village healer, Kastia, had arrived with a purple felt bag filled with her emergency equipment. She looked at Sho Nan and waved her hand in front of the vixen’s eyes. 
 
    <Sho Nan? It’s Kastia.> She took the vixen’s hand. <If you can hear me, try to squeeze my hand.> 
 
    <Other thing?> Patricia asked Linnea. <Oddity?> 
 
    Linnea thought hard and straightened as she remembered something. She ran to the front of the cart near Sho Nan’s feet. <She dropped her things!> she said, standing up and holding an item in each hand. 
 
    In her left was a cloth sack of hamburgers. 
 
    In her right was a mini-kabar fighting knife. 
 
    Patricia looked from the knife to Ben in shock. Ben strode up to Linnea and took the knife from her, examining it. The sheathe he had seen Alacea wear was nowhere to be found. There was no blood on the blade either. It had been drawn, but not used. 
 
    He looked up, and his eyes somehow met Yasuren’s. Ben saw the Va’Shen woman’s tail shake at the sight of the knife and could see the fear for her friend in the vixen’s eyes. 
 
    “Ask them which road Voro would take to go home,” he ordered Patricia calmly. Ben listened as she put the question to the Va’Shen and saw them all point west, down the same road Linnea and Sho Nan had come. 
 
    “West,” Patricia told him. “Over the river and… through the woods,” she said, realizing she sounded stupid.  
 
    “To Voro’s house they go,” Ben finished for her. He tried to visualize the route in his mind from his memory of the map in his office. He took a breath and nodded. Turning, he started back for the LTV. 
 
    Patricia trotted up next to him. “Captain?” she asked. 
 
    “Go back to camp,” Ben ordered. “Tell Ramirez and Baird to get a squad together and follow after me.” He opened the driver side door and took the wheel as he spoke. “I’ll be sure to mark a trail for them.” 
 
    “You’re going after them alone?!” she cried. 
 
    “No, not alone,” he corrected her. “I’m going on ahead, and a squad will catch up with me. I don’t want the trail to get cold in the meantime.” She nodded quickly in understanding.  
 
    “Anything else?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, shutting the door. He looked at her through the window, his face a cold, expressionless mask. “Tell them to bring a medic. There’s gonna be wounded.” 
 
    With that, he started the LTV, threw it into gear, and tore ass down the westward road. 
 
      
 
    The waking world came back to Alacea slowly, only sounds at first and smells. Conversation, the smoke from a fire, then finally light as her eyes began to open. 
 
    <My Lord, she awakens.> 
 
    She continued to blink as she felt someone move next to her. The priestess knew she was lying down, she could feel the grass brushing the skin on her face and neck. 
 
    <Alacea?> she heard a familiar voice call softly to her. <Alacea, can you hear me.> 
 
    Her eyes focused on the red-haired tod leaning over her. 
 
    <I know you must be very frightened,> Voro told her gently. <But do not be scared. You are safe, and no harm will…> 
 
    Before the Va’Shen noble knew what was happening, he was on his back looking up at a terrifying visage of an enraged vixen snarling down at him as she rained blows down on his head. 
 
    <WHAT DID YOU DO TO SHO NAN?!> Alacea screamed, her claw-like nails raking over his face and the arms he threw up to defend himself.  <DID YOU KILL HER?! DID YOU?! I SWEAR TO THE GODS AND GREAT ONES I WILL SLASH MY OWN THROAT TO PRESENT MY CASE AGAINST YOU TO THE GODS IN PERSON SO THAT THEY MAY CAST YOU INTO THE COLDEST WASTELANDS OF THE FROST!” 
 
    Voro attempted to push the berserk priestess off him, but every time he tried to move his hands to do so, she clawed at his face and eyes. Finally, he felt the pressure ease as Unato lifted Alacea from behind, his arms around her waist as she kicked, screamed and clawed at his arms and hands. 
 
    <LET GO OF ME! RELEASE ME THIS INSTANT!> Alacea screamed at the shocked tods. She kicked backward and made a lucky hit against Unato’s shin, causing him to let go. Alacea again rushed at Voro, but this time the noble was ready and caught her wrists in his hands, stopping her charge. She kicked him in the legs, and he fell over, taking her with him.  
 
    The two of them rolled on the ground as Alacea, possessed with the strength given to her by her rage, continued to claw at the noble. 
 
    <Alacea! Calm yourself!> he begged. 
 
    She felt Unato grab her again, but instead of trying to hold her, he tossed her to the side. She rolled to a stop and began to climb to her feet. The two tods braced themselves, but this time Alacea didn’t attack. She took off into the red grass that stretched out to either side of the road down which she assumed they had been travelling. Indeed, in the short amount of time she dedicated to looking at her surroundings, she realized that she was no longer on the road she and Sho Nan had been travelling, but one she only barely recognized as one running outside the village. 
 
    Alacea sprinted toward the edge of a forest of white-leaved trees as fast as her hanbok would let her. She could hear the sound of one of the tods running after her. If she could make it to the trees, she could lose them in the branches. 
 
    The trees grew closer in her vision, and it looked like she would make it when she suddenly felt her right foot sink deeper into the ground than it should have. She heard more than felt the crack in her ankle, and the priestess came crashing down head first into the grass.  
 
    She began to climb back up and was starting to sprint before she was even fully at her feet, but a sharp electric shock of pain shot through her leg and up to her brain, bringing her down again. Crawling, she still tried to make it to the trees even as she felt to hands grab her shoulders and roll her onto her back. 
 
    Alacea kicked out at the tod on reflex, but unwittingly did so with her right foot, which crashed into the other Va’Shen’s stomach. She heard the whoosh of the man’s breath leaving his body mix with her own scream of pain as Unato fell down next to her. She rolled over and started crawling again. 
 
    Another set of hands grabbed her and lifted her up off the ground. She raised her hands to fight again as he turned her around, but before she could attack she felt the palm of his hand strike her across the face before pushing her down to the ground. 
 
    She touched her face in pain and shock and looked up at Voro, who looked down at her in what seemed like annoyance more than anything else. Unato, holding his stomach, walked up and stood at his side. 
 
    <Calm yourself, vixen!> Voro snapped at her. 
 
    Alacea’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    <Bind her,> Voro ordered Unato. 
 
    Alacea hopped to her good foot and started to hop away, but she only got a few feet before Unato grabbed her and wrestled her hands behind her back. 
 
    <A part of me had hoped the drug and some distance would snap you out of the Dark Ones’ control,> Voro commented to her. <It would seem more work will be necessary, however.> 
 
    <The Dark Ones don’t make me want to kill you!> she spat at him. <What you did to Sho Nan does!> 
 
    <Unato did not kick her very hard,> Voro said dismissively. <If you had continued walking alone instead of together, she would not have had to suffer.> 
 
    <Oh, of course!> she hissed at him, struggling as Unato hauled her up by her arm. <It’s my fault you kicked a vixen from behind like a coward!> She spat this last bit at Unato, trying to set the aide on fire with her eyes. To his credit, Unato didn’t appear pleased himself at what he had done. 
 
    <No one is going to hurt you,> Voro told her plainly. <We will return to my home and hide you there until whatever they are using to control your thoughts has worn off. Once you are you again, you will surely see everything that has happened through a lens of clarity.> 
 
    <And once I am clear-headed again,> Alacea said mockingly, <I suppose I will see how marrying you is to the benefit of everyone.> 
 
    <It’s not about that,> he told her. <It’s about making you free of their corruption.> 
 
    <I am a married vixen!> she screamed at him. 
 
    <You are a weak-willed vixen with delusions of martyrdom and under the influence of some Dark One mind control spell!> he shot back. 
 
    <They will come after me!> she promised him. 
 
    <Doubtful,> Voro told her. <We left a letter behind that explained everything. If that idiot cousin-in-law of mine has any sense of a stiff tail, he will tell the overlord nothing and protect you the way he should have from the beginning.> 
 
    Alacea’s tail fell to the ground in dread. <What did you tell them?> she demanded. 
 
    <Only that you can no longer bear the dishonor and are seeking shelter with me,> he told her. <It was time for such crimes to see the light,> he said smugly. 
 
    <You… stupid… evil…> she growled. <If you were really so righteous, you would have spared a thought for my community who may now face punishment!> 
 
    <You don’t really believe that will happen,> Voro admonished her. <You said yourself the overlord was not evil.> 
 
    <And you said that I am under his mind control,> she shot back. <So, which is it? Is he an evil monster who kills innocents and enslaves Mikorin with mind control? Or is he not evil and your actions are just that of a stupid, spoiled, kit?> 
 
    Voro’s tail whipped back and forth in angry irritation. He should have known better than to try to argue with a Na’Sha. 
 
    His ears folded forward, and his eyes narrowed. <We are wasting time.> He addressed Unato next. <Bring her. She can ride the pack animal.> 
 
    <They will come for me,> Alacea repeated venomously. 
 
    Voro turned to her, and his ears wiggled. <It would be best for them if they did not.> 
 
      
 
    Ben came around the corner and, seeing the straightaway to the bridge, floored the accelerator. The bridge, as far as he could tell, was the only one over this river for twenty-five miles up- or down-stream and was used by military convoys and Va’Shen alike. It wasn’t a particularly wide or fast-moving river, but it was wide enough and deep enough that one could not just bull their way across it without the engines of their vehicles drowning out. 
 
    Like most things on Va’Sh, the bridge was beautifully crafted with dark purple wood and, though ancient, was able to hold up several military vehicles at once. 
 
    So, Ben was quite surprised when the bridge creaked and suddenly shifted to the left as his LTV rolled across it. 
 
    “Oh shit!” he cried as the bridge which had stood for a thousand years suddenly decided this was the LTV that broke the camel’s back. Ben slammed his foot down on the accelerator, and the LTV leapt forward with renewed vigor as if it too could sense the impending collapse. 
 
    A brief look in the driver side mirror revealed that the center of the bridge was collapsing behind him, and Ben mentally urged the vehicle to go faster. He could hear the wood splashing into the river below him. The other side of the bridge stretched out ahead of him like the tape at the finish line of a race. He sensed rather than felt that the rear wheels were just inches ahead of the falling timbers. 
 
    Suddenly he was on the other side with all four wheels hugging the hard-packed dirt of the road, and he slammed on the brakes. Throwing the LTV into park, he opened his door and looked out at the river and the remains of the bridge jutting out from the water. 
 
    He looked at the wooden pylons rising from the river and noticed they had all broken at almost the exact same height. He ran back to the LTV and grabbed a pair of miniature binoculars from the backseat. Returning to the edge of the bridge, he looked out at the pylons again. 
 
    Jagged, splintered wood jutted from one side of the top of each pylon where the bridge had torn itself apart while the other side was perfectly smooth. 
 
    As if someone had sawed through half of each pylon. 
 
    Ben lowered the binoculars and grit his teeth hard enough to break them. With the wood cut half-way through, a Va’Shen walking or riding across the bridge probably would have been okay. But a military vehicle like a truck or LTV would have been heavy enough to bring the whole thing down. 
 
    “Mother…” Ben muttered, leaving the swear unfinished. Voro knew he would come after them eventually, so he set a trap for the humans. But it didn’t work. Ben made it across. 
 
    He started back to the LTV, slamming the door shut as he climbed inside. 
 
    Of course, this meant that none of the Rangers would be able to follow him. 
 
    Ben put the LTV in gear and started down the road again, heading westward. 
 
    He was on his own. 
 
      
 
    They had stopped again, this time for a meal. Alacea knelt on the ground, her hands tied behind her back and her feet bound right at the point where she had hurt her ankle, causing almost constant agony. She watched as Unato started a fire and began to prepare meat and lemess for the count, who sat contentedly not far away, waiting patiently for his lunch to cook. 
 
    The priestess was beginning to lose feeling in her hands. She looked up at Voro, her ears pointed squarely at him in anger. <Will you untie my hands?> she asked. <I want to pray.> 
 
    Unato and Voro looked to one another uncertainly. Voro sported scratches to his face that still stung, and Unato’s hand went reflexively to his stomach. 
 
    <I am unable to walk and you can keep my feet bound if you must,> Alacea relented. <But are you truly going to deny a Na’Sha her ability to pray?> 
 
    Voro gestured to her and addressed his servant. <Untie her hands, but keep her feet bound.> 
 
    Unato approached Alacea cautiously and knelt behind her, untying her hands. Once she was freed, she steadied herself on her knees facing the fire and raised her hands to either side of her head, palms outward as if being mugged. She closed her eyes and started to pray. 
 
    <Will you pray for fair weather for our journey?> Voro asked playfully. 
 
    <I am praying for the Gods to send rocks hurtling from the sky to smite you both,> she replied, not even bothering to open her eyes. 
 
    <A holy vixen should not ask the Gods for such things,> the count chided her. 
 
    <A Mikorin was killed before my eyes, and her killer is casually preparing for lunch,> she growled at him. <It is appropriate to ask the Gods for justice in this case.> 
 
    <Would not the rocks strike you as well?> he asked her, teasing her with what he thought to be a fatal loophole. 
 
    <I allowed it to happen,> she said, opening her eyes to glare at him. <You killed my Mikorin, and I let it happen. I am owed punishment as you are.> 
 
    <Oh, calm yourself,> the tod replied to her fatalism. <I’m sure she’s fine.> 
 
    <She was breathing when you left her?> Alacea asked. 
 
    Voro was silent. 
 
    Alacea’s tail whipped around behind her in anger. <You did not even check,> she concluded hatefully. She closed her eyes again and continued to pray. <Rocks fall. Everyone dies,> she announced. 
 
    The count sighed in resignation. Unato watched the two of them and approached his lord carefully. 
 
    <My Lord,> he whispered. <I mean no disrespect to you or your future countess, but… Are you certain you wish for her?> he asked. 
 
    <Of course,> Voro replied with utter certainty. 
 
    <Why?> Alacea broke in, her eyes still closed. The other two Va’Shen looked at her. As if sensing their questioning looks, she restated her question. <Why would you want to marry me so badly that you would be willing to invite an eternity in the Frost to attain me?> she demanded. <I do hope it’s not because I have a long tail,> she continued with a growl. <If so, I shall be severely disappointed.> 
 
    Unato looked to Voro, waiting to see how he would answer. The truth was hardly any better than the example Alacea had just given, but there wasn’t much else he could say. 
 
    <You are an example of what a noble vixen should be,> Voro answered. 
 
    <I am the daughter of a farmer and a dressmaker,> Alacea spat back.  
 
    Voro growled to himself. This conversation was exhausting. No answer he could give would satisfy her, so he decided to just tell her the truth. After all, his initial reasons had nothing to do with his later decision to save her from the Dark Ones. 
 
    <Your name is one of minor celebrity at court,> he told her. <There is some benefit to gain in that.> 
 
    Alacea opened her eyes and dropped her hands to her sides. She cast her eyes to the ground in front of her. <A political marriage,> she said. <No different than what the Overlord thrust onto me.> 
 
    <No, it’s very different,> Voro argued.  
 
    The priestess thought for a moment before answering. <You are right,> she relented. <It is different.> Voro’s ears flickered in vindication, but Alacea had more to say. <At least my marriage to the Overlord benefited my community. A marriage to you benefits only you.> She glared at him. <If anything, that makes a marriage to you worse.> 
 
      
 
    Riding in the command seat of the lead LTV, Patricia bit her lip as she silently fretted. It had taken almost an hour to get a squad armed up, briefed and ready, and she was aware that in that short time the situation could already have drastically changed. She looked over at Ramirez in the driver seat and resisted the urge to order him to drive faster. She knew he was already going as fast as he safely could through Pelle. Once they were out of the village and on the open road, they could go a little faster. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at Fletcher and another Ranger, Johannes, in the back seat, trying to avoid being slapped in the face by the fox-like tail of the vixen riding in the turret. Alzoria, who was quickly becoming a regular visitor to the FOB, was there when Patricia arrived and relayed what had happened to Alacea and Sho Nan. She had insisted on coming along to help guide them, and Patricia was thankful for it. 
 
    As they left the final village house behind, Ramirez opened the throttle a little, and the three-vehicle convoy sped forward toward the river. Patricia held on and resisted the urge to check her equipment once again. She had no idea what kind of situation they would find once they caught up to Alacea and Captain Gibson. Bodies? Wounded? Hostage situation? All she knew was that Captain Gibson looked thoroughly pissed when he drove off. He wasn’t exactly on good terms with Va’Shen in general or Voro in particular. God only knew what they would eventually find. 
 
    The convoy approached the bridge that led west out of town, and Alzoria suddenly banged on the roof of the LTV rapidly. Patricia heard the vixen shouting and just barely made out the word Alzoria was shouting over and over. 
 
    “RAMIREZ! STOP!” she yelled. 
 
