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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Azarin readjusted the smoky-gray cloak and hood that protected him from the light drizzle pelting down on him as he made his way carefully over the rocky hillside toward the camp. Every so often he would hear the faint buzzing sound of the Dark Ones’ small flying craft, searching the hills and forests for him and the other members of the First Prince’s Storm Rifles. The small drones may have been flying too high for humans to hear, but Va’Shen ears were keen enough to detect their presence at a fair range. His cloak, given to his commando by the First Prince, were supposedly woven by the Great Ones four millenia ago and served to hide them even from the eyes of the Dark Ones’ machines. 
 
    He looked back at his friend and fellow commando, Tasshas, to make sure he was keeping up. He needn’t have worried. The dark-haired tod was only a few yards behind him, his hardlight rifle slung over his shoulder with a makeshift sling he had made from one taken from a dead Dark One’s weapon. Some commandos had been loathe to touch the Dark Ones’ equipment, afraid it was an insult to the Gods or the Great Ones. After all, they had, as the nobility told them, provided all they would need for the war. That said, some of the gear they had found on fallen Dark Ones was incredibly useful. Azarin, himself, found the many-pocketed bags they wore on their backs incredibly convenient. Some even contained soft bladders filled with water and a tube that allowed you to drink from it whenever you wanted. 
 
    Azarin did so now, sipping at the water as he continued to walk. The cave entrance was not far now, and there was much he needed to report. As they neared the group of gray-green boulders that both marked and masked the entrance to the cave in which the commando had set up camp, the silver-haired Va’Shen looked up, checking the overcast sky for floating eyes. Seeing nothing but more clouds and drizzle, he bent down at the end of a cluster of interconnected blue tree branches that resembled an oversized tumbleweed and rolled it to the side, exposing the small hole that served as the cave’s entrance. He handed Tasshas his rifle and pack and crawled through the hole, once again grateful that he was not a very large tod and rail-thin.  
 
    Once he was through and had slid to the floor, the cave opened up, and he was able to stand. He turned and took his pack and rifle back from Tasshas and then took the other commando’s gear from him so he could follow. As Tasshas collected his gear, Azarin took out a small jar of water and put a handful of crystal-clear rocks into it. As the rocks began to glow, he raised the water lamp up and found a sentry standing not far away, his hardlight rifle not quite pointed in their direction. 
 
    <Praise to the Emperor,> the sentry said. 
 
    <Praise to the First Prince,> Azarin replied. 
 
    Satisfied that the two commandos were not some trick of the Dark Ones sent to infiltrate them, the sentry’s rifle lowered a few more inches, and he stepped aside to let them through. 
 
    <Any news?> the guard asked them as they made to pass. 
 
    <None that would hearten you,> Tasshas informed him. 
 
    The sentry’s brown, fox-like ears drooped at the response, and the two commandos continued down the tunnel.  
 
    Azarin led the way, weaving between rough crystal stalagmites that jutted up like a natural obstacle course placed there to delay invaders. The only sound that could be heard in the dark cave was water dripping from above them. They continued. Further. Deeper. 
 
    When the tunnel opened up into a much larger chamber, the light from the water lamps and torches all around it almost blinded them. Water continued to drip from the high ceiling, leaving no part of the chamber unmoistened. Tents made of cloth or animal hides from back home ringed the cavern, leaving a wide, open space in the center where a small fire fought back against the dripping water. 
 
    Azarin grunted in approval at the sight of the rest of the corporals sitting around the fire, deep in discussion. It saved him the trouble of rousting them all. He called out to them as he and Tasshas approached. 
 
    <You’ve returned,> a much older tod with deep auburn hair declared as he stood up to greet them. <Was the food at the Fire Daggers’ camp really that bad?> 
 
    Azarin’s dark gray-colored ears twitched once, just enough to acknowledge the joke, before the commando knelt down at the fire with the other corporals. He looked up at the older tod, who remained standing and was looking down at him with some concern. 
 
    <The news is bad,> the old tod concluded. 
 
    <The Fire Daggers lost three corporalships trying to take the Dark One base to the west,> Azarin told him. 
 
    <Were they able to silence the guns at least?> another corporal with the same shade of red hair as the old tod asked. 
 
    <They got one,> Tasshas replied bitterly. 
 
    The other commandos around the fire hissed at the disappointing news.  
 
    <It is one less gun they have with which to kill us,> the old tod pointed out, trying to put a more positive spin on the news. 
 
    <And it’s far and away more than we’ve been able to do,> another corporal muttered from nearby. <Every skyflyer we damage is back in the air the next day, and we can’t get close enough to use glass grenades.> 
 
    Azarin’s ears drooped at the reminder. The Storm Rifles’ primary target had been a Dark One base to their east where the murderous aliens based their aircraft. The little flyers were bad enough, able to see them and report their presence to the Dark Ones. But these craft – larger and crewed by Dark One pilots – carried explosives that could be dropped on them from above. 
 
    And worse than that… 
 
    <As it has come up,> Azarin began, <The report gets worse.> 
 
    <Go on,> the old tod prompted him. 
 
    <The Field Cornet has called for reinforcements, and he is expecting a vessel with six hundred commandos to arrive in three days.> 
 
    <Did you not tell him that the Dark Ones’ skycraft are still flying?> one of the corporals asked in amazement. <They will see that ship coming down and tear it right out of the sky!> 
 
    <I did,> Azarin responded calmly as the old tod watched his reaction. <The Field Cornet said that because we were able to land successfully there is no reason to doubt they will too.> 
 
    <We arrived before the Dark Ones established their base,> the red-headed corporal reminded him. 
 
    <And I told him as much,> Azarin said, looking up at the collection of shocked ears around him. <He sees nothing but six hundred commandos who may improve our fortunes.> 
 
    <Then those commandos are dead,> a corporal on the other side of the fire spoke up. 
 
    <Only if there are skycraft to attack them,> the old tod spoke up. 
 
    <Captain, we have tried,> one corporal pointed out. <The best we can do is shoot them from afar, and they are repaired and back in the air soon after.> 
 
    <Then we must find another way,> the old tod, the Storm Rifles’ captain, announced. <Or six hundred commandos will die without ever seeing a Dark One.> 
 
    <We could try to sneak in again,> Tasshas suggested. <Bring a bag of glass grenades and…> 
 
    <We’ve lost twenty tods trying to do exactly that, including my brothers,> the red-haired corporal cut him off. <Sight, smell, sound, from the air or from the ground, they always detect us. There is simply too much ground to cover.> 
 
    Azarin took a breath. He was right. In the beginning the commandos were able to sneak into Dark One camps easily, wreaking havoc and death inside their own walls and escaping just as easily. But as the war went on, the Dark Ones had adapted. Their machines’ eyes were everywhere now. Their perimeters further out and anything taller than a blade of grass between the fence-line and their camp cut down to nothing. The Fire Daggers’ losses at the Dark One artillery base proved how much things had changed. 
 
    One corporal, a slightly older tod with brown hair and fur, spoke up for the first time. <Perhaps, we must change our perspective.> 
 
    The captain looked at him. <Go on, Orein.> 
 
    <We have approached this thus far with the thinking of a Hunter,> the other tod pointed out. <Perhaps we should try looking at it as a merchant.> 
 
    <What do you want to do, Orein?> the red-headed corporal asked. <You want to buy their skycraft from them?> 
 
    <We could collect ears from everyone and give it a try,> Orein quipped in response. 
 
    <Dan Huun,> the captain quietly chastised. <Let him finish.> 
 
    <Yes, Father,> the corporal replied quietly. 
 
    Orein bowed respectfully to the old tod and continued. <We go to the base, we shoot at any skycraft we see, and then we leave. They repair them and put them back. That must mean they have a store from which to replace the things on the skycraft that are broken or damaged.> 
 
    <I would assume so,> the captain agreed. 
 
    <Tell me, Bao Aren, if the bucket in your well suddenly broke into several pieces, what would you do?> 
 
    The old tod had an answer ready. <I would go to your shop and purchase another one,> he replied. <And probably pay far too much,> he added with a wiggle of his ears. 
 
    Other ears twitched around the fire. The joke had been very much needed. 
 
    Orein turned to the others. <And if your buckets all broke, you would do the same, yes?> 
 
    Murmurs of agreement answered him. 
 
    <What if I told you that I only have two buckets in my shop?> Orein asked. <After all, it is rare that buckets break to the point they cannot be patched. So, I don’t need to keep many in stock.> 
 
    <So, we don’t get new buckets,> a corporal said. <How does that help us?> 
 
    <The Dark Ones are like us here,> Orein said. <This is not home. Whatever they have is what they thought to bring, to carry from wherever they came from. They may have parts to fix many different things on their skycraft, but what if the same thing on every skycraft broke?> 
 
    <You think their store may be wide, but not very deep,> Bao Aren concluded. 
 
    <If we go there and we hit the same spot on every skycraft, they may not have enough parts to repair all of them,> Orein finished. 
 
    The captain thought on this. 
 
    <What would we hit?> Tasshas asked. 
 
    <The glass,> Azarin said in reply. The others looked to him and he explained. <The glass bubble in the front of each skycraft that protects its pilot. They are big, and if we can shatter them…> 
 
    <We don’t even know if they need those bubbles to fly,> Dan Huun pointed out. 
 
    <Then what?> Azarin asked him. <There are ten of the bigger skycraft there. As soon as we begin shooting, the Dark Ones will locate us and start shooting back with their cannons. We won’t have time to destroy several different parts.> 
 
    <They line them up,> a corporal pointed out with a hint of excitement. <We’ve seen them. They line the skycraft all up in a row. If you shoot at them from the right spot, the lightshot will go right through all of them. Especially if it’s something as delicate as glass.> 
 
    <I don’t think it will be as easy as that, but with three or four shooters, it may be possible to hit them all before they respond,> Azarin suggested. <Even better if there was a distraction.> 
 
    <We can provide that,> Bao Aren announced. <We can attack the defenses at their front gate while you and your corporalship swing to the south and shoot from the hills.> 
 
    At some point in the conversation, the suggestion had morphed into a course of action. Azarin looked at Bao Aren, his ears pointed to the cave ceiling. <Me?> he asked. 
 
    <You and Tasshas are two of our best shots,> the captain reminded him. <You have the smallest corporalship. It will be easier for you to sneak around undetected.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain,> Azarin conceded.  
 
    <Meanwhile, the rest of the commando will set up in the forest to the west and ambush one of their patrols,> Bao Aren said. <Once they respond to that, we’ll shift into an attack on their western wall, fight as long as we can stand and then fade back into the forest. You must be done by then.> 
 
    <They’ll respond with their guns,> Dan Huun reminded his father. 
 
    <So don’t tarry,> the captain told Azarin. <Now, go and inform your corporalships. Eat, sleep and be ready to leave once the sun sets.> 
 
    The others voiced their assent and rose to leave the fireside. As Azarin stood, Tasshas rested a hand on his shoulder. <What do you think?> he asked. 
 
    <It will be a very long shot,> Azarin told him. <And we must not miss.> 
 
    <Then I hope the Na’Sha is praying for us back home,> Tasshas quipped. 
 
    Azarin ignored the comment. <Come. There is much to do.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    Azarin and his corporalship of twelve commandos parted with the main group shortly after assembling outside the cave and set off to the southeast, intending to enter the hilly terrain that ran south of the Dark Ones base in hopes of avoiding detection. The indigenous vegetation was of different colors than what he had known on Va’Sh, but the shapes and sizes were similar. Tall, dark trees with verdant green leaves shaped like six-fingered hands concealed them from the air while thick, blue-green bushes of prickly straw hid them from any patrols that may have been operating nearby. 
 
    Together, the twelve fox-men moved through the forest like ghosts. No sounds were made, no words spoken. Their sensitive ears could hear everything moving around them while the animals in their path had no idea they were there until they were practically on top of them. 
 
    When the bushes finally gave way, Azarin found himself on top of a steep hillside at the very edge of the Dark Ones’ perimeter. Stretched out below him was nothing but a flattened moonscape pock-marked with the occasional crater from a mortar round. In the distance, he could see a chain-link fence topped with coils of razor-sharp E-wire, an obstacle his tods had become far too familiar with. But past that was an artificial concrete road that seemed to run all the way to the horizon. Parked to the right of that long road, each with their nose pointed toward it and lined up as if on parade, were the Dark One’s sky flyers. 
 
    Each of the demonic machines was painted a cold gray with the aliens’ strange lettering only a slightly different shade making it blend into the wings and tail. The glass blister near the nose seemed to shimmer an incandescent gold as the light from the runway lights bent and curved as it passed through it. Azarin’s ears picked up the high-pitch whistle from the aircraft, letting him know that one of them was powered up, either preparing to depart or only just arriving. 
 
    <Set up,> he ordered. 
 
    The commandos took up positions on top of the hill, the shooters laying down on their stomachs while the rest helped by putting their packs under the barrels of their rifles for support. Azarin laid down on the far right while Tasshas did the same to his left. Hardlight rifles didn’t come with scopes, and the devices would have bewildered the Va’Shen soldiers. Instead, only the commandos with the keenest eyesight and the best shots were shooting. Most of his shooters were Hunters with years of experience laying in the forest and taking meat from a distance. 
 
    <All are ready, Corporal,> one of the Va’Shen assistants whispered to him as he knelt next to him, keeping his eyes to the sky in search of mechanical eyes looking back. 
 
    <All hold,> Azarin whispered. The faint order was easily heard by the other commandos.  
 
    They waited, each of them sighting in on their assigned target, given to them by order of distance based on skill. The best shot of his corporalship would take the furthest aircraft while the worst of his shooters would take the nearest. Azarin rested the sights of his rifle on the third aircraft in the row. 
 
    It started with a crack far to their left. Hardlight rifles made a sound when they were fired, but it was so low that you couldn’t hear it at a distance. But the Dark Ones’ weapons were made deliberately loud to drive their Va’Shen opponents mad. This crack came from one such weapon. 
 
    And then others.  
 
    A staccato of cracks and roars floated over them as the Dark Ones’ weapons at their main gate defenses opened up on the Va’Shen diversion. A wailing alarm began at the base, alerting the Dark Ones inside of the beginning battle. Azarin glanced to the left side of the air base and watched a cloud of green lights rise from within the perimeter fence. The small drones, each armed with a small machine gun, flew toward the diversion like a swarm of angry hornets, ready to descend on the attackers and annihilate them from multiple directions. 
 
    <Shoot!> Azarin hissed. 
 
    Lances of blue light erupted from their rifles, striking the fighter jets. Each commando knew to target the glass blister at the front, but at this range even the best shot could miss. The firing continued. Azarin could see his shots impacting his target, but the glass didn’t shatter. He couldn’t tell if he had damaged it or not, but he knew he hit the cockpit. 
 
    One of the aircraft toward the back moved forward onto the runway, intent on taking off and joining the battle. It turned its nose toward them, and the wings rotated up ninety degrees in preparation for a vertical take-off. 
 
    Azarin shifted his aim toward the jet and rested his sights on the cockpit. Stilling his breathing and his heart, he touched the trigger button, and the lightshot raced toward its target, hitting the glass dead center. The inside of the cockpit turned black as the shot punched through the pilot’s skull and flash-vaporized its contents, causing an explosion of gore. The aircraft, which had still been rolling, continued to do so until it slowly veered off the runway and into a ditch, its engine still running futilely. 
 
    <That is all of them!> one of the spotters called out. <Withdraw!> 
 
    Azarin hopped to his feet and grabbed his pack. Turning, his ears flew straight up as the cloud of tiny green lights turned from the distraction and were now heading straight for them. 
 
    <INTO THE FOREST! GO!> he shouted. 
 
    The commandos fled back into the trees as the micro-drones descended on them and began firing. A blanket of 5.8 millimeter rounds tore into the foliage, shredding leaves and blowing chunks of bark off the trees. The drones chased the fox-men into the woods, the remote pilots deftly maneuvering around tree trunks and branches in pursuit of their quarry. 
 
    Azarin heard a pained cry from his right as one of his commandos was hit. He turned to help, but a swarm of the drones was already hovering over the Va’Shen sniper, firing down into his body. He said a silent prayer for the commando and continued to run. 
 
    He ran, literally, into Tasshas, and the two almost fell to the ground. Grabbing one another to steady themselves, they started running again, but came to a stop a few steps later. 
 
    Something wasn’t right. 
 
    <I don’t hear them anymore…> Tasshas whispered. 
 
    Azarin’s heart froze in his chest. He grabbed Tasshas’s arm and pulled as he took off in a run again, this time running as fast as he possible could. 
 
    <DON’T STOP! RUN!> Azarin shouted at his friend. 
 
    He knew what was coming. The drones didn’t give up. 
 
    They were getting out of the way. 
 
    There was no hiss or whistle to herald the arrival of the first one. Just the explosion off to their right where the 155 millimeter artillery shell, lobbed by an electromagnetic railgun forty miles away, smashed through the trees. The concussion knocked both of them off their feet just as the sound of the projectile’s passage finally caught up. Two more impacts went off nearby. Azarin climbed to his feet, pulling at his friend’s arm. He shouted to Tasshas but couldn’t hear his own voice over the ringing in his ears. 
 
    Tasshas, dizzy and wobbly on his feet, followed Azarin as fast as he could as more artillery shells landed around them. Shrapnel, sand, stone, and razor-sharp shards of wood came flying at them from every direction as they ran. Their grey cloaks were shredded, and they bled from a hundred tiny cuts, none of which, miraculously, had done more than slice their skin. 
 
    Their luck was doomed to run out. An impact behind them lifted them off the ground and threw them through the air. Azarin hit a low tree branch and fell to the ground, dazed. He tried to stand up, but fell back down to the ground again, his world spinning as it exploded around him. 
 
    He looked up as he felt someone grab his arm. Tasshas was pulling at him. Azarin could see his mouth moving like he was screaming something, but he couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    There was another explosion from somewhere nearby. 
 
    And then there was nothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right, everyone, thank you for coming,” Army Ranger Captain Ben Gibson said in a bored tone. The thanks was obligatory. The meeting was nonoptional and literally no one wanted to be there. 
 
    Well, Ben kinda wanted to be there. This was the day they were going to have their first real strategy meeting since they arrived at Forward Operating Base Leonard three months ago. Now that he had a better feel for the base’s mission, the terrain and the Va’Shen people themselves, Ben was a little more comfortable talking about what they could do to contribute to Combined Joint Task Force Operation Unified Resolve’s mission in the occupation of Va’Sh. 
 
    He had, in fact, just gotten off his first phone tele-meeting with the CJ-3, the operations branch of the task force. Military engineers across the continent, including FOB Leonard’s contingent of Navy SeaBees, had spent the last month laying copper wire over thousands of miles in order to connect the vast network of military bases on this side of the planet. With the electromagnetic interference that saturated the enemy homeworld, more traditional methods of meeting, video telecons over smart tablets, was impossible. But wired phone lines, the kind used on Earth more than 200 years ago, worked. 
 
    Sort of. 
 
    Of course, in the military, nothing worked the first time. And so the meeting with the CJ-3, the task force’s first attempt to bring all the FOB commanders together for a world-wide update, had included Ben, two captains in the western provinces, a Navy commander who discovered later he was on the wrong call, and a very embarrassed executive officer at Jamieson Airfield begging everyone on the line to wait while they tried to find out what the problem was. 
 
    After twenty minutes of that, Ben hung up. If it was important, they’d send him a message or call him specifically. 
 
    But now was the time for the meeting he felt was more important, and he looked up at everyone around the cheap, white plastic table in the small temporary polymer building that served as their conference room. First Lieutenant Patricia Kim, of course, was there seated on his left. As intelligence officer, interpreter and de-facto second-in-command, it would have been strange, and even wrong, if she wasn’t there. The Korean-American woman’s long, raven hair was tied up in a ponytail that hung down to her mid-back, and her almond eyes were busy going over the scribbles in the notepad on the table in front of her. 
 
    On the other side of the table, directly opposite of Patricia, was Navy Senior Chief Petty Officer Chase Warren, the leader of the SeaBee engineers sent to support FOB Leonard. The middle-aged man was running his hand through the curly, dark blond hair on top of his head as he looked around the room. Although he wasn’t obligated to, he was doubling as Ben’s senior enlisted advisor since he was the only senior noncommissioned officer on the FOB, an oversight Ben thought criminal. Officers were good. NCOs were good. But it was the senior NCOs who kept the military running. Having only one to call on irked Ben greatly. 
 
    Seated next to the two of them, facing each other were his two staff sergeants, serving as platoon leaders for lack of any actual officers to fill the slots. Staff Sergeants John Ramirez and Jared Baird had met on their first day of Ranger School and had been inseparable since, although it was hard to imagine two more different people. Baird, a tall, muscular African American from Texas tended to be all-business while the much shorter, Vega-born Ramirez could literally be walking through the gates of Hell and still manage a joke about it. They had both been with Ben since the war began, first in his platoon and then later, in his company when he was promoted. He was grateful to have them with him. 
 
    Now if only Ramirez could stop getting captured… 
 
    Sitting next to Ramirez was the only member of the team in a Marine Corps uniform. Corpsman 2nd Class Mina Fletcher wasn’t in the Marines, but the blonde woman’s position as a Navy combat medic required her to dress like them so enemy snipers wouldn’t think she was special. She had replaced the Rangers’ previous medic, who had been medically evacuated to the Space Force hospital on Arcturus. Ben had been concerned the sailor wouldn’t be able to keep up with the Rangers, but so far he was glad to find his concerns unwarranted. Fletcher was used to holding her own with Marine Corps riflemen, and, quite frankly, didn’t take any of the Rangers’ shit either. 
 
    There were a few other E-5 sergeants and a few corporals rounding out the table, each doing the work of someone four or five ranks above them. It was a situation the Army would call “less than ideal,” but when you have to occupy and rebuild an entire planet of hostile aliens while Congress cuts the defense budget back home, you had to make do. 
 
    “Anything good from the conference call?” Warren asked. 
 
    “They say you’re all doing a great job,” Ben lied smoothly. “And to keep it up.” 
 
    Patricia smiled at that, but the rest of the table didn’t react in the slightest. 
 
    “Today we take our first hard look at our overall strategy for Sector 13,” Ben began. “There’s going to be a lot that, quite frankly, soldiers aren’t trained to do, and it incorporates some risks that soldiers aren’t normally prepared to accept. But we have a good group here, and our relationships with the locals are in a much better place than most others. If we’re cautious and capitalize on those relationships, I think we’re going to make a real difference here. But it’s going to take every last person on this FOB working together and understanding that everything they do is being watched by people who may decide whether to harm them based on what they see.” 
 
    Several nods responded to him from around the table. 
 
    “Now, the Arbor Day festival was great,” Ben continued. “We showed them our soft side and that we’re willing to help. But we’re not here to give them charity. We need to improve the situation working by, through and with the Va’Shen. With me so far?” 
 
    “What does that mean exactly, Sir?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “It means at the end of all this, the villagers here will be able to look back at the work done to rebuild Va’Sh and see it as all their own,” Ben told him. “For example, and I don’t mean any offense to your people, Senior Chief, but wherever possible from now on, I intend to hire Va’Shen craftsmen to build and repair things instead of relying on you.” 
 
    “No argument from me, Sir,” the sailor replied. “Gives me and my folks more time for the gym.” 
 
    “All due respect, Sir, that sounds like it’s going to be a pain in the ass,” Sergeant Carpenter, head of the FOB’s perimeter security opined. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just give them what they need?” 
 
    “This is what they need,” Ben told the NCO seriously. “It may seem like a round-about way of doing it, but these are a proud people. They were under serious threat of starvation not long ago and still willing to tell us to go shove our grain if we had painted it like a hand-out.” He looked at each of his people in turn. “Trust me, this is a lot more delicate than we think it is.” 
 
    Ben knew that the second and third-order effects of good deeds had the potential for being worse than if the good deed had never occurred. One example he knew of was when a soccer team a hundred and fifty years ago had been heavily favored to win the world championship. A company that sold sports-related clothing figured the game was a done-deal and had paid to make thousands of shirts in the team’s colors declaring them world champions.  
 
    Then they lost. 
 
    With now an inventory of thousands of worthless shirts, the owner of the company decided to donate them to people living in a third-world nation. So, he carted them up, shipped them over and felt pretty good about himself. Unfortunately, with the local market now flooded with free shirts, that country’s clothing companies suddenly found themselves losing money, forcing them to let go of already-impoverished workers who were relying on those jobs for food. 
 
    Ben was determined to not make a similar mistake in Pelle. Anything they did that might affect the village’s economy had to be tightly controlled and scrutinized.  
 
    Burgers raised his hand. “All well and good, Sir,” he said. “But how are we going to pay them? I mean, it’s not like we can swipe the Government Purchase Card.” 
 
    The captain held a finger up and smiled as if he had been waiting for someone to ask that question. Kneeling down, he picked up a battleship gray lockbox and placed it on the table with a grunt.  
 
    “With these,” he said, turning the key in the lock and opening it. Everyone around the table rose from their seat enough to look at the contents and found it full of bronze-colored metal triangles about the size of a quarter. 
 
    “Pirate treasure,” Ramirez concluded with an approving nod. 
 
    Patricia picked up a couple of the triangles and weighed them in her hand. “Imperial Ears,” she said. “Local currency.” 
 
    “Ears?” Carpenter asked. 
 
    Patricia replied by holding the two coins up on top of her head, making it look like she had fox ears. “That’s what they call them. Mostly silver, but the higher denominations are made with gold and platinum.” 
 
    “Civil Affairs provided these,” Ben explained to them. “After I told them what I intended to do, they were more than happy to provide some local funds.” 
 
    “Where did they get them?” Patricia asked. “The intel reports I saw said the Va’Shen treasury was emptied out during the invasion.” 
 
    “Same place you would expect to find them on Earth,” her commander told her as he closed the box. “In the homes of a few Va’Shen bureaucrats who were positively shocked when they were found there.” 
 
    “Some things are universal,” Warren grunted. 
 
    “This will let us pay the Va’Shen workers we hire a fair rate,” Ben said. “And with enough left over for something I want to run past all of you.” 
 
    Everyone at the table unconsciously tensed up. The “Good Idea Fairy” was a frequent visitor to military units, popping in to inspire activities or changes that, more often than not, created a lot of work for the lower ranks without enough benefit to justify it. Anytime a superior officer mentioned an idea they wanted to try out, the enlisted personnel in the room began to mentally cancel their upcoming plans. 
 
    Ben knew what they were thinking, but he hoped they would think his idea had merit anyway. “I think the security situation is stable enough now where we can talk about letting folks outside the wire for a little sight-seeing.” He rapped the lockbox with his knuckles. “And use these to patronize some of the local shops.” 
 
    Further down the table, Carpenter took a long breath. “I don’t know, Sir.” In fairness, it was Carpenter’s job to be skeptical about any plan that loosened security requirements. Since their arrival at Pelle, he had been pulling his hair out trying to figure out a way to keep Va’Shen off the FOB. The sad and sorry truth was that without the technological advantage the humans were able to use on other worlds, keeping the naturally stealthy Va’Shen out took far more manpower than his small force could offer. 
 
    “I don’t see a problem with it,” Ramirez spoke up. “I went out with them, and it was fine.” 
 
    “You got captured and beaten by Va’Shen commandos,” Patricia pointed out incredulously. “In what universe is that ‘fine?’” 
 
    “I mean that the Huntresses I was out with didn’t shoot me in the back while I wasn’t looking,” Ramirez amended. “The other stuff doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Truth be told, I’m a little more worried about our guys instead of the Va’Shen,” Burgers broke in hesitantly. He didn’t like the idea of having to badmouth his fellow Rangers, but it was a concern. “Buncha guys cooped up on the FOB finally get a chance to get out and cut loose…” 
 
    “That is a concern,” Ben agreed. “The whole exercise is pointless if the Va’Shen end up resenting us for our bad behavior. But we have to find ways to help them without sowing the seeds for another war further down the line. We’re trying to avoid that whole Treaty of Versailles situation.” 
 
    Blank stares met him. 
 
    “Treaty of Versailles?” he said. “World War I? Shattered German economy? Paved the way for Hitler?” 
 
    “What’s a Hitler?” one of the sergeants on the other side of the table asked. 
 
    Ben sighed. “You’re Rangers. All that cultural hoo-ah indoctrination and they never told you why our guys were climbing up Pointe du Hoc in the first place?” 
 
    Ramirez’s lips curled up in an evil grin, and he raised his hand. 
 
    “So help me, Ramirez,” Ben snapped, “If you’re about to ask me what Pointe du Hoc is, I will rip that Ranger tab right off your shoulder!” 
 
    The marksman slowly lowered his hand. “That’s fair,” he noted. 
 
    “Travesties of the public school system aside,” Ben growled in an effort to change the subject. “The point is that we didn’t win this war when we nuked northern Va’Sh. We win it when Va’Sh becomes an ally rather than an occupied enemy. And they’re never going to be that if all they know about Earth and the U.S. is that we’re bad people who can’t be trusted in their village or around their women.” 
 
    “So, let’s keep the reins tight,” Patricia suggested. “People only go out in squad-sized groups, and they have to stick together. They can regulate themselves.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “That sounds pretty good,” he agreed. “But we also need to remind our people that they’re not going out there to just have a good time. They’re not on pass or leave. This is part of the mission. And that mission fails if they let things get out of hand.” 
 
    “Cross-cultural miscommunications are probably inevitable,” Warren brought up. “That could be a problem.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Patricia whispered to herself. 
 
    “Do you think the Mikorin could help?” Burgers asked. “Teach us what to avoid or even find guides for us who can keep things smooth with the locals?” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Ben said. “I’ll ask Alacea next time I see her. But at the end of the day, this comes down to our people. Drill it into their heads. There are no ‘ugly Americans’ here.” 
 
    Everyone nodded along with a few “hua”s here and there. 
 
    The meeting moved onto other matters and assignments given out. Looking at the clock and seeing it had almost been an hour, Ben called a halt. There came a point in every meeting when it just stops being productive, and Ben was the kind of commander who valued his people’s time. 
 
    As everyone filed out, Ben turned to Patricia. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    The terp shrugged. “I think it’s a good idea. I don’t like the way it relies one hundred percent on the behavior of bored eighteen-year-olds.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s gonna make me nervous,” Ben agreed. “But I think it’s worth the risk.” 
 
    Patricia remembered her brief visit to the village of Kar’El in Sector 14. The U.S. forces assigned to that area stayed on their FOB, rarely venturing outside to interact with the local population. The mistrust this helped create had almost derailed efforts to save Ramirez’s life. 
 
    “Think Alacea will go for it?” she asked. 
 
    “She said as long as I gave my word that they would behave, she would support it… I think.” 
 
    Patricia arched an eyebrow. “Your Va’Shen must be getting better,” she noted. 
 
    “Extra lessons,” he explained with a smile. “Ever since that Voro thing, she’s seemed more… comfortable… I guess.” 
 
    “You gonna go talk to her about this now?” she asked. 
 
    The captain shook his head. “She told me she would be in an aderen today.” 
 
    Patricia cocked her head in puzzlement. “I thought we were supposed to attend those now,” she said. 
 
    He shook his head again. “I asked about that. She said it’s a ‘special’ aderen for a specific subject.” He shrugged. “Maybe a special committee or something.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Patricia replied. “I hope it’s nothing bad.” 
 
    “Knowing Alacea, I’m sure it’s serious, but it probably has nothing to do with us.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alacea, Pelle’s Na’Sha and high priestess, clapped her hands together once and bowed to the vixens sitting around the table with her. Her long violet hair, normally coming down to her mid-back, had been styled into what a human would recognize as a Dutch braid side ponytail. Normally not a particularly vain person, Alacea had lately been spending more time working with her hair. Her teal and purple hanbok pooled around her where she sat. 
 
    <We shall begin the aderen,> she intoned regally. 
 
    The other three vixens responded with a bow accompanied by amused twitching ears. An aderen usually consisted of the civic leaders of the entire village, including the chieftain. In contrast, two of the four vixens present had never even been to an actual aderen and found the formality amusing. 
 
    Sitting on the opposite side of the table from Alacea, Yasuren picked up her teacup and hid her lips behind it while her ears wiggled in her upswept hair. As the chieftain’s wife, the dark-haired vixen was technically next in social rank after Alacea at this meeting, giving her place of honor opposite the Na’Sha. While other vixens in Pelle preferred to wear the long-skirted hanbok, Yasuren tended to wear long-sleeved silken robes reminiscent of a kimono. Her coal black eyes found Alacea’s as she spoke up. 
 
    <Such formality for what should be such an enjoyable conversation,> she purred. 
 
    Alacea jumped in her seat. It was true that this aderen was, primarily, for her benefit and touched on very private and rather embarrassing subject matter, but in her mind Yasuren was having far too much fun with the idea. 
 
    <The subject of this aderen has implications for the entire village!> Alacea replied defensively. <And as such this gathering is wholly appropriate!> 
 
    <You should not tease the Na’Sha, Yasuren,> the vixen sitting at Alacea’s left chided the noblevixen while adjusting the baby sleeping soundly in her arms. Despite her words, the ears sticking out from her dark green hair were also twitching with mirth. <It is a very important thing for any vixen, and her situation is rather… odd.> 
 
    <Thank you, Kamarin,> Alacea said, embarrassed by the vixen’s words anyway. She looked down at the table as the hair on her ears stiffened. 
 
    <I… I’m ready to help the Na’Sha as well!> the red-haired and much younger vixen on Alacea’s right threw in nervously. She followed this up by looking down at the table. <Though… I don’t know if I can…> 
 
    <I would not have asked you to attend if I did not value your opinion, Nazea,> Alacea assured the young vixen. <As one who is, herself, newly-wed, you are a voice closest to my own situation.> 
 
    Alacea cleared her throat and continued formally. <The purpose of this aderen is for me to learn how to maintain a harmonious marriage moving forward,> she said.  
 
    The night she was rescued from her kidnapper by her Tesho, she had learned a great deal about the true nature of their relationship, one that was neither what she assumed or feared. She decided that she would accept her marriage to Ben Gibson as fate, a gift to her community from the Gods. But even then, doubts lingered. That night, after returning to the temple, she had prayed for some sign that her new view was the correct one, some indication from the Gods that she had finally gotten it right after so many mistakes and misjudgments. 
 
    The next day she went to the Dark Ones’ healer to check on her Tesho and Sho Nan, the Mikorin Ya’Jahar who had been wounded during her kidnapping. She found the two speaking together, with Sho Nan apparently giving Gibson an impromptu language lesson. 
 
    Sho Nan saw her and bowed from her hospital bed. <A blessed morning, Na’Sha,> she said. 
 
    Ben looked at her and cleared his throat. <Blessed morning… Myorin.> 
 
    Alacea had been so shocked that her tail had puffed out to three times its normal volume. He had called her “Myorin!” After all the time she had spent correcting him and wishing he would say it, he finally had. 
 
    And Sho Nan, sitting right next to him, remained silent. Whenever Count Voro had dropped her title, Sho Nan had been right there to correct him on protocol, to make it clear that he was expected to treat her as a religious and civic figure, not a casual acquaintance or friend. 
 
    But this time, the blue-haired priestess said nothing. 
 
    It was the sign she had prayed for. 
 
    <Before we begin, Na’Sha,> Kamarin said, pulling Alacea away from her thoughts, <I would like to know the exact nature of your relationship with the Dark One overlord. With great respect, I would not feel right if my assistance led to greater misery for yourself.> 
 
    Yasuren said nothing, but Nazea’s ears bent forward in agreement. 
 
    <Please be assured that my Tesho has treated me with the greatest respect,> Alacea told them both. <He has not harmed me, and, quite the contrary, has defended me at great risk to himself at least three times now. My efforts here reflect my desire to honor his efforts as my Tesho.> 
 
    These words seemed to satisfy the two vixens. Yasuren, who already had a better read on Alacea’s situation than most, sipped her tea nonchalantly until she was certain the question had been answered satisfactorily. <Then, so that we know where to begin, may we ask the current status of your marriage?> she asked, her eyes still cast down into her cup. 
 
    Alacea felt the hair on her ears stiffen again. <Er… We are… um…>  
 
    The other vixens looked at her, waiting for her answer. 
 
    <We cannot know what it is you need from us until we know what you no longer need,> Yasuren went on, this time with an almost evil gleam in her eyes. 
 
    <Yasuren…> Alacea muttered in embarrassment.  
 
    <Please don’t be embarrassed, Na’Sha!> Nazea jumped in. <After all you’ve done for our sake, we wish only to help!> 
 
    The priestess cleared her throat. <I have given him my primal mark,> she declared, her nose in the air in an attempt to appear dignified. 
 
    The other vixens waited for her to continue. 
 
    <Is… Is that all?> Kamarin asked after several heartbeats. 
 
    Alacea swallowed in humiliation. <Y… Yes…> 
 
    <He is not wearing your bridal mark?> Nazea asked in near astonishment. 
 
    <You have been married for weeks,> Kamarin added. <He has not marked you yet? There is respect, Na’Sha, but there is also timidity.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped in shame.  
 
    It was Yasuren’s turn to come to the vixen’s defense. <This is hardly a normal situation,> she told the other two married vixens. <I’m sure there was a great deal of fear in the beginning as well as uncertainty. Had the overlord pressed his rights in the beginning, I’m sure the character of their relationship would be very different now, and not for the better.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears poked up toward the ceiling in gratitude. <Thank you, Yasuren.> 
 
    <And so, this is where you need advice first, yes?> Yasuren continued, the evil gleam once again in her eye. 
 
    Alacea swallowed dryly. <I… I suppose… Before we can assure a harmonious marriage, we should actually complete all the required rites.> 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched in amusement. <Then this is where we shall start!> 
 
    What followed was a bombardment of questions from the three vixens that Alacea either could not answer or could do so only in complete embarrassment.  
 
    <Does he stare at your tail?> 
 
    <When he nips you, which ear does he prefer?> 
 
    <Have you bared yourself to him?> 
 
    <Has he bared himself to you?> 
 
    At the end of this interrogation, the hair on Alacea’s ears could scrape the rust off the side of a battleship. She sat there with her head in her hands, feeling humiliated as the other three myorins discussed her case amongst themselves. 
 
    <It would appear that this calls for a grand gesture of love and devotion,> Yasuren declared at the end. <You must mark the change in your relationship in a grand fashion so that afterwards there can be no going back to the current behaviors.> 
 
    <I agree,> Kamarin said. <There must be no doubt that what you want is a more complete marriage. Leave no question in his mind.> 
 
    <H…How do I do that?> Alacea asked meekly. 
 
    <Begin your new relationship in great beauty,> Yasuren told her. 
 
    <I don’t understand.> 
 
    Yasuren folded her arms on the table in front of her, her tail twitching slowly in her lap. <First, take him someplace where you can be alone. The temple is crowded, and his camp is full of Dark Ones. Take him someplace like the fruit grove near the Testa River falls.> 
 
    <A beautiful place,> Nazea agreed. <You should wait until the sun starts to go down and the rocks in the river begin to glow.> 
 
    <That sounds wonderful!> Alacea said, her humiliation temporarily gone.  
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched in agreement. <Wear your best hanbok and sit him down in the grass amongst the trees. Face the falls so you can watch the moons come out over them.> 
 
    Alacea suddenly wished she had something to write with so that she could take notes. Instead, she bit her lip and tried to commit the advice to memory. 
 
    <Take his hand in yours and don’t speak,> Yasuren went on. <Just watch day turn to night and the moons rise.> 
 
    <’Watch the moons rise,’> Alacea repeated. <Yes.> 
 
    <The sun will go down behind you, and the falls will light up,> Kamarin told her. The river was where they found many of the glow rocks for their water lamps, and so at night the large concentration of these rocks at the falls lit up, giving the water a soft glow. 
 
    <It sounds so romantic!> Alacea said. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched in agreement, and she clapped her hands together. <And then you mount him!> 
 
    <And then I… I… Wait! I… wha… Mou… What are you saying?!> Alacea cried in humiliated shock. 
 
    <And start nipping him right away before he can ask questions,> Kamarin threw in. 
 
    <I… How can… You… He…> 
 
    <If possible, don’t let him talk. Otherwise, he might ruin it,> Nazea advised. 
 
    Alacea stared at the three of them, utterly dumbfounded. Finally, she slammed her palms on the table and stood up. <WHAT KIND OF MARRIAGES DO YOU HAVE?!> she demanded. 
 
    <Happy ones,> Yasuren answered without hesitation. 
 
    <You don’t want to leave the most important intimate moment of your lives up to his whim,> Kamarin agreed. <You only get marked once in your life, after all.> 
 
    <Oh! You should get some fabric and practice ripping it with your nails,> Nazea said. <My mother told me that, and it really came in handy when it came time to mark him.> She turned to Kamarin and Yasuren. <I will never forget the look of his ears...> 
 
    <Wait! I thought… I mean…> Alacea’s ears drooped as she slowly retook her seat. <Doesn’t the… um… Tesho usually… you know…> 
 
    <Creating life is too important to be left to tods,> Yasuren explained simply. <What? Did you think Tasshas was my Tesho’s idea? Tods enjoy the act, but it is the vixen who bears the monumental responsibility of its success. Is it the proper time in her cycle? Is it the best time of year? Will there be enough to eat once the kit is born? These are questions no tod asks that every vixen must.> 
 
    <I… I never thought of that,> Alacea confessed in a whisper. 
 
    Yasuren’s ears twitched, a form of kindly smile. <These are things a mother teaches her daughter. Your situation is unusual in more ways than one.> 
 
    Alacea swallowed as she reflected on this. She had lost her parents to a fire when she was very young. Afterward, she had gone to the temple to become a Mikorin. With no real expectation of marriage and her mother gone, there had been no one to give her the Va’Shen version of “the talk.” 
 
    The three vixens looked at Alacea with kind and gentle eyes, and the priestess’s ears finally fluttered a smile. 
 
    <Thank you all for this,> she told them.  
 
    The three bowed to her in acknowledgement of her gratitude. 
 
    <Now, then, where were we?> Yasuren asked. 
 
    <Ripping his shirt open,> Nazea said. 
 
    <Right!> 
 
    Alacea took a deep breath and covered her ears in embarrassment once again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The chow hall was busier than usual as Patricia walked in for lunch. The tables were mostly full and everyone was engaged in some lively conversation. That would be typical for other chow halls throughout the colonies, but here on FOB Leonard, the dearth of holovision or the internet created a de facto information blackout that starved the inhabitants of current events. After awhile there just wasn’t much to talk about. 
 
    That, apparently, had changed. As Patricia picked up her tray and stepped into the main line, she noticed that many of the diners were poring over large pieces of folded paper. She was still trying to make sense of it when the private manning the entrée section of the buffet called for her attention. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Patricia asked while pointing at a brown meat brick labeled “Salisbury steak.” 
 
    “Got a shipment of printed out news stories today,” the private said as she deposited the heavier-than-it-should-have-been piece of meat onto the lieutenant’s tray. She pointed her tongs to a rack next to the chow hall entrance. “I guess someone printed out a bunch of news net stories and is distributing them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s neat!” Patricia replied with a huge smile. “I guess sometimes you need to find a low-tech solution.” 
 
    “Better grab one quick, Ma’am,” the private advised her. “That stack was three times thicker a half-hour ago, and there aren’t any more.” 
 
    “Thanks, Private. Have a good one!” 
 
    Patricia hefted her tray and went to the rack, quickly grabbing one of the paper bundles and made her way to the coffee service without looking at it. After grabbing a quick coffee and a handful of creamer packets, she surveyed the packed dining facility, searching for an opening. 
 
    She found one when Ramirez caught sight of her and waved her over. Patricia made her way to the small, four-person table and sat down with Ramirez, Burgers and Fletcher. 
 
    Like Patricia, Ramirez had picked up a paper bundle and had unfolded it onto the table in front of them, forcing everyone to rest their trays on top of it.  
 
    “So?” Patricia asked eagerly. “What kind of news have we missed since we’ve been here?” 
 
    “Tenth Mountain had their RIP/TOA,” Burgers informed her. “Third Armor is in charge now.” 
 
    “No, I mean the real news,” Patricia said. “The big headlines.” A Relief-in-Place/Transfer-of-Authority was big news for the very few people who wouldn’t be involved, but she was more interested in what Congress was doing or the Colonial Administration or if any new planets had been discovered. 
 
    “That is the big headline,” Fletcher told her.  
 
    “Ah! Here we go!” Ramirez cried before starting to read. “’New south dining facility eases crowds for Jamieson diners.’” 
 
    “Whoopdedoo,” Fletcher groused. 
 
    “Holy shit! Here’s one about us!” Ramirez cried. 
 
    “Really?” Burgers said. 
 
    “’Civil Affairs team performs public outreach for Va’Shen community,’” Ramirez read. “Elements of Combined Joint Task Force Operation Unified Resolve partnered with the 77th Civil Affairs Office to make things special for a Va’Shen village in Sector 13.’” 
 
    “Sector 13!” Burgers shouted as he rose to his feet. He pointed down at the paper! “That’s us! That’s us!” 
 
    Despite the obvious joking tone, the room broke out in applause at the outburst. 
 
    “’The Civil Affairs team provided provisions and entertainment for the villagers, including the U.S. Space Force Band of Starlight, to help the Va’Shen villagers celebrate one of their religious holidays,’” Ramirez went on. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Patricia stopped him. “One of their holidays? It was for Arbor Day. I mean… it was a pretext to help them with their food shortage but the whole thing hinged on it being one of our holidays.” 
 
    “Come on, LT, you think they’re going to admit that publicly?” Burgers asked her. 
 
    “I guess it is just a minor detail,” she relented. 
 
    “It’s Public Affairs, LT,” Ramirez told her nonchalantly. “Always read them with a truck-load of salt nearby.” 
 
    “Public Affairs isn’t allowed to lie,” Patricia assured him.  
 
    “Awwwww!” Fletcher cooed. “That’s so adorable!” 
 
    “You just got to learn their bushido of bullshit,” Ramirez told her. He lifted and folded the paper before putting it down in front of her. “Read that.” 
 
    Patricia looked down at the story in front of her, complete with a picture of troops running off the rear cargo ramp of a helicopter. “’CJTF lands additional troops in Sector 4,’” she read. She looked at Ramirez and shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “So,” the staff sergeant repeated, “How did they get a picture of guys deploying off a helicopter when digital flat and holo-photo systems don’t work on Va’Sh?” 
 
    The terp looked at the picture again. It was a black and white photo as were all the photos in the papers. She looked at the caption and it did say that troops were landing in Sector 4. “Maybe they found a work-around,” she suggested. 
 
    “That shit didn’t happen in Sector 4,” Burgers told her. “It didn’t even happen on Va’Sh. I bet if we had the original color photo, there’d be a blue or a green sky behind them.” 
 
    “But it says it was taken in Sector 4,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Does it?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    Patricia reread the caption. Sure enough, it only said that troops were landing in Sector 4, not that these troops were landing in Sector 4. She looked at the story, amazed and feeling a little foolish. The story itself was true… she thought… but at the same time the way it was being told was suspect. 
 
    “You really want to spin the captain up?” Burgers asked Patricia. “Suggest bringing a reporter out here.” 
 
    “Oh, shiiiiit,” Ramirez threw in, sitting back in his seat and whistling. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Ramirez answered her. “Back when Captain Gibson was our platoon leader on Epsilon Eridani, he volunteered to show a reporter around the FOB and show them how we do the mission, the gear, etc.” 
 
    Burgers picked up the story there. “Well, he’s with this lady for like three days, giving her access to all kinds of stuff. UNCLASS stuff, for sure, but cool shit, you know? On the last day, she sees a group of soldiers in a gazebo and asks what’s going on. He tells her it’s the vape-pit.” 
 
    The vape-pit, the great descendant of the smoke-pit and the very heart of military unofficial networking. Vaping had changed greatly over the years, and its latest iteration came in form of a small ball, about the size of a marble, dropped into a bottle of water. The chemical reaction created a vapor that, when breathed in or even absorbed through the skin, had a nicotine-like effect. The troops liked it because one vape marble was enough for a group of people. During “vape-breaks” troops would go to the gazebo, vape, socialize and, depending on who happened to be there, get some mentoring or make connections with other units that could be leveraged later. 
 
    Ramirez nodded and continued the story. “She leaves, and three days later the story about her visit hits the net, and it’s like: ‘Army unit faces deadly enemy, but it’s not the aliens.’” 
 
    “What?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Yep. Three days learning about what we do, and she writes a story about how soldiers are vaping,” Burgers tells her.  
 
    Although not nearly as dangerous as smoking was, the practice could still cause medical problems over the long-term if abused, so in polite circles it was still frowned upon. 
 
    Patricia listened as the two Rangers continued the story and was astonished by how frustrating it was. Some general in the Pentagon was asked about the story, and instead of simply telling the reporter that troops given the power over life and death every day were certainly capable of making their own personal judgements on vaping, they went another direction. 
 
    It was a sad truth that general officers, men and women who at one point in their careers bailed out of aircraft over hostile territory or charged into enemy machine gun fire, became absolute and complete cowards when faced with bad press. DoD ordered that vape-pits be shut down and forbade vape marbles from being sold on military posts or even transported to active warzones. 
 
    Ben blamed himself, although just about everyone on the FOB understood it was the Pentagon and “the fucking media” who had ruined it for everyone.  
 
    “Ever since then, he has zero shits to give when it comes to the media or Public Affairs,” Ramirez told finished. 
 
    “I guess I can see why,” Patricia relented. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Patricia returned from lunch, she found Ben sitting behind his desk drinking coffee and eating the world’s saddest-looking turkey sandwich.  
 
    “Good lunch?” he asked, his eyes not rising from his paperwork. 
 
    “Okay,” she replied. “The FOB got some news printouts from Jamieson.” 
 
    “Anything good?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Ben started to shrug reflexively, but the pain in his left shoulder stopped him cold. The wounds the Va’Shen eggplant monster had given him during his mission to rescue Alacea looked a lot better, but they still hurt internally.  
 
    Patricia took her seat and tossed her patrol cap on her desk. Taking one of the manila folders from her inbox, she opened it and began perusing the latest intelligence reports from CJ-2. 
 
    The northern provinces were still a complete mess. No one went outside the wire up there in anything less than squads, and helicopters had stopped operating during the day when Va’Shen snipers could see them on approach. 
 
    Only one sector north of Jamieson was marked “SECURE.” Sector 6, run by a mix of elements, mostly from the 6th Infantry Division, was reporting cooperation with the locals and occasional attacks, but it seemed they were doing all right. The report was a little sparse on details but, thinking back on her own nearly disastrous first debrief, she didn’t have much room to talk. One detail she did note was that some of the locals were showing signs of radiation sickness. 
 
    Patricia pursed her lips. Humans had been introduced to the ungodly horrors of radiation sickness following the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki centuries ago, and, thankfully, medical science had reached a point where it could be treated successfully in humans. But reports indicated that similar treatments weren’t as effective with the Va’Shen. 
 
    “No wonder they hate us,” she breathed. 
 
    She put the folder down as the sound of rotors reached her ears, but it wasn’t the familiar rattling of a Pawnee. It sounded smoother. 
 
    “There’s no chopper arrivals scheduled today,” she heard Ben muse. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like one of ours,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s one of ours,” Ben replied, rising to his feet. “That’s an Arikara. Executive airlift. We have a bigshot coming to town.” 
 
    Patricia jumped out of her seat and snatched her hat off the desk. Following Ben through the door, she racked her brain, trying to remember if she had heard anything about a distinguished visitor coming to the FOB, but she would swear there was nothing in any of the message packets. 
 
    They arrived at the landing pad just as the sleek white and olive drab helicopter touched down. Together, the two officers stood at attention as the rotors slowed to a stop. As the passenger door slid open, they saluted and waited for whoever their visitor was to emerge and acknowledge them. 
 
    Two men emerged from the helicopter, walking down the steps folded down from the chopper by a crew chief. The man in front wore an Army camouflage uniform. His short but styled white hair was briefly visible before he put his patrol cap on. The man who followed him was also white-haired but had a bald patch up top. Unlike the first passenger, he wore no uniform, but a long-sleeved white shirt and khaki slacks. Gold, wire-rimmed glasses framed his face. 
 
    “Dr. Sinclair?” Patricia murmured, still holding her salute. 
 
    “The other one is Colonel Spelling,” Ben whispered back. “The CJTF director of staff.” 
 
    By the time he was finished saying this, the colonel was near enough to return their salute, and Ben and Patricia dropped theirs. Spelling held his hand out to Ben, and Ben took it. 
 
    “Captain Gibson, it’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “You too, Sir,” Ben replied, shaking the man’s hand. “I’m sorry. I would’ve brought out the brass band for you, but I didn’t know you were coming.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Captain,” Spelling said. “This is something of an informal visit.” He turned to the other man with him. “This is Dr. Everett Sinclair, the CJTF cultural advisor.” 
 
    “We’ve actually met,” Sinclair said with a smile as he reached out to shake Patricia’s hand. “How have you been, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Good, Sir,” she said warmly. 
 
    “My second-in-command, intel officer and interpreter, Lieutenant Patricia Kim,” Ben said, introducing the young officer to the colonel. “Don’t know what I’d do without her.” 
 
    “Lieutenant,” Spelling greeted as he shook her hand. He turned to Ben again. “Captain, is there a place where the four of us can speak privately?” 
 
    “Of course, Sir. Conference room is this way.” 
 
    The four of them set off for the same conference room in which they had just had their morning staff meeting. As they approached the door to the pre-fab room, Patricia jogged forward and opened the door for everyone, allowing the colonel and Sinclair to pass through first before following and securing the door behind them. 
 
    “Please, have a seat, Sir,” Ben said, offering the seat at the head of the table he usually occupied. 
 
    Spelling sat down with Sinclair taking the seat to his left and Ben the one to his right. Patricia took the other seat next to Ben and folded her hands on the tabletop. 
 
    “Captain Gibson, we need to have a conversation,” Spelling told him. “But before we do, I need to get the formalities out of the way.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ben said with a hint of a weary sigh. 
 
    Spelling cleared his throat and began. 
 
    “You have the right to remain silent…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Anyone who’s ever seen a police drama on television knows what Miranda rights are. They’ve become such a part of the public consciousness that most people can recite at least the first two from memory. And most people know that if you’re being read your rights, it’s because you’re being arrested.  
 
    That was probably why Patricia turned dead white when Spelling began reciting Ben’s Article 31 rights. 
 
    The truth was, however, that, in many cases, Article 31 rights, the military version of Miranda, was a different animal due, in part, to the military being so different from the civilian world. Military members were conditioned to follow orders, so, one might ask, what good is having a right to remain silent if some general can just order you to spill your guts? The answer was, “a lot of good.” Not even the commander-in-chief could order a service member to incriminate themselves, whether they are under arrest or not. And if a military member were to actually obey such an order without being made aware of their rights, any case proceeding from that admission could be thrown out. 
 
    As a result, it was actually very common for a superior officer to read a military member their rights if they have reason to believe the conversation they were about to have could lead to legal action. Ben, himself, had recited Article 31 rights in dozens of cases (about half of them preceding conversations with Ramirez), so while Patricia looked like she was about to hyperventilate, Ben knew immediately what was happening. 
 
    “… Do you understand these rights?” Spelling asked him. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Do you, Lieutenant?” Spelling asked Patricia. 
 
    “Y… Yes, Sir,” Patricia answered through a dry throat. 
 
    “Good,” Spelling said, sitting back in his chair. “I received a report from the Tankara Province liaison officer, Major Washington, in which the provincial nobleman, a Count Voro, has accused you of assault and attempted murder a few weeks ago. Any bells?” 
 
    “I am aware of the incident, Sir, and I categorically deny that I made any attempt to kill him,” Ben said. “As a matter of fact, I chose to not kill him even though he had drawn a weapon on me on two separate occasions.” 
 
    “I can corroborate that, Sir!” Patricia cried in near-panic. “Well… one of them, at least… And so can several Rangers who were present!” 
 
    “He also said that before he managed to escape, you threatened to kill him should he ever show up in your AO again,” Spelling went on. 
 
    Ben took a breath as he gathered his thoughts. That part had been true… 
 
    “On that occasion, Sir, I had just tracked his party and rescued a local Va’Shen woman he had abducted. That was the other occasion in which he drew his weapon on me. I drew mine, fired into the dirt to… um… acoustically stun him… and then disarmed him with my weapon pointed at him. I retrieved the kidnapped vixen and warned him to not return to Pelle.” 
 
    “And you threatened to kill him?” Spelling asked. 
 
    Ben took a deep breath. He knew the smartest thing to do would be say nothing and get a lawyer, but he also knew that if Voro had complained about this, he had also told him about his marriage to Alacea.  
 
    “I did, Sir.” 
 
    Spelling nodded and took a breath himself. “Major Washington added a note to Voro’s complaint with an arrow pointed to this particular charge. It just said, ‘I get it.’” He adjusted himself in his seat and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “Truth be told, Captain, threatening to kill a Va’Shen troublemaker is very low on my list of problems. The one that really concerns me are the other charges he made.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir?” Ben asked noncommittally. 
 
    “He also accuses you of sexually assaulting a local woman and forcing her into marriage to better control the local population.” Spelling paused for a moment, studying Ben’s face for a reaction. “The Pentagon, Congress… they’ll tolerate threatening a Va’Shen. They’ll tolerate nuking them wholesale… But the last thing they’ll tolerate is a story getting out in the media about U.S. soldiers raping and pillaging the local women. If you’re going to get a lawyer, now’s the time, son.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. Truth be told, this conversation was overdue, and it was time to pay the piper. 
 
    “Before we begin, Sir, I’d like it on the record that Lieutenant Kim and the rest of my people had no knowledge of this and played no part.” 
 
    “Sir!” Patricia cried.  
 
    “Something to say, Lieutenant?” Spelling asked her as Ben bit his lip angrily and glared at her. 
 
    She responded to Ben’s look before the colonel’s question. “No, Sir,” she told him. “This is partly my fault, and I’m not going to let you shield me for it.” 
 
    “Let’s start over,” Spelling said. “This time without any of the self-sacrificing bullshit.” He looked at Ben with an arched eyebrow. “Don’t look so upset, son. This FOB is the size of a dime. There’s no way you were going to convince me that no one else knew anything.” 
 
    Ben sighed and nodded. “Well, Sir, it started when we first arrived.” 
 
    He told the colonel everything, knowing he was probably throwing his career in the toilet, but he didn’t care. If he lied or tried to cover something up, Spelling would just order an investigation anyway, and he’d just end up caught later.  
 
    After forty-five minutes, Ben had finished. Patricia had added points or context that he hadn’t been aware of or hadn’t thought to add, but by the end of it, Spelling and Sinclair knew as much as they did. 
 
    “Positively fascinating,” Sinclair said with a shake of his head. “That explains your little visit, hmm?” he asked Patricia with a smile. 
 
    The lieutenant cleared her throat in guilty embarrassment. 
 
    Spelling took a breath and gathered his thoughts. “So… to be perfectly clear… you are saying you did not sexually assault this Alacea woman, correct?” 
 
    “That is correct, Sir,” Ben said. “Voro either assumed I had or made the charge in hopes of getting some kind of petty revenge for saving Alacea from him.” 
 
    Spelling looked to Sinclair. “What do you think, Everett?” he asked.  
 
    “I’m not a lawyer, Colonel.” 
 
    “No, but as the cultural advisor what do you think of the captain’s statement of concern regarding the locals’ reaction should he renege on the marriage?” 
 
    Sinclair tossed the idea around in his head. “I can certainly see the concern,” he finally said. “And given the violence we have seen in the north, I can sympathize with his desire to protect his people from similar attacks. It is inappropriate in the extreme of me to say, but the outcome speaks for itself. Legal or not, it is hard to argue that his marriage has not benefited his mission here.” 
 
    “Assuming we take his word for it,” Spelling said. “No offense, Captain, but we only have your word to go on here.” 
 
    “Versus Count Voro’s,” Sinclair added. “What we need, I think, is to hear it straight from the person most affected by this whole thing.” 
 
    Spelling’s eyebrows arched at the idea. “Talk to the Va’Shen girl?” 
 
    “Voro is lying, or Captain Gibson is lying,” Sinclair said simply. “I’m sure the alleged victim would like a vote on which it is.” 
 
    “Well then,” Spelling said, rising to his feet. “Let’s go talk to her.” 
 
    Ben and Patricia stood up immediately, but Sinclair held a hand out. 
 
    “Colonel, a moment,” the advisor said. “I think we must approach this much more carefully than simply showing up and asking questions. The Va’Shen are very hung up on protocol, and as you are their overlord’s overlord, it would be very… concerning… if you just showed up on their doorstep.” Seeing Spelling unsure of his point, Sinclair went on. “It would be like the president showing up to your base unannounced while you were at the gym,” he said.  
 
    “So, what do you want to do?” Spelling asked him. 
 
    “Simple, just give them some warning.” Sinclair pulled out a notepad and pen and began to write, making sharp, downward characters Ben didn’t recognize. It took him a moment to realize that Sinclair was writing a note in Va’Shen. 
 
    “Wow,” Patricia said under her breath. 
 
    Sinclair smiled. “It does take time to learn,” he told her. “Their alphabet has somewhere around five hundred characters.” He ripped the page from the notebook and handed it to Ben. “If you could have someone take that to the temple where she resides, it will let them know that a person of great rank and respect is coming and will be there in two hours. That should be enough time for them to prepare.” 
 
    “Are there any security concerns with this?” Spelling asked point-blank. He had a point. Sinclair’s note practically gave the Va’Shen everything they’d need to set up an ambush. 
 
    “No, Sir,” Ben told him. “We walk around the village all the time with no problems. They don’t exactly love us, but I think they understand they have a good thing going here. As a matter of fact, we were just discussing today ways to let our people out into the village for some face-to-face interactions.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Spelling remarked, not without a tone of approval. “You can tell me about it while we wait.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was probably the most nerve-wracking two hours of Ben’s life as he gave the CJTF director of staff a tour of FOB Leonard while trying to pretend he wasn’t worried about what might happen at the coming meeting. He took Spelling and Sinclair to the dining facility for a late lunch where the colonel sat down and spoke with some of the Rangers there, asking about how they were getting on and if they needed anything. After that, he showed the pair some of their facilities, including Fletcher’s clinic, during which the corpsman told Spelling about her recent Va’Shen patient, the Mikorin, Sho Nan. 
 
    “Fantastic work,” Spelling told them. “Have you considered opening a clinic here for the Va’Shen to use?” 
 
    At Fletcher’s uncomfortable look, Ben stepped in. “The village healer, Kastia, is very suspicious of us,” he told Spelling and Sinclair. “I’m afraid if we did that, it might antagonize her further at a time when she is beginning to thaw toward us a little.” 
 
    Spelling nodded in understanding. He reached out and shook Fletcher’s hand, simultaneously offering her a large metal and plastic coin with the CJTF logo on it. Fletcher thanked him for the coin and saluted, and the group moved on. 
 
    As the group walked and talked toward a group of three waiting LTVs, Ben briefed the colonel on other happenings, mentioning the incident in which Ramirez saved a little Va’Shen girl from a roll of E-wire on the perimeter and that he intended to put him in for a commendation. 
 
    “These are the kinds of things we need to hear more about,” Spelling told him. “I’ll grease the skids for the commendation, but I want this Staff Sergeant Ramirez to talk to our PA folks up at Jamieson. Make for a good press release.” 
 
    Ben tried to keep the disgusted look off his face and only partially succeeded. 
 
    By this time, the two hours had almost passed, and the group mounted up into the LTVs. Ben rode with the colonel and Sinclair with a duty private driving. Sitting in the command seat as they made small talk, Ben could hear his heart thudding in his chest. He knew whether or not he had a job tomorrow came down to what Alacea was going to say, and if she at all wanted to get rid of the Ranger captain permanently, this would be her best opportunity. 
 
    Voro had already set the stage. If Spelling asked her if Ben assaulted her, all Alacea would have to do is say yes. At that point, the wheels of the massive legal, medical and administrative bureaucracy devoted specifically to sexual assault in the Army would begin to turn. Ben would be immediately flown to Jamieson that day where an investigation would be opened. A specialized investigator would interview Alacea, the notes or transcripts of which would not be made available to him. He would be permitted to defend himself but only if that defense did not cast doubt on Alacea’s character or intentions. The report would go to the CJTF commander who would read it or not, declare Ben guilty and either begin the process to discharge him from the Army or ship him off to some unfavorable assignment. 
 
    It was the ultimate killshot for an Army career. 
 
    The small convoy parked outside the Mikorin temple, and Ben stepped out of the LTV. Patricia trotted up to him from one of the other vehicles, and together they led their two guests up the stairs toward the main gate. As he approached, he noticed that a single blue-haired Mikorin was waiting for them, her hands folded into the sleeves of her blue and white hanbok. 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile in recognition, and he bowed. <Sho Nan.  Blessed day be to you.> 
 
    The vixen bowed back. <And to you, Overlord.> Seeing the rest of the group and that Sinclair was the only one dressed differently, Sho Nan bowed to him. <Welcome, Grand Overlord.> 
 
    Sinclair translated for Spelling, who took a step forward, tactfully not bothering to correct the woman. “Greetings,” he said. “I am Colonel Alfred Spelling, Director of Staff for Combined Joint Task Force Unified Resolve.” 
 
    Sho Nan listened politely as Sinclair translated for the colonel before bowing and turning, gesturing with one hand into the temple hallway behind her. 
 
    <The Na’Sha awaits you inside, Grand Overlord.> 
 
    “Please lead the way,” Spelling asked after Sinclair’s translation. 
 
    As they walked into the temple, Ben leaned over and whispered to Patricia. “How’s his translation?” he asked, speaking of Sinclair. 
 
    “Either he’s really really good,” she whispered back, “Or he’s literally making it all up as he goes, and we just don’t know any better.” 
 
    Ben cracked a smile at that. 
 
    They approached a set of sliding doors made with squares of decorative paper giving them an appearance like that of stained glass. The colored squares came together to form an image of several otherworldly fox-people looking down at the purple and red surface of Va’Sh below them. Ben and Patricia had been to this room several times before as it was the room in which the village aderen was held, but the doors had always been opened and so they had not noticed the religious imagery. 
 
    Sho Nan opened the doors and bowed to them while at the same time gesturing for them to precede her inside.  
 
    As the group entered, Ben was shocked to see the walls lined with Mikorin sitting on their knees on either side of them. The entire temple’s population must have been in attendance. As they entered, they all, as one, bowed to the group. Up on the dais at the other end of the room sat Alacea, and Ben’s breath caught in his throat. 
 