    The staff sergeant stood on the brake, and the vehicle skidded to a stop just before the bridge. Or, at least, where the bridge once was. 
 
    Patricia hopped out of the vehicle and ran forward, Ramirez and the rest of the LTV’s passengers just behind her. She looked out at the river, wide-eyed and hyper aware of the fact that if Alzoria hadn’t warned them, they’d be sinking into its depths at that very moment. 
 
    “What in the actual fuck?” Ramirez breathed as he looked out at the wrecked bridge. 
 
    “Ashual fock,” Alzoria repeated. 
 
    The rest of the convoy had stopped behind them, the second vehicle only barely stopping in time to avoid rear ending their own. It only took a minute before Burgers and a SeaBee, Petty Officer Michaels, joined them. 
 
    “Da-yum,” Burgers noted. 
 
    Patricia searched the river, looking for signs of the captain’s LTV. “I don’t see his vehicle,” she told them.  
 
    “Check it out,” Michaels said, pointing at the pylons. “Someone brought it down deliberately.” 
 
    They followed his finger and saw the sawed off supports.  
 
    Ramirez looked over at Michaels. “Think you can fix it?” he asked. 
 
    The SeaBee looked at him as if the Ranger had lost his mind. “Let me check. No,” he answered immediately. “Because I’m one guy, and that’s a bridge.” 
 
    “I meant the royal ‘you,’” Ramirez shot back. “Like, can you SeaBees fix it?” 
 
    Michaels took a deep breath and looked out at the destroyed bridge again. “We have bridging equipment back at the FOB,” he said. “Usually, it would take less than an hour…” 
 
    “Great!” Ramirez said. “Get on it!” 
 
    “But…” Michaels continued pointedly. “Modern bridging gear is self-guiding and self-deploying, and the Fuzz makes the computers that do that shit worthless. We’re going to have to move it and rig it by hand, and it’s not designed to do it that way.” 
 
    “How long?” Patricia asked worriedly. 
 
    “Better part of the day, Ma’am,” Michaels replied with a sigh. 
 
    “Is there another bridge?” Burgers asked. 
 
    Patricia turned to Alzoria, who had been trying to follow their conversation with her very limited English skills. <More crossing elsewhere?> she asked. 
 
    <There’s another bridge about ten eben north of here off the main caravan road,> she said. <But that road does not meet with this one for several more eben to the west.> 
 
    “Thirty miles,” Patricia hissed. “And even then she says the roads don’t meet for miles after that.” She took her helmet off and threw it away in frustration. Rubbing her fingers through her hair, she turned to Michaels. “Go back and tell Senior Chief what’s happened and get to work on the bridge,” she ordered. 
 
    “Aye aye, Ma’am!” Michaels said and started back to commandeer the last vehicle in the convoy. 
 
    “What do we do until then?” Ramirez asked her. 
 
    “We go back to the FOB,” she said. “And come up with Plan B.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    It was difficult, but Alacea managed to maintain her balance and an air of dignity as she rode on the back of the vardak that also carried most of Voro’s baggage. With her hands tied behind her back, there was no way to steady herself or protect herself should she fall, but she was determined to give Voro no excuse to approach her. So, riding side-saddle, she concentrated on the creature’s movements and compensating for them while at the same time giving off an aura dark enough to deter anyone from coming near her. 
 
    She could see Voro and Unato riding ahead of her, her vardak tethered to Unato’s with a long rope. The road thus far had been mostly flat with crops or forests on either side, but they were now approaching a narrow stretch. Not far to the right was the bend of a deep gorge that approached the road but turned before it quite reached it. On the left was a rocky cliff face that ran straight up.  
 
    And in front of them was a dense clump of trees whose red branches and white leaves arched over the road. 
 
    The animals sensed what Va’Shen travelers have always been warned about, and Alacea’s vardak began to pull against the rope, putting her in danger of falling off the animal. Unato tugged at the animal and gave it a few soothing words, but they nevertheless increased speed as they made their way under the trees. 
 
    Voro and Unato looked to either side of them, cautious of their surroundings. Alacea listened carefully for any sound of danger. The trees were so densely packed it was impossible to see very far. The real danger was in the dark purple bushes in which hung several green fruits about the size and shape of Japanese eggplants. 
 
    One of the fruits twitched, and Voro and Unato tracked it with their eyes until they all passed it by. They all breathed a sigh of relief once they were on the other side and the road had widened again. Although Alacea was looking for any chance of escape, even she had kept silent through that stretch of road.  
 
    Suddenly, Unato, and by extension Alacea’s vardak, stopped. 
 
    <My Lord, a moment,> he called to Voro, who stopped his mount and turned. 
 
    <What is it?> the nobletod asked. 
 
    <An idea, My Lord. May I approach your bride?> 
 
    <Of course,> Voro replied immediately. 
 
    The nobletod watched as his attendant warily approached Alacea, who tensed and waited for the right moment before lashing out with her bound feet, striking Unato in the shoulder. Voro watched, bored, as they scuffled, and after a few moments and some very angry words from Alacea, Unato moved away with the leather scabbard Alacea had worn around her waist. 
 
    Unato went back to the very edge of the clump of trees and threw the scabbard into the fruit bushes, managing to get it entangled in the branches where it hung invitingly. 
 
    Alacea realized what he was doing and snarled at the two tods. <You are filth!> she shouted at them. <Utter filth!> She looked up at the sky. <Those meteors can’t get here fast enough for my liking!> 
 
    <It’s a trap only a fool would fall into,> Voro assured her. 
 
    <Or the ignorant!> she shot back. 
 
    <Then that rules out any of our people being harmed by it,> he snapped back as Unato remounted his vardak. <Now come. We have a long way to go.> 
 
      
 
    Ben slowed the LTV as the end of the road began to rush up at him. He had been driving as fast as caution would allow, especially for the last two miles or so as a massive, straight cliff face rose up along the right side of the road while a steep drop descended on the left, allowing him to move only straight ahead. 
 
    The roads were obviously not made for motorized vehicles, even those as light and compact as an LTV, and there had already been a few points along the way where Ben had to decide whether or not to risk breaking or destroying the LTV in order to proceed. So far, he had bet correctly with the risks and as a result had made it several miles from the FOB. 
 
    But as he slowed to a stop and looked up as far as the windshield would allow, he realized this was the end of the road for the LTV. 
 
    The road in front of him narrowed again and started steeply up for several meters before turning in a tight switchback. The path then went up several more meters up the cliff before another hairpin turn and up again. It was wide enough and looked strong enough for people and animals, but definitely not for Army vehicles. Even if he was willing to risk driving up the incline, there was no way the LTV would make the turns in the switchback. 
 
    Ben switched off the vehicle and sat silently, considering his options. It only took a moment before the decision was made. Opening the door, he stepped out and went to the back, opening the hatch to the vehicle’s cargo compartment. 
 
    He took the small backpack that held the vehicle’s emergency med kit along with a couple of metallic foil pouches of water, slipping them into the cargo pockets of his uniform trousers. He went over a mental checklist of what he had available and what he could carry: One 9mm pistol with an extra magazine, two pouches of water, med-kit… and one knife. 
 
    Ben stuck the mini-kabar into his belt, careful to position it so he wouldn’t inadvertently cut himself, and closed the hatch. He took a notepad from the vehicle’s passenger seat and jotted a quick note to the back-up team, letting them know he was continuing on foot. Then, adjusting the straps on the med kit and taking a breath, he started up the incline. 
 
    The captain had had to complete a 12-mile ruck march with a full uniform and pack in less than three hours in order to pass Ranger school. As long as he paced himself, there was still a chance he could catch up with them. If they weren’t flat-out running as fast as they could, that is. 
 
    As he made his way up the cliff face, the vast beauty of Tankara Province opened to his view below. Rivers cut their way through expansive forests of red, white and purple trees while blue, snow-capped mountains rose above them in the distance. The wind blew the white leaves of the trees, giving them a shimmering appearance. It was the kind of view one would expect in a movie or video game, the big reveal cut scene that showed the viewer or player the world that had been produced for their entertainment. 
 
    Ben ignored all of it. Not from focus on the mission, mind you. His thoughts were awhirl with a confused cluster of worries, angers and concerns. 
 
    What was he going to do when he actually caught up to them? Shoot Voro? It was tempting, but the Army generally frowned on its officers summarily executing civilians, even if they had set a trap to kill him. 
 
    What if he didn’t want to give Alacea up? Wasn’t this strictly an internal Va’Shen matter?  
 
    What if Alacea didn’t want to come back? 
 
    At what point within the huge list of cultural unknowns could this action move from “rescue” to “kidnapping?”  
 
    It made his head hurt. 
 
    He reached the top of the cliff and saw the well-worn dirt path stretch out before him across the bald cliff-top and lead into a red grassy plain.  
 
    Ben rolled his shoulders and began to head down the path at a trot. 
 
      
 
    The map was rudimentary at best, but it was all they had. Jagged lines showed mountains, long squiggly lines showed rivers and wide lines filled with green showed roadways. No indication of elevation, conditions of roads or anything else one would expect to find on a military map. You could find a better map at the beginning of a fantasy novel. 
 
    Patricia bit her lip as Burgers spread the map out on the desk in front of them. They all still wore their armor, but their helmets had been placed on the other desks, and their rifles put in the weapons rack in the back corner. 
 
    Ramirez, Mina, Alzoria and Burgers studied the map, and the only one who didn’t seem disappointed by it was Alzoria. 
 
    “Nearest bridge over the river is here,” Burgers told them, pointing at a position several miles north of the camp. “We passed it on our way in from Jamieson when we first arrived. I thought it looked pretty sturdy. Good enough for LTVs at least.” 
 
    Patricia nodded. She would have to take the NCO’s word for it. He had been in the gun turret on top of their armored personnel carrier on the trip down while the rest of them had been crammed in the windowless hold below. 
 
    “Okay, but does it hook up with the other road?” Ramirez asked him. 
 
    “Here, I think,” Burgers answered, moving his finger to a point several inches to the left. 
 
    “Any idea what the scale on this map is?” Patricia asked. “That could be three hundred miles, for all we know.” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, she looked at Alzoria. <Know distance of locations between two points line?> she asked. 
 
    The peach-haired vixen looked at the map, her tail twitching anxiously as she made sense of the question. Her ears folded downward in embarrassment. <I am sorry,> she apologized. <I’ve never been that far from home.> 
 
    The other humans looked at Patricia expectantly. 
 
    “She doesn’t know either,” the terp informed them. 
 
    “Not a whole lot of choices, though,” Mina spoke up. 
 
    Burgers nodded. “I can take three LTVs and head up that way,” he told Ramirez. “And you and the LT stand by here until the SeaBees fix the bridge and then head west. One of us is bound to get to them.” 
 
    Ramirez thought on it a moment and nodded himself. “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he replied. “Sound good, Ma’am?” he asked, looking up at Patricia. 
 
    The interpreter, now the senior officer on-site, swallowed and nodded without hesitation. Burgers and Ramirez were the experts on this kind of thing, but the decision was technically hers to make, and she didn’t have any better ideas. 
 
    “Where do you want me?” Mina spoke up. 
 
    Burgers and Ramirez looked to one another, and Ramirez nodded. The two had worked together so long that a decision had been made between them without a conversation being needed. 
 
    “You should go with Ramirez,” Burgers told her. “Even if my group reaches him first, we’ll be heading east toward you anyway.” 
 
    The corpsman nodded. 
 
    “Sound good, Ma’am?” Burgers asked Patricia. 
 
    Patricia felt like both an idiot and a fraud as she listened to the two combat veterans come up with a plan and then ask her for permission to carry it out. She almost felt like changing something just so she could have some kind of effect on the outcome.  
 
    She looked up at the NCOs, who were looking to her expectantly. Patricia knew why they were doing what they were doing, and if they really were the experts here, the best thing she could do was let them do what they were good at. 
 
    “Sounds good,” she said. “I’ll go with Ramirez’s group. His is more likely to need a terp.” 
 
    The two Rangers agreed, and Burgers rolled up the map. 
 
    “Easy as eating Sunday morning waffles,” Ramirez told them. 
 
    <We go?> Alzoria asked Patricia. 
 
    <We go,> the terp told her. 
 
      
 
    Ben slowed to a walk to catch his breath. He had been keeping a steady pace, walking for a minute, jogging for a minute and then repeat, trying to maintain a reasonably quick pace without wearing himself out. Every so often, he’d stop and look for signs or tracks, not that there was anywhere else they could have gone. 
 
    He pulled one of the water pouches from his pocket and opened it, sucking water from the resealable spout. The trees on either side of the trail had begun to edge in closer, and he was coming up on a thick clump of them with the path disappearing within. 
 
    Good place for an ambush, he thought to himself, resting his hand on his pistol. 
 
    The path darkened as the trees closed in on him. His eyes darted from one side of the path to the other, searching for the barrels of hardlight rifles, the tips of fox-like ears over the brush or the glow of light reflecting off predatory eyes. 
 
    He froze as he caught sight of something to his right. There, hanging in a bush in a wall of fruit-bearing red leaves, was a familiar belt and scabbard. 
 
    Ben checked to the left and right before moving cautiously toward it. It was definitely Alacea’s. Had she managed to toss it into the trees as a signpost for a rescue party? Or had it been conveniently placed over a buried glasser, waiting for him? 
 
    He looked down at the ground but found no signs that the earth had been disturbed and as carefully as he looked, he could see no trip-wires. The Ranger examined the belt without touching it, searching for any sign that it was rigged, but all he could see was it, the leaves and the green, egg-plant-like fruit hanging from the branches. 
 
    Reaching out, he gently touched it before wrapping his fingers around it and pulling it free. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He breathed a silent sigh of relief before examining the belt further. There was no blood, no hint that it had been torn or damaged. Perhaps he was right and Alacea had managed to plant it here as a message for him. 
 
    Ding…ding… 
 
    His eyes shot to the bushes. He could swear he just heard the tiny chimes of a bell. The officer strained his ears, his hand moving slowly to the butt of his pistol. 
 
    Ding… 
 
    The 9mm rasped quietly against the inside of the holster as Ben drew the weapon. There, sitting among the rest of the eggplants, was a particularly large one. It gently swayed as if pushed by the wind… though there was no wind… and it emitted soft chimes. 
 
    Overtaken by curiosity, Ben reached out to touch the fruit. As his fingers came within an inch of it, he thought better of the act and stopped. He started to pull his hand back. 
 
    But then the fruit moved. It brushed against his hand as it pushed toward him, and he backed up a pace. A long, blood-red branch followed the eggplant… 
 
    And then teeth. 
 
    Big teeth. 
 
    It took Ben a precious moment for his brain to even comprehend what he was seeing. A head had pushed out from the leaves and branches of the eggplant bush with a meter-long arm about the size of a broomstick attached to the top of its head. The eggplant he had been examining a moment before hung from the end. 
 
    Its face looked like a cross between that of a tiger and a baboon. Dark red fur covered a mask of savagery with speckles of black to help it blend in with the foliage around it. Its massive jaw consisted of one big, angular tooth in the top front that extended below its lower jaw and several smaller versions of that tooth lining its jaws on either side, ready and capable of tearing flesh from bone easily. 
 
    Ben raised his gun at the same moment the predator lunged at him, the fleshy eggplant, now revealed to not be vegetation, but muscle and bone, hit him square in the face, stunning him. The Ranger stumbled back, lights flashing in front of his eyes. He fell onto his back, the pistol falling from his hand. 
 
    He heard an ungodly shriek but, rather than look to the source, he rolled quickly to the left just as the creature’s face hit the ground where his chest had been. 
 
    Rolling to his feet, Ben found the creature now positioned between him and the road. Getting a full look at the thing, Ben couldn’t help but think of how ridiculous it looked. The eggplant hanging from the muscular rod in its head bounced around absurdly while the rest of the four-legged, lion-sized monster provided Ben with enough nightmare fuel to keep him in sleepless nights for the rest of his life. 
 
    It shrieked at him twice and stamped its forepaws into the ground. Ben backed away slowly, the brush scratching his back as he tried desperately not to provoke it. 
 
    The predator followed him for a couple of steps and stamped the ground again. It sniffed. It had never seen a human before, and while it looked mostly like the Va’Shen it had more often eaten, it smelled different. 
 
    “Okay, buddy,” Ben whispered to it. “Don’t be a dick about this, okay?” Ben had no idea what to do. Should he act like it was a bear and try to make himself look bigger? Should he run? What if running made it chase him? 
 
    His eyes cast about. If he could find his gun… 
 
    There it was! 
 
    Sitting next to the creature’s back right leg. 
 
    Goddammit… 
 
    He took another step back, and the creature followed. It gave a short lunge at him, making the eggplant attached to its head ring jauntily. It should have been the exact opposite of intimidating, but Ben could hear his heart racing in his chest. 
 