    Alacea sat in a pool of iridescent white fabric that climbed up and surrounded her body as if only assuming the form of a pure white hanbok the higher up it went. Her hair was tied with silver bands as it fell like a violet waterfall down over her left shoulder. Her delicate ears were connected by three thin silver chains loose enough to allow them to move but only just. Small silver spheres were tied into her tail, and with every twitch or move, the tiny chiming sound could be heard. 
 
    She’s beautiful! Ben thought. 
 
    “Wow,” Patricia whispered next to him. 
 
    As they came to a halt, perhaps ten feet from her, Alacea bowed low to them. 
 
    “Bow,” Sinclair whispered, “But not as low.” The other three followed his instructions and bowed respectfully. When Alacea rose again to her full seated height, Sinclair whispered again. “Now sit.” As one, the four of them sat down on their knees in imitation of the Mikorin. 
 
    Ben couldn’t take his eyes off Alacea, whose noble and imperious look did not change through the ceremony, but when she caught sight of him looking at her, there was a gentle chime as her tail twitched. 
 
    <Welcome, Grand Overlord,> Alacea said in a soft but regal tone. <You honor us with your visit. I am Alacea, Na’Sha of the People and Animals of Pelle, and act as the spirit of our community.> 
 
    Sinclair translated Alacea word for word, and Ben suddenly realized that this was the first time he was really hearing Alacea as she actually spoke. Normally, there was at least some difficulty in translation between her and Ben, forcing them to make-do with simple words and phrases, but with Dr. Sinclair’s expert translation, he could hear both her words and her voice just as the Va’Shen woman meant them. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Na’Sha,” Spelling said, pausing for the translation before continuing. “I am Colonel Alfred Spelling, Director of Staff for the commander, Combined Joint Task Force Unified Resolve. On behalf of General Simon Traxler, our commander, I greet you and thank you for your warm welcome.” 
 
    They all waited for Sinclair to complete the rather long translation. At the end, Alacea bowed to him again. 
 
    Through the entire exchange, the Mikorin seated on either side of the room, continued their bow. Patricia winced on their behalf, knowing that such a position for so long was probably painful. 
 
    <Your visit to our temple is welcome but unexpected,> Alacea said diplomatically. <May I ask what prompts such an honor?> 
 
    Spelling looked around at the other Mikorin as Sinclair translated and whispered to the advisor. “If I tell her her friends can leave, will that be insulting?” he asked. “I don’t want to speak about something so private in front of an audience if I can help it.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sinclair said. “Would you like me to ask?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Sinclair turned back to Alacea and pretended he was translating Spelling’s words as his actual request. <Na’Sha, my purpose is one for you alone. I respect your Mikorin and do not wish to further interfere with their duties. May we speak privately?> 
 
    Alacea bowed (almost everything in such a formal conversation started with a bow) and raised her voice so that everyone in the room could hear her. 
 
    <Mikorin, I thank you for the respect you have shown the Grand Overlord,> she said. <Please return to your tasks.> 
 
    Again, as if it had been rehearsed over and over again at some time in the past, the Mikorin all rose, turned and began to file out of the room through the door Ben and the others had come through. As the last Mikorin left, Sho Nan bowed to them and shut the door, leaving the five of them alone. 
 
    “Thank you,” Spelling told her. “First, I wish to thank you for the tolerance your people have shown to the service members stationed here. They have all spoken well of you and your people.” 
 
    Sinclair translated, and Alacea bowed silently in thanks. 
 
    “My purpose here, however, concerns the actions of my officer here, Captain Gibson,” Spelling went on, gesturing to Ben. “Rather than your community.” 
 
    “How may I serve?” Alacea asked simply. 
 
    Sinclair translated and gave Spelling a nod, letting him know the formalities were over and it was time to get down to business. 
 
    “I have received a message from one of your nobles, Count Voro,” Spelling began. “In it, he accuses Captain Gibson of committing many crimes against you, including… um…” He paused and spoke to Sinclair. “Is there a nice way of saying ‘rape?’” he asked. Ben flinched at the implication. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Sinclair told him. Sinclair translated Spelling’s words, careful to be diplomatic in his word choice.  
 
    Spelling continued. “He also alleges that Captain Gibson has forced you to marry him in order to exert authority over your people. Before you answer, if you are uncomfortable with Captain Gibson being here while we speak, I can send him and Lieutenant Kim away if you like.” 
 
    Ben was already preparing to rise from his seat and leave.  
 
    Alacea listened to the translation, and for the first time, she allowed a bit of emotion. Her ears folded downward, causing the silver chains between them to rock back and forth, and the bells in her tail sounded as it swished back and forth. 
 
    However, her spoken answer was composed. <Count Voro’s accusations are completely untrue,> she said simply. <Tesho has treated me with only the greatest respect for my person and position. To the charge that he has robbed me of my virtue, I can say that he has done nothing of the kind, although as my Tesho, he is entitled to do so, and I will wholeheartedly accept him. His restraint, obviously enacted for my comfort, demonstrates his honor.> 
 
    Ben listened to the translation and cleared his throat in embarrassment. It all sounded very poetic and flattering, but she was still basically talking to his boss about their sex life or lack thereof. Despite the embarrassing nature of the conversation, it did let him breathe a sigh of relief that Alacea did not appear ready to accuse him. 
 
    “But you are married,” Spelling said, seeking clarification on the other charge. 
 
    <Yes,> Alacea said immediately after the translation. <Such a union benefits both our communities and links them together as one. It has allowed us to avoid missteps that might have led to dangerous consequences.> 
 
    “Did he force you?” Spelling asked directly. 
 
    Ben had told Spelling the absolute truth about the cross-cultural miscommunication that led to their marriage, and he was pretty sure Alacea also knew that, but Spelling needed to hear it from her personally. 
 
    <Force me?> Alacea asked with a twitch of her ears. <It was I who initiated it.> 
 
    Ben nearly jumped at hearing this, and Spelling turned toward him to see his reaction to the statement. 
 
    Sensing the change in the air at the declaration, Alacea pressed on. 
 
    <My Tesho wanted me nearby, to assist him in his mission,> she said. <By marking him as mine, I secured a more amicable relationship between our communities. The Gods would not allow a tod to act in violence against his community, even if it is only his by marriage. At the time, I did not know Tesho and was frightened for my people. And so I took an action that would best protect them.> She bowed low from the waist to Spelling. <I ask for your forgiveness for my boldness.> 
 
    Spelling cleared his throat, not sure where to go with this. He turned to Sinclair. “Is she lying for some reason or has she been taking Gibson for a ride since the beginning?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Sinclair confessed quietly. If she was lying, it could only be to protect Ben from Voro’s charges. If she was telling the truth, it cleared Ben of any responsibility for the marriage completely. 
 
    Ben, very wisely for once, said nothing. 
 
    Spelling thought for several moments before turning back to Alacea. 
 
    “A leader cannot be blamed for acting for the benefit of those they lead,” he told her magnanimously. “As long as it is clear that Captain Gibson has not harmed you in any way and that his arrangement with you does not interfere with his mission here.” 
 
    Alacea bowed again. <I thank you for your understanding.> 
 
    Spelling gave Ben a pointed look as if to say, “you’re off the hook,” and the captain breathed a quiet sigh of relief.  
 
    “Do you have anything to add, Doctor?” Spelling asked Sinclair. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, Colonel, I’m a little curious to know just how much the captain’s marriage has contributed to his success here,” Sinclair told him. “If I may?” 
 
    At Spelling’s nod, Sinclair turned to Alacea. <Na’Sha, I would like to ask a question,> he said in perfect Va’Shen. <There is peace here in your village between our race and yours, but almost everywhere else, there is hatred and fighting. Is the peace here due to your marriage to Captain Gibson?> 
 
    Alacea paused for a moment, as if she wasn’t sure what or how much to say in response. Finally, after several moments, she began to speak again. <Our marriage prevented the fight that would have started such hostilities here,> she said. <When it became clear that Tesho’s people did not intend us any harm, the importance of that marriage to the peace lessened. Most here have accepted it now and do not live in the fear that other communities do.> 
 
    Sinclair translated her answer for them and turned to ask a follow-up. 
 
    <What can our people do that is not marriage to make peace in these places?> 
 
    Alacea gave the question several moments’ thought. Although she was all but certain that these people were not the Dark Ones from their distant past, to say so aloud would contradict the words of the Emperor. For a Na’Sha to do such a thing would be unthinkable, even if she had concrete proof. Worse, if she told her Tesho’s people of her suspicions, and they actually were the Dark Ones, they could use that suspicion to try to drive a wedge between her people and the Emperor. Alacea was willing to embrace her marriage to a Dark One as a way to protect her own community, but she could not speak for her entire race. 
 
    <Learn about us,> she said finally. <And let us learn about you. When my people know enough about you, they will see you differently.> 
 
    Sinclair pretended to understand her cryptic response. 
 
    “Doctor?” Spelling prompted. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Sinclair replied. He turned back to Alacea and bowed. <You have our gratitude for taking time to see us today, Na’Sha.> 
 
    <I may assume, then, that you are satisfied that my Tesho has committed no crime and shall receive no punishment?> she asked optimistically. Her delivery was sweet, but there was an underlying tone that they could just make out, a tone that intensified with her next statement. <It would be unpleasant to see him taken from us over such a disgraceful mistake.> 
 
    For someone who didn’t speak English, Alacea was good at making her point clear. 
 
    We can work with this one. Take him, and we’ll make trouble for the next one. 
 
    “She wants to know if we’re going to punish Captain Gibson,” Sinclair told Spelling. “And I think she’s implying that such a thing would be very unwelcome.” 
 
    Spelling resisted the urge to rub the bridge of his nose in frustration even if the Va’Shen woman wouldn’t understand what it meant. He never wanted this situation in the first place, and now that the circumstances were more clear, the deceitful nature of the accuser laid bare, and the supposed victim praising the supposed offender to the skies, he couldn’t imagine any blowback coming from it. 
 
    The honest, no-kidding truth of it was that Sector 13 was the only thing resembling a success story in this occupation. Sector 14 seemed to be making progress and Sector 6 was “pacified,” but no one in those sectors was talking about letting their folks out to sight-see. No one in those sectors was hosting band concerts or inviting the Department of Agriculture people in to provide food aid. Sector 13 was, and if the secret to that success was linking a human and a Va’Shen family through marriage, maybe it was a concept worth looking into at the macro level. Perhaps not marriage per se, but some form of linkage. 
 
    Captain Gibson remaining in Pelle was worth a lot more to the CJTF simply as a social experiment than hauling him off-world to placate a noble with questionable intentions. 
 
    “Please be assured that Captain Gibson isn’t going anywhere, and I consider this matter closed,” Spelling said. He waited while Sinclair translated his pronouncement. 
 
    Alacea bowed to him. <The Grand Overlord is wise, and we are grateful to benefit from such wisdom.> 
 
    Spelling bowed back as Sinclair translated the compliment. “Okay, Doctor, get us out of here,” he said. 
 
    <The Grand Overlord thanks you for your time, and we will now take our leave,> Sinclair told her. 
 
    <May it be that the Gods light your way,> Alacea returned with yet another bow. 
 
    “Okay, now everyone bows,” Sinclair instructed quietly. The four humans bowed, and Alacea bowed to them in turn. The humans then rose to their feet, turned and headed for the exit. 
 
    Sho Nan opened the door for them from the other side as if on cue. 
 
    <Allow me to show you the way, Grand Overlord,> she said with a wave toward the door. 
 
    As they walked, Ben spoke up, uncertain of the protocol around it but not particularly caring. 
 
    <Sho Nan feels betters?> he asked. 
 
    The Mikorin turned to him as she walked, her ears twitching a smile… though slightly out of synch. The kick Voro’s attendant had landed on her head had caused some kind of neurological damage she had yet to fully heal from. Had he known at the time who had kicked her and the end result, Ben would have made it a point to threaten the little bootlicker as well. 
 
    <I feel much better, Overlord. Thank you,> she told him.  
 
    <Have you been ill, honored Mikorin?> Sinclair asked her. 
 
    <I was attacked by a coward in the service of another coward,> she told him plainly.  
 
    At Sinclair’s questioning look, Ben silently mouthed the word “Voro,” and the advisor nodded. 
 
    <I am glad that you are feeling better,> he told her. 
 
    <Your words honor me,> she replied. <I am grateful for the assistance the Overlord offered me in my time of recovery.> 
 
    <Yes, we have heard many good things about Captain Gibson,> Sinclair told her. 
 
    The conversation ended as they reached the front entrance of the temple, and Sho Nan bowed to them. <I wish you a safe and blessed journey,> she told them. 
 
    They all bowed back to her in varying degrees of depth and duration and started for the LTVs parked nearby. Ben said nothing, wisely waiting to hear what Colonel Spelling would say first. As they approached the LTVs, and a Ranger opened the back door to one of them, Spelling did just that. 
 
    “That was… interesting,” he told them. “You, Captain, are either very lucky or very smart.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Ben replied, unwilling to take a guess as to which.  
 
    “Obviously, in the face of her testimony, this matter is closed, gone, never happened,” Spelling went on. “As to your marriage…” The colonel bit his lip in concern. “I’ll be honest, I don’t much like the idea, but by regulation and the Constitution, I am forbidden from even criticizing your choices in marriage, let alone ordering you to knock it off.” 
 
    Ben gave his head a quick shake. He had been dutifully looking for a way to annul his marriage since he found out about it, assuming the Army would do so itself in the worst way possible if he didn’t. But Spelling was sounding like he wanted him to continue it. 
 
    “Sir?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll write up a memorandum for record giving you the commander’s approval,” Spelling told him matter-of-factly. “Pick it up next time you’re up at Jamieson. That’ll let you get the married housing allowance and other benefits.” 
 
    “Sir, wait!” Ben said. “Are… Are you telling me to stay married to Alacea?!” 
 
    “As a senior officer in your command, Captain, as I have stated, I am not permitted to do anything but approve your marriage,” Spelling told him. “Seventy-third amendment means you can marry whoever or whatever you want without government criticism. This may be a unique situation, but only in who and what that spouse is. And since there is no evidence of criminal behavior on your part, I cannot intercede.” 
 
    Ben wasn’t sure if he should feel relieved or not. 
 
    “And I won’t lie,” Spelling went on. “That it appears to benefit us isn’t a bad reason to keep it going. Unless, of course, you want us to do something about it.” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Ben told him. “Right now, the status quo is preferable.” 
 
    Spelling nodded. “Then congratulations on your marriage, Captain,” he said.  
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Ben replied woodenly. Standing beside him, Patricia couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Sinclair told him with a smile. “After talking with her for a few minutes, I can tell you that she would take you to the cleaners in divorce court.” 
 
    “Divorce court is on the safer side of possible outcomes,” Ben told him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Okay, listen up, Rangers!” Staff Sergeant Jared “Burgers” Baird boomed over the heads of the thirty soldiers sitting cross-legged on the “parade field” in the center of the forward operating base. The tall, well-built Texan looked out at the platoon through his tinted ballistic sunglasses, hands on his hips, in one hundred percent “NCO mode.” “Today we’ll be conducting our regular self-aid/buddy-care training. Normally you would be doing this in a VR computer-based training that sucks ass, but we are blessed here on Va’Sh with a total inability to use such equipment, for which we are thankful! HUA?!” 
 
    “HUA, STAFF SERGEANT!” the Rangers called back as one. 
 
    “So today, Corpsman Second Class Fletcher will be walking through our training requirements along with a few lessons learned since we have arrived here.” He turned to the blonde woman in the Marine combat uniform standing nearby. “All yours, Corpsman,” he told her. 
 
    “All right, here we go!” Fletcher called out, expertly projecting her voice to the crowd as she had done a hundred times before. “Like the Staff Sergeant said, along with the usual stuff, we’re going to talk about some things we’ve learned here. We’ve had two casualties here due to animal attacks, and we’re not talking about your neighbor’s Pomeranian here. One was attacked by a quote ‘eggplant monster’ and the other by a monster that spits exploding phlegm!” 
 
    The Rangers couldn’t help but laugh at the explanations. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know!” Fletcher said. “It’s all fun and games until some fantasy-land creature spits acid on you. Take these lessons to heart. There’s more animals out there than commandos. Any questions so far?” 
 
    Some of the Rangers couldn’t resist hazing the new medic and raised their hands. 
 
    “You,” Fletcher said, pointing at one Ranger in the back. 
 
    “I heard you can treat a gunshot wound by sticking a tampon in there,” the Ranger said with a grin. “Is that true?” A few of the female Rangers rolled their eyes. 
 
    Fletcher didn’t even blink. “Do you hate the guy who got shot?” 
 
    “No, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Then don’t do that. Next question.” 
 
    “Are we going to go over mouth-to-mouth resuscitation?” another Ranger asked suggestively. 
 
    “Why? You volunteering to be the dummy?” Mina asked him, shutting him down. 
 
    “Well, I am qualified,” the Ranger quipped. 
 
    “Cut the crap!” Burgers called. “Sun’s high! Now pair up and let’s get to work!” 
 
    The Rangers grabbed the bags of training gear in front of them and started pairing up. Burgers took the opportunity to approach Fletcher. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said to her. 
 
    The blonde blew some air between her lips dismissively. “It doesn’t bother me any,” she said. “Guys are guys no matter which branch you’re in or what planet you’re on.” 
 
    “The guy you’re replacing was well-liked and good at his job,” Burgers told her. “They’ll warm up to you.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she replied with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    Burgers smiled and looked out at the platoon as they continued unpacking training supplies. Fletcher held up an Israeli bandage and quickly went over how to apply it, using Burgers as mock patient. When she was done, she asked if there were any questions and, receiving none, told the Rangers to practice on their own for a few minutes. 
 
    “So, have you given it any more thought?” she asked the NCO as she unwrapped the training bandage from his arm. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “You mean leaving?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Burgers grimaced. Congress had passed a law allowing any survivor of the destruction of the Persephone colony serving in the military an instant out and a new life on another colony. It was a pretty sweet deal for anyone wanting to leave. The problem, Burgers had discovered, was if you didn’t want to leave. 
 
    “The assignment openings list came in a few days ago,” he told her. “With ‘preferences’ for Persephone survivors.” 
 
    “I heard air quotes,” Fletcher said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Burgers replied. “List reads like a punishment detail. First, if I stay in, I couldn’t be a Ranger anymore.” 
 
    “What?!” she cried in shock. 
 
    The big man nodded, the anger and frustration in his eyes hidden by his sunglasses. “No postings for any of the Ranger outfits. I’d have to cross train into another field first, and the only stuff available is shit like cooks and med techs.” He paused a moment before adding, “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “Then,” he continued, “the assignments available are for the shittiest places you can imagine. They want, like, ten guys to go to Zeta Reticuli! To be recruiters! There’s only a hundred and twenty people on Zeta Reticuli! It’s a mining colony!” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear creepy things about Zeta-Ret,” Fletcher agreed. 
 
    “You know what it is, right?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They’re trying to push us out,” Burgers explained. “The war is ‘over,’ so Congress cut our end-strength. The Army has a year to get sixty thousand of us out, but no one wants to be the bad guy and forcibly separate guys who spent the last three years fighting. So, they make you want to leave. Meanwhile, we still got guys getting their heads blown off here.” 
 
    Fletcher scrunched up her face in thought. “But that doesn’t make sense,” she said. “Isn’t it more expensive for people to take the Persephone separation option?” 
 
    Burgers shook his head. “Different pot of money. Army doesn’t pay for that.” He shook his head again in disgust. “They’re probably secretly glad that those Va’Shen sailors did half the work for them by taking out Accetta,” he growled. 
 
    “That’s not fair, man,” Fletcher said in disapproval.  
 
    “Isn’t it?” he asked. “Saved them from having to BRAC the place.” 
 
    “Persephone was a war crime,” she pointed out.  
 
    “And those nukes up north weren’t?” Burgers asked. 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We won,” Fletcher answered. It was a cynical answer, but also the most correct one. 
 
    They each took a breath, realizing they were getting off topic and not in a good way. 
 
    “So, what do you think you’ll do?” she asked again. 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t want to leave the Army. I like the Army. But I ain’t going to Zeta fucking Reticuli.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben and Patricia held their salutes until the executive helicopter floated into the air and left the base. They both sighed in relief that the stress-filled visit was now over, for better or worse. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m supposed to congratulate you or not,” Patricia told Ben honestly.  
 
    The captain turned and started back toward their shared office. “Don’t,” he ordered. 
 
    “On the plus side,” she continued, “They’re not going to prosecute.” She smiled. “It’s nice to know that everyone thinks Voro’s an asshole.” 
 
    “Should’ve plugged that little shit when I had the chance,” Ben growled. “You know he’s not going to stop, right? He’s the petty, vindictive type.” 
 
    “So now what?” she asked. 
 
    He stopped and gave the question some thought, looking back at the helipad and contemplating just how close he came to leaving the FOB in handcuffs. 
 
    “I’m going to go talk to Alacea,” he said.  
 
    “To thank her?” Patricia asked. 
 
    He nodded. “But also to clarify some things.” 
 
    “Like why she lied to Colonel Spelling?” Patricia inferred. 
 
    “It wasn’t something I ever asked her to do,” he said. “And I never expected her to. The best I could have hoped for was the unvarnished truth. I’m curious to know why she would go out of her way to keep me here.” 
 
    “You are her husband,” she ventured.  
 
    “Wives have rolled on their husbands for less,” he pointed out. 
 
    “On Earth, sure,” she countered.  
 
    It was yet another reminder of how differently the same things were perceived by humans and Va’Shen. On Earth, most marriages were little more than glorified roommate agreements, a way to take advantage of an old tax code yet to catch up with the times. A wife or husband on Earth or in the colonies would be less torn up about a divorce than selling their dog. 
 
    But the Va’Shen viewed things differently. Marriage on the alien world had a deep religious, cultural and historic significance. It made working with them difficult, not having a shared cultural framework to work from. 
 
    “I’ll be back later,” he said instead of answering her point. He turned and headed for the parked LTV nearby. 
 
    Patricia watched him go and chuckled to herself. 
 
    “Men.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alacea entered her room in the Mikorin temple and gently removed the incredibly long, flowing white robe covering the hanbok she had worn as part of her ceremonial raiment. The iridescent cloth was incredibly light for its size and seemed to change colors as it turned in the light from the small window. After carefully and reverently placing it in the large chest in the back of her room, she took a moment to sit down at her table and look at herself in the mirror. 
 
    A second later, she covered her ears with her hands and squeezed her eyes shut, letting out a quiet, but shrill squeak. 
 
    I can’t believe I did that!  
 
    She had lied. She had sat there, arrayed in the ceremonial garb the Pelle Na’Sha had worn for more than a thousand years, and in her capacity as a religious leader had told a bald-faced lie. 
 
    Even more embarrassing was what she had had to hear. To have to answer questions about the state of her virtue from an alien overlord! It was humiliating! For a moment she had been worried that he would demand proof that she was unmarked and had wondered how far she would be willing to go to maintain her Tesho’s innocence. 
 
    Her roles as both a Na’Sha and a myorin had been brought into conflict. A Na’Sha was supposed to be as honest as one could. A Na’Sha who was willing to lie about this world, it was thought, would be willing to lie about the next one, and that was unacceptable. 
 
    But under the Requirements of Matrimony, a myorin was expected to lie in order to defend the honor of her tesho and secure the integrity of her house. It wasn’t considered a good thing, but still one that could not be held against her. 
 
    Even so, that it was necessary to begin with filled her with a mix of emotions. She was enraged at Count Voro for bringing such a baseless charge against her Tesho. It was petty and had the potential to affect not only him, but her entire village as well. She was frightened by the visit of such a high-ranking alien, one who could with the snap of his fingers replace her Tesho with an unknown overlord so soon after so much progress had been made. And she was humiliated by having to stand there in front of her Tesho and answer questions about what he may or may not have done to her in their marriage den. 
 
    And there was the uncertainty and the internal conflict she felt as a Va’Shen. The question about why there was peace in Pelle but nowhere else would seem innocent on the surface, but the answer was much more complex. She knew. She was all but certain that her Tesho’s people were not the ancient enemy, and if more Va’Shen knew this, things may improve for them. 
 
    But for the Va’Shen, the implications would be world-shifting.  
 
    So many had died. So many had sacrificed because their Emperor had declared these aliens the Dark Ones. How could the Emperor, who had the blood of Gods running through his veins, be so monumentally wrong?  
 
    The answer for many Va’Shen was simple. He wasn’t. He couldn’t be.  
 
    Because if he was, how could he be the Emperor at all? 
 
    Alacea, more educated than most Va’Shen, knew there could be a million other factors contributing to this mistake, but other Va’Shen wouldn’t see it that way. Some would see the revelation as nothing more than a Dark One trick and feel even more hostility at the aliens for the insult to their Emperor. Some might actually believe it to be true, but if they voiced this opinion they would bring only retribution, both official and unofficial, on themselves. The Dara Tang, the Empire’s “enforcers of the sacred trust,” earned their way to the Glade over the corpses of people who questioned the Emperor. 
 
    And she could still be wrong. She knew that, even now, she was walking a fine line between doing what was necessary to ensure the safety of her people and being a full-blown collaborator. To speak against the Emperor’s word, and be wrong, would make her no different than the Dark One collaborators of their distant past. 
 
    And their fate was too horrifying to contemplate. 
 
    Alacea took a breath and looked at herself in the mirror. In the end, things had worked out all right. It didn’t matter if the rest of Va’Sh was in conflict. Her role was to see that her small part of it was at peace. And it was.  
 
    A light patting at her door made her turn her head. Rising, she glided to the door and slid it open to find Sho Nan there and standing behind her… 
 
    The fur on her ears went stiff at the sight of her Tesho there. 
 
    <Na’Sha,> Sho Nan said with a slight bow, <The Overlord has asked to see you.> 
 
    <Of course,> Alacea replied immediately. <This den is also his.> 
 
    As Sho Nan stepped away, Ben nodded to her. 
 
    <Thanks be to you, Sho Nan.> 
 
    The blue-haired woman gave him a short bow in acknowledgement and walked back down the hallway from which she had appeared.  
 
    They faced each other awkwardly in the door of Alacea’s room for a few seconds before the priestess remembered to move out of the way so he could enter. Normally, a tod would never see the inside of a Na’Sha’s den, but today seemed to be a day for firsts. She gave her room a quick look to make sure nothing inappropriate had been left out but made no effort to bar her husband from the room. 
 
    <Welcome, Tesho,> she said with a bow. 
 
    He bowed in return. <Blessed day to you, Myorin,> he replied. 
 
    She saw him staring at her, and her tail twitched in confusion. It wasn’t until she heard the bells in her tail ring that she remembered she was still in her formal raiment. The fur of her violet ears stiffened again in embarrassment.  
 
    <Has the Grand Overlord departed?> she asked, trying to discover the reason for his visit. She had not expected him to come see her so soon… if at all. 
 
    <Yes,> he said haltingly. <He has departed.> 
 
    Her ears twitched a smile, both at the news and his improved pronunciation. She felt the delicate silver strands connecting her ears swing back and forth as a result. 
 
    <He is happy?> she asked, keeping the questions simple. 
 
    Ben thought a moment, perhaps forgetting a word. <Yes,> he finally said. <He is approve marriage.> 
 
    <Good,> she said with a sigh. She turned to the mirror and stepped toward it. The Grand Overlord has blessed their marriage. Perhaps that meant things would go smoother from now on. 
 
    She looked up suddenly, catching sight of herself in the mirror. Her Tesho’s overlord had blessed their marriage. Was that… Was that, perhaps, what he had been waiting for? 
 
    Alacea found herself checking her hair in the mirror and looked down to make sure the fur on her tail was still smooth. As she did, Ben spoke again. 
 
    <I ask you question?> he said. 
 
    She turned and leaned backward against the mirror. <A… A question? Yes, of course,> she stuttered. 
 
    Ben heard “yes,” so he continued, taking a step toward her. In response, Alacea pressed herself further against the mirror.  
 
    If he needed permission from his overlord, does that mean he hurried here so quickly to… 
 
    Her tail was mashed up against the mirror, totally immobilized, and it was a good thing, she thought. Otherwise, the bells would be loud enough to hear in the capital. 
 
    The bells! her mind screamed in sudden realization. You’re in your raiment! You can’t let him mark you while you’re in holy dress! How could you ever face the Gods after that!? 
 
    Her chest tightened, and she unconsciously raised a hand as if to try to ward him off. 
 
    <Why you speak not truth to he?> Ben asked her. 
 
    <Oh,> she replied foolishly, lowering her hand. <Was it wrong to do so?> she asked, her recent fear momentarily forgotten. 
 
    <Not wrong,> Ben replied. <Not thought you to do.> 
 
    Alacea cleared her throat and found her balance again, reestablishing her regal aura. <I thought if Tesho had done something wrong, they would take you away. But if I had done something wrong, they would not.> She tried to keep her words simple enough to follow the explanation. <If I hurt your honor, I apologize.> 
 
    <No apologizes to be,> he said. He pointed at her as he came up with the right words. <You… helped me. You could hurted me. You did not hurted me.> 
 
    She looked at him in confusion, and her tail rang as it twitched. <Why would I hurt you?> she asked. Yes, when they first met, she might have looked for a way to damage his standing with his overseers, but had they not decided together that they would support one another?  
 
    <A myorin,> she said carefully to ensure he understood, <does not hurt her tesho. And a tesho does not hurt his myorin.> Indeed, back when she believed he had taken her hand in order to manipulate her community, it was this fundamental principle of the Requirements of Matrimony that she assumed he was counting on. It was what Bao Sen and Yasuren had thought would damn her attempt at being both a Na’Sha and a myorin. As Na’Sha, she would stand in opposition to an army of Dark Ones to protect her community. But as a myorin, she would have to stand in opposition to an army of Va’Shen to protect her Tesho. 
 
    Ben digested her words and nodded his head up and down, indicating to her that he accepted them. <Thank you,> he said. <You do not need danger you for me.> 
 
    She bowed in gratitude at the sentiment. 
 
    <I debt to you,> Ben went on. 
 
    Alacea’s ears popped up in surprise. Her tail swished back and forth as she took in those words.  
 
    For Ben, he was simply saying, “I owe you one.” It was a simple statement of gratitude, but for the Va’Shen, to indicate a debt was to do exactly that. He had proclaimed that he owed her a debt, one she could use. 
 
    There were two possibilities for payment of this debt that leapt immediately to mind. One was a personal request, although it was also a requirement for them both. As an alien, she wasn’t sure how her husband would react to it, and the idea of being able to back it up by hanging a debt over his head had its appeal. The other, however, was a request for the community, one that she had come to believe the Dark Ones would actually find worthy of accomplishing in its own right.  
 
    She made her decision instantly. 
 
    <Then… I ask a favor,> she announced. 
 
    Ben cocked his head, not expecting her to take his words so literally. However, he didn’t see a reason to say no.  
 
    <What do I do?> he asked her. 
 
    Alacea went to a tall, dark wooden set of drawers and opened one at about the height of her head. Reaching inside, she pulled a thick, leather-like tube sealed with wax and brought it to him. 
 
    She bowed to him and held the tube out for him to take. <I ask you to find the fate of the tods we sent to fight your people during the war,> she told him regally. <These are their names and the name of their commando. They left three years ago. We have heard nothing from them since.> 
 
    Ben took the tube gingerly from her fingers and examined it. Removing a topper at one end, he looked inside and saw several pages of rolled up, yellowed paper inside. He replaced the topper and looked at her again.  
 
    <You want me find your tods?> he asked. 
 
    <Yes,> she answered. 
 
    <You know what heavenly realm they destinate to?> he asked. 
 
    <No.> 
 
    <You know what town they destinate from Pelle to?> he asked, again trying to narrow down the search. 
 
    <No,> she said again. 
 
    He bit his lip as he considered the task she was giving him. There was no way to know if the Va’Shen military even kept records that would tell him where the specific tods had gone, and even if they did, they would be in Va’Shen. From what he had heard, the Va’Shen identified and named stars and planets in a completely different way than humans. Even if he knew the Va’Shen name of the planet they had been sent to, he would then have to try to figure out the human equivalent.  
 
    She bowed to him again. <We know they are dead,> she told him. <We know this. We just want to know where their bones are. So, we can honor them appropriately.> 
 
    Ben’s fingers tightened around the tube. For Americans, searching for and finding U.S. military war dead was a continuous mission with military units dedicated full-time to searching for remains and trying to discover who they were. Even now, on Earth, there were U.S. servicemembers hiking through jungles in Southeast Asia, still searching for missing remains from World War II, the Korean, and Vietnam wars, hundreds of years after the last shot had been fired.  
 
    He didn’t know what the Va’Shen government’s thoughts were on such a thing, but he knew the American stance. He didn’t know if Alacea knew what that stance was or how she found out, but it was the kind of request a U.S. servicemember couldn’t just toss aside no matter how difficult it might seem. “We’ll never stop looking for you,” was one of the few promises the military made to their people that, to their credit, they would never renege on. 
 
    <I will search,> he told her quietly. Alacea’s ears pointed straight up, and she brought her hands together in a little clap of happiness. Ben saw that and knew he had to manage her expectations. <I no promise success,> he said. <Will require much time.> 
 
    She bowed low to him again. <I understand! Even a failed search will mean much to our community!> 
 
    He bowed back to her and resigned himself to this new task. It was his own fault for saying he owed her one. 
 
    <Thank you, Tesho,> she said. 
 
    <You have my gratitude for your gratitude,> he replied. <More to ask?> he added. 
 
    Alacea stiffened at the question, and the pause lengthened to the point that Ben thought he had used the wrong words. Before he could reword the question, however, Alacea replied. 
 
    <There… There is something we must discuss,> she told him. 
 
    <Bad something?> he asked, concerned by her change in tone. 
 
    <No… No,> she replied. She looked down and wouldn’t meet his eyes, her tail whipping about behind her. <We are tesho and myorin,> she continued. <There are requirements we must complete.> 
 
    Ben worked through the statement. It sounded like there was some additional ceremony they needed to perform or perhaps some bureaucratic necessity like filing a license to make their union official. He was suddenly reminded of what Spelling had ordered him to do next time he was at Jamieson in order to make sure his pay was adjusted. 
 
    <What do?> he asked. 
 
    Alacea looked up at him, the fur on her ears stiff enough to grind metal. 
 
    <We… We must have a baby.> 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    One month earlier… 
 
      
 
    Senior Chief Petty Officer Chase Warren held two softballs over his head and called out in his best carnival barker voice. “Who’s next!? Who’s the next young Va’Shen boy or girl to dunk this human into this tank of dirty… putrid… disgusting sludge?!” 
 
    “It’s just water, Chief,” Ramirez called from his spot in the dunk tank chair. He was already wet from previous throwers, including several times by the Va’Shen Huntress, Alzoria. “It’s not even all that dirty.” 
 
    “Who?!” Warren called out. “Who will put this young fool in his place!?” 
 
    “Now it just sounds mean-spirited!” Ramirez called. 
 
    A short but buff-looking farmhand with brown hair and tail stepped forward. Warren handed him three balls and stepped out of the way. 
 
    Ramirez eyed the tod and rolled his eyes. “Hey, buddy!” he called out. “What has brown hair, a tail and can’t throw?!” 
 
    The first ball missed flew over the target, missing by a good foot. 
 
    “Guess it’s you!” Ramirez answered. 
 
    Another ball flew high. Ramirez stuck his hands behind his ears and made a goofy face. “NYAH NYAH! NYAH NYAH! YOU CAN’T THRO-OW!” 
 
    The third ball was too low. 
 
    “NAH-NAH-NAH-NAH-NAH-NAAAAH!” Ramirez called out. The tod’s tail slapped the ground in irritation. “Hey, good try, though. Don’t beat my ass later, ‘kay?” Ramirez finished as the Va’Shen walked off in a huff. 
 
    “Who else?!” Warren cried out. “Dunk the dummy and win a prize!” 
 
    “Hey, Chief, did I piss you off or something?” Ramirez asked from behind the chain-link fencing separating him from the crowd. 
 
    “What did you say?” Warren called back. “It’s kind of hard to hear you, you know, because I’M SO OLD!” 
 
    “Is this about the old-people jokes?” Ramirez asked. “I can’t help but feel it’s the old-people jokes…” 
 
    “Step right up and dunk the disrespectful human!” 
 
    A Va’Shen boy who looked about sixteen caught the chief’s eye. Unlike other Va’Shen males, whose hair tended to be drabber or darker colors, his was a purple so light it was almost gray. His brown monpei hung loosely on his shoulders, but it was the right sleeve of his shirt, empty and pinned up to the shoulder, that snagged his attention. 
 
    “How about you, son?” Warren asked, holding the ball out to the young man. 
 
    The boy looked confused, his ears reaching for the sky above him while other Va’Shen in the crowd looked to him. Warren gestured for him to come forward, continuing to hold the ball to him. 
 
    “Come on, son, give it a try,” he coaxed. 
 
    Hesitation was written all over the boy’s tail as it waved about uncertainly. Finally, he raised his good hand and stepped forward, but before he could proceed further, another, slightly older man in a monpei stepped up and held his arm up, stopping the boy in his tracks. 
 
    The older man reached out and took the balls from Warren, who, uncertain as to what behind-the-scenes issue was playing out here, gave them to him without protest. The man stepped up to the line and prepared to throw. 
 
    “Let’s see what you got, big guy!” Ramirez shouted to him. 
 
    The first throw missed. 
 
    “I bet Lefty over there would’ve drenched me by now!” 
 
    The tod reached back and flung the ball as hard as he could, striking the plate dead on. Ramirez gave a short cry of surprise before hitting the water with a loud splash. 
 
    All the assembled Va’Shen performed their little finger clap politely. Warren grabbed a soccer ball from the collection of prizes and handed it to the winner, who then turned and handed it to the one-armed boy. The boy accepted it with a subdued bow and turned to leave. 
 
    “Hey, kid!” Warren called after him. 
 
    Some of the other Va’Shen tapped the boy on the shoulder, who wasn’t aware the chief was hailing him. Turning, his ears popped up as Warren held three softballs out to him. 
 
    “Give it a try,” the sailor prompted him. 
 
    Ramirez climbed back into the chair and wiped his face with a towel he had hung in the chain link fencing next to his seat. Warren continued to hold the softballs out, his eyes locked with those of the boy. The tod looked at the other Va’Shen as if silently asking if it was all right. When no one objected, he stepped forward and took one of the balls in his left hand. 
 
    Warren clapped his hands as he stepped back out of the way. “Okay, let’s see what you got!” 
 
    Ramirez hopped up in his chair and beat his chest while making loud grunts like a gorilla. 
 
    The boy was taken aback by the behavior but wound up and threw the ball toward the bullseye, falling short by several yards.  
 
    Murmurs from the crowd seemed to be aimed at the boy, who lowered his head in disappointment. 
 
    Warren kept clapping. “C’mon! You got two more!” 
 
    The boy rolled his shoulders and threw again. This time the ball went too high and flew over the target. 
 
    “Last one! Last one!” Warren called out as the boy hefted his last softball.  
 
    He eyed the target, and the crowd fell silent. Even Ramirez had paused in his heckling. The boy wound up and threw! 
 
    And missed. 
 
    The crowd remained silent but cast angry looks at Warren. The chief ignored them and approached the boy with one of the smaller consolation prizes, a small toy glider. He took the boy’s hand and shook it before offering him the prize. 
 
    “Good try, kid,” he told him with a smile. 
 
    The boy took the prize and bowed respectfully before turning and disappearing into the crowd again. 
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    Getting the panel off the back of the heating system was the easy part, even if it did mean taking off sixteen separate screws first. As the olive drab green panel fell away, Warren pointed his flashlight inside and grimaced at what he saw. 
 
    The Fuzz, the electromagnetic field blanketing Va’Sh which played havoc with their equipment was, in Warren’s estimation, a capricious bitch. Some pieces of tech it would leave alone. Some, which would even theoretically survive the electromagnetic pulse from a high-altitude nuclear detonation, wouldn’t even turn on. And some it would allow to work for a little while and then just kill one day for no discernible reason he could find. 
 
    So, when the “mayor” of the little collection of huts housing about thirty soldiers called “Camp Victory” came to him complaining about a lack of hot water in the shower hut, Warren had a sneaking suspicion as to the cause. 
 
    A hot water heater was a simple piece of technology… in its most basic form. After a few hundred years of “improvements,” however, it had become somewhat more complex. Features that enabled a commander to set the shower at a certain temperature, the ability to immediately turn it off for safety reasons plus any number of other doo-dads and gadgets supposedly made it easier and more convenient to use. 
 
    Those doo-dads required instruments, some of them sensitive enough to be influenced by the Fuzz. 
 
    “All right, asshole, where are you?” Warren grumbled as he maneuvered the flashlight around various pipes, wires and circuits. Normally, a senior NCO like him wouldn’t be doing this kind of work, but various other tasks and projects required his more specialized people, and a lot of tasks they had become used to leaving to technology or contractors they now had to do themselves. On any other world, his unit would be considered over-staffed. Here on Va’Sh they were woefully undermanned. 
 
    “I’m too old for this bullshit,” he growled as he put the right side of his face on the ground to look up into the heating unit. One by one, he checked each part, looking for the possible source of the malfunction. 
 
    “Don’t be the valve,” he whispered. “Don’t be the valve, don’t be the valve, don’t be… Goddammit, it’s the valve.” He sat up and blew some air between his lips. Of course it would be the hardest part to reach and the hardest one to place and the one he could only reach with one hand. 
 
    As he was mentally preparing for the hand-cutting, finger crushing good time that was coming his way, he caught a slight glimpse of movement in the corner of his eye. Turning, he could just see the corner of a single light purple ear sticking out from around the corner of the shower building. 
 
    “Can I help you with something?” he called out. 
 
    The single ear was joined by the other, followed by a pair of yellow eyes as their owner peeked around the corner at him. 
 
    Warren cocked his head as he recognized who the alien was. “Hey, kid,” he said. He cleared his throat and started again. <Good hello to you,> he said in halting Va’Shen. In the weeks since the festival, Patricia had been offering rudimentary Va’Shen language lessons, finally feeling she knew enough to teach others. Of course, there were still a few hiccups in her vocabulary and grammar. 
 
    The boy stepped out from behind the corner and bowed. <Good day.> 
 
    <How are you?> Warren asked. 
 
    <I am well,> the Va’Shen answered simply. 
 
    Warren looked around to see if any of the sentries in the guard towers were pointing in their direction in a panicked fashion, but it appeared that, like many other Va’Shen, the boy had managed to sneak onto the FOB undetected. 
 
    <You need?> Warren asked him. 
 
    The boy looked around as well, suddenly realizing that he had been caught in a place he wasn’t supposed to be. <No,> he admitted. 
 
    Warren looked him up and down and then back at the heating unit. <You me help?> he asked the boy. 
 
    The young tod’s ears stood straight up, and he touched his chest as if to say, “Who? Me?” 
 
    The old sailor pointed at him. <You…> He then pointed at himself. <… Help me?> 
 
    They stared at each other for a moment before the young man took a tentative step forward. Warren responded by kneeling next to the heating unit again. As the boy approached, Warren picked up the flashlight and held it out to him. 
 
    “Take this,” he said. 
 
    The kid took the flashlight and pointed it at his eyes. 
 
    “Good thing I didn’t give him a gun,” Warren muttered. He pointed at a row of cooling vents cut into the right side of the unit. “Now point it down into those holes.” At the kid’s questioning look, Warren mimed holding the light at a downward angle and pointed at the vents again. This time, the young tod got it and pointed the flashlight into the unit. 
 
    Now with light coming through the other side of the heating unit, Warren could see the bad valve and reached up inside to grasp it with his fingers. He grunted as he turned and twisted until the part came loose in his hand. Pulling it out, he opened the small compartment that housed the tiny computer that controlled it and found it inoperable. 
 
    “Egh,” he growled. “Gonna have to go get a new one.” 
 
    He looked up and found the Va’Shen boy still holding the flashlight up to the vent. <Thanks be to you,> he said. 
 
    The boy gave him a short bow. 
 
    Warren remembered what the captain had said to them at the staff meeting and stood up. <You help more?> he asked. <I give to you.> He reached into his pocket and pulled out a few of the Imperial Ears he had kept from the strongbox. 
 
    The boy looked at the triangular coins as if he was looking at Smaug’s treasure inside the Lonely Mountain. He looked up at Warren and pointed at the stump of his right arm. 
 
    The senior chief caught the gist of the kid’s concern. <You do… you can do,> he said. <You cannot do… you do not do.> He hoped his arrangement of the words meant what he thought he meant. 
 
    Looking at the coins in the man’s hand, the boy bowed. <I will help.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben sat at his desk and stared straight ahead, appearing totally oblivious to what was going on around him. The pencil in his hand hadn’t moved in three or four minutes, and he hadn’t said a word since returning from the temple. 
 
    Seated nearby, doing some of his own paperwork, Ramirez saw this and studied his captain intently. He wadded up a piece of paper and threw it at Patricia, prompting her to look up at him with an irritated look. When she did, she saw Ramirez surreptitiously pointing at Ben. She looked over at the man and immediately knew something was wrong. 
 
    “You… uh… doing okay, Sir?” Ramirez asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    Ben looked over at him. “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    Neither Ramirez or Patricia bought it. 
 
    “I could use some coffee,” Patricia said.  
 
    “I could use some coffee too,” Ramirez agreed, catching the lieutenant’s intent. “How ‘bout I go get us all some coffee?” He stood up and picked up his patrol cap.  
 
    “That would be awesome, Staff Sergeant, thank you,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “No problem. I’ll be right back, maybe ten minutes or so.” 
 
    Patricia nodded to him, and the NCO stepped out of the office. She turned to Ben and found him still looking out of it, like he had been hit in the head with a brick and his brain was still trying to reboot. 
 
    “What’s up, Sir?” she asked. “Something happen at the temple?” 
 
    “So…” Ben began, “You know how Spelling left and everything seemed like things were looking up?” 
 
    “Yeah…” she replied suspiciously. 
 
    He looked at his terp and decided to just come out with it. “Alacea wants us to have a baby.” 
 
    Patricia laughed.  
 
    Loud. 
 
    She couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” she cried. “For real?!” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Yep. Didn’t understand a lot of what she said after that. Something about it being necessary for god or something. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “So, what did you say?” she asked eagerly. 
 
    The Ranger hesitated, reluctant to admit his actions. “I… uh… pretended to not understand what she was talking about…” 
 
    “Oh my god…” 
 
    “Which she saw right through…” 
 
    “Oh my god!” 
 
    He shook his head wearily. “I don’t get it,” he said. “I really don’t. How did we go from barely tolerating being married for convenience’s sake to her getting baby rabies?” 
 
    Patricia, having participated in the Marine Female Engagement Team’s roundtable with the village vixens, had a fair idea of what was happening, but decided to have some fun at her captain’s expense. 
 
    “You know, Sir,” she said. “You may not be that far off the mark.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked quizzically. 
 
    She shrugged. “I mean, the Va’Shen look a lot like us, but their genetic make-up and brain chemistry is completely different,” she explained. “Maybe when their women get married, something in their hormones kick in and they really do get some kind of physical compulsion to have children.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes narrowed, not sure if she was serious or not. 
 
    “Think about it,” she said. “Remember when she bit you? Maybe tasting your blood is part of the process.” She rose to her feet and started pacing. “Like… it physically marks you as the target of some overwhelming hormonal compulsion to mate!” 
 
    “Stop,” he said deadpan. 
 
    “Maybe,” she went on anyway, “The compulsion will just get stronger and stronger until she can’t take it anymore and just attacks you!” 
 
    He stared at her, completely unamused. “You done?” he asked. 
 
    “Almost,” she replied. “Maybe!” she continued. “She’ll just become some kind of psycho stalker! Sir, I’m afraid you have no choice. You’re going to have to just grit your teeth and show her how humans have a good time.” 
 
    Ben glared at her for a hard few seconds. “Now are you done?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m done,” she said with a smile.  
 
    “Good,” he said. “Now, do you have anything helpful to say?” 
 
    She sat down again, continuing to grin evilly. “In all seriousness, this came up a lot during the MFET engagement,” she told him. “It’s not a physical thing. It’s religious. It’s one of their marriage requirements.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked, sounding more curious than concerned. “So that’s what she meant,” he whispered. 
 
    “’What she meant?’” Patricia asked. 
 
    “I tried to explain that biology didn’t work that way and that we probably couldn’t have a child,” he said. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” the terp agreed. “This isn’t some cheesy sci-fi TV show. You’re two different species. So, what did she say to that?” 
 
    “She said we’d adopt.” 
 
    Patricia laughed… again. 
 
    “And what did you say?” she asked as he glared at her. 
 
    “That’s about when I started to pretend I didn’t understand the words she was using and got out of there as soon as I could,” he admitted. 
 
    “Oh, god,” she said between chuckles. 
 
    “Look, a marriage is one thing,” he said. “But kids? That’s going too far. Just because you’re married, doesn’t mean you have to have kids.” 
 
    “For the Va’Shen, there’s no point in getting married if you’re not going to have kids,” Patricia explained. She sighed and looked out the window. “I wish I knew more about their history. The things that help explain their thinking on things like this.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was religious?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but…” She shook her head. “There’s something about all of it. I think something happened to them… Something that made having children their number one priority.” She sighed. “Maybe I should take a class,” she joked. “Intro to alien history…” 
 
    “Why don’t you?” he suggested. 
 
    She gave him an exasperated look. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he continued. “Why not ask Hestean to teach you Va’Shen history?” 
 
    “You think she would?” Patricia asked uncertainly. 
 
    “I have never met a historian who wasn’t eager to talk to someone about history,” Ben told her. As someone who majored in history, himself, he knew that for a fact. 
 
    “Maybe I will then,” she said. “In the meantime, what are you going to do about Alacea?” 
 
    “She also requested some help finding out what happened to the tods they sent to the war,” he replied. “Apparently, none of them ever came back after the war ended.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” she said. “You think it’s like the situation with the Kar’El guys?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, not sure if he could believe the same situation happening twice. “Most likely they’re all dead on some other world. I’m going to go to Jamieson and maybe the embassy to see what I can find.” 
 
    Something about the way he said this made Patricia arch an eyebrow. “You’re skipping town,” she accused him. 
 
    “I am not skipping town,” he defended. 
 
    “You’re skipping town!” she repeated in amazement. 
 
    “Fine!” he admitted. “I need a little time to figure this baby thing out!” 
 
    She laughed at him… again. 
 
    While she did, he pulled the scroll of Pelle names from his desk and reached out, handing it to her. “I don’t suppose you can Romanize the names here so I can at least say them?” 
 
    She looked at the names of the scroll and grimaced. “Sorry, Sir. If it was a regular note or something, I might, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    Patricia sighed. “The Va’Shen have an entire different alphabet for names,” she explained.  
 
    “Of course they do,” Ben sighed. 
 
    “But I bet Dr. Sinclair could,” she added. 
 
    “Wanna go to Jamieson with me?” he asked her. 
 
    “Um… I’d like to, but what about here?” 
 
    “Senior Chief can run things for a few days, and it’s not exactly popping around here,” he assured her.  
 
    “Well, sure, then!” she said eagerly. “I hear Jamieson has a Taco Barn now.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Ben said. “We’ll take Ramirez too. Spelling wanted him to talk to PA about the girl he saved.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m down, but what if they need an interpreter?” she asked. “I mean classes have been going pretty good, but…” 
 
    Ben smiled. “I actually have an idea about that.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Bllbbllbblblblblbbllbbbllbbbllbb… 
 
    Sho Nan and Hestean watched silently as Alacea, submerged up to her nose in the temple bath, made bubbles in the water with her mouth while she seethed. Her delicate ears were pointed downward, an obvious tell to her dark mood, and the water surrounding her was moving as a result of the irritated thrashing of her submerged tail.  
 
    The three of them were the only vixens currently in the huge bath area, heated by furnaces run by the junior acolytes. Situated outdoors, it allowed the Mikorin to purify themselves while viewing the natural beauty around them. 
 
    It was also well known as the place the Na’Sha went to sulk. 
 
    Hestean, her blue and white hair pinned up above her ears, studied her friend and turned to Sho Nan. 
 
    <Why is she pouting?> 
 
    Sho Nan, ever ready to troll her friends, replied instantly. 
 
    <Her tesho has taken another mistress.> 
 
    <He has not!> Alacea cried, sticking her head out of the water long enough to snap back. 
 
    <And she is apparently prettier than the Na’Sha.> 
 
    <Now you’re just being cruel!> Alacea complained. 
 
    <Did something happen?> Hestean asked in concern. 
 
    <Nazea was right,> Alacea muttered irritably. <I shouldn’t have let him speak…> 
 
    <Huh?> 
 
    Bllbbllbblblblblbbllbbbllbbbllbb… 
 
    <Has your tesho done something vexing?> Sho Nan asked. 
 
    The burbling stopped, and Alacea’s head rose from the water again. She seemed hesitant to voice the matter to her fellow Mikorin, knowing they would be unlikely to offer her guidance. 
 
    Hestean and Sho Nan waited patiently for her to continue. When she did, it was like a dam broke in front of them. 
 
    <I told him we should have children, and he ran! He ran away!> Alacea cried. 
 
    <Literally or figuratively?> Hestean asked. 
 
    <Figuratively,> Alacea replied darkly. <Though I’m sure it would have been literally were the floors not so polished as to be a slipping danger.> 
 
    <It is a sudden change, is it not?> Sho Nan asked. <A few weeks ago, you were repulsed by the thought of him touching you.> 
 
    <It must be sudden,> Alacea growled. <I am twenty-seven. Most vixens marry at seventeen. It will become dangerous when I reach thirty. If we are to follow the Gods’ will and obey the Requirements of Matrimony, we must start now.> 
 
    <And he does not agree?> Hestean asked. 
 
    <It would appear not,> the head priestess said. <Even after the Grand Overlord gave his blessing for our union, I am apparently too hideous to take to the marriage den.> 
 
    <He said that?> Sho Nan asked. 
 
    <… No,> Alacea admitted. She looked down at the water, ashamed of her outburst. She had to admit that she had sprung the topic on him without warning and without knowing any of the physical, cultural or religious particulars that might influence his people in such things. It was easy for her, as a Na’Sha, to dismiss his gods as false. Her position, after all, essentially required it. But such concerns were still real to him. 
 
    She sighed, and her ears began to rise again as her anger left her. She had become so concerned with her matrimonial requirements, she had overlooked that he might have his own. 
 
    What if, for instance, his people only mated in certain seasons like kashu do? 
 
    What if he had already passed the age where he can physically reproduce? 
 
    For all she knew, his people laid eggs. 
 
    Hestean seemed to sense the change in her friend, and her ears twitched. <I am certain, in this case, the Gods would make allowances for you,> she said. <Your marriage, after all, serves a much different purpose than most others.> 
 
    To hear that, from Hestean of all people, made Alacea’s heart ache, but the reaction was the opposite of what the historian meant. And Alacea dug in. 
 
    <No!> she replied angrily. <For thousands of years we have been taught that these are the rules! That to be worthy of the Gods’ love, you must follow them, no exceptions! If I can look the other way and claim to be exempt, then why not someone else?! Why not someone worthy of love but forbidden from fulfilling it by those same rules?! It’s not fair!> 
 
    Hestean’s ears pressed against her skull, obviously upset at the answer but not willing to voice why. <It is irresponsible to break those rules for your own happiness,> she argued. <It is selfish and takes from the future a greater possibility than the one claimed. But to break the rules in exchange for a net good is no sin!> 
 
    Alacea went silent, chastened by a subordinate Mikorin sounding so much more like a Na’Sha than she did at that moment. 
 
    <Tell me, what if a demand, a requirement, for a child is a condition he cannot meet?> Hestean went on. <Would you hold such a thing against him? Cause strife in a marriage so many depend on? Where would the good from such an act come?> 
 
    The head priestess looked down at the water sadly. It had been wrong to air this problem to Hestean, insensitive. But the other vixen was absolutely right. Being angry at her Tesho or resenting him if he proved unable or unwilling to fulfill this requirement, would bring no good to anyone. 
 
    <You are right,> Alacea told her quietly. <I am sorry.> 
 
    Sitting nearby, silent up until now, Sho Nan decided to break in. <Your tesho is not a bad person,> she said. <For a Dark One, he is all but a miracle. If the Gods mean for you to have children with him, you will have them. But you should not have them just because the Gods wish it. It should be because the both of you wish it as well. I think that is where you should start.> 
 
    <I think Sho Nan is right,> Hestean said, her anger put aside. <Even a political marriage should strive to be made from love.> 
 
    <You believe I should concentrate on forging a strong marriage with Tesho and worry about the requirements as they come,> Alacea concluded thoughtfully. 
 
    <I think if your marriage is about the joining of two communities, then harmony and, with time, love should be your focus,> Hestean said. 
 
    <Hestean is wise,> Sho Nan agreed. 
 
    <Yes,> Alacea agreed. <She is.> 
 
    Alacea took her friend’s words to heart and resolved to approach Ben with the intent to cool things down and assure him that she would move only at his pace. Hestean was right. Her marriage was too important to too many people and far too unorthodox to try to stuff it into the typical Va’Shen marriage box. 
 
    If the Gods had given her this marriage, then they would want her to try harder. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “You want Alzoria to be a temporary interpreter?” 
 
    Tracking down the peach-haired vixen wasn’t a problem. If she wasn’t out hunting, there was a good chance she was shadowing Ramirez. Bao Sen allowed Ramirez to participate in Huntress activities, and, in exchange, Alzoria was allowed to spend time on the FOB, absorbing human culture. 
 
    Ben knew the Va’Shen weren’t so much interested in human culture as they were knowing more about their security and movements. He wasn’t stupid. He also knew, however, that even without this arrangement, the Va’Shen would just have people sneak onto the post and learn what they wanted anyway. At least this way, Ramirez got to learn more about the Va’Shen, and Alzoria would hopefully learn that humans weren’t the monstrous murder-bots Va’Shen seemed to think they were. 
 
    So, all Ben and Patricia had to do to find Alzoria was catch up to Ramirez on his “coffee run,” which, out of respect to Patricia and Ben, was taking much longer than it should. That was partly because the Ranger had swung by the SeaBees’ workshop to chat with some of the sailors first. Alzoria had found him there, and Ben and Patricia had found her as a result. 
 
    Ben nodded at Ramirez as Patricia, Warren and Alzoria listened on. “Unless, Senior Chief, you have any objections,” he clarified. “You’re going to be the one in charge while we’re gone.” 
 
    Warren shook his head immediately. He knew what it was like to run the FOB with no one around who could speak to the Va’Shen on his behalf. That exact hindrance had reared its ugly head when Alacea and Hestean had come to him for help during the Kar’El commando incident. It was only Patricia’s well-timed return from Jamieson that had averted a possible catastrophe. 
 
    “I figure between what she knows of English and what the LT’s taught us of Va’Shen, we should be able to make it work,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ramirez said, turning to the vixen. “You think you’re up to it?” 
 
    Alzoria’s ears turned down to point at him in annoyance. “Betch, pease,” she said. “I spake goot.” She turned to Ben and bowed. “Ah gacha back, jack.” She punctuated this statement by extending her middle finger to the captain and giving him the bird. 
 
    Ramirez reached out and readjusted her fingers so that it was her thumb standing up instead of her middle finger. “The other one,” he whispered to her quickly.  
 
    Alzoria held her thumb up to Ben with renewed vigor. 
 
    “You’ll have her ready to work at the embassy in no time,” Patricia remarked dryly. 
 
    “I think we’ll get along just fine,” Warren assured them. 
 
    Ben reached into his pocket and fished out some imperial coins. “Of course, we’ll pay you for the work,” he told her, holding out a handful of coins. 
 
    Alzoria looked at the coins, her ears reaching upward. She reached out and tentatively took one coin. 
 
    “You can take all of them,” Ben assured her. 
 
    “No,” Alzoria said, holding a hand up. “Wrong take others. Nawt awsum pawsum. Spake goot one coin.” 
 
    Ben didn’t understand the hang up. Any other government contractor would jump for additional pay. “Okay,” he said instead. “If you think you need more, just say so.” 
 
    <Overlord says if Alzoria requires more pay, Alzoria only ask,> Patricia translated, wanting to make sure the vixen understood the offer. 
 
    Alzoria dropped back into Va’Shen to answer her. <It is dishonorable to take more than the job is worth,> she said. <One Ear is already more than I should accept.> 
 
    <I understand,> Patricia told her and turned to Ben. “It’s a Va’Shen thing,” she said. “She’s grateful, but she thinks one coin is plenty.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Ben said before pocketing the others. He turned to Ramirez. “Okay, Staff Sergeant, pack a bag for a three day stay at Jamieson and meet us here in an hour.” 
 
    Ramirez looked puzzled. “Me, Sir?” 
 
    “PA wants to talk to you about the girl you pulled out of the E-wire,” Ben explained.  
 
    “Well, look who’s going to be famous,” Warren said with a grin. 
 
    “It really wasn’t a big thing, Sir,” Ramirez argued. 
 
    “You don’t make that call,” Ben said. “Go get your stuff.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ramirez said, saluting Ben. 
 
    As the marksman trotted off across the temporary clamshell shelter the SeaBees had turned into their workshop, another figure caught the captain’s eye. 
 
    “Who’s the kid?” he asked Warren, nodding to the one-armed Va’Shen boy sweeping the floor nearby. 
 
    “That’s Turean,” the chief answered. At the sound of the name, Alzoria turned and saw the boy working. “Found him hanging out over by the barracks looking bored, so I put him to work.” 
 
    At the first hint of the concerned look in Ben’s eyes, Warren added, “With pay, of course. Figure he could do some of the upkeep stuff that bots or contractors would normally do.” 
 
    Alzoria turned to them warily, her ears folded slightly downward. “You fose him do tings?” she asked. 
 
    <No,> Warren answered. <He do things. We give.> He held up one of the Ears in explanation. 
 
    “Is that all right?” Ben asked. <Acceptable?> he added in Va’Shen. 
 
    Alzoria seemed to give the question a lot more thought than either of the humans thought it warranted. Seeming to want to make sure she was understood, she turned to Patricia and answered in Va’Shen. 
 
    <Turean lost his arm in an accident,> she said. <The community cares for him. He does not need to work.> 
 
    Patricia chewed her lip on this and turned to the two men. “She said he doesn’t have to work, that the village takes care of him.” A moment later, she added. “The way she said it, I don’t think it’s wrong, but it does kind of throw her for a loop.” 
 
    “Do I need to send him away?” Warren asked, his tone suddenly subdued. 
 
    “No one is saying that so far,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Ben asked the chief. 
 
    “Not really,” Warren replied. “Kid has a good attitude and seems to want to work. Wants to know how things work and such. I’m not letting him near any sensitive stuff, of course. He just seemed… I don’t know… bored.” 
 
    <Must he stop?> Patricia asked Alzoria. 
 
    Alzoria studied the boy as if wondering if he needed to be rescued. <No,> she finally said. <It is just unnecessary for him to do so.> 
 
    “She says it’s fine.” 
 
    “Well, okay then,” Ben said in support. “I’ve got no issue with it as long as he’s not wandering around camp unsupervised.” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Warren assured him. “Just hanging out here, doing some cleaning and such.” 
 
    “All right,” Ben said with a nod. That settled to his satisfaction, he changed the subject again. “We should only be gone a few days. If you need us, the TOC at Jamieson should be able to find us.” 
 
    “No worries, Sir. Have fun.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The drive to Jamieson Airfield, the primary air and space port of entry and exit for U.S. and Coalition forces on Va’Sh, took a few hours, with another hour waiting in line at the Entry Control Point for their vehicle to be inspected and their credentials checked. Once the Marines in charge of security were satisfied that everything about the trio of soldiers and their LTV was in order, the Marine corporal gave Ben a salute, and the three drove off. As Ramirez zigzagged through the maze of concrete barriers designed to prevent a vehicle from being able to crash the gate, Ben was once again looking over the delicate parchment Alacea had given him, as if by staring hard enough he could will himself to understand the letters printed there. 
 
    “Why do they even bother with this?” Ramirez grumbled as he turned the wheel left and right and left again. “It’s not like the Va’Shen drive cars.” 
 
    “They could steal one, I guess,” Patricia opined. “Fill an LTV full of glassers and go for broke.” 
 
    “If their security situation is anything like ours, they hardly need to,” Ramirez returned. “They could just sneak a guy in with a bag of them. They’d never even have to go near the gate.” 
 
    The interpreter shrugged and gave up. Just like the Va’Shen did things that didn’t make sense to them, so did the Army. Thinking about it just made your head hurt. 
 
    They continued the long drive toward the base proper, passing little more than open fields of grass between fence-lines to put as much space between the base and the Va’Shen as possible. They watched an Air Force transport take off in the distance and disappear into the light purple sky. Eventually, they began to pass a few buildings and then a few more until they were driving on busy streets with groups of service members walking on the sidewalks and crossing the roads. Shuttle busses and surreys made their rounds at 20 miles per hour. 
 
    “Looks like home,” Ramirez commented as they passed an Air Force captain walking down the street, licking an ice cream cone. They passed the base exchange mini-mall and the assortment of shops and restaurants put there to make the base denizens feel more at home. 
 
    “Aw, hell YEAH!” Ramirez cried. “Taco Barn! I know what I’m doing for dinner tonight!” 
 
    “I didn’t get over on this side of the base last time,” Patricia said. “I’m really looking forward to it!” 
 
    Ben was silent, looking out the window as the utter normalcy passed by. Seeing chain restaurants and shops on Va’Sh was surreal compared to what he seen the past couple of months. 
 
    “Where to, Boss?” Ramirez asked, pulling him back to reality. 
 
    “Headquarters building,” Ben answered. “I want to make sure we can get on Dr. Sinclair’s calendar while we’re here.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    A stop at the Combined Joint Task Force headquarters building confirmed that Sinclair was booked for most of the day, trapped in the eternal purgatory of meetings held to prepare for other meetings that made up most of the life of a staff officer. The specialist manning the phone in that section of the building assured them, however, that he would be back the next morning. 
 
    Ben asked the specialist to let Sinclair know to expect them and walked with Patricia and Ramirez in tow back out to the LTV. They figured dinner and arranging for a place to bed down for the next few days would fill the remaining daylight hours. After a short stop at Transient Housing to secure places to sleep for the next few days, the three met up again at the LTV. 
 
    “Tacos?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “Tacos,” Ben confirmed. 
 
    As the three climbed into the vehicle, Patricia spoke up. 
 
    “Um, what did you two think of your accommodations?” she asked. “They seemed a little bit… bad… to me.” 
 
    Ramirez started the vehicle before throwing a look back at the terp. “Ma’am, we’re the wrong guys to ask that stuff,” he told her. “We’re Rangers. It has a pillow, a blanket and a toilet with a seat on it. Five stars.” 
 