    Another step. 
 
    It shrieked. Why wasn’t it attacking him? 
 
    The creature, for its part, was wondering what this thing was. It wasn’t running like the Va’Shen did. Did that mean it was ready to fight?  
 
    Ben took another step backward, and the bushes around him seemed to swallow him up, branches obscured his view of the creature. 
 
    A few more steps, he thought. Then turn and run like hell! 
 
    It gave three more bark-like shrieks but continued to keep its distance.  
 
    Another step. 
 
    He didn’t dare take his eyes off the creature and hoped he wasn’t about to back into a tree. 
 
    One more step… 
 
    The creature lunged at him, bursting through the bushes. Ben quickly took two more steps backward and started to turn for a full on run. 
 
    And then his foot hit nothing, and he started to fall.  
 
    “FU…” was all he managed to get out before he hit the first rock jutting out of the side of the cliff wall, utterly knocking the breath right out of his lungs. He bounced off that and flipped around before taking the next hit on his left arm. Then he fell for another second before hitting the slope where the cliff met the bottom of the gorge and rolling several times until coming to halt flat on his back. 
 
    From the top of the gorge, the creature looked down at its prey and waited a moment to see if it would move. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    Snapping its jaws in approval, the predator turned and started for the gentler slope down the cliff not far away. 
 
    It hoped whatever it was would taste good. 
 
      
 
    <My Lord, at the risk of sounding disrespectful, your bride is obviously deceiving you.> 
 
    Voro did not turn to look at his servant, keeping his eyes directly on the road ahead and respectfully away from the large tree on the right side of the road. He understood Unato’s concern but was still rather irked at the implied assumption that the count was falling for it. 
 
    <It is the third time, and the sun has hardly moved,> Unato went on. 
 
    <As Alacea has said,> Voro explained. <She has vixenly issues to contend with and so we must stop every so often to allow her to… purify herself.> 
 
    In human terms, this was the third time in the last hour that Alacea had demanded they stop so that she could go to the bathroom, and each stop lasted about fifteen minutes. 
 
    <My Lord,> Unato whispered as he brought his steed alongside his master’s. <She is attempting to stall our movement so that the Dark Ones may catch up.> 
 
    Voro’s tail slapped the rump of his vardak, causing the animal snort in protest. <Yes, but as there can be no pursuit coming, there is no harm in humoring her,> he said. 
 
    <Can we be certain of that?> Unato asked him.  
 
    <Our lead is significant,> Voro assured him. <And the bridge has been… adjusted,> he continued. <We must be patient with her.> 
 
    Unato had served Voro for many years, and as such he felt he knew his master better than almost anyone, the count’s deceased Myorin included. It was only because of this relationship that he felt bold enough to ask his next question. 
 
    <Is all this really worth it, My Lord?> he asked. <I know you wanted a countess who would draw attention to your noble house, but given her temperament, would she not draw the wrong kind of attention?> 
 
    Voro turned in the saddle to berate his servant, but at the sight of the tod’s drooping ears and the concern in his eyes, he aborted his intended tongue lashing and sighed. <My dear Unato,> he said instead. <You must believe me when I say I care deeply about Alacea.> 
 
    <I will always believe you, My Lord.> 
 
    <Good. But you must also believe me when I say my emotions have not blinded me to the situation,> Voro went on. <I do not expect you to understand, as you are not of noble blood, but for a nobletod, the ability to leverage a discouraging situation into an advantage is the cornerstone of a noble’s genius.> 
 
    <I do not understand,> Unato admitted. 
 
    <Of course not,> his master replied. <Though I care for Alacea, I also understand that her situation presents me with opportunities. Before, as you say, a marriage to her was advantageous in that she was beautiful and had caught the eye of our Emperor.> 
 
    <Yes, My Lord,> Unato agreed. <But that was before we found she was married to a Dark One and…> 
 
    <And brainwashed, Unato,> Voro broke in. <Brainwashed against her own people by the wickedness of the Dark Ones. It is not just how we have seen it, it will be how the Emperor will see it.> 
 
    Unato said nothing as he considered this. 
 
    <I shall free Alacea from this brainwashing,> Voro continued. <Whatever it takes. And when this spell is broken and she has married me in gratitude, I shall present her at court so that she may tell the tale of how I freed her from the Dark Ones and allowed her love to bloom again.> Voro looked up at the sky as he imagined it. <It will be a love story for the ages, immortalized in poetry.> 
 
    <What if we cannot break this spell?> Unato asked him. 
 
    Voro sighed in dramatic sadness. <Then this love story will become a romantic tragedy,> he said. <A story of how a nobletod tried to save his love, and when she proved too far gone, he freed her the only way he could.> 
 
    Unato took in a sharp breath. The method of “saving” Alacea was left unspoken, but obvious. 
 
      
 
    It was still laying there when the predator found it again. Coming up from further down the canyon where there was a gentler slope, it examined its strange prey from a distance. It still didn’t smell like food, though it looked and had moved like it. It had no tail, which was fine since they were tough and bony anyway.  
 
    The creature turned its head, moving the eggplant-like appendage out of its vision for a closer look. It stalked forward cautiously, stopping every so often to listen. 
 
    It was still breathing. 
 
    Good. That meant the meat would still be warm. It moved closer, the prospect of a warm meal overwhelming its trepidation over the still-unknown prey animal. 
 
    It sniffed the animal’s boot and moved up until it was drooling on the human’s face, trying to decide where to start. A little more sniffing, and it made up its mind, opening its jaws over the man’s left shoulder. 
 
    Its long, sharp front tooth sank into the prey animal’s shoulder just as it struck, surprising the predator. The human’s left arm wrapped around the animal’s neck, and its legs came up and hooked around its body, squeezing tightly in an awkward embrace. 
 
    Ben’s eyes flashed open as he brought his right hand up, Alacea’s knife clenched tightly in his fingers and began stabbing the predator behind its left foreleg. The animal released the Ranger’s shoulder and shrieked in pain as the human’s blood dripped from its mouth. 
 
    The soldier ignored the pain. Instead, he focused his rage on the creature. Vids, books and other popular media would tell you a person should remain calm in a fight, to not lose one’s cool. But the truth was anger helped you. Rage psyched you up for a fight. When you were fighting for your life, you needed that anger. And Ben used it, chanting the familiar war cry of hatred that often rang out during a fight for one’s life. 
 
    “MOTHERFUCKER, C’MERE!” Stab! “GONNA FUCKING KILL YOU!” Stab! “FUCK!” Stab! “FUCK! FUCK!” Stab! Stab! “FUCKING DIE, MOTHERFUCKER!” Stab! Stab! Stab! “PUTTING YOU ON MY FUCKING WALL, YOU FUCK!” 
 
    Stab! 
 
    “Fucker!” 
 
    Stab! 
 
    “FUCKING DIE!” 
 
    The creature shrieked next to Ben’s ear in pain, anger and panic. Va’Shen didn’t fight back! It had no idea what to do. This wounded prey meat had set a trap for it and all it wanted to do now was get away and never approach one of these tailless things again! 
 
    It thrashed, trying to dislodge the Ranger, but Ben knew if he gave the creature space it would use it to attack him, so he held on as red blood from his shoulder coated the animal’s neck and its dark purple blood splashed down on his chest in a mutual trade of gore. 
 
    Ben’s left arm hurt, and it was starting to go numb. He was going to lose his grip soon. He plunged the knife into the creature again and screamed, pushing harder and twisting, hoping to hit something inside the animal that was vital. 
 
    The predator raised its head and howled in agony, but the sound started to drift off as its scream of pain and rage transformed into a wheeze. Its head lowered slowly and almost gently rested against Ben’s wounded shoulder. 
 
    It snuffled one last breath and went still. 
 
    Ben stabbed it six more times before his stabbing arm gave out. As one, all four of his limbs fell to ground, leaving him spread eagle with the creature lying on top of him. He took several deep breaths. 
 
    “FUCK!” he screamed. 
 
    The world darkened around him as he passed out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    He heard the alarms and looked up at the tent’s ceiling above him. The sounds of rifle fire cracked all around him, much too close for comfort. Men and women screaming. Through the alarm a bugle call rang out, the age-old signal for soldiers to arm themselves and prepare to repel a ground attack. 
 
    Oddly enough, this time Ben knew exactly what was happening. The usual fuzziness that accompanied the dream was gone, and he didn’t even bother to look to the tent flap before rolling over and grabbing the belt on which his handgun was holstered. 
 
    Whipping it around, he caught the Va’Shen soldier square across the face, knocking him back. Ben leapt to his feet and rushed forward as the knife-wielding alien turned to him, his face visible in the dim light of the fires outside seeping through his tent. 
 
    Aposis’s eyes met his. The Va’Shen who had accompanied the EOD and Mortuary Affairs team looked at him with absolute hatred. 
 
    I fucking knew it! Ben thought. His lips curled up in a smile. He was actually going to enjoy this. He sprang forward, not giving the commando a chance to take the initiative. The Va’Shen’s knife shot outward, but Ben knew it was coming and evaded, snatching Aposis’s wrist in the process with one hand and bringing the belted pistol down on his head with the other like a flail. 
 
    The pistol struck the commando’s head dead on, dropping him like a ton of bricks, and Ben was on top of him a second later. In his other dreams, in his memories, he strangled the Va’Shen soldier, but this time it was going to be different. This time he wanted to beat the alien to a pulp. 
 
    Ben rained blows down on the Va’Shen’s face. Outside, the rifle fire and shouts intensified. Ben remembered wanting to end the fight with the intruder quickly in case another came into the tent to help his buddy out, but this time he didn’t care. Let another one come. He’d beat that one to death too. 
 
    He grabbed the alien by the throat with his left hand and smashed his face with the right, blood staining his knuckles. 
 
    “I’m… going… to… fucking… KILL… YOU!” he growled, each word punctuated with another punch to the face. He raised his fist again. 
 
    <TESHO!> 
 
    He froze mid-punch and looked down at the alien’s face.  
 
    Alacea’s bloody, mangled face looked back at him, her purple hair matted with her blood. 
 
      
 
    Ben gasped and coughed as he awoke and immediately jumped at the sight of the dead monster’s face above his. The Ranger rested his head on the ground for a moment and took several deep breaths. He hurt… everywhere… a lot. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he had been unconscious, but the sun was still out. Grasping the creature’s head, he ignored the shooting pain in his left shoulder, gathered his strength and rolled the creature off of him. 
 
    A pair of inhuman squawks rang out, and he instinctively prepared for another fight. But when he sat up, all he saw were a pair of small, furred lizards, about a foot-and-a-half long, staring at him. There was blood on their mouths where they had apparently been munching on the dead monster when he interrupted them. 
 
    He looked at them, one white and the other light blue, and they stared back like they were annoyed at him for the interruption. 
 
    “Get outta here!” he cried. 
 
    The lizards squawked again and skittered to a hole in the nearby cliffs, disappearing in the darkness. A moment later, he could see two sets of eyes in the hole, looking at him, probably waiting for him to leave so they could continue their meal. 
 
    But Ben wasn’t in any shape to leave yet. He looked at his shoulder and the blood-stained and torn uniform there. It hurt, but he could still move his fingers, so that was a good sign. 
 
    He took the med-kit off his shoulder and then pulled down the zipper of his uniform blouse, carefully shrugging out of it so as not to cause more pain. It was a pointless exercise, and he winced. He kicked the dead predator again in quiet, petty revenge and went back to examining the angry, red wound. 
 
    There was no telling how much blood he might have lost, but the stains on his shirt and on the soil near him told him it was more than he would have liked. Reaching into the bag he brought out a pair of identical foil squares about five inches across. He carefully opened one and removed the blue gauze within. Holding it in his right hand, he took a few breaths in anticipation of the pain that was to follow. 
 
    With no further preamble, he slapped the patch against the gouge on the front of his shoulder and grit his teeth, letting out a strangled cry of pain as the Insta-Clot patch hissed, smoked and fused with the wound.  
 
    He held it there for another thirty seconds in pure agony as the patch did its job, covering, cauterizing and holding the flesh together while killing any living bacteria on the surface. 
 
    Letting it go, he took several more breaths and opened the second patch, preparing to do the same to the wound on his back. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it. 
 
    Having experienced it once didn’t make doing it a second time any easier. If anything, it was somehow worse listening to the hissing of the chemical cauterizing without being able to see it. When it was done, he rested for a minute. He was woozy, and his head swam. Reaching into the med-kit again, he pulled out a bright orange auto-injector and stared hard at it. 
 
    The troops called it “Go-Juice.” It had several functions, including a broad-based anti-venin, pain-killer and anti-bacterial agent, but it was also a stimulant designed to take a wounded soldier and get them back into the fight until things calmed down enough to evac them. It would give him a few hours of energy, and he’d feel no pain, but afterward he’d crash, and crash hard. 
 
    He assessed his situation critically. He was alone. He was wounded. He had no idea how much of a lead Voro had on him. He didn’t even know what time it was. And he knew with the bridge into Pelle out, it might be a while before anyone could come after him. 
 
    Ben could be reasonably sure that Alacea was, at least for the present, physically safe. Voro didn’t want to kill her. He wanted to marry her. So, there was no ticking clock.  
 
    The best thing to do would be to take the shot and head back for the LTV, get there before the Go Juice wore off, get comfy and wait for reinforcements. Then go after Alacea together in force. That was the best way to help her. 
 
    Nodding to himself in affirmation of his plan, he bit the cap on the injector and spat it to the side. Flipping it over, her brought his hand down hard into his upper thigh and winced as the heat of the chemical compound began to spread through his leg and up through the rest of his body. 
 
    He took a breath. His head began to clear, and the pain in his shoulder began to recede. The officer climbed to his feet as casually as if there were nothing at all wrong and picked up the med-kit and knife before walking to the cliff face. He turned to look at the hole where the two lizard-things were still watching him. 
 
    “He’s all yours,” Ben told them. 
 
    The lizards watched him walk past and then, as if they had understood him, dashed out to the dead monster and started chewing on it with tiny, razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    Ben grabbed hold of a root protruding from the side of the canyon wall and started to haul himself up. The Go Juice made him feel like a star athlete. It may have been all an illusion, but it was a very good one. 
 
    Gaining a handhold on the edge of the cliff, Ben pulled himself up in a way that should have left him crying in pain, and stood up, looking back down into the canyon for a moment. He dusted himself off and looked carefully around him, wondering if Eggplant-Face had any friends nearby. Satisfied that nothing seemed to be moving, he quickly found his pistol and checked the action before holstering it. 
 
    He let himself feel a flash of guilt as he started back down the trail that led to the LTV, consoling himself with the knowledge that he could better help Alacea this way. It was the best possible plan. 
 
    Ben stopped and looked over his shoulder at the road not travelled. He looked down at his feet and took a breath. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Ben,” he whispered. 
 
    He paused for another minute and then turned and started walking, heading down the path after Voro and Alacea. 
 
    “This is a bad idea, Ben,” he growled to himself. 
 
    The Ranger sped up and started to trot. 
 
    “You’re so fucking stupid, Ben!” he cried. 
 
    He started to run. 
 
      
 
    “Ow! My ass!” Ramirez groaned. He rolled over in bed and blinked as sunlight peeked through the apartment window. He reached back and gently touched the tender cheek in question. 
 
    “You fuck with the bull, you get the horns,” MacKenzie told him with a grin as she stepped into the bedroom with two cups of coffee in her hands. She wore an oversized t-shirt emblazoned with the face of a grinning, mustached man in a brown fedora with a baseball bat over his shoulder and the words “Persephone Pathfinders” written below in bright yellow letters. The simple pair of green panties allowed the Ranger to get a good look at the redhead’s legs as she walked toward him and offered him one of the cups. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, carefully sitting up and trying not to put weight on his new tattoo. He took the offered cup and looked down, trying to look at the result of his lost bet, but not being able to see it without a mirror. “Last time I play poker with you,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I made it up to you,” the pilot purred at him as she sat next to him. 
 
    Ramirez grinned. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, you did.” 
 
    She stood up and grabbed the remote for the holovid off the nightstand. “If you want breakfast, help yourself,” she said. “But make me some too.” 
 
    “You’d trust a soldier to cook for you?” he asked. “I once saw a guy eat a tube of toothpaste because he didn’t want to put on shoes and go to the chow hall.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said. 
 
    “No, it’s true,” Ramirez said. “Whole thing…” 
 
    “No, I mean shut up and look at this!” 
 
    Ramirez turned to the vid as MacKenzie turned up the volume. The talking head, an AI hologram designed to look attractive and trusting to the most number of potential viewers, attempted to mimic a human look of concern as she spoke. 
 