    Ben nodded, remembering some of the places they had slept in the past. For Rangers in the field, being told they were going to sleep in a hole in the ground was good news. They didn’t usually get holes. 
 
    Patricia’s lips curled up in faint disgust. Her “quarters” was a tent with six sets of bunk beds and some metal lockers. Walking in and locking up her bags had woken up three night-shift workers, none of whom were very appreciative of having to share their tent with some new lieutenant. 
 
    The one item they were not allowed to stow away were their sidearms. Each of them had an automatic pistol strapped to their waists or legs. You weren’t allowed to leave it anywhere unsupervised. Many a soldier had had a promotion delayed thanks to forgetting their weapon in a bathroom somewhere. 
 
    It was a short drive back to the mini-mall area and a quick walk to the food court where they had spotted Taco Barn. 
 
    “Oh, what bullshit,” Ramirez hissed as he looked at the CLOSED sign on the shut sliding window on the food trailer’s side.  
 
    Another NCO overheard him and supplied an explanation. “Yeah, they found some kind of furry lizard thing in the produce storage area and now they can’t reopen until BioEnvironmental clears them.” 
 
    “I guess burgers and pizza then,” Patricia sighed, starting toward one of the other food trailers. 
 
    After receiving and signing for their food, they regrouped at a little picnic table situated in the center of food court area among about forty others. 
 
    “What a day,” Patricia sighed. 
 
    Ramirez took a bite from his burger and paused mid-chew. After a moment, he continued chewing and swallowed, giving his burger a critical look. “I don’t think this is beef,” he commented. 
 
    “So tomorrow we see Sinclair,” Patricia continued. “Then what?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Hopefully, he’ll have an idea of where to start. At the least, I’m hoping he can give me a Romanized list of these names.” 
 
    “Man, I wish Burgers was here at times like this,” Ramirez went on, seemingly oblivious to their conversation. “Did you know he can take a bite of a hamburger and tell you what planet the cow came from? Guy’s a burger savant…” 
 
    “He said last time I talked to him that he’s worked with Va’Shen in the Imperial government before,” Patricia noted. “Perhaps he can hook us up with a contact who can help us.” 
 
    “That would be a good start,” Ben admitted, taking a bite of his pizza slice. “Hell, maybe there’s a Va’Shen organization set up for something like this. Like DPAA.” 
 
    “Is it kangaroo?” Ramirez asked himself after another bite.  
 
    The Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency was the joint organization responsible for searching and accounting for missing military personnel from past wars. If they were really lucky, a Va’Shen equivalent would already be set up, ready to assist them. 
 
    But, Ben had to admit, the odds of that were low in the extreme given what Alacea had already told him. 
 
    “It’s llama!” Ramirez announced, slapping his hand on the table in triumph. That settled, he looked up at the captain. “So… how long have you been married to the head priestess?” 
 
    Ben started choking on a mouthful of hot cheese and pepperoni while Patricia simply stared at Ramirez in confused horror. 
 
    As the captain continued coughing, Patricia spoke on his behalf. “What makes you think that?” she asked, her tone all but confirming it as truth. 
 
    Ramirez smiled. “Uh, because you two and Colonel Spelling were talking about it next to a parked convoy full of Rangers,” he said. “News travels fast, especially among the enlisted folks.” 
 
    “So, basically the whole camp knows,” Ben croaked his conclusion before coughing again. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Ramirez confirmed. “It sounded kind of fantastical, so not a lot of them believe it yet, but the source is reliable, and I know you two had been spending a lot of time together, so…” 
 
    Ben put his face in his hands, mortified. 
 
    “That was pretty stupid,” Patricia muttered, referring to the way they had talked about such a sensitive subject in full earshot of a bunch of Rangers. It hadn’t even occurred to her at the time. She had simply been too relieved that everything had turned out all right to be concerned with anything else. 
 
    “It’s pretty typical, Ma’am,” Ramirez told her. “The higher you go up in rank the more… invisible… enlisted folk become. You’ll see. When you get to major general, we’ll basically just be cocker spaniels to you.” 
 
    Ben rubbed his temples. He should have known this was going to happen eventually. It was, after all, no secret to the Va’Shen villagers, and as his people learned more and more of the language and got socially closer to the fox aliens, it was bound to come out. At least now it was officially sanctioned, so he wasn’t technically setting a bad example for his people. 
 
    “Look, Sir, I ain’t trying to stir up trouble here,” Ramirez told him apologetically. “If you want me to try to shut down the rumors, I can, but it’s already gone around the chow hall like seven times.” 
 
    “No, Staff Sergeant,” Ben replied morosely. “There’s no point to that. It’s true. And I don’t want to lie to our people if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “So… What happened?” he asked eagerly. “Did something happen between you two when you were out in the woods together?” 
 
    Patricia and Ben looked at one another, and the captain gestured to her to go ahead and explain it. Folding her hands in front of her, the terp told Ramirez the whole story from the beginning, ending with Spelling’s visit and the nature of their mission on Jamieson. Thankfully, she left out the assumption that Ben was “skipping town” to avoid having a conversation with Alacea about kids. 
 
    “Ho-ly shit,” Ramirez summed up at the end of the story. “There’s gotta be an anime like this somewhere. Burgers will know.” 
 
    “It’s a sensitive issue, Staff Sergeant,” Patricia said in a warning tone. 
 
    “Oh, I get it, Ma’am!” the Ranger assured her. “And I think it’s kinda cool.” 
 
    “’Cool?’” Ben asked, waiting for the trap to spring and the jokes to begin. 
 
    But they didn’t come. “Yeah,” Ramirez told him. “I mean, I always thought I’d be the first one with a Va’Shen girlfriend, but you’re out there getting married to one to try to keep the shit happening up north from hitting us. Once the guys know the context, they’re going to appreciate it.” 
 
    “Huh,” Ben said noncommittally. 
 
    “Especially with… you know,” Ramirez suddenly ended his thought and promptly shut up. 
 
    Ben didn’t need to pry further to know what he was talking about.  
 
    “They didn’t have anything to do with Persephone,” he told the NCO. “She was scared for her people and did the only thing she could think of.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be able to write one helluva book when we redeploy, Sir,” Ramirez told him with a grin. 
 
    The innocent statement caught Ben by surprise and brought up another eventual problem. 
 
    What would happen when the time came to leave Va’Sh? 
 
    * * * 
 
    He felt the bones in the tod’s neck pop, saw its eyes roll back into its head and the soft rattling noise in its throat as its final breath left its body.  
 
    Ben took several deep breaths as he slowly pulled his hands from around the commando’s neck. All around him, the sirens and bugle calls continued to wail their desperate call for action, and the cracks of rifles rang out in response. 
 
    He knew it was a dream. The Ranger had killed more Va’Shen in his dreams by now than he had in the waking world. He was a dream warrior veteran for shit’s sake. So, the dream at its usual end point, he sat back and waited to wake up, staring down at the corpse below him. 
 
    The blood beating in his temples formed a rhythm that accompanied the red alert siren as he waited. 
 
    And waited… 
 
    What the hell? he thought.  
 
    This was where the dream ended. Countless times before, either he killed the Va’Shen infiltrator in his tent, or the commando killed him, and then he would snap awake in the real world. But this time, the wails, the bugles and the rifles simply continued on. 
 
    He stood up and ran to the front of his tent, pushing the flap open. 
 
    And then he saw why he hadn’t woken up. 
 
    The interior of FOB Leonard lay spread out before him, bathed in the shadows of the night and illuminated only by the light from Va’Sh’s two moons. He felt his breath catch in his throat. Looking up and behind him, he saw the lightning muzzle flashes and heard the steady rattling of an M-270 machine gun in the guard tower, spraying death downward, not outside the perimeter, but inside, inside the camp. 
 
    Gripping his pistol, he let the training kick in and ran for the nearest cover, a sand-bagged trench about twenty feet long. He heard several distinct cracks as he dived in, the sounds of a rifle set to semi-automatic. As he sat up, he saw he wasn’t the only person in the trench. 
 
    Ramirez, looking through the scope of an M-31A2 marksman rifle, was firing rapidly toward the south side of the FOB. He looked down and saw Ben there. 
 
    “You okay?!” he shouted down at him. 
 
    “I’m good!” Ben lied, looking carefully over the edge of the trench at the fires, the glass, and the bright purple flashes from Va’Shen hardlight rifles. “What the hell happened?!” he demanded. 
 
    Ramirez fired twice more before answering. “Infiltrators came in and started hitting the barracks,” he explained quickly. “Followed by an entire fucking mob of them hitting the south fence, tossing glassers all over the damn place like fucking Mardi Gras beads!” 
 
    “Where’s QRF?” Ben asked, searching for targets, but being careful as he only had the one magazine for his pistol. 
 
    “Glasser hit their shack before the alarms even went off,” Ramirez told him. “Like they knew their fucking address!” 
 
    When did we get back to Leonard? Ben’s mind asked itself. 
 
    He ignored it. “We need to regroup or we’re fucked!” Ben shouted. “Where’s Baird?!” 
 
    “Glassed!” Ramirez cried. “I haven’t seen the LT either!” 
 
    “We gotta move!” Ben said. “I’ll cover, you go for the armory!” 
 
    Before he could say another word, a beam of purple light punched through Ramirez’s forehead, and the Ranger slumped down into the trench. 
 
    Ben looked down at the NCO. Just like that. One second he was alive, and the next he wasn’t. No cry of pain, no deathbed begging for his mother, no dramatic flying through the air. He had simply fallen down and wasn’t getting up. 
 
    He grabbed Ramirez’s rifle and stood up… 
 
    * * * 
 
    … And found himself sitting up in his cot in Jamieson’s transient tent. Gasping for breath, he rolled off the cot onto the freezing concrete floor, still wrapped in an olive drab green blanket. He fought the blankets and sheets for a moment until he was free and then sat there for several moments, his head in his hands. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he gasped. “Too real. Tooreal, tooreal, tooreal…” 
 
    He could hear the other six men in the tent stirring, and realizing they were about to wake up and ask him embarrassing questions, he quickly threw on his shower shoes, grabbed his holstered sidearm and walked out of the tent in his brown sweatpants and grey t-shirt. 
 
    Stepping into the night, Ben rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and looked around. Although the transient area was lit, the Va’Shen night and the lack of anyone moving around gave it a very creepy quality. Rows upon rows of identical-looking beige tents surrounded him, with only the black, four-digit numbers printed by the flaps giving the residents a way to find which was their own. Ben turned right and followed the path of plywood boards laid down to cover the mud toward the latrine and the nearest common area. 
 
    Interspersed through the grids of tents were concrete slabs with picnic tables and grills set up for the residents. Stacks of cardboard boxes filled with plastic bottles of water stood near each one, and Ben detoured to one of them to get a bottle for himself. Picking one out of the box, he twisted the cap and took a long drink before pouring the rest over his head. Thankfully, it was still the warm season on Va’Sh. 
 
    The Ranger walked over to the picnic tables, the images and sounds from his dream still echoing inside his head. So distracted by it was he that he didn’t notice the blond man in Army PT gear sitting on one of the picnic tables, spitting sunflower seed shells into an empty water bottle. 
 
    Upon noticing him, Ben gave the man a nod. 
 
    The other soldier nodded back and gave him a “Hey,” before spitting more seeds into the bottle.  
 
    They sat under the pavilion lights, each alone with their thoughts. Finally, the silence seemed to get to the other man, and he spoke up. 
 
    “Jump lag?” he asked. 
 
    “Hmm?” Ben replied, missing the question. 
 
    “You just rotated in, right?” the soldier asked. “Can’t sleep because of jump lag?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Ben told him evasively. “Where are you headed?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m stationed here,” the troop said, pausing to spit more sunflower seeds into the water bottle. Ben mentally grimaced at the rather disgusting act. “They just have us here because our barracks is getting sprayed for furry lizard things.” 
 
    “Same reason Taco Barn is closed,” Ben concluded. 
 
    The other man nodded and spat into the bottle again. “Little fuckers get everywhere and eat anything.” 
 
    Ben remembered the two lizards he found eating the body of the toka he had killed while searching for the kidnapped Alacea. He wondered if they were the same thing. 
 
    “So, what do you do on Jamieson?” the Ranger asked. He hadn’t asked for the conversation, but it was helping him take his mind off his dream and so was reluctant to let it end. 
 
    “I’m at the Batting Cage,” he said. At Ben’s confused look, he explained. “Joint Detention Operations Group. I’m a guard at the detention facility on the other side of the runway. They call it the Batting Cage because it’s got chain link over the entire facility.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Jamieson had a detention facility,” Ben noted. “Didn’t know we still had prisoners,” he added. 
 
    The soldier spat into the bottle. “Yeah, they say they’re waiting for the Vashies to finish formal processing.” 
 
    “What’s it like?” Ben asked. His own experience with Va’Shen prisoners of war had been mixed. Most preferred to not be taken alive, but some did or were taken after being knocked out by explosions. When they were taken alive, they typically kept their mouths shut and didn’t respond to attempts to communicate. 
 
    “Fucking eerie, man,” the prison guard told him pointedly. “You expect them to give you shit, yell, throw shit at you. I knew guys who worked the detention facility on the Alberta DMZ. They said the only bodily fluid they didn’t have thrown on them at one time or another was menstrual blood, and that was only because it was an all male facility.” He shook his head. “The Vashies, though… They keep to themselves, and when they’re outside and they see you, they just glare at you, like they’re thinking up ways to kill you if they could just get to you.” 
 
    Ben shivered. He’d been on the other side of that glare a few times himself. “Does it ever happen?” he asked, remembering how difficult it was to keep Va’Shen out of his camp. He’d never heard about what it was like trying to keep them in. 
 
    The other soldier shook his head. “Nah,” he said. “They do a count twice a day. Only time it was ever off was this one time when they accidentally double-counted someone, so we were showing an extra prisoner. But it got fixed right away.” He spat into the bottle again. “So where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m at Sector 13,” Ben told him, keeping his position and rank to himself. 
 
    “I hear the south is nice,” the man told him. “North sucks. Try to stay out of there if you can at all help it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard the same thing.” 
 
    The silence descended upon the two veterans again, leaving both to their own thoughts. Ben finished his water and tossed the empty bottle into the recycle bin nearby. He gave the spitter a nod. 
 
    “Have a nice one.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    The Ranger started back to his tent. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Well, that was fast,” Dr. Sinclair announced as he offered his hand to Ben and Patricia to shake. The two had set off for the Va’Sh expert’s office first thing in the morning, stopping only long enough to pick up coffee and a couple of donuts from one of the coffee shops littering the base. Ramirez, meanwhile, was setting off to find the command Public Affairs office for an interview about the incident with the little Va’Shen girl caught in the E-wire. 
 
    Not much had changed in Sinclair’s office since the last time Patricia had visited. It was still a very spartan affair with almost no decoration or knickknacks. Moving nonessential items by space was appallingly expensive, and most people serving on Va’Sh had only a small space and weight allowance for what they could bring. But there were a couple of brown cushioned chairs and a couch, and the three took seats facing each other as soon as greetings were conducted. 
 
    The doctor listened intently as Ben laid out his mission and showed him the scroll with the Pelle commandos’ names.  
 
    “The list is quite detailed,” Sinclair informed them as he studied it. “Fortunately, it’s in one of the proper noun alphabets I know, so I can get you a list you can pronounce. It’ll take a few days, though.” 
 
    Ben grit his teeth in disappointment. He knew it would take awhile, but a part of him had hoped Sinclair would be able to give him something that day. “I understand, thank you,” he said. “Once we have that, though, where would you recommend we go?” 
 
    “This is where it gets complicated,” Sinclair told him as he rolled the list back up. “The Va’Shen are meticulous record keepers. The names, units and locations of every Va’Shen military unit was written down and stored in a building in the capital, records going back thousands of years.” 
 
    “Great!” Ben cried. “That sounds perfect!” 
 
    “And burning it down was the first thing the Va’Shen did when our forces moved into the city,” Sinclair finished. 
 
    “Less perfect,” Patricia sighed. 
 
    Ben took a deep breath. “Okay, what about the higher level commanders?” he asked. “Someone sent them wherever they ended up, right? Maybe that person remembers?” 
 
    Sinclair took a breath and sat back in his chair, studying Ben for several moments. “How much do you know about how the Va’Shen military is structured?” he asked. 
 
    “You aim for the guy with the sword,” Ben answered honestly. 
 
    Sinclair smiled at the joke. “The way the Va’Shen military works is fascinating,” he said. “Each community, when called, will put together a group of fighting tods called a ‘commando.’” 
 
    “Like a militia system,” Ben concluded. 
 
    “Yes,” Sinclair agreed. “Led by a single captain who is actually elected by the other members of the commando. Above that, however, there is what you might call a second military tier. The roles, the ones we would recognize as generals or colonels, are drawn from a subset of unlanded Va’Shen nobility whose only job is to train for and lead large groups in war. You’ve heard of Bushido?” 
 
    Ben nodded. As someone who had studied the Pacific War in the first half of the 20th century, he was very aware of the Japanese “way of the warrior” and its role in that war’s misery. 
 
    “The Va’Shen version is like Bushido’s older, buffer, crazier cousin,” Sinclair said. “When the Emperor announced the Va’Shen’s surrender, the overwhelming majority of these Va’Shen officers assembled in front of the Imperial palace, bowed in apology to the Emperor for their failures and then cut open their own throats.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Patricia gasped. 
 
    “The ones who didn’t had been ordered to remain alive for us,” Sinclair continued. 
 
    “To help us in the reconstruction?” Patricia asked in disbelief, finding it hard to believe after everything she had just heard. 
 
    “No,” Sinclair answered. 
 
    “So we would have someone to kill,” Ben answered. “Someone to take our anger out on.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Sinclair said. “Apparently, you can’t have a war crimes trial without war criminals.” 
 
    Ben pursed his lips in frustration. It was the exact same reason Alacea had come barreling into Kasshas’s office, demanding she be executed. Someone had to pay, and the Va’Shen would supply that someone one way or another. 
 
    “Sometimes I think this whole planet is just one big death cult,” Ben aired. 
 
    And yet, at the same time, they put so much emphasis on bearing children. The more he thought about it, the more it actually made sense, a sick sort of balance. The Va’Shen fought with a desperate fanaticism to save their race and continued that fight even after they had lost, all so their civilization could continue. 
 
    Ben sighed, already anticipating a negative answer to his next suggestion. “The Va’Shen space navy,” he said. Maybe some ship captain would remember taking the Pelle commando somewhere. 
 
    “They don’t really have one,” Sinclair replied.  
 
    “Now, I know that’s bullshit,” Ben shot back with some heat. “Because one of them dropped that rock on Persephone.” 
 
    “No, I understand what you mean,” Sinclair assured him. “But their navy is not like ours. Their ships were essentially nothing more than troop transports and almost fully automated. They were not even run by a member of the military, but one of their religious caste.” 
 
    Ben arched an eyebrow. “A Mikorin?” he asked. 
 
    The older man nodded. “Apparently, it is a special position within their religion where one of them interfaces with their ships and tells it where to go and what to do.” 
 
    “You’re telling us a Mikorin attacked Persephone?” Ben continued, realizing he was getting off the subject, but unable to resist. He had always assumed Va’Shen ships were crewed by Va’Shen military just as U.S. spaceships were. To hear that they were run by Mikorin suddenly made Alacea’s original confession sound more plausible. Not that he believed she was involved, but it would have made sense to her. 
 
    “I never would have thought that,” Patricia said. All the Mikorin she had met had been such nice, gentle women without a violent bone in their bodies. The idea that not only were there Mikorin that participated in military missions, but that one had been willing to murder a planet struck her as wrong. 
 
    “Apparently, they’re not spoken of very much… or very highly,” Sinclair said. 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Okay, Doctor, I’m hearing a lot of negatives. What I need is a positive.” 
 
    “You can try the Va’Shen military headquarters,” Sinclair told him. “There are a few commanders left. But…” He held up a finger. “There is one more long shot.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” the Ranger said. 
 
    “We have a detainment facility on the other side of the runway,” Sinclair told him.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard about that,” Ben said. 
 
    “It is possible that one of the detainees there may know or even have been part of the unit you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Wait,” Patricia spoke up. “We still have prisoners of war?” 
 
    “’Detainees,’” Sinclair stressed. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Ben promised, seeing immediately what Sinclair had been hinting at. “Can you get me a meeting with whoever’s running the facility?” he asked. 
 
    “That would be Colonel Ling,” Sinclair said, writing directions onto a piece of yellow notepaper on the table next to his chair. “He commands the jay-dog.” He held the paper out to Ben, who took it and read it over, finding directions to the appropriate office. “I will call and ask him to meet with you.” 
 
    They watched as Sinclair went to the rotary phone on his desk and dialed a five-digit number. While he spoke, Ben leaned over to Patricia and whispered. 
 
    “If you’re a prisoner of war, you have certain rights as an official uniformed combatant,” he said. “One of which is that when the war is over, you go home. If you’re a detainee, you’re just being temporarily held by the government, and they can pretty much hold you as long as they want.” 
 
    “They wanted to keep some Va’Shen prisoners longer, so they just changed what they were called?” she asked in amazement. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like, though I don’t know why we would keep holding them,” the captain said. “It can’t be cheap to hold onto them like this.” 
 
    They both looked up as Sinclair hung up. “He said he’ll be in meetings until one, but that he can see you after that.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Ben said, standing up. “Gives us plenty of time to find the place and then get lunch.” 
 
    “Since it was brought up and you have time,” Sinclair began, “Do you have any interest in seeing a Va’Shen ship?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “We have one here,” the cultural expert declared. “The last one, I’m told. Given its proximity to the Imperial capital, it was thought it would be a means by which the Va’Shen Emperor would escape the planet, so the planners put it off-limits for destruction.” 
 
    “And we can go in?” Ben asked. 
 
    “They are doing some limited tours,” Sinclair said.  
 
    “What do you say?” Ben asked Patricia. “Want to check it out?” 
 
    “Sure!” she replied. “Never seen the inside of an alien spaceship before.” 
 
    Sinclair smiled at them. “I’ll make a call!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    After leaving Sinclair’s office, Ben and Patricia walked down the hall until the nicer offices closer to the commander began to turn into cubicle farms. Even following the signs, it proved difficult to find their next destination, until they finally came upon a rectangular sign hanging over a gap in the cubicles with a red arrow and the words “Public Affairs” over it. Walking in, they found Ramirez leaning against a table next to a coffee machine, drinking from a paper cup. 
 
    He saw them approach and stood up straighter. “How’d it go?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s gonna be harder than we thought,” Ben confessed. He briefly summarized what Sinclair had told them. “What about you?” 
 
    “Still waiting,” Ramirez told them. “Guy I need to talk to is in a staff meeting.” 
 
    “Can you break away?” Ben asked him. “Dr. Sinclair hooked us up with a tour of a Va’Shen spaceship.” 
 
    “No bullshit?” Ramirez asked in shock. He put the cup down and grabbed his hat. “What are we doing hanging around here? Let’s bounce!” 
 
    As they started for the entrance, a heavy-set man in an Air Force uniform came in and saw them. “You the folks from Sector 13?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s us,” Ramirez told him. “But something’s come up and we gotta jet.” 
 
    “You’re from Persephone, right?” the airman, a master sergeant by the stripes on the front of his uniform, asked. 
 
    “He and I are,” Ramirez said, pointing at Ben.  
 
    He looked at Ben, his eyes catching on his nametag and rank. “Great! Captain Gibson! I need to talk to you! It’s about Persephone!” 
 
    “Sorry, we have to go,” Ben told him curtly and started past him. “We have another appointment.” 
 
    “Okay, but can you stop by later?” the master sergeant asked. “I really need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Ben told him, walking a little faster.  
 
    Ramirez turned back to him. “I’ll be back later for that interview. Sorry about this.” 
 
    The three walked as quickly as they could down the hall. Patricia looked at Ben and found a distinctly unpleasant look on his face. 
 
    “You shut him down pretty quick,” she said. 
 
    “I already know what he wants,” Ben growled. “First year anniversary of Persephone is in a few months. They’ll make a big deal out of it. Probably wants to interview our folks about it.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” she asked as they turned a corner.  
 
    “The last thing I want is the command’s PA vultures circling over my people,” Ben said. “They’ve been through enough already, and I don’t want some dumbass PA fobbit asking them stupid shit like ‘how does it make you feel to lose your planet?’” 
 
    Ramirez nudged Patricia with his elbow and gave her an “I told you so,” look. 
 
    “Roger that,” Patricia said, eager to change the subject as fast as she possibly could. “So, what do you think this spaceship is like? I’ve only ever seen pictures of the outside.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Ramirez spoke up.  
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to see,” Ben told them. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Alacea had only just stepped outside the protective wall surrounding the Mikorin temple when she heard it, the shrill, near-panicked voice of a vixen getting louder as it came her way. Stopping, she turned to find an older vixen with dulling amber hair hurrying her way with a hand around that of a young tod, all but dragging him along. 
 
    She recognized Turean and his mother instantly. After the boy had lost his arm following an accident that left Kastia no choice but to amputate, she had spoken to them both many times, trying to help heal their emotional wounds. However, she had not seen them recently. As usual, Turean’s mother, Basilla, seemed harried. With her tesho still missing with the other members of the village commando and her son requiring more support than other boys his age, Basilla seemed to exist on the very edge of keeping things together. 
 
    The priestess bowed to them as they approached, and the two bowed quickly back before getting straight to the heart of the matter. 
 
    <Did you know!?> Basilla demanded. <Do you know what the Dark Ones did to my son?!> 
 
    <Mother…> Turean attempted to speak, but the older woman shushed him, her tail slapping him along with the ground behind her. 
 
    <I am not aware of any dealings between the Da… my Tesho’s people and your son,> she replied. 
 
    <They took him, and they forced him to work!> Basilla cried.  
 
    <They didn’t force me, Mother!> Turean argued. He held up an Imperial Ear as evidence. <They gave me this!> 
 
    <As if money in exchange for humiliation has any honor at all!> Basilla shot back. <Na’Sha, please! Don’t let them do this to my son!> 
 
    <Peace! Peace!> Alacea cried, her hands moving up and down as if patting the ground. <Basilla, I am certain there was no intent to humiliate Turean.> 
 
    <They forced him to do menial labor so that they could belittle him!> 
 
    Beside her, Turean’s ears turned backwards, the Va’Shen equivalent of a teenager’s eyeroll. 
 
    <We will speak to my Tesho,> Alacea said. <Come with me. I am sure this is a misunderstanding.> 
 
    <How could something so important be misunderstood!?> Basilla demanded. 
 
    <You would be surprised by the things that can be misunderstood,> Alacea breathed. She turned, and the three started walking toward the Dark One camp. Basilla continued talking, probably to keep herself fired up for the coming confrontation, but the closer they got to the camp the quieter she got. It was as though she was starting to realize that she had been vocally denouncing an occupying military force with power over all their lives. 
 
    At one point she touched Alacea’s arm. <Na’Sha, we don’t really have to do this. I was just angry and…> 
 
    <It is all right,> Alacea assured her as they approached the gate. <If offense has been given, it is important for them to know so they do not give it again.> 
 
    She found the small piece of paper in the buttoned pocket inside the sleeve of her hanbok and showed it to the rifle-carrying soldier standing near the chain-link gate that served as the pedestrian entrance to the camp. The guard, his eyes hidden by shaded ballistic glasses, looked at it then gave them all a once-over to see if they were carrying anything dangerous, and then did something Alacea had not seen them do for her before. 
 
    The guard stood straight, saluted her, and opened the door for her. 
 
    <Th… Thank you,> she said uncertainly.  
 
    The guard’s lips curled up in a smile. “Have a good day, Mrs. Gibson.” 
 
    She didn’t understand much of what he said except her Tesho’s name, so didn’t reply. Instead, she led the two villagers into the camp. 
 
    Now inside the camp, Basilla started hissing to her son. <What were you even doing here in the first place?> she demanded.  
 
    <I wanted to see what they were like,> he whispered back. 
 
    <They are Dark Ones!> the mother Va’Shen snapped at him.  
 
    <Yes, but…> 
 
    He was interrupted by their arrival at Ben and Patricia’s office. Climbing up the three wooden steps to the door, Alacea turned the doorknob and pulled the door open. The other two stepped inside with her.  
 
    Alacea came up short when, instead of Ben and Patricia, she found Senior Chief Warren and Burgers there. Warren was sitting at her Tesho’s desk while Burgers was sitting on top of another desk not far away. 
 
    Warren looked up and saw them, putting on a smile. <Blessed morning,> he said. 
 
    Alacea bowed to him. <Blessed morning to you, Expert Engineer,> she said. The other two Va’Shen bowed as well. 
 
    Warren saw Turean and a visibly upset older vixen, and his Navy chief sixth sense started to tingle, instinctively knowing this was trouble. 
 
    He turned to Burgers. “Can you go get Alzoria?” Burgers nodded and hopped down, putting on his patrol cap as he left the room. <Um… Be at rest shortly?> Warren asked.  
 
    Alacea wasn’t sure if he had sent for Ben and Patricia, but she merely bowed in response. A few minutes later, Burgers returned with Alzoria in tow. 
 
    The Huntress saw Alacea and bowed respectfully. <Greeting, Na’Sha,> she said. Turning to Warren, she bowed again and repeated the greeting in the Dark One speech just as Ramirez taught her. “Como estan, betches?” 
 
    Burgers had retaken his seat on the desk and was now covering his mouth with his hand, trying desperately not to laugh. 
 
    Warren closed his eyes for a moment and cursed Ramirez under his breath before speaking. He gestured to the three Va’Shen. “Please tell them ‘welcome’ and ask if I can help them.” 
 
    Alzoria turned to them. <Expert Engineer Warren humbly welcomes the Na’Sha and wishes to know how he may be of service to her.> 
 
    <Alzoria, there appears to have been some kind of misunderstanding,> Alacea told her. <Basilla believes that young Turean was taken by them and forced to work for them to humiliate him. She is very angry about it.> 
 
    <I can tell you that was not their intent, Na’Sha,> Alzoria said. 
 
    <Then what was their intent?> Basilla demanded, somewhat braver speaking to a fellow vixen. 
 
    Alzoria turned to Warren. “Basilla,” she said gesturing to the older vixen, “Turean’s mama. Basilla sah you jack Turean. Make heem yoru betch. Make heem work. What kind bullsheet ees dat?” 
 
    Warren looked at Turean, who wouldn’t meet his eyes. He addressed Alzoria. “Um… Not forced,” he said. “Paid him to help us.” 
 
    <Expert Engineer says they did not force him,> Alzoria told them. <They paid him for his help. Na’Sha, I saw it earlier. He was just cleaning up one of their work areas, and I said it was okay as long as they paid him.> 
 
    <You are helping them, Alzoria?> Basilla asked. 
 
    <They asked if they should send him away,> Alzoria told Basilla, holding her ground. <I told them it wasn’t necessary.> 
 
    Alacea held up her hands again to quiet the other two vixens. <Please ask Expert Engineer Warren why they asked for Turean’s help.> 
 
    Alzoria turned to Warren. “Whadja go an do dat fo?” 
 
    Warren looked at each of the three women in turn and then at Turean, who still looked miserable. The vibe Basilla was giving off was one of concern, not for herself, but for her child.  
 
    By benefit of hundreds of years of tradition, a Navy chief, though not a commissioned officer, maintains a great deal of power as well as moral and positional authority. An ensign who complains about a chief to their commander will, more often than not, be told to shut up and never bother that chief again. Warren was no different. But even he understood that a mother wasn’t someone to disrespect. He wasn’t sure why she was so upset by this, but she was.  
 
    The chief bowed low to Basilla. “I apologize,” he said. 
 
    Surprised, Alzoria was silent for a moment, but quickly translated. <He says he apologizes.> 
 
    Warren continued. “Your son is a good man,” he said, trying to keep the explanation simple so that Alzoria could keep up and not accidentally misinterpret him. “I saw this. Because he is a good man, I wanted to give him a good opportunity for work. Opportunity to make money for himself and his family.” He paused so Alzoria could translate before continuing. “I did not mean to offend. I am sorry.” 
 
    Basilla was silent, not sure what to say or do, but Warren kept his head low until she finally started to wave her hands. 
 
    <Please… Please do not bow,> she said nervously.  
 
    “She say up,” Alzoria told him. 
 
    Alacea turned to Basilla. <It seems that in their culture, Basilla, to offer work is complimentary. I do not think Expert Engineer Warren wanted to offend Turean, but seeing his quality, wanted to give him a chance to improve his life.> 
 
    Basilla’s tail had slowed to a near stop, only twitching from side to side every so often as she mulled what she heard.  
 
    <Please tell him… that I understand and accept his apology,> Basilla said quietly. 
 
    “Iz all good inda hood,” Alzoria told Warren.  
 
    The vixen looked at her son, and her tail whipped back and forth once before she turned back to Warren. <Please look after my son,> she said. She seemed to get her steam back a moment later. <But you must pay him an appropriate wage! If you continue giving him so much money, people will think he stole it!> 
 
    Alzoria managed to translate this succinctly, and Warren nodded and bowed to the woman again. “Thank you for trusting me with Turean.” 
 
    Basilla said nothing but returned the bow. With no more to say, she turned on her heel and walked out of the office. Turean quickly bowed to the chief and followed her. Alacea remained behind a moment and offered Warren a bow herself. 
 