    “Once again, this is breaking news,” the fake blonde said again. “Reports from rescue ships sent to investigate a communications outage at a research post on the new Epsilon Eridani colony say all forty-two members of the colony vanguard team have been killed by an unknown force and that rescuers themselves have come under fire by unknown assailants using never-before-seen energy weapons. The White House press secretary has told us the Chinese and Russian ambassadors have denied any involvement.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Ramirez said. “Energy weapons? Like lasers and shit?” 
 
    MacKenzie didn’t say anything as the anchor hologram froze for a second, the telltale sign that new information was being uploaded to her. “This just in as we continue our coverage of the bizarre attacks on Epsilon Eridani. A colony ship just arriving from the Brazilian Cassiopeia colony reports that the colony’s only major population center, Esperanca, has also been attacked by unknown forces. We will continue to update you as…” 
 
    Ramirez and MacKenzie looked at the vid in shock.  
 
    “What’s the delay on the report?” Ramirez asked. Due to the incredible distances between colonies, communication between star systems depended on ships moving back and forth between them, meaning the information could be days or weeks old. 
 
    “Gotta be at least a week,” the pilot told him. 
 
    Almost as one, both their phones started to go off, and the image on the holovid changed to a black screen with red text. 
 
    FIRST LIEUTENANT MACKENZIE COLE – THIS IS A GENERAL RECALL. REPORT TO YOUR DUTY STATION IMMEDIATELY AND AWAIT FURTHER ORDERS. TAP THE SCREEN TO ACKNOWLEDGE MESSAGE. 
 
    Ramirez looked at his phone and saw a similar message with his name on it. He looked up at the redhead, concern on both their faces. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Click! Click! Click! Click! Click! 
 
    Patricia, her hands on either side of her head and her elbows on the table, stared wide-eyed at the Ranger NCO sitting at the other desk. Her patience was thinning, and her aggravation was swelling at an incredible rate as Ramirez continued to play with the carabiner on the front of his vest, opening the clasp with his thumb and then letting it snap closed again. 
 
    Click! Click! Click! Click! Click! 
 
    Ramirez was looking out the admin office window, waiting for a sailor in a hard-hat to come rushing up to let them know the temporary bridge was in place.  
 
    Click! Click! Click! 
 
    “Staff Sergeant, I will throw you out that window if you don’t stop that,” Patricia told him sternly. 
 
    Click. 
 
    “Sorry, Ma’am,” he said sheepishly. He had been lost in his thoughts, in the memory of that day, the one where the war began and changed things forever. He stood up. “I’m going to go out there,” he said. 
 
    “Senior Chief and his people got it,” Patricia told him.  
 
    “I can help.” 
 
    “You’ll get in the way. They’re the experts. Let them do this.” 
 
    Ramirez thought for a moment and sat back down again. He looked up at the clock. It had been six hours already. It was going to be dark soon. Burgers and his convoy had left hours ago. All they were waiting on was the temporary bridge. 
 
    His eyes fell on the binder on the captain’s desk.  
 
    Click… Click… 
 
    Patricia glared silently at him.  
 
    He jumped to his feet and started for the door. “I’m taking a walk,” he announced. 
 
    “Leave Senior Chief alone, Staff Sergeant,” Patricia warned him. 
 
    “I will! I just need some air,” he promised as he shut the door behind him. 
 
    The NCO walked across the “parade field,” the M-31 strapped to the front of his vest making no sound at all as it bounced against his chest and neither did any of his other equipment. Rangers were drilled constantly about noise discipline and taped or wired down anything that might make a noise on an op. Some of the soldiers he passed waved or said hello as he passed, but he didn’t reply. 
 
    Without realizing it, he found himself outside Dr. Morant’s hooch. Looking around to see if anyone was watching, he walked up the steps and knocked on the door twice. 
 
    “Come in!” 
 
    Ramirez opened the door, and only when Morant’s wide eyes met him did he realize he was still kitted out for a fight.  
 
    “Hi,” he said nervously. 
 
    “I surrender!” Morant told him with a smile, her hands raised over her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said as he closed the door behind him. “I’m kinda supposed to be somewhere.” 
 
    “I heard about your captain,” she said, gesturing to the seat across from her desk. “Any word?” 
 
    “Nah, nothing,” Ramirez admitted as he sat down. “We’re just waiting for the SeaBees to get a temporary bridge up, and then we’re rolling out after him.” 
 
    “So, you have a little time, and you came here for a chat?” she asked, sitting down. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Like that.” 
 
    “What would you like to talk about?” she asked, sitting back in her seat and steepling her fingers. 
 
    “Okay,” Ramirez said, releasing a deep breath. “I kind of have one of those situations like the kind where you kill a cat and put it in a box and no one knows that the cat is dead.” 
 
    Morant leaned forward and started scribbling in a notebook. “Okay, I’m just going to cancel all my afternoon appointments here…” 
 
    “No, it’s not like that!” he said, waving his hands in front of her. “I mean…” He sighed. “I don’t know something… important… and I don’t want to know, because if I find out… and it’s bad… I think I may hate myself.” 
 
    “It’s like Schrodinger’s Cat,” she concluded. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Ramirez said. 
 
    “No, you talked about murdering a cat and hiding it in a box,” the therapist pointed out. 
 
    “How is it that different?” the Ranger asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “One comes from the mind of a scientist,” she said. “The other comes from a sociopath.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m good with that,” Ramirez replied. 
 
    Morant studied him with squinted eyes for a moment. “Perhaps we should just skip to your concern.” 
 
    “Right,” Ramirez said, settling back in his chair. His right hand went unconsciously to the carabiner on his vest again, and he began to click it. If the sound bothered Morant, she gave no indication, waiting patiently for him to continue. 
 
    “So, anyway,” the NCO began, “Me and this girl back home had a casual thing going…” 
 
    “By ‘back home’ do you mean Persephone or home-home?” she asked. 
 
    “Persephone,” he told her. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “So, anyway, this was back before the war started,” he continued. “She was in the Air Force, and I’m in the Army so it’s not like we had the same schedules or rotations or anything like that. But like I said, it was just a casual thing.” 
 
    “Friends with benefits?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “Yeah, like that,” he said. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s awesome, and we always had a lot of fun, but it wasn’t like Romeo and Julius or anything like that.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Ramirez hesitated, not sure he wanted to admit what he had come to actually talk about. “So, when the war broke out, she did her thing, and I did mine, and I was deployed a lot, so there wasn’t a whole lotta time to keep up or anything,” he said. “And… I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to, you know? I mean, things were different.” 
 
    “So, you lost touch with one another?” Morant asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez said. “I mean… I don’t think I meant to… It’s just…” 
 
    Morant said nothing, waiting for Ramirez to fill the dead air with the rest of his thought.  
 
    “And then when Persephone got hit…” Ramirez started again. “I… didn’t want to ask.” He looked up at her, his confusion plain on his face. “I mean… I could have sent an e-mail to see if she was okay. She could have been deployed at the time or transferred to another world while I was away, but…” 
 
    “Were you scared?” Morant asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramirez replied with a nod. “I saw what everyone else was going through, and I didn’t want to lose anyone like that. So, I figured no news was good news, right?” 
 
    “But now you want to know,” the therapist concluded. 
 
    “You see, that’s just it,” Ramirez said. “Because if she’s dead, then she’s dead, and I feel like an asshole for not contacting her before she died and getting stuff out in the open. But if she’s alive, how the hell do I reach out to her now after all this time? What do I say? ‘Sorry, meant to check to see if you’re okay, but got totes busy?’” He took a breath and sighed. “I want to know, but I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Did she reach out to you?” 
 
    Ramirez looked at Morant as if he didn’t understand the question. “Huh?” 
 
    “Did she ever reach out to you?” she repeated. “Before the asteroid strike, did she ever message you and ask how things were?” 
 
    “Noooooo,” Ramirez drawled out uncertainly. 
 
    “And, I assume from your current predicament, she hasn’t reached out since then to check on you either?” At Ramirez’s silence, she went on. “After all, if you turn things around, wasn’t it just as likely that, at the time, she would be deployed off-world and you could have been caught in the strike?” 
 
    “I mean… I guess,” he said. “But that doesn’t make me any less an asshole.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed. “But it does provide for a third option. That she’s out there somewhere, kicking herself for not reaching out to you. Maybe, you’re both ‘assholes,’” she concluded. 
 
    “It’s weird,” he said, “But that somehow makes me feel a little better.” 
 
    “Let me ask you,” she continued. “If you found out she was dead, what would you do?” 
 
    “I guess… I don’t know… I’d feel like a dick, but then at least I’d know.” 
 
    “And what if you found out she was alive?” 
 
    “Well, after what you just said, I guess I’d write her a letter and say, ‘WTF? Over.’” 
 
    Morant smiled.  
 
    “So… What should I do?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “Here’s the part where you feel like you’re being cheated,” Morant declared and cleared her throat. “What do you think?” she answered. 
 
    Ramirez gave her a hard stare. “You’re right. I do feel cheated.” He stood up and turned for the door. “But you have given me some new stuff to think about, so… thanks.” 
 
    “No problem,” the psychologist told him. “I hope you find your captain.” 
 
    Ramirez opened the door and turned back to her. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    <I must stop now!> 
 
    The tone in which the announcement was made caused Unato’s tail to slap the vardak’s back in irritation. Reining the creature in, he turned and found Voro also looking back at Alacea, who held her nose in the air like an imperial princess. 
 
    <My Lord, we should not,> Unato spoke up. <We are already hours behind schedule and may not even make it to the campsite before dark now.> 
 
    Voro, too, looked rather displeased. He had made a big show about allowing Alacea her numerous stops, but with each one she had only become bolder, throwing his graciousness back in his face with even more demands to stop. 
 
    <Alacea, why must we stop this time?> he asked. 
 
    <Vixenly reasons,> she replied snootily. 
 
    <Can you not hold on until we reach camp?> he asked. 
 
    Her answer was immediate and tart. <Obviously not if I am asking.> 
 
    <My Lord, please,> Unato begged. 
 
    Voro took a breath, trying to contain his irritation. Finally, he climbed down from the vardak and approached Alacea’s mount. He reached out and untied the ropes around her ankles, causing the vixen to wince painfully. He reached up to help her down, but she ignored the offer and hopped down, careful to land fully on her left foot in order to spare her right. 
 
    <I will be behind that tree,> she told them, not even bothering to look at them as she hobbled.  
 
    <Be quick,> Voro called. 
 
    <I will not!> Alacea shouted back. 
 
    Unato growled and turned, examining their surroundings. Their recent turn at the signpost led them down a part of the road that was far from anything resembling civilization and only saw sporadic use. There were a few trees dotting the plains on either side, and red grass covered the hills except for several clusters where white japas plants grew wild, their petals turning colors with every word the trio said. 
 
    He turned to his master, desperate to make him see reason. <My Lord,> he began.  
 
    <Yes, Unato, I know,> Voro sighed. <She is difficult.> 
 
    The aide was more than irritated. He was livid. This vixen was treating his (and her) lord like a fool, and his lord was simply taking it. 
 
    <My Lord, I have to say, that if you do not show some firmness, she will continue to believe that what she is doing is good and normal,> he said. <She is still a vixen under your domain.> 
 
    Voro seemed to consider this. 
 
    <At least confront her on these delays,> he begged. <Or allow me to do so. This way you will not have to sully yourself.> 
 
    Voro’s ears perked up at this. <Make myself her ally by making you her enemy?> he asked. <An interesting idea, Unato.> 
 
    Unato’s tail started to wag in anticipation. Perhaps his lord understood after all. 
 
    The count’s tail slapped the ground, the decision made. <Very well. Confront her and bring her back.> 
 
    With a bow, Unato turned and walked toward the tree where Alacea had hidden herself, determined to bring this farce to an end. As he came around the side of the tree, he saw the vixen casually sitting on a large root, her right foot out in front of her to give her some relief from the pain. 
 
    She looked up at the aide hatefully. <I am busy,> she said. 
 
    <You are wasting time!> he fired back. 
 
    Before she could react, he snatched her by the wrist and pulled her up, eliciting a cry of pain as she put too much weight on her bad ankle. 
 
    <Let me go!> she demanded, trying to pull free, but Unato’s grip was so strong around her wrist that her fingers were turning white. He dragged her out from behind the tree and pushed her at Voro’s feet. 
 
    <My Lord, as suspected, she was back there just sitting and letting valuable time pass by,> he proclaimed. 
 
    Down on her knees, Alacea rubbed her wrist and refused to look up at either of them. Voro put his hands on his hips and adopted a stern pose. 
 
    <Alacea,> he began gently. <I’m disappointed. Is that true?> 
 
    She looked up at him in shocked contempt at the act. <It is obviously true, and you’ve known that since the beginning!> she cried. <Do you really think now that pretending to be concerned about being wronged is going to dampen my anger at you in the slightest?! Or are you truly so stupid that you’ve honestly thought I’ve had to relieve myself every fifteen minutes for ‘vixenly’ issues!?> 
 
    Voro’s ears dug into his scalp at the insult, and when Unato reached down and slapped the priestess across the face, he said nothing. Alacea cried out, more in surprise than pain. She looked up at Unato and hissed at him. 
 
    <I pity your Na’Sha for having to one day answer for this!> she growled. 
 
    <That is your lord, vixen!> Unato barked back. 
 
    <He is a pathetic child,> she replied. Unato reached out and slapped her again. This time Alacea didn’t make a sound.  
 
    <I do not understand you,> Voro finally spoke, his voice just above a whisper. <I have tried everything to make you see reason.> 
 
    <I find it humorous that your ‘reason’ seems to only point toward giving you whatever you want at the expense of so many others,> she hissed back at him. <The Gods blessed us with a nobility to protect and care for the Va’Shen, not answer their every selfish whim!> Her voice dropped to an acidic hiss as her ears threatened to dig into her skull. <It is no wonder Romina always looked sad.> 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    He knelt in front of her and raised his hand as if to slap her, but Alacea didn’t flinch. She met the fury of his gaze with her own. 
 
    <Do you not have the courage to strike a vixen with your own hand?> she demanded.  
 
    Voro put his finger in her face. <Romina never accepted that I had a destiny to fulfill,> he hissed at her. <She was always too concerned about food shipments or supplies for commandos who weren’t likely to return anyway to support me the way I needed her to! I needed her to elevate me, and instead she constantly tried to pull me down into the mud with her!> 
 
    Alacea’s ears slowly rose, and her tail fell to the ground as she realized the truth. <That poor vixen,> she whispered. <She worked herself to death, didn’t she?> Voro said nothing in reply. <She worked herself to death fulfilling the responsibilities you were supposed to. Worrying about the things you were supposed to.> She looked over at Unato. 
 
    The aide would not meet her gaze. Although he loved his lord as a good aide should, he also knew that many of the less glamorous tasks that kept the province from collapsing during the heightened requirements of the war had fallen on his lord’s Myorin. 
 
    <I gave her everything she could ever have wanted!>  
 
    <Did you love her?> Alacea asked. Shocked, Voro said nothing. <Then you didn’t give her everything.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The trees opened up into a prairie bisected by the dirt path, but Ben kept up his moderate pace. At this point the chase was about balancing the time he had left before the Go-Juice wore off and the energy used to keep up the pursuit. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and his pulse slamming against the inside of his head. He didn’t feel good, but he didn’t feel bad either. No pain at all. He actually had to look down at his wounds to make sure they were still there. 
 
    They were. And they still looked bad. The left side of the front of his uniform was dark from dried blood. 
 
    But at least he was making good time. 
 
    That thought buoyed him for about five more seconds until he reached a four-way junction.  
 
    “No,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    The path he was on continued forward going over a hill about five hundred yards away. The path to the left led down and around another grassy hill covered with red grass and weeds and interspersed with white flowers, while the path to the right led into another forest just close enough to be visible. 
 
    Ben put his hands on his hips and took a breather while he examined each path. There was a wooden signpost, but the words were, of course, in Va’Shen. The dirt on the paths was packed hard and showed no tracks whatsoever. 
 
    He put his hands to the sides of his head in frustration. “Shit!” he cursed. The Ranger paced back and forth like a caged animal. The Go-Juice wouldn’t just let him sit down and rest. He had to move around. Looking at each path in turn, his mind went into overdrive trying to figure out which way to go. He couldn’t just pick a path at random. He was on a clock that was counting down to a hard crash that would leave him weak as a kitten. If he went the wrong way, he risked not only losing his quarry, but making it much more difficult for reinforcements to find him. He could end up alone out in the Va’Shen wilderness at night and barely able to move. 
 
    Ben continued pacing, cursing his luck. Which way? After nearly dying on a collapsing bridge, jogging who-knows-how-many miles, and fighting an eggplant monster, this was how this chase was going to end? 
 
    Which way?! 
 