    <Thank you, Expert Engineer,> she said. She turned to Alzoria. <I would like to thank him in his own language. How do I say that?> 
 
    Alzoria gave her the phrase, and she rolled it around in her mouth for a moment before turning back to him. 
 
    “Mahalo,” she said carefully. 
 
    Burgers almost lost it and had to turn away to keep from laughing. 
 
    Warren smiled and bowed. “You are welcome.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben rested his elbow against the passenger side window of the LTV and watched the red and purple trees go by as they continued down the winding gravel road that led from the main part of Jamieson Air Base to the more remote areas used for ammunition storage and, oddly enough, the last Va’Shen spaceship berth. The drive just served to remind him how huge the sprawling base was when compared to his own little FOB Leonard.  
 
    As Ramirez drove them toward their destination and Patricia went over some reports she had received just before they left, Ben was left to his thoughts, and he finally had worked up the nerve to think about Alacea and her demands of him. 
 
    Kids were not something he thought much about in general. He didn’t hate them. It was just hard for him to think of them in the most positive of ways. His father had done his best to make a happy home for him growing up. It was just hard to square his own childhood experience with what Alacea was asking of him. 
 
    He had been, after all, something of a fluke. 
 
    His father had hooked up with a woman at a party, and apparently her birth control implant had malfunctioned. When she mentioned to him a few weeks later that she was pregnant, it was simply in passing. He never would have known if he hadn’t asked her if she wanted to meet for lunch and she told him she couldn’t because of a doctor’s appointment to get an abortion. 
 
    Something struck his father at that moment, and although he really didn’t have the money, he asked if he could “buy her out.” She agreed. They negotiated a price, with his father agreeing to pay for the transfer procedure and the artificial womb. It took every last penny of his savings, and even then the best he could do was a rental womb from a company that also rented out moving trucks. 
 
    When he was old enough, Ben asked his father about his mother, but he refused to tell him who she was. That was part of the arrangement. His father was not allowed to disclose the mother’s identity. When he heard this, Ben had gotten angry. How could a mother not want to meet her child? 
 
    His father refused to rise to the bait, refused to say a negative word about her. To him, she was a nice woman who was under no obligation to even agree to let him buy her out, but she did anyway. She had given him the chance to be a father, and all he felt for her was gratitude.  
 
    For Ben, parenthood had been a business transaction between someone who wanted a child and someone who didn’t but had one available. And that situation was hardly unique in the colonies. sixty percent of children lived with one parent. Maybe half of them even knew who the other parent was. 
 
    This was where Ben got hung up on what to do. He could certainly oblige Alacea if he chose, assuming that a human and Va’Shen could even conceive a child together. The Ranger could sleep with her until she was pregnant, and then a year from now leave her with the child she asked for, and no one would think anything of it. Modern America considered such a thing the norm. 
 
    And yet Ben knew that one day that child would look up at Alacea and ask about him. What would she say?  
 
    Should he even care? 
 
    The Va’Shen certainly did.  
 
    The safe thing to do would be to just say no, except from the way Alacea had gone on about it, he had the feeling the issue wouldn’t just go away. Was it worth the future annoyance of revisiting the topic over and over? Or should he just take her to bed and do it for the o’l U.S. of A? 
 
    An asshole would do exactly that. Take advantage of her knowing that conception was unlikely and then just shrug when nothing happened. But even then Alacea had talked about adopting a child. He couldn’t do that. That would be fully acknowledging that he was asking to be a parent and pledging to be one.  
 
    What a cluster… 
 
    “I think this is it.” 
 
    He looked up and out the windshield to where Ramirez was pointing. A brown sign with white lettering informed them they were entering “Area 6” and that only authorized personnel were permitted to enter. Ramirez drove past it, and it took another ten minutes of driving before they came to a large pre-fab building sitting at the edge of a massive hole in the ground. 
 
    The hole was several hundred feet in diameter and a perfect circle. The trees on the other side looked tiny. E-wire topped a tall fence stretching the entire circumference, and armed guards with dogs walked the perimeter. 
 
    Ramirez parked the LTV near the building, and they got out. Before the doors of the LTV were even closed, a soldier with an M-31 slung over his shoulder and a clipboard in his hands was standing in front of them. 
 
    “IDs,” the soldier, a Sergeant Atkins, ordered. 
 
    The three gave their names and held up their ID cards. The soldier checked each name off the list on his clipboard. 
 
    “Clearance,” he demanded. 
 
    “Top Secret,” Ben answered for all of them. 
 
    The soldier filled in the information. “Usually, we need your security manager to contact us directly and give us that information,” he said. “But Doctor Sinclair vouched for you.” The soldier didn’t sound very happy about that, and Ben wondered how many times people in the headquarters called down at the last minute asking that people be added to the Entry Access List. 
 
    Atkins pointed at the building, its front entrance outside the fence line. “Go in there and wait in the room to the right. Do not attempt to exit the building without an escort.” 
 
    They followed the guard’s directions and found themselves standing in a small room with a few chairs against the walls. There were only three other people in the room, two of them brigadier generals and one a Marine colonel. The officers looked at them for a moment before going back to their conversation. 
 
    “You ever feel like you got invited to a party by mistake?” Ramirez whispered to Ben. 
 
    A Space Force captain with a high-and-tight came into the room a moment later holding another clipboard. His blue eyes scanned the six of them and he quickly checked their nametags against the names on his list. 
 
    “Okay, looks like we’re all here,” he said. He was tall and lean, skinny rather than muscular but still in decent shape. He cleared his throat. “My name is Captain Boyd Watson, CJTF CJ-2 Va’Shen Space Capabilities Section. Welcome to the Life Boat. The purpose of your visit is to give you insight into the capabilities of the Va’Shen space-based forces. Do not touch anything, do not take anything, do not leave the group. Any violation of these rules will result in your immediate expulsion from the tour and disciplinary action. Do you all understand?” 
 
    A few “yeps” and nods followed. 
 
    “Okay, follow me.” 
 
    The six of them followed Watson through the door from which he had come into the room and down the hallway toward the back of the building. At the end of the hallway was a windowless steel door with another “Authorized Personnel Only” sign. Watson opened the door, letting in the light of Va’Sh’s star, Bellatrix, and led them out onto a large wooden deck that looked out at the massive hole below them. 
 
    Ben, Patricia and Ramirez stood in awe at what they were seeing. Lying on its belly within the crater was a massive Va’Shen ship. It was roughly triangular with a rounded nose, giving it an appearance like a stingray, but instead of a single tail, two long barbs protruded from the back end, effectively doubling the ship’s length. The ship’s color was hard to determine, as it seemed to change depending on the light and the angle from which you looked at it, but most of the time it seemed to be a dull glossy brown.  
 
    “The ship is one-thousand, sixty-two feet,” Watson recited. “Just over three football fields and roughly the same length of a twentieth century aircraft carrier. Seven hundred, fifty-two feet from wing-tip to wing-tip. Follow me, please.” 
 
    Watson started down a set of winding, wooden stairs that double-backed several times until they were at the bottom of the crater and in the ship’s shadow. Their guide led them to the rear of the ship, beneath the twin-tails where a metal ramp led up to a wide opening, making it look more like a large cargo plane. 
 
    Their steps rattled as they climbed the metal ramp and stopped when they stepped from human-made floors to alien. There were no footsteps heard, as if the floor of the ship was absorbing them and hiding them away. The visitors looked up and around in awe at what looked like a massive cavern. The ceiling, several meters above them, glowed faintly, providing roughly the same amount of light as Bellatrix in the morning. 
 
    “We assume this area was for cargo and troops,” Watson said as he led them through the empty space toward the front of the ship. As he walked, they passed several shining metal cylinders about two-feet in diameter protruding from the floor at about knee height. 
 
    “What are those?” the colonel in the group asked. 
 
    “We weren’t sure at first,” Watson replied, continuing to walk. “The only thing we could tell for certain is that energy was diverted into them, causing them to heat up. Engineers thought it might be a heat sink of some kind, which doesn’t make sense if you’re carrying people. Finally, a Va’Shen soldier came in and explained it.” The Space Force officer stopped and turned. “They’re for cooking.” 
 
    Arched eyebrows and surprised noises floated through the cargo area, and Watson turned and started walking again, continuing the tour. The walls narrowed as they moved further forward, finally coming together into a hallway that wound upward in a spiral. 
 
    Patricia reached out to touch the shimmering, iridescent wall but stopped short. “Is it okay to touch the wall?” she asked the guide. 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine,” Watson told her, coming to a stop so the lieutenant could examine the alien bulkhead. Given the go-ahead, everyone else reached out and touched it as well. 
 
    “It’s so smooth,” Patricia noted, running her palm against the wall. “Like it was poured in and hardened.” 
 
    “Kinda feels like the inside of an oyster,” one of the generals agreed. “What’s it made of?” he asked Watson. 
 
    “It’s some kind of crystalline organic slash inorganic composite material,” Watson said. “Very similar to what their hardlight rifles are made of. Very strong stuff.” 
 
    He gave the group another minute or so to feel the wall and restarted the tour, leading the group higher until they emerged into a small, round room with a foot-high raised dais in the center. At the far edge of the dais was a statue of a winged, nine-tailed Va’Shen holding a spear. 
 
    “The control room,” Watson told them. “The entire ship is controlled by a single Va’Shen pilot who interfaces with the ship here.” 
 
    “How?” one of the generals asked. 
 
    “We… are not sure,” Watson replied carefully. “Our best guess is that the pilot sits on the elevated portion of the floor and forms a kind of neural link with the ship which is then used to give the ship orders.” 
 
    “The Va’Shen haven’t taught you how they use it?” the colonel asked. 
 
    Again, Watson looked uneasy. “We found in our investigation that very few Va’Shen actually know how to fly these ships. They are part of a military unit they call ‘the mykoreen.’” 
 
    “The Mikorin,” Patricia corrected. 
 
    Watson and the three senior officers turned to her. 
 
    “It’s pronounced ‘Mee-ko-rin,’” she said after a moment’s hesitation. “They’re the Va’Shen religious caste.” 
 
    “Well, anyway,” Watson continued, “Most of them were killed with their ships when their berths were destroyed up north.” 
 
    “What about this one?” a general asked. 
 
    Watson bit his lip. “She was taken into custody,” he explained. “And in the course of her debrief, she… um… committed suicide.” 
 
    “Committed suicide?” Ramirez asked. “Or…” He raised his fingers and made the air quotes gesture. “’Committed suicide?’” 
 
    All eyes were on Watson now, and it was obvious he couldn’t let the question or Ramirez’s not-so-subtle accusation just sit. “The debriefers informed her that the Emperor had ordered the Va’Shen to cooperate,” he said. “She replied that, when it came to the ship, she didn’t answer to the Emperor. The colonel running the debrief told her that one way or another, she was going to answer our questions about the ship, and then left the room to give her a minute to think about it.” 
 
    “Oh boy…” Patricia whispered, already seeing where the story was heading. 
 
    Watson continued. “During that time, she reached up and used her fingernails to rip out her own jugular.” 
 
    “Da-yum,” Ramirez said with a whistle. “Sounds about right, though. Push Todd into a corner and he’ll do some crazy shit.” 
 
    The senior officers looked at Ramirez critically, disapproving of his language but forced to agree with the sentiment. 
 
    “So, who did she answer to?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Her maker, it would appear,” one of the white-haired generals replied with a grimace. 
 
    “No, I mean seriously,” Patricia went on. “She said she didn’t answer to the Emperor, so who did she answer to?” 
 
    “We assume she was referring to the Va’Shen deities like this one,” Watson answered, pointing at the statue and seemingly glad to be able to segue into a more official part of the tour. “Ganais, the Va’Shen god who guards ‘the rivers between realms.’” 
 
    Ben cocked his head and smiled. “They have a god of fold space?” 
 
    Watson snorted dismissively. “More likely a god that carries people to the underworld like the Greeks.” 
 
    “Actually,” Patricia said, pointing to Ben, “That kinda makes sense depending on how long they’ve been a space-faring race.” She turned back to Watson. “How old is this ship? Did anyone carbon date it?” 
 
    The guide nodded but was once again not happy to be in an area where he didn’t have all the answers. “Carbon dating puts it at about forty-two hundred years old.” 
 
    “This ship was flying when the biggest news on Earth was Achilles defeating Hector,” the colonel breathed in awe. 
 
    “I think I saw that fight,” Ramirez spoke up. “Madison Square Garden. Great fight.” 
 
    The colonel and Ben shared a look. The Ranger captain shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “But how did they build it?” one of the generals asked. “That’s what I want to know. You drive a few miles from here and you’ll see Va’Shen driving donkey-pulled wagons, but four thousand years ago they were building spaceships that we can’t even figure out?” 
 
    “There’s a theory that some of the tech they use was created by an ancient civilization that went extinct millenia ago, and the Va’Shen found it and got it to work.” 
 
    “The Great Ones,” Patricia murmured. She looked up to see if anyone heard her but found that Ben was the only one looking at her. He gave her an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    Ben thought Watson’s explanation over but found it still didn’t make sense. A super advanced civilization that could build ships like these but felt the need to build what amounted to artificial campfires for cooking? It didn’t make sense. It was like the creators of the ship and its intended passengers were from two completely different technological eras. It would be like using an aircraft carrier to transport ancient Aztec warriors across an ocean. 
 
    He looked at the statue resting on the dais. The ship’s designers may have built it to be a neural link, but to the pilot, a Mikorin, it would appear as if the ship was answering the vixen’s prayers to make it move, instructing the spacecraft through spiritual communing. 
 
    In other words, it was designed to be captained by a less technologically savvy and somewhat more primitive people. An advanced civilization wouldn’t do that for their own use. The contradictions between the Va’Shen and their technology continued to grow. 
 
    These thoughts nagged him as the tour continued. 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Na’Sha, may we speak?> 
 
    Alacea had been just about to walk through the temple gate after bidding farewell to Basilla and Turean when she heard the request and turned to find Kasshas and his myorin, Yasuren, walking up to her. The two made an odd-looking couple to say the least. The village chieftain was a full head shorter than his myorin. Stockier with a full, bushy salt-and-pepper beard and dark hair that fell down over his eyes like he just didn’t care how it looked. His blue and white monpei was simple and unadorned, hinting at his past as a commoner before being elevated to chieftain. Yasuren, meanwhile, was tall and statuesque, her dark blue hair worn up in a complicated style held in place by numerous pins that nearly concealed her ears. The small tuft of white at the end of her tail was the only hint to her age, otherwise utterly unknowable just by looking at her. She wore green, but while her tesho’s clothing was dull and faded, the green of her kimono-like robes was bright and vibrant with yellow threading that made it look like her clothes were lined with gold. 
 
    Though appearing to be opposites, Alacea was hard-pressed to name a more in-love couple, and she considered them role models for what she hoped her own marriage might become one day. While Yasuren had been born into a minor branch of a noble family, she never wielded it like a club like some other nobles did. Instead, like any good Va’Shen myorin, she remained ever attentive to her tesho’s position as chieftain.  
 
    Even the story of how they met and how they came to be married sounded like something from a fairy tale. From what she had heard, Yasuren’s family had come to visit Pelle when she was a young woman. The then-chieftain, as was customary, gave the visiting nobles their home to stay in, and Yasuren had moved into the room normally occupied by the chieftain’s daughter, who was roughly the same age. 
 
    Sometime during the first night, a much younger, much more reckless Kasshas, much too daring for his own good, had climbed to the roof of the chieftain’s house, tied a rope to the chimney and swung into Yasuren’s room through the window, intent on confessing his romantic feelings to the chieftain’s daughter. Before he had fully risen to his feet, Yasuren struck, kicking the future chieftain in the stomach, stomping on his foot and placing a very sharp knife at his throat. Noblevixens, it should probably be mentioned, much like their brothers, are taught from a young age how to defend their own persons and households. 
 
    At that point the stories differ slightly. Kasshas would often say that, after explaining his intentions, the young Yasuren was swept up in the romance of it all and gave him advice and guidance on how to reach a social status that would allow him to woo the chieftain’s daughter. Yasuren, on the other hand, said that she forced the young Kasshas to his knees and gave him a lecture on the stupidity of his actions and how no self-respecting noblevixen would ever lower herself to marry a commoner just because he was bold enough to break into her house. 
 
    However the conversation went, Kasshas left that night and appeared to dedicate himself to turning his life around. He worked hard, studied at the Mikorin shrine during his leisure time and worked with the chieftain to suggest ways to improve the community. Before long, he was representing the wood-cutters at the aderen. His star rose higher and higher, and when the chieftain retired, he was selected among three candidates to be the next chieftain. During the ceremony in which he accepted his new role, the Mikorin Na’Sha, Jemenista, asked Kasshas what the community could provide to aid him in his new task. Kasshas’s answer left the crowd of villagers and visitors silent. He asked for the hand of a noblevixen in marriage, one wise enough to guide him in places that caused him doubt. While, as a chieftain, he was now of a social status to allow such a thing, it was only just barely permitted and only for a vixen in the lowest stratas of nobility. Jemenista, however, already known for being an eccentric and mischievous Na’Sha, agreed to provide her sanction as long as the noblevixen agreed to be taken. 
 
    Rather than wait and make his proposal in private, Kasshas then turned to the crowd and proclaimed, <Then I take Yasuren, Daughter of Atrean, as Myorin!> 
 
    Yasuren and her family were in attendance, and the proclamation was met with a certain amount of offense, anger, ear-twitching and ridicule, and many of those who had supported Kasshas’s bid to become chieftain suddenly had second thoughts. But Yasuren rose to her feet, marched up to the dais and took the new chieftain’s hand. 
 
    <It is obvious that you need proper guidance, otherwise this community shall suffer, and so I accept!> At that point, she bit his right hand as hard as she could, causing the chieftain to wince in pain. Jemenista remarked to the crowd that, with the support of such a myorin, their new chieftain would surely be successful, and the strangest ceremony in Pelle’s history came to a close. 
 
    Remembering the story made Alacea’s ears twitch as she turned and bowed to the couple. <Of course. Let us go inside and have tea.> 
 
    She led the two into the temple and flagged down Sho Nan to request tea for their guests. With a bow, the blue-haired vixen went off to fetch their beverages as the three of them found a meeting room in which to speak. 
 
    Whatever the issue was, it must have been important, because Kasshas didn’t wait for the tea to arrive before he began to speak. 
 
    <Na’Sha, a letter from the capital arrived today,> he said. <The relocation of villages in the north is to begin soon, and we have been chosen to host the village of Garan’Sel. More than one hundred families will arrive here in the next forty days.> 
 
    Alacea sat back on her ankles and took a breath. <We knew it was coming, and we have had discussions, but so soon…> 
 
    <We must begin preparations. I intend to call the aderen to discuss it.> 
 
    The priestess’s tail whipped from side to side, sweeping the polished wooden floor behind her as Sho Nan arrived with their tea. <My Tesho is away from the village,> she told them. <I ask that we wait for him to return and hold the aderen then.> 
 
    Kasshas’s ears and tail didn’t even twitch, giving her no idea how he had taken that request, but she knew he would not be happy to hear it and understood completely why. 
 
    <While I welcome the Overlord’s presence at the aderen,> Kasshas began diplomatically, <This is still a matter for the village, and I do not believe it should be delayed merely for his attendance.> 
 
    But Alacea had more reason for the request than simple courtesy to her husband. <I ask this because I believe the Da… my Tesho’s people are very likely more involved than we are being told. I cannot imagine, for instance, that such a migration has been ordered without their knowledge or approval, and it is likely that they may even be responsible for their transportation given the rapidity of their movement. Further, they may be able to assist us in ways we have not considered. I believe it would be beneficial to have them be part of the discussion from the outset rather than have to go back and change things when they are informed later.> 
 
    Kasshas sat back and stroked his beard at this. Yasuren said nothing.  
 
    Finally, Kasshas bowed to Alacea. <The Na’Sha’s wisdom is sound,> he said. <Will you pass our request to your Tesho and please let him know that this must be done quickly?> 
 
    Alacea bowed back. <Of course.> 
 
    <In the meantime, I recommend we begin looking for places to house these newcomers,> Yasuren suggested. <While many homes in our village now stand empty due to… recent departures… they have not been kept up and many are probably unsuitable for habitation. We must determine what is to be done before their arrival.> 
 
    <Unfortunately, we no longer have as many skilled laborers to restore these homes,> Kasshas commented. <The Imperial levies cut us too deeply.> 
 
    <This may be an area my Tesho’s people can help with,> Alacea suggested. <They have many skilled engineers among them.> 
 
    Kasshas’s ears twitched. <It harms my pride to be forced to ask,> he admitted. <But I see no other way.> 
 
    <We should also ask Kastia to speak with the Dark Ones’ healer,> Yasuren suggested. <There is still the mystery illness to consider. Their people may know more about it than ours.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped as the enormity of their task made itself more obvious. <We must be prepared to greet these tods and vixens with compassion and love,> she said. <They will certainly need it.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    Colonel Thomas Ling was a short, thin Chinese American with short black hair that was beginning to go grey around the ears, possibly due in part to the constant headaches that came with running the largest detention facility on Va’Sh. Nevertheless, he greeted Ben and Patricia with a smile as they walked into his office and rose to shake their hands.  
 
    Like most office spaces on Jamieson Air Base, Ling’s working area was spartan. A simple desk stacked high with hand-written reports dominated the room with two plain, brown office chairs facing it. Two flags on guidons stood against the wall behind him. The American flag on the left side and a red flag featuring a bulldog with a fox tail protruding from its mouth. In gold lettering beneath the image were the words “Joint Detention Operations Group – Jamieson.” 
 
    “Captain Gibson and Lieutenant Kim, right?” the colonel asked as he shook each of their hands. “I’m Colonel Ling. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Thank you for seeing us, Sir. I know it was short notice,” Ben told him as Ling gestured for the two to have a seat in the chairs across from his desk. 
 
    “It’s no problem,” Ling assured him. “Particularly for someone who might have some information that could help us here.” 
 
    Ben arched an eyebrow. “Information, Sir?” 
 
    “Dr. Sinclair said you are looking for some specific Va’Shen prisoners,” Ling explained. “If you can help us get even a little information about where some of them are actually from, we would appreciate it.” 
 
    “To be honest, Sir,” Ben began uncertainly, “I was really hoping you might already have information like that.” 
 
    Ling’s frown made Ben wonder if he had somehow angered the colonel, but his explanation a moment later highlighted the older officer’s frustration. “The Va’Shen we have here aren’t very cooperative,” he said. “They will follow your directions just fine. They don’t typically cause trouble, though that’s not true all the time. But they won’t speak to anyone but their own government representatives.” 
 
    “So, the Va’Shen government knows you have them?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Ling nodded. “We are working with them to try to get them out of here. But there are… complications.” 
 
    “I bet,” Ben quipped. 
 
    “What kind of complications?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “We’ve been working with the Va’Shen government to figure out under what terms these detainees should be released,” Ling said. “Because they’re not human, they don’t work from the same mental framework that we do. The Va’Shen think if we just open the gates and let them go, they’re going to go straight to the insurgents, and we have enough problems with the ignorant ridge-runners with bows and arrows. I can’t imagine what battle-hardened, trained and experienced soldiers would provide them.” 
 
    “But the Emperor has ordered everyone to cooperate,” Patricia countered. 
 
    “Which isn’t stopping the insurgents from waging war in his name,” Ling replied. He sighed. “And I’ll be honest, I don’t understand how their minds work either. But the Va’Shen representatives assure us that if we let these guys go without forcing them to make certain concessions, we’re going to be meeting them again in much less pleasant circumstances.” 
 
    “What kind of concessions?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Vash-Gov gave us three promises they have to make,” Ling said. “They have to take an oath that they will never take up arms again. They must acknowledge that the war was wrong and that the Emperor is not a god.” 
 
     “And they don’t want to do that,” Ben concluded. 
 
    Ling shook his head. “Nonstarter. The Va’Shen reps say they just need some time to come around.” 
 
    Patricia and Ben looked to each other. That didn’t sound like the Va’Shen they knew. 
 
    “And they think these oaths will hold them to their word?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Honor being what it is to the Va’Shen, we’re fairly certain it will,” the colonel told him. “But until they agree, all we can do is hold them.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose they’ve cooperated enough to give you their names and hometowns?” Ben asked hopefully. 
 
    “Our guards don’t even know what their voices sound like,” Ling replied. “That’s why we need the Va’Shen reps. Under the Articles of Surrender, prisoners are represented by a Va’Shen official in all official communications with us. That’s because without them, they won’t communicate at all. On another world, I’d have the entire place wired with listening devices, but they don’t work here, and if there’s even a hint that we’re listening in somehow, none of them will say a word.” 
 
    Ben’s face scrunched up at the implications of what he was hearing. “So… no one has actually spoken to these prisoners directly?” 
 
    Ling shook his head. “We tried once, and a group of Va’Shen officials came marching in here, waving their copies of the Articles of Surrender and demanding we stop offending their honor.” 
 
    “And we’re just going along with that?” Ben asked in amazement. 
 
    The colonel sighed again. “Between you, me and the wall, the commander and the ambassador just want this problem to go away. So, they’ll agree to pretty much anything the Va’Shen suggest if it helps move things along.” 
 
    “So, I guess going in there and talking to them is out of the question,” Ben sighed. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Ling said. “On that note, what are you trying to find here?” 
 
    “The primary population center in Sector 13 has asked us to try to find out what happened to their commando,” Ben told him. “Finding anything about them is damn near impossible, and we were hoping that someone in there might know something about them.” 
 
    “Well, we know what planets they were captured on. I can give you that list,” Ling offered. 
 
    “I’m afraid that doesn’t help since no one in their village knew where they ended up.” 
 
    Ling tapped his desk with his finger, trying to come up with a way to help them. “We could ask the reps to ask them, but I wouldn’t hold out much hope for that.” 
 
    “Can we have a tour, Sir?” 
 
    Ben and Ling looked at Patricia, surprised at her request. 
 
    “We both have Top Secret clearances,” she assured him.  
 
    Ling thought for a moment and shrugged. “I don’t see why not. You can’t go into the Batting Cage itself, but you can go take a look. You just can’t interact with any of the detainees.” 
 
    “I just think it would help if we could see them,” Patricia said. “Then we can at least assure the Va’Shen in Sector 13 that detainees are well-treated. I mean, the fact that they’re here isn’t a secret, right?” 
 
    “No,” Ling agreed. “And we have had members of the Va’Shen government come through to assure them of the same thing.” Ling bit his lip and nodded to himself as he thought on the request, finally rising from his chair. “Stay here. I’ll find you a proper tour guide.” 
 
    They watched him walk from the room, and Ben leaned over to Patricia. “Any particular reason you want to see these guys?” 
 
    Patricia looked to make sure Ling had actually left the room before whispering her answer. “We can’t talk to the prisoners, but we can talk to each other, right?” she said. “Maybe if we talk loud enough and mention ‘Pelle’ enough times, one of them will ask to talk to us.” 
 
    Ben chewed on that for a moment. It was a long shot, but at this point it was a choice between this and going back to Leonard empty-handed. “Let’s give it a try.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ling returned a few minutes later with a young Army second lieutenant in tow. The baby-faced blond man had that second lieutenant ability to look utterly out of place no matter what he did or where he stood and looked so young that Ben wondered if he even had to shave. 
 
    “Lieutenant Parker can show you around,” Ling told them, introducing them to the young man who shook their hands and gave them a prompt “Sir” and “Ma’am.” 
 
    The colonel then apologized, telling them he had to attend another meeting and instructed Parker to show them anything they wanted to see. A minute later saw the three walking down a long hallway toward the rear of the building. 
 
    “The detention facility isn’t like a prison,” Parker told them, settling into “tour guide” mode as they walked. “It’s more like an old POW camp. There are open bay barracks, and the detainees are free to move about within the Batting Cage.” 
 
    “’Batting Cage?’” Patricia asked. 
 
    “That’s what we call it,” Parker told them, stopping as they came to a heavy, steel-gray door. Opening it for them, he continued. “The entire facility is covered with chain-link fencing, top to bottom, floor to ceiling. Between that and the guards, it’s impossible for the Vashies to escape.” 
 
    Patricia and Ben shared a look. 
 
    “Uh huh,” was all Ben would say to that. 
 
    “There are cells for solitary confinement,” Parker went on as they walked down another hallway. “But we rarely ever have to use them. For prisoners, the Vashies are surprisingly courteous guests.” 
 
    Walking through another door brought them outside into Bellatrix’s afternoon light. Ben and Patricia stopped and looked up in awe. 
 
    It reminded Ben of some of the large aviaries one might see in a zoo, a cage several stories high and twice the length of a football field. The top of the cage was covered with translucent tarps to keep the sun from beating down on those within. Inside, several Quonset huts stretched out in neat rows. Just outside the fence, guard towers linked together by steel footbridges at the top ringed the entire complex, allowing guards to walk from tower to tower all the way around the cage without having to touch the ground. 
 
    A few of those guards looked down at them now, their eyes hidden by the tint of their ballistic glasses and their rifles slung over their shoulders. Ben was surprised to realize that he recognized one of them. The troop he had met at the vape pit offered him a wave from the top of the closest tower before spitting sunflower seed shells into another empty water bottle. 
 
    And as he looked past the chain link wall in front of him, Ben saw them. The commandos. Dressed in simple, bright orange jumpsuits. Some of them walked the fence line. Some were watching the guards. Some were watching them. 
 
    But none of them spoke. The only sound they could hear were the snippets of conversation amongst the guards and the sounds of their boots on the steel bridges as they walked their patrol routes. 
 
    “Lively bunch, aren’t they?” Ben asked. Without realizing it, his hands were clenching and unclenching on their own. His heart began to beat just a little faster, and his senses had become hyper-focused on everything around him. 
 
    The Va’Shen on the other side of that fence weren’t farmers, huntresses or quirky but kind-hearted priestesses. These were Va’Shen commandos. Not like the ones from Kar’El, who had never been in a battle until the day they encountered his Rangers. These were battle-hardened tods. Many of them had killed humans; military, civilian or both. 
 
    For all he knew, he had met some of them, shot at some of them, watched Rangers turned to glass by some of them. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    He turned and looked down at Patricia, who was looking up at him in concern. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied instantly. His fingers began to loosen up, his train of thought derailed. “Just looking for familiar faces.” 
 
    She turned to Parker. “How close can we go?” she asked. 
 
    “Just don’t touch the fence, don’t try to go inside and if a guard tells you to do something, do it immediately and without question,” Parker recited. 
 
    With those rules firmly in mind, Ben and Patricia walked up to the fence line and noticed that there was a second fence ringing the first, a double boundary that made it impossible for a prisoner to reach through the fence and shiv or grab a guard. 
 
    None of the detainees looked at them or acknowledged their presence. 
 
    Patricia turned to Parker as they leisurely walked the perimeter and smiled. “So, what’s your MOS, Lieutenant Parker?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m a 36A,” the other junior officer answered immediately. 
 
    “You’re awfully far from the Finance Office,” she pointed out. 
 
    Parker shrugged. “They needed volunteers for this posting,” he said. “And when they didn’t get any, they grabbed me. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m 35A,” she said, the conversation going exactly where she had intended it to. “With a special duty indicator for Va’Shen linguist.” 
 
    “You speak Va’Shen?” Parker asked, obviously impressed. 
 
    “Have you learned any since being here?” the terp asked him. 
 
    “Nah, not really.” 
 
    “Oh!” Patricia said, feigning excitement. Ben subtly rolled his eyes at the acting but let his intel officer play her part. “It’s a very simple language to learn. For instance, if you want to say ‘hello,’ you say <Blessed morning> or <Blessed evening.>” 
 
    Parker rolled the alien words around in his mouth. 
 
    “And here is how you tell someone where you’re from,” Patricia continued. “For instance, we’re from Pelle, so we would say, <We are from Pelle!>” she said this last part loudly and slowly, pretending to do it for Parker’s education. 
 
    <We… from Pelle,> Parker repeated. 
 
    <We are from Pelle,> Patricia said again, correcting him loudly. “And then you could describe where you’re from like <Pelle is nice! Pelle people are good! We like Pelle people!>” 
 
    “I didn’t get any of that,” the finance officer told her with a laugh. 
 
    Ben, meanwhile, scanned the Va’Shen prisoners with his eyes, searching for the subtle indicators he had come to know as recognition or concern. Most of the prisoners did not respond to Patricia’s repeated shouting of the Va’Shen village. Perhaps none of them had ever heard of it and so wouldn’t react. 
 
    And then he saw a pair of ears twitch. 
 
    <People in Pelle look for commandos,> Patricia told Parker. “That’s how you say ‘the people in Pelle like animals.’” 
 
    Ben watched the tail on the other end of those ears whip from side to side once and stop. The tail’s owner, a tod with a long mane of silver-gray hair looked in their direction for a second and then quickly looked away. The glance was long enough for Ben to make out the white patch over the tod’s right eye. Like the rest of the prisoners, he wore an orange jumpsuit quickly adjusted to account for the Va’Shens’ tails, a number in black ink stenciled on the back: 1058. 
 
    As Patricia continued to occupy Lieutenant Parker, Ben made his way toward the sentry he had met the night before. He had climbed down from his guard tower and was now approaching the captain. 
 
    “Hello, Sir,” he said. “Please forgive us for not saluting. It’s policy here. Don’t want to give anyone ideas.” 
 
    “No problem,” Ben said with a smile, holding out his hand. “We didn’t actually properly introduce each other last night. Captain Ben Gibson, Sector 13.” 
 
    The guard shook his hand. “Staff Sergeant Thomas Gibbs. What brings you by, Sir?” 
 
    Ben looked back and saw Patricia and Parker still engaged in conversation. He looked at Gibbs and decided to shoot straight. “I need some help, Staff Sergeant. I need to talk to one of the detainees.” 
 
    “You have a letter from the President, Sir?” Gibbs asked him, only half joking. 
 
    “No,” Ben admitted. “I run a FOB next door to a village whose people are looking for info on what happened to their tods during the war. If I can bring back some info, it will go a long way to making the villagers friendly and keeping my guys out of trouble. I think one of them in there knows something.” 
 
    “Which one?” Gibbs asked. 
 
    “The pirate with the silver hair.” 
 
    “One-Eye Wally?” the sentry asked, turning to see if he could catch a glance of the Va’Shen in question. “Don’t get any trouble from him. He runs one of the gangs inside.” 
 
    “Gangs?” Ben asked. 
 
    “That’s just what we call them,” Gibbs explained. “They all group together in their old units. We think he’s the honcho of his.” 
 
    “I need to talk to him.” 
 
    Gibbs shook his head. “Can’t help you, Sir. I’d like to. We all hear about the shit going down outside the wire.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said. “Forget talking to him.” He put his hands on his hips and thought for a moment. “What I really need is a nice, quiet place to talk to myself, get my head straight… muse on the mysteries of the universe…” 
 
    “And if someone happens to overhear you and decides to speak up all on their own, well that’s on them, isn’t it?” Gibbs said. “I’m tracking.” 
 
    “Think you can help me with that?” Ben asked. 
 
    Gibbs looked over at the lieutenants, still engrossed in their own conversation, then at the chain-link fence and finally back to Ben. 
 
    “I think I know a place.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Azarin didn’t need to be pushed into the small, steel-walled isolation cell. Instead, he turned and held his cuffed hands out expectantly. The guard uncuffed him in a professional, almost courteous manner, and the Va’Shen detainee walked into the cell. The steel door closed behind him, leaving Azarin alone in the six-by-six foot space, devoid of all furniture but a Dark One-style toilet. The door to the cell had a sliding slot about eye level that could be opened so the guard could look in on him, but aside from that it was a clean, almost pristine, metal box. 
 
    He was not surprised that he was brought here for punishment. It was the Dark Ones’ go-to punishment whenever one of the detainees acted in a questionable manner. In the early days of their captivity, his group was often split up, sometimes into solitary confinement and sometimes thrown in with other Va’Shen he didn’t know. Perhaps they wished to see if the change would compel them to speak more freely or cause in him some concern about what his fellow Storm Rifles were telling the Dark Ones, but it made no difference. None of them would speak to them. Ever.  
 
    No, what did surprise him was the reason he was being punished. A group of Dark Ones had entered the cage they kept their prisoners in and seemed to just walk around for a few minutes with no clear objective. Then as they approached him, one of them stepped to the side and bumped into him. Suddenly, the Dark One began shouting and pointing at him. He was cuffed and escorted here. 
 
    Was this some new form of harassment? But why? Why stage some offense when they held complete power of his movements already? 
 
    Taking a breath, he mentally dismissed the whole affair. It made no difference. He would wait here until they moved him back or somewhere else. There was nothing more to do. Sitting down, he faced the door and closed his eye to pray. It was the only thing he could really do at the moment. 
 
    <You are from Pelle?> 
 
    His eye opened at the sound of the voice coming from outside the cell. His ears folded down in anger and just a bit of disappointment. He could already tell by the sound of the voice, the slightly off-tone pronunciation that it was no fellow Va’Shen detainee speaking to him. 
 
    Go freeze yourself, you Dark One sewage. 
 
    <I am from Pelle,> the voice came again. 
 
    Again, Azarin said nothing. He wasn’t going to fall for such an obvious ruse. 
 
    <I am not Va’Shen,> the voice admitted. 
 
    One of Azarin’s ears pointed up in surprise. He hadn’t expected them to admit it so quickly. This was, by far, the worst interrogation he had been in. 
 
    <I am from Pelle. Na’Sha send me find commandos of Pelle.> 
 
    It was the first time an interrogator had mentioned the word, and that got his attention. The Dark Ones seemed completely ignorant to their religion or communities. But it still wouldn’t be enough to make him reply. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Outside the cell, Ben and Patricia stood facing the door. Parker was standing nervously by the entrance to the cell block, looking very much like he knew he was doing something wrong, no matter how many assurances the Ranger captain had given him. 
 
    Ben stared at the door and tried again. 
 
    <You are commando of Pelle?> he asked. 
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
    “Like talking to… well… a steel wall,” Ben muttered. 
 
    “You gotta figure he’s probably heard stuff like this before,” Patricia told him. Although she had never been assigned to such a facility, as an intelligence officer she had been trained to interrogate prisoners and had read up on past techniques. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Ben asked. 
 
    Patricia thought hard for a moment but shook her head. “I don’t know.” She bit her lip and seemed to come up with something. “If he’s heard all this before… Maybe tell him something he hasn’t.” 
 
    Ben sighed. He knew offering the commando a reward for talking with him would probably just insult him. He would likely never fall for any promises that he just wanted to help. To this detainee, he was just another enemy interrogator no different from any of the others who had come before. 
 
    He ran his fingers through his short hair and froze, looking at his right hand. 
 
    No, he wasn’t like any other human he had encountered before. 
 
    Ben took a step back and took a breath to speak. 
 
    <I am tesho to Na’Sha,> he called out. 
 
    The steel door literally shook on its hinges as something large slammed into it from the other side. Patricia quickly took a step back. 
 
    “Okay,” Ben whispered. “Now we’re talking…” 
 
    The Ranger walked up to the door and moved the metal slider in the door aside. Reaching up with his right hand, he exposed the meaty part of his hand so that the two tiny scars where Alacea had bit him were exposed to the detainee. 
 
    He listened and heard movement on the other side of the door. Silence. And then more movement as the detainee moved away. Finally, a voice called back to him through the door. 
 
    <I will kill you if you have harmed her.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    They stared at the door for a moment, genuinely surprised that Ben’s bet had worked. Now that communication had actually started, Ben wasn’t sure what to say. He had assumed that, at the very least, this detainee knew about the Pelle commando and that would lead to some information. But it looked like he had caught a much bigger fish. 
 
    <Alacea safe,> he assured the detainee. <Pelle safe. All safe.> 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    <My name is Ben Gibson,> he said. <What is your name?> 
 
    More nothing. 
 
    <Alacea Na’Sha ask to me find yous,> Ben said. <Find commando.> 
 
    <I will tell you nothing until you can prove the Na’Sha is safe,> came the reply. Ben had to turn to Patricia to get an accurate translation, and he nodded. 
 
    <If I show this,> he said. <Does you speak at me?> 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Finally, the detainee’s voice came through again. 
 
    <Tell the Na’Sha you have found Azarin,> he said. <She will decide how to prove your good faith.> 
 
    Patricia quickly whispered the translation to him, and Ben nodded. 
 
    <I do,> he said. <I come back.> 
 
    Nothing. But this time, the silence felt more like a dismissal than wariness. 
 
    Ben gave Patricia the nod, and they started for the door.  
 
    “Now what?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Now we go home.” 
 
    They opened the door and found Colonel Ling and two armed guards standing there. 
 
    “Or… not,” Ben corrected. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Wait outside,” Ling ordered the two guards as he walked around to the opposite side of his desk. Ben, Patricia and Parker stood there at attention, waiting for whatever dressing down was about to come. Ben and Patricia were calm. It was the second time in a week, after all, that a colonel was about to interrogate them. Parker, however, looked ready to crap his pants and make a run for it at any second. 
 
    Ling sat down. “Okay, before we start… You have the right to remain silent…” 
 
    Ben heard a sharp intake of breath come from Parker. Patricia, he noticed to her credit, barely reacted.  
 
    When Ling was done reading them their rights, he got right into it, looking straight at Ben. “What the hell did you think you were doing?” he asked. 
 
    There was silence for a moment. Suddenly, Patricia answered. 
 
    “Visiting.” 
 
    “Visiting,” Ben repeated immediately, taking the ball Patricia had thrown to him and running down the field with it. “I have reason to believe that detainee is from my AO. As such, I thought he might like to know that his village and people are safe and are being well treated.” 
 
    “’Visiting,’ huh?” Ling asked, sitting back in his chair. “I told you that interrogating detainees without Va’Shen representation present was a no-no, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ben replied, but then decided to go for it. “But as I said, I was not interrogating the prisoner. I was offering him information that… could… have positive impacts on the detainee population.” 
 
    The colonel tapped a pen against the top of his desk as he considered Ben’s words.  
 
    “Such as?” he asked. 
 
    Ben took a breath. “Well… if the detainees know that their villages are safe, perhaps they’ll become a little more cooperative in getting to return to them.” 
 
    “Are all Rangers as good at bullshitting their way out of trouble as you, Captain?” Ling asked, his voice still serious. 
 
    “We have a very talented NCO who has taught us a lot, Sir,” Ben answered. 
 
    “How did you get the detainee into isolation?” Ling asked. “Who helped you?” 
 
    “One of the guards, Sir,” Ben replied. “I’m sorry. I didn’t get his name. He was a sergeant or maybe a staff sergeant…” 
 
    “It was Staff Sergeant Gibbs, Sir,” Parker announced. 
 
    Ben mentally grimaced.  
 
    “What did you tell the detainee?” Ling demanded. 
 
    “I told him we were from Pelle,” Ben said. “That it was safe and everyone there was safe.” 
 
    “And he replied, Sir,” Patricia threw in. 
 
    That caught Ling’s attention. “He spoke to you?” he asked, wanting to be sure that “reply” was an actual reply and not just the detainee giving them the Va’Shen version of the finger. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ben said. 
 
    “It’s true, Sir,” Parker added. 
 
    “And what did he say?” Ling asked, trying to hide interest behind a façade of irritation. 
 
    “Well, he threatened to kill the captain, Sir,” Parker answered. 
 
    “But then…” Ben broke in with a pointed look at Parker, “…he told us his name, and asked us to prove that his village was safe, all but confirming that he is from our AO.” 
 
    Ling sat back and pondered this. 
 
    Ben pressed the advantage. “And since he is, I am told, leadership for some of the Va’Shen in the facility, and that they stick together in their old units, with a little investigating, you can now determine just how many detainees come from Sector 13.” 
 
    Ling twirled the pen in his fingers. “Why would he tell you all this?” he asked. 
 
    The Ranger thought for a moment before answering. It’s not like he had to hide it anymore, and it might be enough to get him out of this. “My wife is his priest,” he said. 
 
    Ling and Parker looked at him in surprise.  
 
    “Your wife?” the colonel asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ben said. “She is a Va’Shen and the high priestess for the village this guy comes from.” 
 
    “You married a local girl?” Ling asked in amazement. 
 
    “It’s… a complicated story,” Ben admitted. 
 
    “I bet it is.” 
 
    “But it is on record,” Ben added. “Paperwork will be official in a few days… probably.” 
 
    The colonel took a deep breath and tossed his pen onto his desk, utterly perplexed as to how to handle this situation. 
 
    “I could throw the three of you into that Batting Cage with the Va’Shen for what you did here,” he said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ben answered for them. “But it wouldn’t get you anything.” 
 
    Ling was savvy enough to hear the proposal in Ben’s words. “Go on.” 
 
    “We all want the same thing, Sir,” Ben said, resting his hands on the colonel’s desk. “To get these Va’Shen out of your hair in a way that doesn’t put anymore of our people at risk. That’s not going to happen as long as they continue to play hardball. We made inroads today. We can capitalize on that.” 
 
    “The Va’Shen government won’t like that,” Ling told him. “They’re going to be pissed enough when they hear about this.” 
 
    “Who says they need to?” Ben asked. “This was a visit from a representative of his community, not an interrogation. There’s nothing in the treaty about that, is there?” 
 
    “Parsing the language a little fine, don’t you think?” Ling asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Ben admitted. “But they don’t know that.” 
 
    Ling pursed his lips and took a breath. “It can’t be done officially.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be official,” Ben said. “And let’s be frank here, this whole detainee op is skirting the line anyway, isn’t it? The sooner these guys go home, the sooner your problems go away. I mean, it’s not like the CIA has been signing your guest book every time they come here, right?” 
 
    He could tell by the twitch in Ling’s cheek that he had scored a hit. It wasn’t like he had any inside information or anything. Ben was a student of history, and he knew this was simply how things went every time the U.S. set up a “detention facility.” 
 
    “All right, Captain,” Ling said. “State your proposal.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Kim and I return to Sector 13, get the proof this guy wants to prove we’re legit, and come back,” Ben laid out. “Then we have another visit, and your guys listen in for whatever info you think you need.” 
 
    “Why don’t I simply have my interrogators conduct this ‘visit?’” Ling asked. 
 
    Ben held up his hand, Alacea’s bite marks still visible. “Because your interrogator doesn’t have the qualifications.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Following the meeting, Ben and Patricia found themselves courteously, but pointedly, escorted to the JDOG’s front door and released. It was getting late in the day, and the two had a lot to do, so they headed toward the parked LTV without another word. 
 
    When they were almost there, they found Gibbs leaning against a running shuttle bus, spitting sunflower shells into a water bottle. Ben surmised his shift had ended and he was just waiting for the rest of his people to board the bus for their return to the temporary barracks. 
 
    He offered the sergeant a wave, and the man straightened.  
 
    “Did you get what you needed?” he asked. 
 
    Ben offered his hand and nodded. “Enough to start with,” he said. “Thank you. I’m sorry, but your name came up in the… um… debrief.” 
 
    Gibbs shook his hand and smiled. “The lieutenant dime me out?” 
 
    Ben didn’t reply, not willing to actively sell out a fellow officer the same way that officer had sold out his NCO. 
 
    The staff sergeant nodded, fully understanding. He then raised his fist and made the universal “jerking off” motion. “Don’t sweat it, Sir. I’m short, and my career field is on the force shaping list. I’m not long for this army anyway.” 
 
    “Well, if it makes any difference, it really did help.” 
 
    “Anytime, Sir.” Gibbs spit the last sunflower shell into the water bottle and started for the front of the bus. “See you at the vape pit.” 
 
    Ben smiled and watched the sergeant board the bus before started for the LTV again. 
 
    “So, now what?” Patricia asked, opening the door. 
 
    “It’s a little late to start back now,” Ben told her as he climbed into the vehicle. “We’ll grab dinner, spend the night and leave first thing tomorrow. Let’s go find Ramirez.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “So, I sit there for a few hours, the guy finally comes in, asks me a few questions and says, ‘sorry, can’t use it,’” 
 
    Patricia looked at Ramirez in shock as the three of them waited in line outside the main entrance to the dining facility closest to their temporary lodging. Despite the incredible length of the line of people waiting for dinner, it was moving rather swiftly as six would enter the hand-washing station at a time before entering into one of the many chow lines. 
 
    “Why couldn’t they use it?” she asked. “You saved a little girl’s life!” 
 
    “See, that’s the thing,” Ramirez told her. “The reason her life was at risk to begin with was because our E-wire was acting erratically because of the Fuzz, and the PA guy said they can’t run a story where something bad happened because our equipment was faulty. Even more so since it was our guys that accidentally caused her to go into the wire in the first place.” 
 
    “So, it was just a waste of time,” Patricia concluded. 
 
    Ramirez shrugged. “Got a couple of days of free R ‘n R out of it. Can’t complain too hard.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Staff Sergeant,” Ben told him from the back of their portion of the line.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Sir,” Ramirez told him. They were nearly to the door now. “Bee-tee-dubs, that PA guy said he still wants to talk to you. Asked me to ask you to come in tomorrow.” 
 
    “Well, then, Staff Sergeant, it’s a damn shame you forgot to do that,” Ben told him deadpan. 
 
    Ramirez grinned. “Ain’t it?” 
 
    They entered the washing station and each took a separate sink, washing their hands thoroughly before going to the door on the far side. Ramirez opened the door and gestured for the two officers to precede him inside. 
 
    As they entered the main serving area, Patricia was impressed by the size. FOB Leonard’s dining facility was tiny compared to the sprawling seating area and four separate serving lines. Then again, this building had to serve many times more troops than FOB Leonard’s entire population. 
 
    She started for the main serving line when she heard someone speak up from behind them. 
 
    “Excuse me, do you have your reflective belts?” 
 
    They stopped and turned to see an Air Force chief master sergeant in an immaculate battle uniform and high-and-tight haircut standing off to the side. A chief master sergeant was the highest enlisted Air Force paygrade, one grade higher than Senior Chief Warren was. A stool in the corner of the room just behind him suggested that he had been perched there, as if waiting for them to come in. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” Patricia asked. 
 
    The chief raised the bottom of his shirt, exposing a bright blue reflective belt hugging his waist just above his trouser belt. 
 
    “You need to be wearing your reflective belt to come in here,” the chief told them. 
 
    “Why?” Patricia asked, confused. 
 
    “Because the commander says so, Ma’am.” 
 
    Ramirez turned to Ben. “Pizza, Sir?” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “Yeah, sure.” They two turned to head toward the exit, but Patricia remained rooted to the spot. 
 
    “Wait a sec,” she demanded. “So, if someone doesn’t have a belt, they don’t get to eat?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a safety issue, Ma’am. Everyone needs to be wearing their belt.” 
 
    “You’re wearing yours under your shirt!” she cried. “How is that making anyone safer?!” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m sorry,” the chief said firmly. “The commander says if you don’t have a reflective belt, you can’t come into the dining facility.” 
 
    “LT, drop it,” Ben told her. “I’ll buy you a calzone.” 
 
    “But, Sir, this is pants-on-head stupid!” she cried. “If some private forgets his belt on the other side of base, he just has to go hungry?!” 
 
    Ben held a hand up to try to calm her down. The chief angrily seethed behind her. 
 
    “You’re not going to win this one, LT,” he said calmly. “Trust me. Let’s go get pizza.” 
 
    Patricia gave the chief a glare but relented and followed the two Rangers to the exit. 
 
    “What the hell?” she growled as they walked out of the dining facility and past the line of waiting troops.  
 
    “Someone got hit by a car,” Ben told her. “Probably when the base was first being set up, and the commander put a policy in place hoping to keep it from happening again. When no one wore one, he made it a condition of getting into the chow hall.” 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Didn’t,” Ben said. “But I’d bet you a month’s pay that’s exactly what happened.” 
 
    “Don’t be too angry at the chief, Ma’am,” Ramirez added. “Consider that he’s been in the service for what? Twenty? Twenty-five years? And they shipped him all the way here, away from his family and his job, to sit there all day and check belts. I’d be pissed off all the time too.” 
 
    “That just makes it worse!” Patricia cried. 
 
    “That’s just the Army way,” Ben sighed.  
 
    “You think that’s bad? You didn’t have to use the restroom when you were in the HQ earlier,” Ramirez said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the restroom?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to use it,” Ramirez told her with a grin. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the marksman told her. “I had to go out to the porta-dumper across the street. Turns out someone drew a dick-pic on one of the stall doors. Engineers painted over it. A few days later, another dick pic. So, the commander shut down the bathrooms to everyone but senior officers.” 
 
    “That is insanity,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “That is the Army,” Ramirez corrected her. “It is the only organization in the universe that will give you a piece of equipment that costs millions of dollars, capable of wiping out entire towns full of people and then jump dead in your shit for having a toaster oven in your room.” 
 
    They reached the LTV and climbed inside. Patricia looked out the window and shook her head. 
 
    “And they say the Va’Shen don’t make any sense,” she muttered. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Azarin allowed the Dark One guards to remove his handcuffs before turning to walk into the Batting Cage without a word or gesture of acknowledgement. He deliberately didn’t make eye contact with any of the other Va’Shen prisoners around him, instead, moving intently toward the door of the large polymer structure where the remaining Storm Rifles had made their barracks. 
 
    Another detainee fell into step beside him and, without looking, he already knew who it was. Neither spoke until the door to the barracks was closed behind them. 
 
    The rest of the Storm Rifles, seventy-two in all, looked up and shot to their feet upon seeing him. 
 
    <Are you unharmed, Captain?> one of the commandos asked. 
 
    <I am,> Azarin assured him. <Corporals to me,> he ordered. Several Va’Shen soldiers filtered through the crowd and joined him as he walked to the corner to speak in private with them. 
 
    <What happened?> the Va’Shen who had walked in with him asked. Azarin doubted Tasshas’s parents would recognize their son. The right side of his friend’s face was criss-crossed with tiny scars, the result of a hail of shredded wood and shrapnel blowing past his face like the wind of a hurricane. 
 
    Azarin did not answer immediately. Instead, he asked a question of his own. 
 
    <What did it appear to have happened?> he asked. It was a serious question, asked without sarcasm. 
 
    Tasshas took it as such. <A Dark One bumped into you,> Tasshas told him. <And then began to point and yell. For a moment, I thought you had attempted to grab his weapon, and had you fought them, we would have joined you. But you did not and had not said anything about any planned mischief today. Then they took you away.> 
 
    Azarin let out a breath as his tail whished against the floor. <Theater,> he concluded. <But for whom?> 
 
    <Captain?> Tasshas asked quizzically. 
 
    He looked up at his fellow commandos and took a breath. 
 
    <I spoke to one of them,> he admitted. 
 
    Cries of alarm, puzzlement and a few hisses met this statement. 
 
    <After all this time in silence, why now?> one of the commandos asked. 
 
    <Wait,> Tasshas said. <Was it the Dark One group that was yelling about Pelle?> 
 
    Azarin’s ears twitched in the affirmative. <I was brought to a cell and addressed through the wall. I did not see them, but I believe it was them. He said that Pelle and its people are safe.> 
 
    <An obvious lie,> another commando, Dan Huun, spat. <We all know the truth.> 
 
    <I thought so as well and did not answer,> Azarin agreed. <But then he spoke a much less obvious lie. He claimed that the Na’Sha, herself, had sent him to find us.> 
 
    Dan Huun snorted derisively. <So, the Dark Ones learned enough about our culture to attempt a new ruse.> 
 
    <Again, I thought so as well,> Azarin said. <But then he said something I could not have imagined.> He looked around at his assembled troops. <He claimed to be tesho to the Na’Sha.> 
 
    Cries of insulted outrage met his ears this time, and he raised his hand to calm their voices. <It was then that I responded.> 
 
    <Why would you respond to such an obvious and insulting deception?> Dan Huun demanded. 
 
    <Because it is not ‘obvious,’> Azarin countered. <How would such a thing even occur to them?> Dan Huun looked down at his feet, searching for an answer. <Even if they knew enough of our ways to come up with such a thing, they would have surely also learned how outrageous we would find it.> 
 
    <So… it is so stupid that it must be true?> Tasshas asked. 
 
    <What did you tell them?> Dan Huun asked. 
 
    <Be assured that I was not so stupid as to speak freely based only on the Dark One’s word,> the captain told him. <I demanded proof.> 
 
    <And?> one of his corporals asked. 
 
    <He said he would return with it,> Azarin said. <And the conversation ended.> 
 
    <What does it mean, Captain?> one of the corporals in the back asked, his voice flavored with confusion but also the slightest bit of hope. <We were told Pelle was destroyed.> 
 
    <And it probably still is,> Azarin told him, not willing to inflate the tod’s hopes. <One way or another, however, it is a change in how the Dark Ones have dealt with us.> 
 
    <We could ask the other commandos,> Tasshas suggested. <If they have been met with similar attempts, it would be proof that this Dark One is lying.> 
 
    <And if they have not?> Dan Huun asked. <Does that make it the truth?> 
 
    <No, it just means we cannot yet confirm it is a lie,> Azarin replied.  
 
    <What if it is the truth?> one commando asked. 
 
    <It is not the truth,> Dan Huun corrected him. <It is an attempt at deception made only because they do not realize how much we know.> 
 
    Azarin said nothing to this, but while they were on the subject… 
 
    <Say nothing of this to the others,> he ordered. He turned to Tasshas. <Inquire with the other commandos but do so subtly.> He turned again to the others. <And no one say anything to the Dara Tang.> 
 
    <Should they not be made aware?> Dan Huun asked. 
 
    <Eventually,> Azarin confirmed. <But not yet.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    Warren looked up from the desk as Ben and Patricia stepped through the door and pulled off their patrol caps. He stood up and smiled, the idea of turning the FOB back over to the Ranger captain and going back to his workshop a welcome one. 
 
    “Welcome back,” he greeted. “How was Jamieson?” 
 
    “Eh,” Patricia replied. 
 
    By this time, Ramirez had finished parking the LTV outside and had entered the room in time to hear the senior chief’s question. “It was awesome,” he said. “LT got into a fight with an E9.” 
 
    Warren whistled appreciatively. “How did that go?” 
 
    “Disappointingly,” Patricia admitted. 
 
    Warren smiled. The fact that Ramirez had called the man an “E9” instead of a “chief” or “sergeant major” told the Navy senior NCO everything he needed to know about the lieutenant’s opponent. 
 
    “You’ll get ‘em next time, Ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “How’d things go here?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Smooth as silk, Sir,” Warren reported. He picked up a large, brown sealed envelope and handed it to him. “Came in this morning on the chopper from Jamieson,” he said. 
 
    Ben took the package and began to open it as the others continued to catch up. 
 
    “How did Alzoria do?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “She was great,” Warren told him with a smile. “Even did a little translating for us and the high priestess.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” Ben asked, raising his eyes from the papers he found in the envelope. 
 
    “All good, Sir,” Warren told him. He nodded to the envelope. “What about that? Everything okay?” 
 
    Ben sat down and looked through the papers with a grimace. “It doesn’t rain,” he muttered. “But it pours.” He handed the papers to Patricia, who examined them critically. 
 
    “Refugees,” she said with a nod. “We’ve been expecting this.” She arched an eyebrow. “From Sector 6.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Better than most,” she replied. “Sector 6 is the only northern sector that’s actually secure.” She took a breath and sighed. “Hopefully, that means Pelle shouldn’t have any problems integrating them.” 
 
    “Assuming that’s something they’re even okay with,” Warren pointed out. “I mean, we know they hate us, but we still have no idea how well they get along with each other. Do these guys even speak the same language?” 
 
    “I’ll bring it up with Alacea when I talk to her,” Ben announced. “I need to see her today, anyway.” He looked up at the chief again. “We’re likely back on the road to Jamieson again tomorrow.” 
 
    Warren nodded. “No problem, Sir.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a driver, Sir,” Ramirez told him. “Give someone a chance to relax, if that’s okay.” 
 
    Ben nodded and went back to reading the orders he had received.  
 
    Things were about to get more complicated. 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Na’Sha, the Overlord has come.> 
 
    Alacea looked up from her prayers to find Sho Nan at the door to the meditation chamber. Lit by water lamps with the walls lined with images of the Va’Shen gods, the room was the most quiet place in the entire temple, making it the perfect place for Alacea to gather her thoughts. 
 
    Her ears twitched a smile as she rose to her feet. <Good. There is much to speak about. Can you show him to a meeting room? I will be there shortly.> 
 
    Sho Nan bowed. <Of course, Na’Sha.> 
 
    The other Mikorin disappeared, and Alacea took a moment to finish her prayer in a respectful manner. Rising to her feet, she lowered her arms and took a cleansing breath before starting toward the door. She arrived at the meeting room just as Sho Nan was returning with tea. 
 
    She entered just ahead of her friend and saw Ben rising respectfully to his feet. Alacea bowed to him. 
 
    <Tesho,> she greeted. <Welcome.> 
 
    Ben performed a passable imitation of her bow and replied. <Blessed morning, Myorin.> 
 
    Her ears twitched in mirth. It had passed noon not long ago, but she would not correct him this time. <Let us sit,> she invited, kneeling across the polished purple wooden table from him. 
 
    Sho Nan poured their tea. 
 
    <You were gone yesterday,> she said. <I hope your trip was fruitful.> 
 
    <It was good,> he agreed. <Now need help.> 
 
    <Of course,> she said instantly. 
 
    Ben took a minute to gather his words. <Went to…um… big place,> he told her. <Look for commando.> 
 
    The words caught her by surprise. She had never dreamed he would act on her request so quickly. <I… I thank you,> she said, bowing deeply. <Did you learn anything?> 
 
    <Yes,> he said. <Found commando.> 
 
    <You… You found them?> she gasped. Her head swam at what she was hearing and part of her thought that he must be wrong, mistaken. How could he have found out where they had died so quickly when her own government had acted as if it was an impossible task? <You… are certain?> she asked. 
 
    <Certain,> he said. <Only some,> he clarified. 
 
    Alacea stifled a hiccup. Even if he only found a few, there would at least be some closure. Her people could look to the stars, find the right one and pray for the souls of their departed loved ones. And while he may have only been able to confirm the identities of a few, the commando would not have been divided. They could safely assume they all fell on the same world. 
 
    She reached out and took her Tesho’s hands in hers. <Thank you!> she hiccupped. <Thank you so much!> 
 
    If true, then the Gods really must have sent him to us, she thought. 
 
    <I feel gratitude for your gratitude,> he said in reply, the edges of his mouth turned up in that weird way that indicated he was happy. <Still need help,> he added. 
 
    <Of course!> she said. <Anything I can do to help!> She wasn’t sure how much she could help. Perhaps… Could there be bodies? 
 
    Could they actually bury their lost tods? Perform the proper rites? Is that what he needed? Someone to identify them? Or perhaps transport them? 
 
    Ben paused a moment to make sure he worded the request right. <Commandos want certain Na’Sha safe. Pelle safe. Do not… entrust truth… to me.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears drooped. <I am sorry. I did not understand. Why would the Imperial Army need to know we’re safe?> 
 
    Ben looked at her in puzzlement. <Wait,> he said. <Confusion.> 
 
    Alacea felt her earlier elation begin to evaporate. Had that little cynical part of her been right, after all? Did he perhaps mean to say that he found someone in the Army who knew something?  
 
    <I speak,> Ben said, pointing at himself. <Your tods. I speak that you ask me search. Your tods not… um…> He snapped his fingers a few times as he thought. Then his eyes went wide. <Believe!> he cried. <Your tods not believe me!> 
 
    She stared at him in astonishment, not willing to believe the words she was hearing but absolutely desperate to.  
 
    <You… spoke…> 
 
    <Yes,> he said, nodding his head up and down. 
 
    <To… our tods?> she asked. 
 
    <Yes. One. Jailed by us.> 
 
    She swallowed. <To whom… did you speak?> she asked. 
 
    <His name is Azarin,> he said, reciting one of the first phrases he had learned from memory. 
 
    If Alacea’s ears could point anymore skyward, they’d be in orbit. Her tail puffed out, and her hand went to her heart. Her head swam, and she thought she might faint. 
 
    She felt hands grip her arms, and as the spell passed, she found her Tesho looking down at her in concern. 
 
    <Alacea good?> he asked in concern. <Need help?> 
 
    The priestess fought to stand up and faced Ben. <Azarin? You are certain?> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <Stay!> Alacea ordered, sounding very much like she had given a command to a dog. Before Ben could react, the vixen rushed out of the room, leaving the Ranger feeling very confused. Had he said something wrong? 
 
    Almost two minutes later, Alacea returned, a small object clutched in her fingers. Running up to him, she showed him the object, which turned out to be a locket with a, honestly-speaking, not that great painting of a silver-haired tod. 
 
    <Was this him?> she asked. 
 
    Looking closely at the locket, Ben could definitely see the resemblance, though the tod in the picture did not have an eyepatch. He looked up at Alacea. 
 
    <Yes. You meet tod?> he asked. 
 
    Alacea seemed to almost vibrate in excitement. 
 
    <Yes,> she said. <He is my older brother.> 
 
    Ben’s eyes went wide, floored by the announcement. 
 
    <And your brother too,> she added. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Ben wasn’t sure what to say to Alacea’s pronouncement, partly because it was so unexpected but also because of the sudden determination that the prisoner he met was now also his brother.  
 
    <He is brother to you?> he asked. 
 
    Alacea turned away, leaving him holding the locket. <Our parents died when we were little,> she explained, trying to keep the words simple so he could follow. <Azarin went to live with another family, and I went to join the Mikorin.> 
 
    The truth, of course, had much more to it than that. Alacea could also have joined another family, but the family that took in Azarin could not afford to take them both in. She could have lived with a different family, but even at that young age, Alacea had wanted to be a Mikorin, to be an Alva’Rem, and so when asked what she wanted to do, she said she wanted to go to the temple. 
 
    Before one could become a Mikorin, a prospective vixen had to meet with the Na’Sha, who would try to discourage the young woman from joining. To be a Mikorin, after all, meant a life of service, hard work and giving up on many of the things Va’Shen women held dear to them. Most of these vixens came for the interview when they reached the age of 10. Alacea went when she was seven. 
 
    Jemenista, the Na’Sha at the time, started out gentle, telling Alacea she should wait until she was sure, but Alacea argued back. Her mother, she argued, had told her that the Gods tell you when you should do things, and she felt they were telling her now. Jemenista argued that the loss of her parents did not mean the Gods wanted her to do anything. To which Alacea stated the Gods do nothing without purpose, and if their taking of her parents was not a message to her, then what was the purpose of taking her parents? 
 
    The Na’Sha continued arguing, both irritated and impressed that not only was this seven-year-old child debating a woman whose job was to debate the Gods, but that she appeared to be winning. It could be, and has been, said that this was the point where Jemenista decided to groom Alacea to eventually become a Na’Sha. Either way, Jemenista decided that the young girl showed great promise, and allowed her to enter the shrine. 
 