    His breath deepened and quickened as anger rose up in him. This was it. He really couldn’t risk going further without knowing for sure he was going the right way. 
 
    “GOD DAMMIT!” he shouted at the sky. 
 
    Defeated, he fell to the ground and sat in the middle of the road.  
 
    God dammit… 
 
    He closed his eyes and grit his teeth in frustration. The asshole was going to get away, and Alacea was going to have to endure whatever he had in mind for her. 
 
    Thoughts of the gentle alien girl being abused made his temples throb harder. She could be a pain in the ass sometimes, but she was a nice person. She’d had to endure a lot over the last couple of months, most of it as a result of Ben’s ignorance. She didn’t deserve any of this. 
 
    The Ranger captain opened his eyes and looked out at the prairie. There was no wind at all. It was like looking at a painting of a beautiful alien landscape. 
 
    And then the “painting” flickered. 
 
    He shook his head and blinked, wondering if the Go-Juice was making him see things. But, no, there it was again. The grassy plain looked like it was flickering, like a glitch on a computer screen.  
 
    Ben took a breath and focused, trying to figure out what was causing such a bizarre phenomenon. Focusing on one part of the grassy area, he saw it again. It wasn’t a glitch in his vision, and the hilly landscape wasn’t changing shape. Small parts of it were changing color and then quickly changing back. Specifically, the white flowers scattered throughout the grass were turning black and then white again. 
 
    His jaw dropped as he finally realized what he was looking at, and he jumped to his feet. There! He could see it! They weren’t all changing color at once. The flowers further away changed and then the ones closer, like a wave.  
 
    The flowers… like the ones on the farm… 
 
    They were reacting to something making noise from that direction! 
 
    With a cry of realization, the Ranger bolted forward, tearing through the grass as fast as his amped up wounded body would let him.  
 
      
 
    <How dare you?!> Voro shouted at her. <I am fully in command of this province and have no need for a vixen to conduct my duties for me!> 
 
    <That is what angered you?!> Alacea shot back. <I outright questioned the love you had for your Myorin, and the part that enrages you is the idea that she supported you in your duties!?> 
 
    <You twist my words!> he accused her. 
 
    <I point them out!> she fired. <You have no idea what a marriage between Tesho and Myorin should be, and yet you claim to offer it to me, first out of love, then out of desire for social recognition! What vixen would willingly bite the hand of such a tod?!> 
 
    <You ungrateful slattern!> Voro roared! <Lecturing me on my responsibilities while you raise your tail for that Dark One simpleton! I! AM! SAVING! YOU!> 
 
    <A task I never offered to you!> Alacea shouted up at him. She was fully aware that Voro was losing more and more control, but she didn’t care. Her friend was likely dead thanks to her inability to rid herself of Voro. Others might end up hurt as well. If Voro snapped here and killed her then all that meant was that whoever came after to avenge her could kill the Va’Shen noble with a clear conscience. 
 
    She opened her mouth to continue berating him but was cut off when Voro reached down and put the fleshy part of his right hand into her mouth.  
 
    <Now bite, slattern!> he hissed. <You’ll open your legs and raise your tail for your own ends, now you can do so for mine!> 
 
    He braced and waited for the sharp pain of several sharp teeth biting into and possibly through his hand, but there was nothing. Looking down, he saw Alacea was holding her mouth open as wide as she could, her teeth barely even touching the flesh of his hand. 
 
    The nobletod screamed in frustration and removed his hand from the vixen’s mouth.  
 
    <My Lord, please calm yourself,> Unato began weakly. 
 
    Voro looked about ready to have an aneurism. <Why did I even bring you here?!> he cried. 
 
    <Because you’re a selfish, honorless tod-child!> Alacea answered just as loudly. 
 
    The count turned to her, ready to perform physical violence. <You…> he began, but stopped, realizing she wasn’t looking at him, but past him with widened eyes. 
 
    <Tesho,> she breathed. 
 
    Voro turned and saw the Dark One standing in the grass on the other side of the road. 
 
    Alacea thought she was looking at a ghost. He seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. She saw the blood-stained shirt, the dirt-streaked face, and, most of all, the look of supreme hatred in the eyes pointed at Voro. 
 
    No, he wasn’t a ghost, she decided. He was an avenging demon. 
 
    She squealed in protest as Unato lifted her up by the armpits and kept her locked in his grip. Voro’s ears twitched and his tail swished back and forth against the grass as he slowly drew his rapier. 
 
    He seemed unsure of what to say, waiting for the Dark One to make some demand or accusation, but Ben said nothing. He just stared at the nobletod silently. 
 
    <So, it appears we get our duel after all,> Voro found the courage to say. He raised the tip of his rapier to point at Ben’s neck.  
 
    Ben took a step forward. 
 
    <Tesho!> Alacea cried in warning. 
 
    The Ranger said nothing. He took another step. And another. 
 
    With no other blade in sight, Voro felt confident. He put his left foot forward and prepared to lunge at the Dark One. 
 
    As Voro moved, Ben drew his pistol and fired three shots into the ground to his right. 
 
    Voro had never heard one of the Dark One weapons up close before, and the thunderclap from the small sidearm hit his sensitive Va’Shen ears like a hammer blow. He reflexively put his hands up to his ears and shut his eyes as the ringing echoed in his head and turned his vision white. He felt a burning sensation in his forehead and cautiously opened his eyes. 
 
    Ben’s eyes stared right back at him. The burning Voro felt was the tip of the Dark One’s weapon pressed against his forehead, still hot from the three thunderclaps it had put into the soil. Voro swallowed and stood there, frozen in fear. 
 
    <Drop. Your. Sword.> Ben enunciated carefully. 
 
    The rapier fell from Voro’s fear-numbed fingers and thumped against the ground. Not moving the pistol a millimeter, Ben raised a booted foot and brought it down on the blade where it met the hilt, snapping it. 
 
    <He. Also.> he ordered, his eyes never leaving Voro’s. 
 
    <Unato,> Voro breathed quietly as if Ben were a barrel of nitro-glycerine he might set off if not careful. <Your sword.> 
 
    <My Lord…> 
 
    <Unato!> Voro cried a little louder. <He will kill me.> 
 
    Ben recognized a few words of that and pressed the handgun’s barrel a little harder against Voro’s head. 
 
    <Immediate,> Ben told him. 
 
    <Unato… please!> The fear in his lord’s voice finally moved Unato to release Alacea and remove his sword and sheathe from his belt. He tossed it away, unwilling to send it to the Dark One lest the alien destroy it the way he did Voro’s. 
 
    Ben waited a few breaths, his eyes never leaving Voro. <Alacea,> he said, <Come to me.> 
 
    The vixen limped slowly around the other two Va’Shen. Seeing she was injured prompted Ben to push the barrel further into Voro’s skull. The nobletod gave a whimper, the fur on his ears and tail standing straight and shaking. 
 
    The Ranger waited until Alacea was safely behind him, Ben standing firmly between them and her, before speaking again. He leaned in and growled, choosing his words as carefully as he could with his limited vocabulary to make certain Voro understood the danger he would be in if he ever crossed the human soldier again. 
 
    <Alacea… is… mine!> he said slowly but with an edge. <Pelle… is… mine!> he said as Voro stood completely still. <I… see… you… Pelle… I… death… you. Do you understand?> Ben asked. <Death you.> 
 
    Voro didn’t know how to respond. This was not a Dark One like the aliens who bowed and scraped to him in his mansion, who did everything they could to give him credit for anything they did. This was a beast, the Dark One of small Va’Shen children’s nightmares. And here he was, claiming one of his villages and one of his vixens as his own and threatening to kill him if he ever saw him again. He didn’t know what to think now. 
 
    <Do you understand?> Ben demanded again, once again pushing Voro’s forehead with the handgun for emphasis.  
 
    Voro’s eyes went to Alacea for help. He hadn’t actually hurt the priestess. Surely, she objected to a Va’Shen noble being threatened this way. But Alacea, herself, appeared frightened of what was happening and unsure what to say or do. She had only ever seen her Tesho this way once before… 
 
    When I confessed to killing his myorin… 
 
    <My Lord, say ‘yes!’> Unato hissed fearfully. <Please!> The aide had seemingly taken Voro’s frightened immobility as defiance and thought the Dark One was about to kill him. 
 
    <I… I understand,> the noble stammered. <I understand.> 
 
    Ben responded by taking three steps back, the gun remaining aimed squarely at Voro’s forehead. 
 
    <Leave here,> the Ranger ordered. <Immediate.> 
 
    Unato carefully stepped forward and grabbed Voro from behind, leading the traumatized noble away from the beastly alien. He helped Voro onto his vardak before quickly mounting his own. The entire time, Ben tracked them with the pistol, ready to shoot them at the first sign of a hostile movement. 
 
    As if finally collecting himself, Voro turned his vardak to them and looked at Alacea. He gave her a short bow from his seat atop the creature, and without another word, turned and started down the road toward home. 
 
    Ben waited, continuing to track them until they were around the bend and out of sight, before lowering the weapon and holstering it. His pulse continued to pound in his ears, and he could taste copper in his mouth. He turned to Alacea, but before he could speak, she cut him off. 
 
    <Is Sho Nan all right?!> she begged, her tail whipping around behind her. 
 
    “Sho Nan?” Ben repeated, searching his brain for the word. “Oh!” he said a moment later. <Sho Nan… live… hurt.> 
 
    The vixen let out a breath and closed her eyes. <The Gods be praised for their mercy, and I thank them for not punishing her for my missteps…> 
 
    <Alacea well?> Ben asked, determined to get to the immediate business of making sure she could travel and then getting the hell out of there. 
 
    <My ankle is sprained, I think,> she said. Without ears or a tail, she couldn’t tell by his silence that he hadn’t understood the question. 
 
    <Say more,> he asked. 
 
    She pointed down at her right ankle. <Foot. Bad.> she said. 
 
    <Sit,> he ordered, kneeling down beside her and unshouldering the medical kit. She unsteadily lowered herself to the ground as he pulled a roll of what looked like duct tape from the bag. Bracing herself, she watched as he gently raised the hem of her hanbok and took hold of her boot. The alien slowly pulled the boot from her foot as she winced in pain. 
 
    The ankle was bruised and swollen, and Alacea’s ears and tail drooped at the sight of it. Ben unrolled about a foot of the blue tape and cut it with a pair of medical scissors. Taking each end of the strip in his hands, he gave it a hard tug outward, causing hundreds of tiny cracking sounds, like someone walking over broken glass. He then began to gingerly wrap it around her ankle. 
 
    Alacea watched him work, surprised by how gentle he was with her foot. A few moments ago, he looked ready to beat Voro to death with his bare hands, and now here he was tending to her injury. The wrap grew steadily colder as the broken filaments inside exposed the chemicals permeating the strip to the air.  
 
    <Thank you,> she said quietly. 
 
    <Alacea is mine!> 
 
    The memory of the words and the ferocity with which he said them crashed against her and made the hair on her ears stand up in embarrassment. She didn’t know that the words were chosen more for their simplicity than for some barbarous desire to claim her as his. But with him touching her now, the words themselves seemed to have a deeper meaning. 
 
    He hadn’t acted as if he felt threatened by Voro in the village. Was that ferocity the result of Voro taking her and directly challenging his marriage to her? She thought back to the internal struggle she had endured over the last few days.  
 
    <Alacea is mine!> 
 
    She covered her eyes with her hands in embarrassment. The fur on her ears was stiff enough to scrape paint off a house. Those were not the words of a man who was simply enduring a political marriage, nor those of someone who saw her as a practical replacement for his dead Myorin. 
 
    <Alacea.> 
 
    <Yes!?> she squeaked, pulling her hands from her eyes. 
 
    Ben was looking at her. <Complete. We go.> 
 
    <Ye… Yes, of course,> she said quickly and struggled to her feet. The quick-cool bandage was already making her ankle feel better but putting just a little weight on it made her wince. 
 
    <No walk?> he asked. 
 
    <I am sorry, Tesho,> she said. <I don’t think I can.> Voro had taken the vardak she had been riding with them when they left. Walking was the only way out. 
 
    <Me…> Ben said while holding out his arms and making a lifting motion. 
 
    <Carry me?> she asked, pretty sure she understood what he was saying. He was going to carry her in his arms? Is that how they would return to Pelle? With her cradled in his arms and her arms around his neck like lovers in the storybooks she had read as a young vixen?  
 
    The fur on her ears could be used to grind steel at this point. 
 
    She swallowed and looked down and away. <Yes… I suppose…> 
 
    Before she realized what was happening, she was in the air and when she stopped moving, her hair was hanging down near the ground, and she had a close up view of his back trouser pocket. 
 
    He was carrying her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. 
 
    Alacea’s mind processed the indignity for a moment and then began to protest. 
 
    <I AM NOT A SACK OF VEGETABLES!> she cried in humiliation. 
 
    “All right, off we go!”, Ben announced as he started to trot down the road back toward Pelle. It would be dark soon. Hopefully, they’d reach the LTV in time. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
      
 
    Alacea pouted as she bounced up and down in the arms of her would-be hero. Ben had been jogging with her over his shoulder for the last thirty minutes, and her position didn’t lend itself well to conversation. Instead, she collected her thoughts. She was safe. Sho Nan was alive. And she was on her way home. Everything else was just mild inconvenience. 
 
    She heard him sputter as if a bug or something had flown into his mouth. That was the third or fourth time. What was happening up there? The question made her tail twitch. She felt a slight tug, and then he sputtered again. 
 
    Her ears popped straight up as she realized what was happening. 
 
    <LEAVE MY TAIL ALONE!> she shouted at him. 
 
    Ben, meanwhile, shook his head again as he tried to get the priestess’s tail out of his face so he could breathe and see where he was going. The appendage had been wrapping itself around his head every few minutes, getting into his eyes, nose, and mouth. He heard Alacea shout behind him, but he ignored her.  
 
    He could feel it happening. 
 
    At first he told himself it was just a matter of being relieved by Alacea being rescued and safe, that he now had the luxury of being more aware of his body’s wounds. But the pain, beginning as a faint tickle, had grown more intense over the last ten minutes. His legs were slowing as it became harder to breathe. 
 
    The effects of the Go-Juice had run their course. He was crashing. 
 
    They were still a few miles from where he left the LTV, and the sun was beginning to set. There was no way they were going to make it there before dark. 
 
    Alacea felt the change in his movements, heard the labored breathing. She squeaked as he stumbled and righted himself. There was something quite wrong. 
 
    <Down!> she ordered. <Put me down! Stop!> She patted his side as she said this, trying to make sure she got his attention. 
 
    Ben acquiesced, almost grateful for the opportunity to stop. He put her down in the road and fell to his knees, leaning over and supporting himself with his right hand. His left arm hung limply, too painful to try to move. He dry-heaved into the road. 
 
    <Sit down,> she said, carefully getting down on her knees and lowering him to the ground. 
 
    The Ranger unshouldered the med kit and lay in the middle of the road. His breathing was short and labored. He was getting cold, far too cold for the warm Va’Shen evening. Was it the after effect of the shot or was he going into shock? He couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Reaching into the pack with shaking hands, he pulled out a white chemlight and bent it until it cracked, bathing the two of them in a soft glow. He put it on his chest. 
 
    <What is wrong?> Alacea asked him. <Me give help?> 
 
    <Medicine… gone,> he told her. <Cold.> 
 
    Medicine? Alacea had seen the state of Ben’s uniform when he appeared before them, but given his strength and speed, she had assumed the wounds were relatively minor. 
 
    <Show me your wounds,> she ordered. 
 
    <Show to you…> 
 
    Impatiently, she reached down and made to unbutton his shirt, but was thrown off by the appearance of a zipper instead of buttons. They didn’t exist on Va’Sh. He realized what she was doing and pulled the zipper down for her. Gently, the priestess lifted the left side of his shirt and looked at the bite the eggplant monster had given him. 
 
    She swallowed, and her tail went slack. The human’s shoulder was covered with dark blood surrounding an almost perfectly square patch of burnt skin. Blood oozed from one corner as a result of the patch being imperfectly placed. 
 
    <What happened to you?> she breathed in awe. 
 
    <Animal,> he rasped with a wince. Pulling the shirt from the wound had pulled some clotted blood with it. <Big,> he continued. <Deathed it with use cutting thing.> As if to offer evidence, he pulled her knife from his belt and showed her the gore still drying on it. 
 
    Without asking Alacea knew immediately which animal he was referring to. Tokas were known to lay in wait on game trails and entice animals with the fruit-like protrusion on its forehead. They were also found along roads where the overgrowth had encroached close to the path. It was the exact trap she watched Unato set for their pursuers. 
 
    He had found it, was attacked by a toka, was injured by it, killed it… and then continued the pursuit. 
 
    She felt the fur in her tail slacken, flattening against the ground in shame. First Sho Nan, and now him.  
 
    <Why?> she whispered, the question ending with a slight hiccupping sound. <Why did you come after me?> 
 
    Ben looked up at her, trying to translate the question in his head, but the silence prompted Alacea to continue. 
 
    <Why are you so kind to me?!> she cried. She covered her ears and hiccupped twice, making Ben wonder if she was having some kind of seizure.  
 
    He worked out the words and tried to come up with a good explanation. <Alacea… want… leave. Acceptable,> he told her. <Alacea want… no leave… Voro take… Bad. Voro bad. Mind believe Voro… damage… Alacea.> 
 
    <Why does it matter to you?> she asked. <Why should you be concerned if he “damaged” me?> She waited a moment to let him work out the words before adding, <After your myorin… Your Jessie…> 
 
    The sound of her voice, the pain in her words as she said the name made it plain to him that she must feel some guilt about what her people did to Jessie. For the first time he remembered that it was that thought that first prompted him to arrest her, to take her confessions seriously. In the cold light of day, of course she had nothing to do with it. But that anger... that hatred…  
 
    “Oh, no,” he said in English. “That wasn’t you. You didn’t do…” He stopped and switched to Va’Shen. <Alacea not damage to Jessie. Alacea… um… clean of bad feel.> 
 
    She remained silent but began moving as if suddenly remembering there were more important things to do at the moment. She dug around in the medical bag until she pulled out a vacuum-packed grey plastic package, and Ben pointed to it. 
 
    <Hurt… that,> he said. <Um… make to it expose.> 
 
    She didn’t understand the gibberish, but she knew he wanted whatever was inside. She tore it open with her sharp teeth and pulled a folded Israeli bandage from it, which proceeded to unroll onto Ben’s chest. The clasp was a mystery to her, but she found the gauze pad part and pressed it against his shoulder. 
 
    A heavy silence descended on the two of them as Alacea digested his words. Was this to mean that the death of his first myorin did not play a role in his decision to marry her? 
 
    This conversation was hard, Alacea decided. There was too much to say which required polite subtlety, a subtlety she couldn’t use with him given their language barrier. 
 
    Then I shall not be subtle, she decided. 
 
    <Why did you marry me?> she demanded. She pointed at the fleshy part of her hand as she said this so he would know what she was talking about. 
 
    The Dark One seemed taken aback by the question. <”Marry?”> he repeated. He held up his own hand, displaying where the marks from her teeth had healed but left tiny circular scars. “Marry?” he said in his own language. 
 
    <Marry,> she repeated. <Why?> 
 
    Ben looked at her and licked his lips nervously. This really wasn’t the time or place to have this conversation. How could he even explain this with the words he had available? He might as well be using Morse code. 
 
    Patricia’s warnings echoed in his head, the terrifying potential consequences of turning an entire community against them on the eve of finally normalizing their relationship.  
 
    He looked up at her, her purple eyes staring back at him, not in accusation but in need. Why had he done this to her, they seemed to ask. 
 
    She and her people had fought alongside them, brought them into their homes. How long could an amicable relationship built upon a foundation of a single lie hold up? 
 
    He cleared his throat. <Need… Pelle… people… um… where,> he said. <You…> He pointed at his eye. <… see… Pelle people.> 
 
    <You wanted to find my people,> she said. She already knew that was what led up to his proposal, but she also knew there was more. The priestess moved the chemlight closer to the wound to inspect it as she waited for his answer. 
 
    He nodded his head up and down, an affirmative, she had by now learned. <You… ask… death,> he said. <No… I want… death you. Want… you… > He broke off and finished by pointing around him as if to say “everywhere on the planet.” 
 
    Her tail swept the road behind her. She got it so far. She had demanded he kill her for the crimes of her people as tradition demanded, but he didn’t want to kill her. At that time she had assumed he was a particularly clever Dark One who understood that if he killed her, the Gods would not allow him to punish her people. And so, he had flat out refused to execute her, which only made her more resolved to not betray the location of her people.  
 
    The Dark One bit his lip, a tic she had seen before but was unsure what it meant. <Want… you… help,> he said. <Want… you… > Again, he paused, raising his good hand to rest on her arm.  “Close by,” he finished in his language. 
 
    Alacea’s tail began to whip back and forth anxiously as he held her close. <You… you… wanted me… like this?> she asked. The fur on her ears stiffened and stood straight up. Was it really like the old stories after all? Had he become infatuated with her? 
 
    <Alacea is mine!> 
 
    The fur on her tail rippled. 
 
    <You… ask,> he said. <I do not understand. Yes of ask.> he thought for several moments. <You…> He pointed at his hand. 
 
    She asked? Asked him what? She had asked him to kill her, but he seemed to have understood that. Then what… 
 
    <Are you… taking me?> 
 
    Her tail froze in the air and fell to the floor. He wanted her close by. Lady Patricia never actually used the words “marriage” or “take.” She had described the Overlord wanting her nearby, to do things for him, as her punishment. Confused, she had sought clarification… 
 
    <You… You thought I was asking you?> 
 
    Ice clutched at her heart. 
 
    <Did you want to marry me?> Alacea asked. She knew Patricia’s grasp of their language was shaky at best, and her question, its intention obvious to any Va’Shen, to an outsider could have been extremely vague.  
 
    Could, rather than clarifying his intention, could he have thought he was answering her proposal? 
 
    <Did… not ask,> he confessed. <Happen. I… do… You also Pelle people also my… um… fighters… safe remain. All be safe.> 
 
    She turned away and took several deep breaths. <This… This…> she stuttered out. <This is awful!> she declared. The priestess reviewed the revelations in her head. 
 
    So, Tesho didn’t want to marry me, but he didn’t want me to die either. And faced with that choice, he decided to accept what he thought was my proposal! 
 
    No, wait. He said he didn’t understand. Her words? 
 
    He didn’t even know I was talking about marriage?! 
 
    She put her hands to her face, mortified by this revelation. He hadn’t forced her into marriage! She had forced him! All of a sudden, the fairy tale in which she was a brave Mikorin standing up to a dark overlord for the sake of her people had changed into one where she was a conniving villainess who forced an ignorant male into marrying her for political purposes! 
 
    Alacea looked down at him, studying his face. He wouldn’t meet her eyes, pretending that a nearby plant was the most important thing in the world. 
 
    The priestess looked away as well. So, neither of them had wanted this marriage, but they were now both bound to it. She had given him her primal mark. It could not be undone. Even if she never eventually gave him her bridal mark, they were still married in the eyes of the Gods, and only they could decide to undo it. 
 
    <No… want… hurt… people.> 
 
    The priestess looked down and into his eyes as Ben told her this. People? Hurt? Did he mean her people? Was he threatening her? That didn’t make sense anymore… 
 
    Or did he mean his people? 
 
    She remembered what Kasshas had told her during her brief imprisonment. How other villages had begun to rise up against the Dark Ones against the Emperor’s command, fighting without his sanction. They had not had any such issues here, partly because Alacea herself refused to sanction it, but also because the ill treatment they had at first expected had not materialized. The only issue they had had was the kidnapping of Lord Ramirez… 
 
    … during which her Tesho had mobilized many of his fighters to set out and free him, a single warrior. 
 
    She had also seen him panic at the sudden sight of her in the dark. The idea of a Dark One fearing a Va’Shen seemed ludicrous to her, but if he feared for himself, then as a leader of warriors, he would also fear for them. 
 
    Alacea looked into his eyes again. Gone was the uncertainty that came before. There was steel there now… because what he was saying involved the safety of his people. 
 
    Perhaps we’re more alike than I first thought… 
 
    She would have done anything to keep her people safe. She offered him her throat to keep them safe. She had accepted him as her Tesho to keep them safe. 
 
    And as she did all these things, he had been searching for ways to do the same for his people.  
 
    She had been in fear of what he might do if it looked like she didn’t take her marriage to him seriously. 
 
    And he had shared that fear with her. It would be comical if it weren’t so tragic, if the stakes had not been so high for both of them that they were forced to live in fear of the other. 
 
    She reached out and took his hand in hers. <Your people are safe,> she assured him. 
 
    The situation hadn’t really changed. She was married to the Dark One overlord, and both she and he had been maintaining that marriage for the sakes of their people. It was embarrassing, yes, but she had to admit nothing ill so far had come from it. His unwillingness to rob her of her virtue now made some sense. For all she knew, in his eyes she was a vile-looking monster and he had absolutely no interest in her body. 
 
    <Yours is not the first political marriage of convenience in our history,> Yasuren had told her. 
 
    She turned away from him and tried to think.  
 
    <You… marry… stop?> he asked carefully. 
 
    The priestess turned back to him, her tail twitching in confusion. <Stop? I don’t understand.> 
 
    He pointed at himself and then to her. <You… me… no… marry. Stop marry.> 
 
    She tried to make sense of what, to her, was an alien concept. You didn’t stop being married unless you went before the Gods and they severed the union. That can only be done after death. Perhaps in his world it was different? She was suddenly faced with an astounding possibility. What if marriage itself didn’t exist in his world? What if this was all new to him as a concept?  
 
    I imagine it will be very awkward for him when he suddenly appears in The Glade once he dies, she thought. She sighed. 
 
    Or wouldn’t it? What if Voro was right and their marriage wasn’t real at all? 
 
    The part of her that was Mikorin Na’Sha chewed on that thought for a minute. There were several young vixens in her community she had had to turn down for Exceptions following the assumed deaths of their Teshos in the war. She had to counsel them on what marriage was. To marry was to travel eternity with one other person and, together, fulfill the duties required of Va’Shen. You couldn’t just switch partners halfway through the journey. 
 
    Everyone in her village knew she had willingly married her Tesho. She had done so with full intent to live out the rest of time with him for the sake of her people. She had given him her primal mark as a pledge to that. In the eyes of the Gods, she was married. 
 
    She sighed, feeling almost guilty about it as she looked at her alien husband. Apparently, she was going to have to teach him what marriage actually meant. 
 
    That assumed he actually cared about what it meant. 
 
    And that he survived the night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The last pontoon had been secured for about five seconds before Ramirez was hitting the LTV’s accelerator and taking the vehicle over the newly-secured bridge.  
 
    “OhGod!OhGod!OhGod!” Patricia repeated from the passenger seat, holding onto the “oh-shit” handle above the door. The vehicle rocked from side to side as it crossed each section of the bridge, held in place by cables and large floating air bladders. 
 
    Ramirez had to keep himself from simply mashing the gas as hard as he could. His was the first vehicle. If the bridge collapsed now because he was going too fast, no one would be able to follow after him. If it crashed after he crossed, at least then there was some help on the way. Up in the gunner’s seat, Alzoria squealed in delight at the unexpected ride, blissfully unaware of how dangerous their situation was. 
 
    The sun had gone down an hour ago, and they were now faced with the inconvenient task of searching for people in the dark without night vision goggles or radios. 
 
    But they were on the move, and for now that was an improvement. 
 
    “LT.” 
 
    “OhGod!OhGod!OhGod!” 
 
    “Hey, LT!” Ramirez repeated. 
 
    “What?!” Patricia cried back nervously. 
 
    Ramirez tried to think of something to calm the panicky officer down. “They ever get an ID on that Two-Oh-Two pilot?” 
 
    “Uhhhh… Yeah,” she replied as she rocked up and down. 
 
    “Was it a woman named ‘Cole?’” he asked. 
 
    “Um, no,” she said. “Decker. Steve Decker.” 
 
    The sharpshooter smiled. “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    “You know him?” Patricia asked as the crossed the last pontoon. 
 
    “Nope,” he said casually.  
 
    They hit firm roadway and heard the SeaBees on the other side of the bridge cheer. Ramirez opened up the accelerator. 
 
    “Not too fast, Staff Sergeant,” Patricia ordered, once again calm and composed. “We don’t want to miss him in the dark.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    The SeaBees watched as the three-LTV convoy disappeared into the darkness on the other side of the river. 
 
      
 
    <Are you feeling better?> Alacea asked. 
 
    Sitting with his back against a large tree about thirty feet from the road, Ben took a painful breath and struggled to keep his eyes open. 
 
    <I am book,> he told her sleepily. He felt drained. The pain in his shoulder had subsided to a dull, persistent ache, but not, he suspected, from the injury getting any better. It was more like he was too tired to feel it anymore. 
 
    Alacea sat next to him, her right leg stretched out in front of her. The cold pack had made her ankle comfortably numb. Aside from the faint light of the green aurora overhead, it was almost pitch black. The road ahead of them was only barely visible in the starlight. 
 
    <Do you mean ‘good?’> she asked.  
 
    He blinked. He was certain he had gotten that right. <I am not book?> 
 
    <I should say not.> 
 
    <What book?> 
 
    <You read,> she said, making as if she were opening a large book on her lap. 
 
    “You want me to read?” he asked, puzzled.  
 
    She looked at him, her ears twitching in confusion. The conversation served to highlight once again the communication struggles that she had just learned led to their mistaken marriage. She still couldn’t believe it. As she had tended to him, she had reworded her questions several times and ended up with the same answers. 
 
    The priestess felt incredibly foolish. 
 
    What must he have thought? Perhaps that was why he never seemed particularly angry at Voro’s behavior. 
 
    The Va’Shen were a very spiritual people, and, as a Na’Sha, Alacea doubly so. Nothing happened without a reason, without the hand of one god or another guiding it there, and this… incident… seemed so ludicrous that it was impossible to view as mere happenstance. When she catalogued everything that had happened so far, it was very difficult for her to maintain her original outlook.  
 
    Since the war began, misfortune had seemed to descend upon all of Va’Sh. The conscriptions took their tods. The additional tax burdens took their food. The constant concern about whether Teshos, fathers and brothers would ever return tested their faith to the breaking point. And through it all, the community of Pelle had remained devout and good people.  
 
    And the Gods rewarded devout and good communities. 
 
    In the despair of war, it was hard for Alacea and the other tods and vixens of Pelle to remember that. But there was one more factor, something she had overlooked. 
 
    Jemenista had died. 
 
    As the war began, Jemenista, the Na’Sha Alacea had succeeded, succumbed to old age and illness and had passed on to the Glade. The community had been heartbroken by this, for Jemenista had been a very kind and wise Na’Sha who had guided her people through difficult times before. And like all Na’Sha before her, she had one last task before she could go to the Glade and enjoy peace in the afterlife. 
 
    She had to argue with the Gods. 
 
    “Na’Sha,” in the ancient language of Va’Sh, meant “she who argues with God.” When a Na’Sha died, she went before the Gods, who would ask her whether her community was good or bad. If the community was bad, if it defied the Emperor, scoffed at the Gods or showed laziness in the face of its duties, the Gods would punish that community and make the time of the following Na’Sha one of strife. They would unleash floods, plagues, famines, droughts, and any other punishments they deemed necessary to bring the community back into line. It was the role of the Na’Sha to argue against this, to extoll the righteousness of the community and its people. If she failed, the Gods would offer her a choice: Pass to the Glade herself or shoulder the blame for her community’s failures and go to the Frost on their behalf to spend the rest of eternity cold and miserable. 
 
    But if the community was good, and the Na’Sha a talented enough representative, the Gods would reward the community with fair weather, peace, and bountiful harvests for as long as the following Na’Sha lived, at which point the cycle would repeat again.  
 
    And Jemenista was a very good Na’Sha. 
 
    Could Alacea’s marriage to the Dark One have been a gift to the community? 
 
    Because of her marriage, the people of her community were able to come out of hiding and come home rather than be hunted down by Dark One soldiers and possibly sparking an armed conflict. Her people had been allowed to live in peace. The Dark Ones had even gifted them with the supplies necessary to feed their livestock. Other communities may look at this and call them traitors, but the Emperor himself had ordered their cooperation. None of the horrors they had been told to expect had come to pass, and it could mostly be attributed to this particular Dark One arriving just as this particular Na’Sha had returned to scold a chieftain and fulfill her duty to her people. 
 
    And when that marriage was threatened, the Gods guided him to her, gave him the strength to fight and kill a toka and just enough good health to bring her to safety. 
 
    <When you ride a vardak to a friend’s home to borrow grain with which to feed him, the vardak does not know that that is why he carries you. He does not need to understand. He needs only to do as you tell him. That he benefits is nice for him. But in the end, he serves you for your ends, not his. Just as we serve the Gods for their ends, not ours. Our understanding of how we serve their ends is not required.> 
 
    That lesson, told to her by Jemenista herself when Alacea was still a child, came back to her. She looked over at the Dark One, who seemed to be trying with great difficulty to stay awake, lit by the glow of the chemlight.  
 
    It could truly have been a gift. 
 
    If so, she would have to change her outlook on this arrangement. You did not receive a gift from the Gods with downturned ears. You embraced it and thanked them profusely for the rest of your life. If the Gods had truly sent Ben Gibson to her with the intent of allowing her community to prosper even as the rest of Va’Sh suffered, then it could be the one opportunity Jemenista had given them to make the best of the worst possible situation. 
 
    <Book.> 
 
    She looked at him again as he said the word. <Book,> he said. “It’s ‘book.’ That’s why…” He made the same gesture she had earlier, pretending to open a book on his lap. “Yeah, I get it now. How the hell did I forget that…” 
 
    Her ears twitched in mirth.  
 
    <I am… good,> he told her, thinking for a moment before saying the correct word. 
 
    <I am glad,> she replied. 
 
    He shivered although the temperature was still fairly warm. He pointed at the med bag near his feet. <You… give to me?> he requested. 
 
    She reached down and pulled the bag up to rest between them. Reaching inside, he removed a small, reflective square about three inches by three inches. He opened the plastic containing it and removed it. Flicking his wrist, the square began to unfold and expand, doubling, tripling and even more in size until it was the size of a throw rug. The now giant metallic foil square crinkled as he pulled it up over both of them up to their chests. 
 
    The emergency blanket was incredibly thin, but it would keep them warm until help arrived. Alacea rubbed the material between her fingers in awe. How could such a thing have started from that tiny square? Even the thinnest blanket they had in the temple would not fold that small. 
 
    She was amazed how advanced her Tesho’s people were. The Great Ones had gifted them the weapons and equipment to fight the Dark Ones, but never anything as small or as seemingly inconsequential as some of the things the invaders used. Did her people ever stand a chance against them? 
 
    Although now safely under the blanket, Ben continued to shiver slightly, though not nearly as badly as before. Alacea’s ears twitched at the sight, and she moved closer to him until her body was pressed against his. He looked down at her in surprise as she moved into his right arm and put her head on his right shoulder. 
 
    <It is all right,> she said quietly. <We sometimes do this when it gets very cold at night,> she explained. She didn’t mention that she had only done this as a Mikorin and therefore the other Va’Shen pressed together had all been vixens. But he was cold, and she could help him this way. 
 
    That he was a male didn’t enter her thought process until she was already pressed against him. And when it did, the fur on her ears stiffened like a hair brush. Her heart beat faster, and her body temperature, already slightly higher than that of a human, went up. 
 
    She had never been this close to a man before except, perhaps, her father and brother long ago. She entered the Mikorin when she was still a young child and had spent her entire life surrounded by other vixens. 
 
    This close, though her ear wasn’t pressed against his chest, she could hear his heart beating. His body had none of the soft give of a vixen but was hard and unyielding. He was so much bigger than she was, she thought she would feel endangered or intimidated by him, and yet it was the opposite. She felt safe. Perhaps she was simply exhausted from her ordeal. 
 
    Ben looked down at her with exhausted eyes as she lay in the crook of his arm. Her tail stuck out from under the blanket and twitched every now and then. He wasn’t sure what to expect after his confession to her, whether she would hit him or scream at him or just plain cry. Snuggling with him had been way down the list of possibilities. 
 
    He was so tired but didn’t dare sleep. Who knew what other vegetable-related monsters were waiting out there for them? Of course, now that he was under the blanket and the warmer than average alien woman was snuggled up against him, he found himself beginning to drift off. 
 
    <Tesho.> 
 
    The Ranger looked down at her again. She wouldn’t look up to meet his eyes, instead, she looked past his chest into the dark. 
 
    <What is?> he asked. 
 
    <Thank you for coming after me.> 
 
    He recognized the most important words. <I am grateful for your gratitude,> he said. 
 
    <And I am sorry,> she continued. <I am sorry that I have caused all this confusion for you.> She finally looked up at him. <I will teach you what you must know to be a proper Tesho.> 
 
    Ben didn’t understand every word, but he sensed by her tone that she was saying something important, and her use of the word ‘Tesho’ suggested it had to do with his earlier question to her. Should they stay married? 
 
    <Stop marry?> he asked her. His voice hinted at no eagerness or expectation. He knew whatever the answer, it was one she took seriously, and he decided to respect that. Not that long ago he was willing to pretend to be married for the sake of an extra three thousand dollars a month. The stakes here were much higher, but now that Alacea knew the truth of their circumstances, it wasn’t a decision he could make alone. They both had concerns about the consequences of either remaining married or trying to find a way to dissolve it.  
 
    The fur on her ears stiffened in embarrassment, but she wouldn’t look away, afraid that it would somehow make her answer seem less than honest. 
 
    <No,> she said simply.  
 
    He let out a long breath. As far as outcomes went, it wasn’t a bad one. Inconvenient, perhaps. But she didn’t seem angry or even sad. It was an incredibly ironic situation, he thought. In his society, marriage meant so little that he was all right with going through with one for the sake of convenience. In her society, it was so important that she was willing to endure it to maintain peace between their peoples. 
 
    The thought, he was surprised to find, made him sad. He felt like he was missing out on something. Like finding a rare and valuable painting and throwing it away because it just looked like a bunch of squiggly lines and blobs. She was making a decision that she knew would follow her for all eternity. And for him… 
 
    It's like Jessie all over again. 
 
    Was it, though? When he married Jessie, it was “just dropping a postcard in the mail.” But what if they had felt differently? If they had really wanted to be married, if they had placed the kind of importance in it that the Va’Shen put into biting a hand, what would dropping that postcard into the mailbox have felt like? Would they have done some cutesy thing like both holding the card and dropping it into the box together? 
 
    Ben remembered how Alacea looked right after she bit him, how she looked away and wiped the blood from her lips. She knew, at that very moment, she was doing the most important thing she would ever do in her life.  
 
    And he… He had had no appreciation of it at all.  
 
    But it was something he wanted to be able to feel. 
 
    She was looking away from him now, but every few seconds her eyes would glance to him nervously. Her tail twitched under the foil emergency blanket, and he realized his silence at her answer was making her nervous. She was probably wondering if he would object now. 
 
    He took another breath before responding. 
 
    <That is book,> he said evenly. 
 
    She looked at him, her ears pointing skyward. Then, her ears twitched. Just a little, just once, and then more and faster. 
 
    <You joke?!> she gasped as her ears danced uncontrollably in the Va’Shen equivalent of laughter. 
 
    Ben knew that Va’Shen emoted with their ears and tails rather than their faces, but looking into Alacea’s eyes, he thought they seemed brighter somehow. She reached up and put her hands on her furry ears, trying to still them. 
 
    <That is good,> he said, seriously this time. 
 
    <Then it is decided,> she said solemnly. <It shall be a gift.> 
 
      
 
    Walking in the dark with helmet lights on made Ramirez feel like the world’s biggest ambush target. Normally, they wouldn’t even think of using flashlights while moving at night. Optical devices integrated into their ballistic glasses allowed them to own the night. 
 
    Not on Va’Sh. Like many other technological advantages the human soldiers could rely on while serving on other worlds, Va’Sh’s weird electromagnetic interference made their night vision glasses useless. 
 
    So, the Rangers now shared the night with others: Predators, enemy soldiers, insurgents. 
 
    He hated it. But he had to admit, considering they were looking for friendlies, at least the flashlights meant they might see the Rangers and call out to them first. 
 
    They had found the captain’s abandoned LTV an hour or so ago and had climbed the switchback that led to the top of the cliff where the road continued on. Ramirez had taken point, his M-31 carbine held at the low-ready. 
 
    He almost jumped as he felt something brush against his leg. Turning his head, he heard Alzoria squeak at the light from his helmet nearly blinded her. He turned slightly away as she blinked steadily. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said quickly. What he had felt brushing his leg had been the vixen’s tail, which was now whipping about in irritation from being blinded. 
 
    <I hear something up ahead,> she told him. <I think it’s breathing.> 
 
    “What’s up?” Patricia called from her place in the center of the line. She moved up so she could speak to the staff sergeant face-to-face. 
 
    “I think Alzoria’s got something,” Ramirez called back. 
 
    <Wh…> Patricia began, but Ramirez held a hand up. 
 
    “I got this one, LT,” he said proudly. He turned to the Va’Shen huntress. <What happy burrow animal do pirate shoes sing?> 
 
    Alzoria stared at him in stunned silence for a moment, one ear turned down, before turning to Patricia. <I hear breathing ahead.> 
 
    “She says she hears breathing,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “What did I say?” the Ranger asked her. 
 
    Patricia rolled her eyes and turned back to Alzoria. <What way?> she asked. 
 
    Alzoria pointed and moved slowly and silently toward the sound, just up ahead and off the road. 
 
    “Hey! Seriously!” Ramirez called after them. “Did I at least sound cool?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, Staff Sergeant,” Patricia assured him sarcastically. “You sounded real cool.” 
 
    Ramirez narrowed his eyes and came to a quick decision. “You know, I hear your sarcasm, but I’m just going to take you at your word and feel good about myself.” 
 
    Patricia didn’t answer. She followed Alzoria and pointed her hand-held mini-flashlight ahead of her. She caught sight of something reflecting the beam of her flashlight. 
 
    “Over here!” she called, rushing forward. Alzoria and the other Rangers followed her to the base of the tree where two figures were huddled under an emergency blanket. They stirred as the rescue team knelt next to them. 
 
    Alacea reacted first, her ears twitching as she awoke. At first, she squeaked in alarm, but calmed down when she saw Alzoria there. 
 
    <Na’Sha! Na’Sha! Are you okay?> Alzoria cried fearfully. 
 
    On the opposite side, Mina was pulling the blanket off Ben and looking him over with her flashlight. 
 
    “Captain Gibson? Can you hear me?” she asked. Ben stirred and sleepily mumbled something no one could make out.  
 
    The corpsman gently pulled back the left side of his uniform top and grimaced. “That is ugly,” she whispered. 
 
    <Alzoria?> Alacea asked, finally waking up enough to get an idea of what was going on. <Lady Patricia?> 
 
    <It well,> Patricia told her. <You undangered.> 
 
    <Are you all right, Na’Sha? Are you hurt?> Alzoria asked. 
 
    <My ankle is sprained,> the priestess told her. She turned quickly to Mina, who was still working on Ben. <Tesho was attacked by a toka! He is very hurt!> 
 
    <A toka?!> Alzoria cried in amazement. 
 
    <What toka?> Patricia asked. 
 
    <An animal. A vicious animal,> Alzoria answered for Alacea. 
 
    Ben opened his eyes and found Mina checking his wound. “Oh, hey,” he said casually, but in obvious pain. 
 
    Mina began to root through her medical bag. “What happened?” she demanded in a business-like tone. 
 
    “Bit by an eggplant monster,” he told her. “Left shoulder, front and back. Some bumps and bruises from a fall.” 
 
    “Bit by a what?” she asked. 
 
    The officer closed his eyes and covered them with his hand as the bright lights from the team’s flashlights threatened to blind him. “It’s a like a cougar with an eggplant attached to a stick in its forehead,” he explained. 
 
    “He’s hallucinating,” Ramirez opined from not far away. His rifle was up, searching the darkness for threats.  
 
    “Go Juice?” Mina asked, ignoring Ramirez’s comment. “How many injections?” 
 
    “One,” Ben answered. 
 
    Mina nodded in satisfaction. “Okay, okay, good,” she said. She stuck another bandage over the blood-soaked one attached to his chest.  
 
    “Is he in any danger?” Patricia asked the Navy medic. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Ma’am,” she replied. “But he’s definitely going to need fluids.” She said this as she pulled a clear plastic bag filled with saline from her medical kit. “Sir,” she said, addressing Ben. “You’re gonna feel a stick. It’s just an IV, okay?” 
 
    “Go for it,” Ben told her with a cough. 
 
    Alacea watched them work on the Dark One commander worriedly. She reached out and tugged Patricia’s sleeve, getting the woman’s attention. 
 
    <Will he be all right?> she asked. 
 
    <He will be well,> Patricia told her with a smile. 
 
    “Okay, Donnelly, bring that stretcher over here,” Mina called to another rescue team member. The Ranger approached and removed the collapsible stretcher she had been carrying on her back. 
 
    Ben saw this and sat up. “Oh, hell no,” he said. “I don’t need a stretcher. I can walk.” He pointed to Alacea. “Put her on it. Her ankle is messed up.” 
 
    The priestess saw him point at her and Specialist Donnelly unfolding the stretcher. <What is this?> she asked Patricia. 
 
    <Leader of fighters say you to carry. Leader of fighters to stroll merrily,> Patricia replied. 
 
    <Absolutely not! He is very badly hurt! You will carry him, not me!> Alacea commanded as she gingerly climbed to her feet, careful not to put any weight on her busted ankle. 
 
    At the same time, Ben had managed to pull himself up and lean against the tree for support. “I am okay to walk, but she can’t, so put her on the stretcher.” 
 
    <It is obvious that his injuries are worse!> Alacea scolded them. 
 
    “She is the rescuee, take care of her first,” Ben ordered. 
 
    “Oh my God! Just shut up, both of you!” Patricia cried. She looked at Ben and her eyes went wide. “Sir!” she added. 
 
    “Sir,” Mina began as she stood up. “As the qualified medical personnel on-scene, I diagnosis you as ‘seriously fucked up,’ and I’m going to have to insist you get on the stretcher.” 
 
    Ben squinted as if trying to decide whether he wanted to fight or not. Truth be told, just climbing to his feet had left him feeling drained, and he ached all over. 
 
    <Tesho!> 
 
    He looked at Alacea, whose ears were folded down as her tail whipped about. She pointed at the stretcher at his feet. 
 
    <As your Myorin, I demand it!> she told him, leaving no room for argument. 
 
    Ben looked at Patricia and Mina and gestured to Alacea. “See?” he said. “She says I’m fine.” 
 
    “Get on the stretcher, Sir,” Patricia begged. “It’s late.” 
 
      
 
    It was almost dawn by the time the rescue team returned to Pelle, their vehicles carefully navigating the pontoon bridge. When Alacea saw the destroyed bridge, she turned to Alzoria and asked what had happened. When the Huntress explained how Voro and Unato sabotaged it, the usually gentle vixen hissed angrily. 
 
    Alacea wanted to see Sho Nan immediately, asking Patricia to drop them at Kastia’s home to see her, but the interpreter instead brought them to the medical tent on FOB Leonard. Inside, as she limped through the door and two Rangers carried Ben inside, she saw her friend lying on the hospital bed under a thin white blanket. 
 
    <Sho Nan!> Alacea cried and limped painfully, but quickly to her bedside. The blue-haired alien woman had a bandage on her head where Unato’s boot heel had struck her. She opened her eyes slowly and turned to look at Alacea. Her right ear twitched a smile, but her left ear remained motionless. 
 
    <Na’Sha,> she greeted quietly. She tried to sit up so that she could bow properly, but Alacea put her hands on the vixen’s shoulders and gently pushed her back to the bed. 
 
    <Stay in bed,> the priestess commanded. <Are you all right?> she asked. 
 
    <The Dark One offered us their facilities,> a familiar voice called from a corner. Turning, Alacea saw the green-haired village healer, Kastia, approach. <Her wound was severe, but I think, in time, she will be well again.> 
 
    <Thank the Gods,> Alacea whispered. She embraced Kastia. <And thank you!> 
 
    <What happened to you?> Kastia asked, noticing the other vixen’s limp. 
 
    <My ankle,> Alacea told her. <I believe I twisted it.> 
 
    <Over here,> Kastia ordered, taking Alacea aside to sit on a nearby cot. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mina and the Rangers transferred Ben to a hospital bed next to Sho Nan’s. The captain gave a grunt of pain as his wounds made their presence known after hours of not having to move. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a painkiller,” Mina told him, filling a syringe from the locked metal cabinet. She picked up his IV bag with her other hand and hung it on a wheeled stand next to the bed before putting the end of the syringe into it. “It might make you feel a little drowsy.” 
 
    “How bad is it, Doc?” he asked. 
 
    “No damage to the bone,” she said. “Some muscle damage. Won’t know until we get you to Jamieson and up to a ship for MRIs.” 
 
    “No,” Ben said. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “No Jamieson,” he told her firmly. “No ship. Treat it with what you can here.” 
 
    Mina looked to Patricia, who likewise looked to her in apprehension. “Sir,” Patricia began. “That wound is ugly. You should really…” 
 
    “You send me to Jamieson,” Ben interrupted, “and they send me to Arcturus, right?” he asked. 
 
    “More than likely,” Mina admitted. 
 
    “Then no,” Ben repeated. “We’ve made too much progress here for me to leave now. Patch it up, do what you can.” 
 
    “There could be nerve damage,” Mina pointed out. “You could need physical therapy.” 
 
    “So, give me some exercises to do once it heals,” he said. “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    Patricia turned to Mina and the other Rangers. “Give us the room, please,” she ordered quietly. 
 
    Mina nodded. “Yes, Ma’am. We’ll be right outside. You want us to…” She finished by gesturing to Alacea, Alzoria and Kastia sitting on the cot nearby, still looking over Alacea’s wounds. 
 
    “No, they won’t understand us anyway,” Patricia replied. “Go on.” 
 
    The other humans left the medical bay, leaving Ben and Patricia, for the most part, in private. 
 
    “Sir,” Patricia began respectfully, “You look like ass. Now, I’ll admit, when you said to bring a medic because there was going to be wounded, I thought that was the most badass thing I’d ever heard in real life. I didn’t think you meant a medic for yourself. You need to go to Jamieson.” 
 
    “I told her,” Ben said suddenly. 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    The captain gave a quick nod to Alacea. “Everything. All of it.” 
 
    Patricia looked back and forth between the two of them and moved closer to him, lowering her voice as if Alacea and the other Va’Shen might understand them if they heard her. “And?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve reached an accommodation… I think,” he said. 
 
    “What kind of accommodation?” she asked. “And what do you mean ‘I think?!’” 
 
    “The point is, we’re all on the same sheet of music now,” he went on. “But what happens if I leave and some new company-grade officer gets sent here? It’s just going to muddy everything up again.” 
 
    “Sir…” 
 
    “I’m finally at a point where I think we can make a difference for the better, Patricia,” he whispered. “Don’t make me give it up now.” 
 
    The linguist didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he assured her. “Really. It looks worse than it is.” He took a deep breath and looked straight into her eyes. “What happens if they send me back? I can’t go home. By the time I’m cleared again, this place will already have a new commanding officer. I’ll end up sitting behind a desk at Jamieson, picking up after some two-star and working on slide decks.” 
 
    Patricia pursed her lips in frustrated concern. “I don’t like this,” she said. “I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    “I know,” he conceded. “But please. Help me.” 
 
    Nearby, Alacea had caught onto the tone of their conversation, if not the words, and was looking at them in worry. 
 
    “Fine,” Patricia relented. She pointed a finger into his face. “But you do every last thing Corpsman Fletcher tells you to do. No complaints. No putting it off. Every last thing, understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Ben said with a smile. 
 
    “And if your condition worsens, you’re going straight up to Jamieson, no ifs, ands or buts!” 
 
    “As you wish,” the Ranger told her. 
 
    “Ugh! Rangers!” she hissed in frustration. 
 
    Ben smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I hate every part of this,” she said in reply. 
 
    “Thank you anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Mina and the other Rangers were called back into the room, and Patricia explained the situation and that Ben would be recuperating there on FOB Leonard. Mina looked like she wanted to argue, but she knew that commander’s discretion meant a lot more than the opinion of a petty officer second class and so simply nodded. The conditions Ben had agreed to mollified her somewhat. 
 
    “Well, at this point, the thing they both need now more than anything else is rest,” Mina declared. It was a subtle suggestion that everyone else should leave. 
 
    <I would like to stay,> Alacea announced when she caught on that everyone was supposed to leave. Kastia, however, threw cold water on that idea. 
 
    <Na’Sha, what you need now is to rest in your own den surrounded by the Mikorin,> she told her. <I am… satisfied… that Sho Nan will rest comfortably here.> She didn’t sound too happy about it, but even she had to admit that the hospital bed the Mikorin was in was much more comfortable than anything she could provide. 
 
    <But…> 
 
    Ben motioned for Patricia to come closer and nodded in Alacea and Kastia’s direction. “Problem?” he asked her. 
 
    The terp shook her head. “Alacea wants to stay here. Kastia wants her to go home and rest.” 
 
    Hearing that, Ben spoke up to get the two vixens’ attention. <Alacea. I sleep. Sho Nan sleep. You to necessitate sleep also.> 
 
    Kastia’s ears flapped in approval, and she turned to the priestess. <There. Even the Overlord commands it. You have been through a horrible ordeal. Familiar surroundings and upstood ears will benefit you more than being in this cooped up alien hovel.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears bent forward in uncertainty, and her tail swished lazily in thought. 
 
    <Alacea,> Ben called from his bed. <Go. I well. Sho Nan well. Go.> 
 
    The head priestess took a breath and bowed reluctantly. <Very well, Tesho. I will leave you in Healer Mina’s care.> 
 
    “Okay, everyone good?” Mina asked, catching on that a conclusion had been reached. “Awesome. You can come visit later this afternoon. So, everyone out.” 
 
    “Let me know if something comes up,” Ben told Patricia. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” the lieutenant retorted as she left the room, leaving Ben to bite his lip in annoyance. 
 
    Alacea bowed again before taking Sho Nan’s hand in hers. <I will see you later.> Mina came out of the back of the med bay with a wheelchair, which she offered to Alacea and Kastia. It took a minute or so to figure out how to maneuver the priestess’s tail through the back of the chair, but once she was comfortable, her ears were wiggling in approval. 
 
    <Good sleep to you, Alacea,> Ben said clumsily. 
 
    <And to you, Tesho,> she replied as Kastia rolled her out of the med bay. 
 
    “Get some sleep, you two,” Mina ordered before turning out the light. “I’ll check on you in a bit.” 
 
    The dark surrounded them as the door to the med bay closed, leaving a single, weak LED light on near the medic’s desk. Ben took a deep breath and tried to get comfortable as his shoulder throbbed and the other injuries he’d accumulated over the last 24 hours ached. Regardless, he knew he’d have no trouble falling asleep, and closed his eyes. 
 
    <Myorin.> 
 
    He opened his eyes and turned his head, just able to make out Sho Nan’s profile in the bed next to his. 
 
    <You say?> he asked. 
 
    <Myorin,> Sho Nan repeated. <You should call her ‘Myorin.’> 
 
    <Call Alacea?> he asked. 
 
    <Yes.> Sho Nan did not turn to him, continuing to look up at the dark ceiling above her. <You are her Tesho. You should call her ‘Myorin.’ When you call her ‘Alacea,’ it shows disrespect.> 
 
    <’Disrespect?’> he repeated the new word. 
 
    <Bad,> Sho Nan said plainly. <’Myorin’ good. ‘Alacea’ bad.> She finally turned her head to meet his eyes. She raised her hand and pointed at him. <You… call her… ‘Myorin.’> 
 
    Ben rested his head against the pillow and looked up at the ceiling in thought. In the past, Alacea had tried correcting him whenever he called her by her name, but not wanting to imply he had deliberately forced her into marrying him, he had continued to call her “Alacea.” He thought it would simply be more professional. But from what he was hearing now, it was apparently inappropriate for a husband to call his wife by her name. 
 
    Have I really been disrespectful to her all this time? 
 
    He let out a breath and pursed his lips. Thinking harder now, he had noticed before how her ears had drooped when he said her name. He had assumed she was simply unhappy with having to be around him. But he was actually belittling her. That had never been his intent. 
 
    <Thanks be to you,> he told Sho Nan. <I understand.> 
 
    <Thank you,> she returned.  
 
    A few minutes later, they were both asleep. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Ben watched from his office door as the Civil Affairs team and band finished loading all their equipment into their trucks. He gingerly adjusted his left arm for the seventh or eighth time in ten minutes, trying to make it more comfortable in the sling in which it was confined. 
 
    Despite everything that happened with Voro, the Arbor Day festival was a great success. Encouraged by this, the visiting teams had asked to stay a few more days to interact more with the Va’Shen villagers. But after three days, it was time to return to Jamieson Airfield and report on what they had learned. 
 
    And they weren’t the only ones. 
 
    He turned and saw a similar scene from the Explosive Ordnance Disposal and Mortuary Affairs teams, loading their trucks and LTVs with their personal gear and equipment. Captain Steve Decker, U.S. Air Force, would travel to Jamieson and be sent to the Neil Armstrong in orbit and, eventually, to his final resting place. 
 
    It was his departure more than anything that prompted every servicemember on the FOB not assigned to some critical duty to be out on the parade field or lined up on the road leading out of the base and beyond. As Captain Decker left, the soldiers and sailors on FOB Leonard would offer him a final salute. 
 
    “Ben!” 
 
    Breaking his eyes away from the Mortuary Affairs team, Ben’s eyes landed on Captain Bennett walking up to him with a bright smile. The blonde woman had a way of brightening up a room, and Ben couldn’t help but smile in return. 
 
    “Vanessa,” he said in greeting, offering a hand. “Ready to go home?” 
 
    “I honestly wish we could stay,” the Space Force officer replied, shaking his hand. “We learned a lot here, and it was nice to have an impact on the mission, you know?” 
 
    “Well, we appreciated having you here, and I know the Mikorin singers appreciated it too.” 
 
    Bennett laughed at the memory. Pavastea and her Mikorin acolytes had spent the last few days hounding the band, asking them to teach them every song they knew. It had made for a great outreach opportunity, and the band had made the most of every second of it. 
 
    “I wish there were more places like this,” she told him with an air of regret. “Until the security situation improves in other sectors, we’re probably going to end up stuck on Jamieson again.” 
 
    “It’ll get better,” he assured her. “It has to.” 
 
    “I wish I had your confidence,” she replied, her arms folded over her chest. “If it doesn’t, we’ll make sure to come back this way,” she said suggestively.  
 
    “You’re always welcome.” 
 
    Someone called her name from the collection of trucks, and she turned, holding up a finger in a request for another moment. “I gotta go,” she said.  
 
    “It was good meeting you, Vanessa,” Ben told her, offering a salute. “Stay safe.” 
 
    She returned the salute and grinned. “You too.” With that, she turned on her heel and trotted toward the vehicles. 
 
    Almost as if she were waiting for her turn, Dr. Morant approached. She offered her hand to him while adjusting her small duffel bag over her other shoulder. “Captain Gibson, thank you so much for all your support.” 
 
    He shook her hand gratefully. “Thank you for helping my people,” he said sincerely. 
 
    “You have a strong group here,” she assured him. “And tight bonds between them. I think they’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Oh!” Ben cried suddenly. He dug into his right cargo pocket and pulled a thick paperback book from it. He offered it to her. “Thank you for this,” he said. “It made the time in medical fly by… and made me really rethink kilts…” 
 
    “Was it any good?” Morant asked, taking the romance novel from him. 
 
    “A lot of bodice-ripping,” he replied with a nod. 
 
    “Spoilers!” she complained with a grin. 
 
    “Have a safe trip, Doctor,” the Ranger captain said. 
 
    “If you ever need me, I’m at Jamieson,” she said, shouldering her bag. “Anytime.” 
 
    Ben watched as she started for a nearby LTV just roaring to life. He caught sight of a familiar giant of a man in Navy camouflage and called out. 
 
    “Everyone know what they’re supposed to do?” 
 
    Senior Chief Warren gave him a salute as he answered. “Everyone is set, Sir. Good to go.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The engineer went about his way, leaving Ben to take in the scene again. He caught sight of Aposis standing near the LTVs, not bothering to help the EOD crew load equipment. Their eyes met over the parade ground and lingered just long enough to be uncomfortable. The Va’Shen commando broke contact first as one of the EOD specialists called for him to get in a vehicle. 
 
    “It’s been a strange week,” Ben concluded quietly to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Doc!” 
 
    Morant was just closing the door to the LTV when she heard the hail and stopped. She saw Ramirez trotting up to her and smiled. 
 
    “Sergeant Ramirez,” she said in greeting. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m doing good, Doc,” he replied, offering her his hand. “I just wanted to say thanks again before you rolled out.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure, Sergeant,” she told him, shaking his hand firmly. “Tell me, have you decided whether or not to open that box?” 
 
    The NCO looked away for a minute and bit his lip, giving the question some honest thought. “You know,” he said, “I figure if she wanted to talk to me, she’d send a message. She’s probably busy, you know?” 
 
    “I’m sure she is,” Morant answered with a smile.  
 
    “Hey, thanks again, Doc.” 
 
    “No problem, Sergeant. Have a pleasant deployment.” 
 
    “I will,” Ramirez promised before turning and trotting away toward his place in line.  
 
    Morant watched him go and smiled. 
 
      
 
    <Na’Sha, you should not be doing this.> 
 
    <You need fresh air, Sho Nan,> Alacea reminded her as she guided her friend up the gentle incline of the path leading out of the village and toward the Dark One encampment. Although her ankle still bothered her a little, she knew only walking on it would ever make it improve. 
 
    Sho Nan, the bandage still wrapped around her head, gripped Alacea’s hand tightly as she walked alongside her friend. Her injury had left her wobbly and unsteady on her feet, even after days of rest, and although her left ear was moving again, it seemed to do so just barely out of synch with her right.  
 
    <You are still healing,> Sho Nan reminded her. 
 
    <And so are you, so we shall walk together and be healed together,> Alacea retorted gently. 
 
    I am the reason you were hurt to begin with, she silently added, the pangs of guilt still striking every time she saw the other Mikorin stumble or lose her step. Kastia had said Sho Nan would get steadily better as time went on, but for the near term she would need help. 
 
    I thank the Gods that your life was spared, she thought, looking at Sho Nan with sad relief. But I still wish giant rocks would strike Voro from the sky. Am I a bad Na’Sha? 
 
    <We are walking in the direction of the Dark One camp,> Sho Nan pointed out. 
 
    <Indeed,> Alacea replied. There hadn’t been any particular reason for this. The path that ran into the hills near the camp simply made for a nice walk. 
 
    <Do you think if we ask it of them, they would allow us to eat a meal with them?> the blue-haired vixen asked casually. 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched a mirthful smirk. Upon waking up the next morning in the Dark One’s medical facility, Sho Nan found that Lady Mina would bring her and Ben their meals from their dining facility. And from that dining facility one could request a familiar round sandwich. 
 
    <I am certain that is so,> Alacea said assuredly. 
 
    They stopped as they crested a hill to rest and looked out at the view before them. There, nestled among trees and red grassland, the bustling ant hive of the Dark One camp stretched out, sticking out from its beautiful natural surroundings as an ugly blot. 
 
    Admittedly, Alacea did not like the view of the camp, and she still wished it were not there, but she no longer looked at it with fear or anger. 
 
    <What are they doing?> Sho Nan asked. 
 
    Broken from her thoughts, Alacea looked and saw many, perhaps even all, of the Dark Ones lining up alongside the road. She remembered her most recent discussion with Ben and Patricia, and her tail swished gently as the answer came to her. 
 
    <The body of the Dark One we found in Kadrapas’s field is being moved today,> she informed her.  
 
    The two watched as an olive-green truck moved slowly out of the gate and turned onto the road. As it went by, the Dark Ones it passed raised their right hands to their right eye, lowering it again slowly, and only after the vehicle had passed. 
 
    <You said the dead one was not a part of their commando,> Sho Nan pointed out in confusion. Her tail twitched behind her to her right. <Why, then, this ceremony?> 
 
    Alacea’s ears folded downward slightly at the question. For the Va’Shen, community was most important. Just as each village was a community, each commando was insular, supporting itself and only working with others when necessary. While a commando would certainly help return the body of a fallen soldier to his home, it would be left to the soldier’s community to perform any required rites. 
 
    <For them, their entire army is a community in itself,> Alacea answered. <It does not matter that none of them knew him or ever spoke to him. That he fought and died for the same liege lord is all that is required for them to honor him.> 
 
    Sho Nan’s tail slapped the floor in mild disgust as she made her next observation. 
 
    <Were it only true for our commandos,> she said. <Then perhaps we would know by now what has become of them.> 
 
    <Hmm…> Alacea replied, her tail swishing thoughtfully. 
 
    <Na’Sha?> Sho Nan inquired. 
 
    The priestess didn’t reply immediately. <Perhaps,> she finally began, <We have been requesting aid from the wrong people.> 
 
    The blue-haired woman waited for her to explain, but Alacea remained silent. Instead, the two quietly watched as the convoy of Dark One vehicles drove away from Pelle and around the bend in the road to the north. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s it! Book 3 is done! Thank you so much to everyone who’s reading this series and have been so supportive in the reviews and on social media. Putting your work out there for people to judge can be a very intimidating thing, and I’m grateful to see so many people enjoying it. 
 
    I served in the U.S. Air Force for 20 years and deployed three times. Between those deployments, remote assignments and temporary duties, I got a chance to see a lot of things: Weird things, frustrating things, heartbreaking things and heartwarming things. Things you would never hear or know about. Things you wouldn’t believe. Some of those experiences and stories I’ve heard wind up in these books. Some of it comes from pockets of history you don’t learn in your tenth-grade history class.  
 
    As I write this, I’m bumping up on the deadline to get the final draft uploaded for publication and am eager to get started on Book 4. So if you’ve enjoyed these last three, be on the lookout for it. 
 
    Thank you again and I hope to see you next time! 
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