    Because of the cloistered environment of the temple, she and her brother rarely saw each other, and as Na’Sha, she was not permitted to show favor to the family she had been born to. However, the link between the two orphaned siblings remained strong. 
 
    <Did he look well?> she asked urgently. 
 
    <Um…> Ben began stupidly. He covered his right eye with his hand. <See gone.> 
 
    Her ears folded downward at the news. 
 
    <But well,> Ben assured her. <He lead other people.> 
 
    The priestess’s tail twitched at this. Before the commando had left Pelle, it had elected Bao Aren, Bao Sen’s father, as captain. If Azarin was now captain, then that meant the Huntress’s father was dead. 
 
    She dismissed the negative thought. No, there were too many unanswered questions to make such assumptions. For now, she needed to act on what she knew. 
 
    <What do you need from me?> she asked. 
 
    <Azarin want know I possess trust of you,> Ben told her. <That not lie.> 
 
    <That pendant will help you,> she said, pointing at the jewelry he held in his hand. <I shall write you a letter of introduction as well.> 
 
    <Letter of…> 
 
    <I will write a message so that he will believe you,> she restated. <When will you go back?> 
 
    <Next day,> he replied. 
 
    <I shall bring you the letter tonight,> she promised. 
 
    <Write,> he said. <Awareness. More of my people will read.> 
 
    She understood what he meant. If he was a prisoner, it was unlikely his jailer would allow him to have a letter without knowing its contents. 
 
    <I shall be aware,> she said. 
 
    Her ears suddenly flattened against her head as other business suddenly threatened this plan.  
 
    <Something bad?> he asked. Ben was coming to know what the movement of his wife’s ears meant and could see that she had just thought of something irritating. 
 
    <There is to be an aderen,> she said. <And you are meant to attend. Villagers from the north are coming to Pelle soon.> 
 
    He nodded at this news, and like he had a moment before, Alacea understood the gesture as one of affirmation. <Told this,> he said. <Many come.> 
 
    That news did not surprise her. Her Tesho’s people would surely have been a part of the decision to move them. But this prompted the question as to whether or not the aderen should be moved. It was a little soon, she thought, to get everyone’s hopes up by telling them why she wanted to move it. But the thought of her brother in a prison cell one moment longer than absolutely necessary tore at her heart. 
 
    <Can another go?> he asked her. <I send Warren? Warren must know things too.> 
 
    She considered this. Expert Engineer Warren seemed like a reasonable person now that he could understand what the Va’Shen were saying, if somewhat inexpertly. If she told the rest of Pelle’s leaders that the Overlord was required elsewhere, it would not be great, but, realistically, the aderen had no authority over her Tesho to begin with and no one would be in a position to deny him if he chose to send a substitute. 
 
    <I think this will be fine,> she said. 
 
    <I shall do,> Ben told her. At that point he stood up and picked up his hat. <I go. Do the things.> 
 
    He was startled when Alacea rushed up to him and grabbed both his hands and held them in her own. 
 
    <Tesho,> she began quietly, looking straight up into his eyes. <What you have done… No amount of gratitude could ever be enough.> She closed his hands within hers as if conducting a human prayer. <The Gods will never forget you. I’ll never let them.> 
 
    Ben swallowed, feeling incredibly awkward at the touching moment. He was starting to feel really bad for using what he thought would end up being a fool’s errand as a way to evade an uncomfortable conversation with her. Seeing her like this, however, really brought home the importance. 
 
    If half of your hometown was missing and written off for dead, wouldn’t you be shocked and grateful that someone found them?  
 
    He pulled his hands from hers and placed them on her shoulders. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, falling into English for a moment. <I find. I bring home.> 
 
    <Then I shall await you,> she said, stepping back and offering him a bow. 
 
    Ben returned it, and turned to go, knowing things were about to get even busier. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The lawn mower was about as simple as the internal combustion engine got but may as well have been a stellar fold engine to Turean. The Va’Shen didn’t typically mow the grass but seeing the way the mower made perfect cuts on each pass made the young tod want to do it forever.  
 
    It had taken some imperfect Va’Shen, some sign language, some miming and a little bit of ingenuity, but before too long, the Va’Shen adolescent was carefully mowing straight lines in the reddish purple grass outside the SeaBees workshop. Turean and Warren had rigged up a simple clamp to hold the throttle bar down while the young tod pulled the cord to start the mower, but after that he was all set. 
 
    Warren stood outside the entrance, coffee cup in hand and a smile on his face as he watched. Turean was moving slowly, pushing the mower with his good hand and being careful to make sure every row was perfectly aligned. He hadn’t seen anyone with that much attention to detail since boot camp at San Diego. 
 
    It was while he was observing the young tod that Ben came up the short walkway to the entrance. Warren straightened and offered the captain a salute, which Ben returned. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” Ben asked, standing next to the chief and observing Turean for himself. 
 
    “He’s doing great,” Warren told him. “Listens, doesn’t backtalk and wants to learn how everything in the damn shop works.” 
 
    “Who knows?” Ben asked. “You may have hired Va’Sh’s very first indigenous contractor.” 
 
    “He can’t be a contractor.” Warren corrected him. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He’s not trying to gouge me out of every dime in our budget.” 
 
    Ben snorted a laugh and shook his head. 
 
    “Anything I can do for you, Sir?” Warren asked, knowing the captain probably wasn’t there on a social call. 
 
    “I’m heading back to Jamieson tomorrow, but there’s a town meeting sometime in the next few days,” Ben replied. “The Va’Shen already know about the refugees, and they want to talk about what to do. I figure since a lot of it is going to fall into your wheelhouse, it would be okay if you took the meeting for me. Is that all right?” 
 
    “It’s so cute when officers ask senior NCOs for permission to tell them what to do,” Warren said with a smile. 
 
    “Mr. Gibson didn’t raise an asshole,” Ben grinned. 
 
    “It’s no problem, Sir. Anything specific you want me to say or not say or things to agree to?” 
 
    The Ranger shook his head. “You know my intent,” he told him. “You can agree to anything that falls into it. I’ll approve it. If it sounds like something to upchannel, just take a note and we’ll handle it later.” 
 
    Warren nodded and took a sip of coffee. “What’s this thing at Jamieson?” he asked. When Ben and Patricia left the first time, Warren hadn’t considered it anything worth asking about. But back-to-back trips made the older sailor wonder if something bad was going down. 
 
    Ben replied by telling him an abridged version of the story, how Alacea had requested he try to find out what happened to the village’s commandos and how they had, by some miracle, found one alive. 
 
    Warren chewed on that for a moment. “Can I speak frankly?” he asked. 
 
    “I value your opinion, Senior Chief,” Ben told him seriously. “You never have to ask that.” 
 
    The chief nodded and took a sip of coffee before beginning. “You sure this is really a good idea?” he asked. “Say you swing this and we suddenly have fifty, maybe a hundred, Va’Shen commandos in town with axes to grind. It’s been pretty easy so far, but that’s mostly because we’ve had a bunch of women and kids. These guys are going to be veterans. Pissed off veterans. The kind that know exactly where on a person’s body to shove the knife.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “True,” he admitted. “But what’s also true is that these guys should’ve been here months ago, and I really think they’re going to get here sooner or later, one way or another. Either we can be the guys who helped them get home or we can just be the closest people who look like the guys who threw them into a prison camp. Ride the tiger or be eaten by it.” 
 
    “Well,” the chief relented, “Life’s full of small challenges, I guess.” 
 
    “I have your support?” Ben asked. 
 
    “You never have to ask that, Sir,” Warren replied. “I’ll try not to screw up the meeting.” 
 
    “At least you’ll have Alzoria to translate for you,” the Ranger assured him. 
 
    “At least the meeting will be memorable, then.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mina looked at her cards and narrowed her eyes as she checked the cards already face up on the chow hall table in front of her. Should she bluff? Or should she go all in and hope for the best? She looked at her opponent across the table, but Burgers’s face, even sans ballistic sunglasses, gave her no clue about the cards he still held. 
 
    Finally, she made her decision and put a card down. 
 
    “Fork Phalanx,” she announced. 
 
    Burgers didn’t even pause to consider his options, throwing down another card.  
 
    “Mystery Meatloaf.” 
 
    “Balls,” Mina cursed. She began studying her options again. 
 
    “Hey, whatcha guys doing?” Ramirez asked as he approached their table with his dinner tray. He sat down on Burgers’s right and looked at the cards on the table, reading the title on the box sitting nearby. 
 
    “’Kitchen Warfare?’” 
 
    “Yeah,” Burgers confirmed. “This is what happens when you saturate the card game market with fantasy stuff. Companies start getting creative.” 
 
    “Purple Egg Beater Eater,” Mina announced. 
 
    Burgers threw down another card immediately.  
 
    “Junk Drawer SpecOps!” 
 
    Mina responded by throwing all her cards down with a cry of frustration. 
 
    Ramirez rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you play a real card game?” he asked. 
 
    On the much more familiar battlefield of trolling, Mina didn’t hesitate in her reply. “None of us want to risk ass tattoos.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” Ramirez relented. 
 
    “How was Jamieson?” Burgers asked. 
 
    “About like every other forward headquarters base,” the marksman informed him. “A lot of fobbits, sitting around waiting for their achievement medals.” As he finished speaking, he reached out and snagged a folded piece of printer paper next to his friend’s elbow. 
 
    “Hey!” Burgers cried. 
 
    Ramirez was already reading it, though, holding it out of range of the larger man’s hands. After a moment, he looked at Burgers with an angry expression that didn’t look right on the usually jovial Ranger’s face. 
 
    “What manner of fuckery is this?!” he demanded. “An application for early separation?!” 
 
    “Hey,” Burgers replied. “Speak up, would ya? I don’t think the SeaBees heard you yelling about my personal shit on the other side of the FOB.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Burgers?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “I’m just thinking about it,” the other NCO defended, snatching the paper back. 
 
    “Fuck me running,” Ramirez swore, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Dude, the war is over. We won,” Burgers told him. “They’re already starting to RIF people, and the people who stay are going to be the ones who know how to best bullshit on their annual evals. Gett’n while the gett’n’s good ain’t a bad idea.” 
 
    Ramirez turned to Mina. “I blame you. You’re a bad influence.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me!” the corpsman shot back. “DoD still likes me!” 
 
    “Come on, Burgers!” Ramirez cried, turning back to his friend. “You know what First Sergeant says every four years! We’ll die on the outside! We’ll starve!” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think First Sergeant is the guy to believe when re-enlistment time comes around,” Burgers said.  
 
    “My point is it’s a stupid idea, and you shouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Burgers told him, folding the paper and putting it in his shirt pocket. “I’m just thinking about it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should think about it too,” Mina suggested. 
 
    Ramirez gasped, completely insulted by the suggestion. “How dare you?!” 
 
    “You know, I’m willing to bet civilian life wouldn’t be that bad,” Mina said with an amused smile. “And I’m sure you could find a perfectly nice job that suits your interests.” 
 
    “Really?” Ramirez asked. “Lot of Fortune Five Hundred companies hiring guys to shoot people and blow stuff up.” 
 
    “Probably more than you would think, when you think about it,” Burgers answered. 
 
    “No, forget it!” Ramirez said, standing up and taking his tray. “Ranger for life!” With that statement, he left to find another table. 
 
    “That was… overly dramatic,” Mina commented. 
 
    Burgers shrugged and started collecting up the playing cards into a single pile to shuffle. “Dude loves his job.” 
 
    “Dude needs a girlfriend,” the Navy medic countered. 
 
    The Ranger nodded sagely and looked back down at his cards. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sitting at the tiny desk in his hooch, Ben paused in his writing for a moment to rub the left side of his chest. The wound given to him by the eggplant monster was throbbing particularly hard tonight. He had taken a shower to try to soothe it, but unfortunately, the hot water hadn’t done much to alleviate the pain. The ibuprofen Fletcher had given him had run out that morning, and he had forgotten to stop by and get more. Besides, if he showed up complaining about the pain, she might force him to see the doctors at Jamieson tomorrow, and he had no intention of spending hours waiting in line just for some Army doc to give him more ibuprofen. 
 
    He sat back in his flimsy metal folding chair and looked at the analog clock on his wall. Va’Sh had a twenty-six hour day, but he was still using a standard Earth clock. He wondered briefly if he could order a clock from Vega. They had a twenty-six hour day too. 
 
    It was already 2200. He was about to shut off the light and sack out when he heard a light tapping at his door. Rising painfully to his feet, he put his tan t-shirt back on and stepped over to the door. 
 
    When he opened it, he found Alacea standing there, a rolled up piece of paper clutched in her hand. 
 
    <Blessed evening,> he said neutrally. 
 
    She bowed her head. <Blessed evening, Tesho. I have the letter I promised you.> 
 
    He stood back and gestured for her to come in. Stepping inside, she stopped for a moment to remove her grey leatherish boots, the animal from which the material comes from Ben had yet to encounter. She walked into his hooch and, once again, looked around. She studied her Tesho’s living quarters every time she visited, almost always discovering something she did not notice before. 
 
    <Sit?> he asked, gesturing at the floor. The Va’Shen didn’t often use chairs and as Alacea often visited for language lessons, Ben had gotten into the habit of sweeping the floor every day and removing his boots as soon as he came inside. 
 
    The vixen sat down and straightened her skirt, and Ben sat down on his knees directly across from her. She offered him the rolled up paper, and he took it. 
 
    <That should convince my brother that you are trustworthy,> she said.  
 
    <You read?> he asked, offering it back to her. <I will know what says.> 
 
    <Of course.> She took the letter and unrolled it. The priestess cleared her throat and began to read slowly, being sure to enunciate clearly so Ben could follow.  
 
    When she was done, Ben nodded. <That is good,> he said. 
 
    Her ears twitched a smile. <Good.> She paused for a moment, her eyes cast downward, before speaking again. <Tesho… may we speak?> 
 
    Ben nodded, silently bracing himself. <Yes.> 
 
    Alacea took a breath and began. <I apologize for what I said the other day. It was not right to make such a demand of you so suddenly. After all you have done for us, it was not right. For us, children are a sacred duty, but that does not mean they should be forced on someone who doesn’t want them.> 
 
    The priestess spoke clearly enough that Ben was able to understand most of what she said, enough to know, at least, that he wasn’t in trouble and that she was dropping the subject of children. At least for now. 
 
    Ben wasn’t sure how to respond in a way that would clarify his original objection, so he just bowed his head and said, <Thank you.> 
 
    Halfway through the bow, he winced as a sharp pain in his shoulder shot right into his brain.  
 
    <Are you unwell?> Alacea asked. 
 
    He sat up again and smiled, pointing at the offending shoulder. <Hurt again,> he told her. 
 
    The alien woman began to rummage through the small leather bag she always had on over her shoulder. <Kastia gave me a salve for my ankle. I still have some.> 
 
    Ben held his hand up to forestall her. <I am well.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears curved downward pointedly at him, and her tail slapped the wood floor behind her. <Shall I tell your healer instead?> she asked threateningly. 
 
    The Ranger’s face scrunched up irritably, but he held his hand out. <Thank you.> 
 
    But it was too late for that. Alacea had a hunch he might not use the Va’Shen medicine once she left. She stood up and pointed at his bed. <Sit there, please,> she ordered. 
 
    Ben sighed and, seeing there was no way out of it, stood up and went to the bed where he sat down again. Alacea had pulled another small bag from her satchel, and Ben was surprised to see it was a condiments bag from an MRE. Its original contents had been replaced with a brownish sludge that looked positively disgusting. 
 
    <Remove your shirt, please,> Alacea commanded as she sat down on the bed to his left. 
 
    Another man might hesitate at removing his clothes in front of other people, but Ben was a soldier. When you spend the first several weeks of your Army career sleeping, showering and going to the bathroom in front of sixty other guys, you lose your sense of shame pretty fast. As such, Ben immediately pulled his sand-tee up over his head, moving slowly as to avoid any more electric jabs from his shoulder. 
 
    While Ben’s sense of shame had eroded over time, however, Alacea could count the number of shirtless men she had seen on one hand. True, she had seen his bare chest before, but that was when they were in the wild together after his fight with the toka. Half his body had been covered with sweat, dirt and gore and only barely visible in the light of Va’Sh’s moons and a single green chem-light. 
 
    She quickly looked away, the hair on her ears standing on end as she mentally willed herself to look at him. There was nothing shameful about this, she told herself. They were married. It was wholly appropriate.  
 
    The scar on the left side of his chest looked almost like a crater in the surface of the moons, but it was healed over, and only the pain from the damage beneath the scar gave Ben any real trouble. Looking further down, Alacea noticed a second scar on his left side parallel to his navel. 
 
    <This may be easier if you lie down,> she told him, getting up from the bed. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Ben sighed, laying face up on the bed with his wounded shoulder facing the vixen.  
 
    Alacea knelt next to him and dipped her fingers into the plastic bag. When she removed them, her fingers were coated in the sludge, which she gingerly applied to his shoulder. 
 
    <This may burn at first,> she warned. 
 
    And indeed it did. An unpleasant tingle began to bubble up where the salve touched his skin, but it soon subsided as the alien priestess rubbed the mixture into his shoulder. A moment later, Ben felt the muscles in his shoulder seemed to loosen, like a knot was slowly coming undone by itself. He sighed as the pain in his shoulder began to float away. 
 
    Alacea, meanwhile, continued to gently apply the medicine, but her eyes were on him. It was hard not to notice him with her so close. Her tail twitched as she considered the unexpected simplicity of what she was doing. Myorin did this for their teshos all the time, she was sure, but she never believed she would ever perform such a simple domestic act for anyone. 
 
    Her eyes fell to his chest, the hard muscles she remembered lying against in the wilderness, feeling how different his body was to hers. Her ears twitched as she found a spot on the right side of his chest, just below the collarbone, a patch of perfectly smooth skin with no scars or blemishes. That was the spot, she thought. She would place her bridal mark there so that it would not be confused with the scars on the other side of his chest. It would be clear and unmistakable, so that if he ever took another vixen to his den, she would look up at him, see that mark, and know with certainty that she would never be anything but a mistress.  
 
    The vixen’s ears twitched again at the thought, her mind wandering. 
 
    <And then you mount him!> 
 
    Yasuren’s words came screaming back to her, and she quickly stood up, embarrassed at catching herself thinking such things. 
 
    <One moment!> she squeaked and stepped quickly away from him. Looking around, she found the towel he had used earlier after his shower and wiped the remaining salve off her hands. She turned her head and looked back at him to find his eyes tracking her closely. 
 
    <Thank you,> he said.  
 
    <You are most welcome,> she replied. 
 
    Although she was finished, Ben didn’t sit back up. The salve had loosened his muscles to the point where he felt more relaxed now than at any time since the toka attacked him. He closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    <Good feel,> he told her, wanting to make sure she knew he appreciated her efforts. 
 
    He opened his eyes again, this time in surprise, when he felt the tiny bed shifting on his right side. Looking down, he found Alacea laying in the crook of his good arm, her head on his right shoulder. Her eyes were wide as if terrified at what she was doing, but she made no effort to extricate herself from her position. 
 
    <Do I trouble you?> she asked, trying to sound casual like she just knocked on his office door and asked if he had a minute to talk. 
 
    Ben swallowed. <No,> he said simply. <You do not.> 
 
    The priestess took his answer and adjusted herself, relaxing a little. This close to him, she could smell the soap he used in the shower, an artificial scent attempting to mimic a flower that grew on a completely different world. Trapped beneath her body, her tail was prevented from swinging around the room frantically in panic. She wasn’t completely sure, herself, why she did it. She just thought it would be… nice. 
 
    <You should rest,> she said. <You have much to do tomorrow.> 
 
    <Yes,> he agreed, still unsure as to what, exactly, was happening just then. 
 
    They lay there like that for several minutes, silent, still and awkward. Finally, Alacea’s breathing and tail began to slow as the feeling she had been hoping for began to settle on her.  
 
    <Am I repulsive to you?> she asked.  
 
    Ben stared up at the ceiling, considering how to answer. It was true that the Va’Shen’s more animalistic features turned off many people while some were a little too enamored with it. He thought about how she had looked when they escorted Colonel Spelling, how ethereal and otherworldly she looked. 
 
    <No,> he answered. <You are beautiful.> It wasn’t a declaration of love. She was, objectively speaking, quite beautiful with her soft, violet hair and unblemished skin. 
 
    Her ears twitched. She hadn’t been sure if his unwillingness in regards to children had been a purely physical issue. She wasn’t a particularly vain person, but it was still nice to hear. 
 
    She considered her position, thinking of what she had been taught about the Dark Ones. 
 
    They are cold, devoid of both physical and emotional warmth… If they see you, they will kill you. And if they do not kill you, it is only because you serve some purpose of their own. Manual labor, a practice target, entertainment…  
 
    But he was nothing like that. He was warm. He showed he cared. He helped when he did not have to, even if it put him at risk. 
 
    She readjusted her head, making herself more comfortable. No, they were not the Dark Ones. Somewhere along the line, a horrible mistake was made. The Emperor had been misinformed or deceived. 
 
    <My community loves me,> she told him quietly. <They will bow to me and defer to me and they will even fight for me… But to them, I will only ever be ‘Na’Sha.’ No one else would, can or will ever hold me the way you are now.> 
 
    She still wasn’t sure why she was doing this. Perhaps she felt guilty after being faced with the lingering consequences of his rescue of her. But there was truth in her words. They were bound for eternity. Before he came along, she faced, at best, an eternity alone, walking through the Glade surrounded by the souls of those who came before and after her, but she would do so alone. 
 
    <I am fortunate,> Ben quipped, deciding he liked this side of Alacea. He knew she had always had vulnerabilities that she kept guarded for the sake of her people, but Ben suspected there was a loneliness in her, a loneliness she had long ago accepted as simply the way her life would be. 
 
    <Sleep,> she ordered quietly. <I will leave before you wake so that I do not delay your departure.> 
 
    <You may stay may go as you enjoy,> he assured her, butchering the language but hoping the answer was clear. 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched, and she closed her eyes, settling in to get some sleep herself and pausing only a moment to thank him. 
 
    “Mahalo,” she whispered. 
 
    Wide-eyed, Ben stared up at the ceiling, trying not to laugh. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben rubbed his left shoulder as the LTV rumbled down the road toward the JDOG, not in pain this time, but in wonder at the lack of it. It was still somewhat sore, but the salve Alacea had given him had let him sleep relatively peacefully and had lasted the three-hour drive to Jamieson.  
 
    After a quick breakfast and route brief, he, Patricia and their driver, Specialist Chambers, headed up to Jamieson. They went through the same process to get onto the base, then the same process to get transient housing, and were now on their way to the JDOG in hopes of getting the Va’Shen detainees there to speak with him. 
 
    “Think they’ll be glad to see us?” Patricia asked from the backseat. 
 
    “Considering last time they physically escorted us off the premises,” Ben reminded her, “… Maybe?” 
 
    “Well, all I know is that in four years of ROTC, I never once got into trouble,” Patricia told him. “I get assigned to your unit, and I get my rights read to me twice in one week.” 
 
    “Ramirez would tell you those are ‘rookie numbers,’” Ben said, looking back at her with a smile. 
 
    Patricia smiled back, seeing something she normally didn’t see. “You’re in a good mood,” she noted.  
 
    “I guess so,” the Ranger replied, leaving it at that. He turned to Chambers. “Staff Sergeant Ramirez said you had some admin stuff to do up here. Nothing bad, I hope.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Sir,” the rail-thin African American machine gunner said with a grin. “Just gotta get my pay fixed.” 
 
    “Your pay’s messed up?” Ben asked, frowning. “That counts as something bad.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir, but it’s not really a problem since I got no bills anyway,” Chambers assured him. “My E4 pay just hasn’t caught up yet, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, if you have any problem getting it sorted, let me know. We’ll fix it before we leave here, okay?” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. In the meantime, I need to hit the PX.” Chambers turned the wheel, bringing them into the detention center parking lot. “I gotta list from the entire platoon.” 
 
    The LTV stopped in front of the JDOG entrance, and Ben and Patricia stepped out. 
 
    “Meet us back here when you’re done,” Ben told Chambers. 
 
    “You got it, Sir.” 
 
    The two officers watched as the LTV drove away, leaving them alone in the parking lot with nothing but a few government SUVs and a shuttle bus. 
 
    “After you,” Patricia said, gesturing to the entrance. 
 
    The pair started up the stairs toward the entrance and went inside. Signing in at the front desk, they waited while the private behind the desk called the commander’s office to let them know they were there. A few minutes later, an Army master sergeant appeared and beckoned for them to follow him. The senior NCO led them down the hall to Colonel Ling’s office and knocked on the open door’s frame. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    The master sergeant gave them both a nod and walked back down the hall. Ben stepped into the office, followed by Patricia. 
 
    Ling looked up from some paperwork and stood up, offering his hand to shake. Ben took that as a good sign that there were no hard feelings, and that despite how things went last time, Ling was still more interested in results than giving them shit to placate his ego. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Ling said as she shook their hands. “Have a seat.” 
 
    They all took their seats and Ling folded his hands on the desk in front of him. “So, how did it go?” 
 
    Ben took Alacea’s letter from his pocket and held it up. “From their Na’Sha, the religious leader of their village. She assures me this will get him to open up to me.” 
 
    Ling reached over and took the letter from him, opening it and squinting at the alien characters. “Do you know what it says? Hopefully not something like, ‘kill the guy with no ears.’” 
 
    “She read it to me,” Ben told him. “Part of it is some personal information to establish her bona fides. Then she tells him he can trust me and that I’m trying to get him and his people out. Everyone misses them, the village is fine, etcetera, etcetera.” 
 
    Ling seemed skeptical. 
 
    “You can have your guys look at it if you want,” Ben assured him. 
 
    The colonel picked up his phone and hit a single button, asking for someone to come see him. A few moments later, an Air Force staff sergeant came in. 
 
    “Yes, Sir?” 
 
    Ling handed the letter to him. “I need a quick and dirty translation of this,” he said. “Just enough to know there’s no harm in letting a detainee read it.” 
 
    “A detainee?” the NCO asked as he took the letter. 
 
    “A detainee,” Ling confirmed. “Quick turn, please.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    The airman left, leaving the three of them alone again. 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” Ling asked as they waited. 
 
    “Pull Azarin out again, give him the letter and see what happens,” Ben said simply. 
 
    “And how are you going to pull him out?” the colonel asked. “That little bit of sleight-of-hand with the guards last time isn’t going to work twice. The other commandos see this guy getting pulled out over and over, they’re going to start thinking he’s a snitch.” 
 
    “You have a suggestion?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We can bring him out as part of a larger group,” Ling offered. “Do a routine medical examination. They’re scheduled to start next week, but I bet I can get our medics to do the first group today.” 
 
    “Then talk to him in the exam room?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Will that give us enough time?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Ling replied. “Maybe he’s really sick.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he is,” Ben said. He didn’t want to go through all this just to have Azarin read the letter and tell him to screw off anyway. 
 
    The colonel stepped out of the office to round up his medics and his guards and let them know about the impromptu examinations. From the sound of it, there wasn’t a lot of risk involved. It was something that had been done several times already, and the Va’Shen were typically well-behaved about it. 
 
    It took a few hours to get everything in place and ready to go. Ling’s terps approved giving the letter to Azarin, stating they couldn’t find anything dangerous in it, and the medics gathered their supplies and set up their exam rooms, except one which now had a table and some chairs. 
 
    Once everything was in place, Ling gave the guards the go order, and they went into the Batting Cage, blaring a call over the loudspeaker in Va’Shen directing the prisoners to assemble in the main courtyard. The commandos drifted to the center of the detention facility, coming out of their barracks and from under overhangs that shaded them from the sun. After months in captivity, they had learned what their jailers wanted and knew to form up in a loose formation in numerical order by their assigned prisoner number, the only English any of them knew. 
 
    The guards called out ten sets of prison numbers, and the commandos stepped out of formation and up to the guards, who cuffed their hands behind their backs one-by-one. 
 
    Ben, Patricia and Ling watched this process from a window in the JDOG’s operations center, only breaking to head toward the special exam room when Ben saw Azarin being cuffed and led out. The room was small, barely enough room for the table and three chairs, but it did have a two-way mirror connected to an observation room. Ling, his interpreter and one of his interrogators would stay there and listen in, while Ben and Patricia would be in the room with Azarin. 
 
    They had to leave their weapons in the observation room with Ling and his people, leaving Ben a little more underdressed than he would like for being in the same room with a Va’Shen commando. But there was no getting around it. Ling wouldn’t allow it, and Ben had to agree that it was probably better not to give the Va’Shen officer any ideas. 
 
    Ben and Patricia sat in their chairs on the opposite side of the table from the door and waited. Patricia was scribbling in her notebook, having copied down some of the information they would need for their discussion and had worked on the translation for the last few hours. 
 
    “You know,” Patricia spoke up quietly. “This guy probably wants to beat your ass for marrying Alacea.” 
 
    “Think I should give him a free shot?” Ben asked her. 
 
    Before Patricia could answer the door opened, and they looked up. Azarin walked into the room followed by two guards, one of whom unlocked the handcuffs behind his back and recuffed them in front of him for comfort. 
 
    Azarin’s ears folded down, and his tail twitched at seeing two Dark Ones there and no medical exam equipment whatsoever. The guards guided him to the chair opposite of the two officers and ordered him to sit like he was a dog. The commando complied, and the two guards gave Ben a nod before walking out, closing the door behind them. 
 
    The Va’Shen captain stared at them, not saying a word. Ben realized that Azarin hadn’t seen their faces last time, so he held up the letter and the pendant and put them both on the table between them. The commando’s eyes went wide at seeing his sister’s necklace innocently sitting there, trying to divine the conditions under which it had fallen into the Dark One’s hands by its appearance. 
 
    <Write by Alacea,> he told him. 
 
    Recognizing his voice, Azarin’s ears popped up. He reached across the table and took the letter, unrolling it and looking down at it, all without making a sound. 
 
      
 
    Brother, 
 
      
 
    I am overjoyed to learn that you are alive! I never dared to dream that any of you had survived as we have yet to receive any information about any of you from the capital. There is much you need to know, but allow me to get the most important items done first. 
 
    The bearer of this letter, Ban Kipson, is indeed my Tesho. The events that led to our union are complicated, but I assure you he has not harmed or threatened me in any way. He is in charge of the troops near our village. You must trust him. I do, and that trust has not betrayed me. Our village and our people are safe. Pelle received no damage in the fighting, and although we are occupied by my Tesho’s troops, we are treated with kindness and respect.  
 
    I know you will find such a statement suspicious. Things have not gone the way we were warned to expect. But it is true. If you believe this letter to be written under duress, remember what I told you the night before you left. The signs of the Gods come from where you least expect and in the strangest of dress. Be accepting of them. The Gods will not forget you, for you serve them with love.  
 
    Come home to all of us. Hestean and the other Mikorin will be delighted to learn you are alive.  
 
      
 
    Alacea 
 
      
 
    Azarin sat back and digested his sister’s words, and they were his sister’s. The words she spoke to him that night were, indeed, as she had written. 
 
    But that last line...  
 
    That last line sealed away any possible doubt. She would never have risked writing such a thing unless she absolutely wanted him to know it was her. 
 
    He rolled up the letter and passed it back to Ben, who took it from him. 
 
    <What do you want from me?> Azarin asked with a sigh. 
 
    The soundproofing in the wall prevented Ben and Patricia from hearing the surprised and triumphant sounds coming from Ling and his men in the next room. Ben took a breath and got down to business. 
 
    <You believe?> he asked, holding the letter up. 
 
    <For the moment,> Azarin replied pointedly. <What do you want from me? There is nothing I know that could do you any good now.> 
 
    <We want you leave here,> Ben told him. <Pelle commando leave here. Go to Pelle.> 
 
    <Then open the gate and let us go,> the Va’Shen soldier told him with a twitch of his ears. 
 
    Ben smiled, a gesture Azarin had learned equaled amusement. At least this Dark One, it seemed, had a sense of humor. 
 
    <Need promise,> Ben told him. He pointed at the door and the guards on the other side. <Them say you must make promise. No want make promise.> 
 
    <And we won’t either,> Azarin hissed at him. <And if the Na’Sha knew what you were demanding, she would tell you herself to just kill us and be done. You can send me back to my tods, and we’ll dig our graves within your cage. But we will not agree to your demands.> 
 
    Ben sat back and turned his head slightly toward Patricia. “Touchy subject,” he said. 
 
    <Why will you not take these oaths?> Patricia asked him. 
 
    Azarin looked at the lieutenant but said nothing. 
 
    <Kim is friend to me, friend to Alacea,> Ben told him. <Please speak at her.> 
 
    <Do not pretend you do not know,> Azarin answered. <I was born in a barn. That does not make me simple.> 
 
    Ben turned to Patricia. “What’s the word for ‘stupid?’” 
 
    Patricia gave it to him. Hearing the word, Azarin’s ears dug into his head, assuming the word was meant for him. 
 
    But it wasn’t. Ben turned back to him. <I am stupid,> he told him. <I am strange. Big stupid. Tell me. Please.> 
 
    The commando considered his brother-in-law critically. If he had spent all of his time in Pelle, it was possible that he really didn’t understand what an impossible issue he faced. 
 
    <The oaths,> Azarin began, <Are an insult and a cruel trap.> 
 
    Ben turned to Patricia and repeated the last word. 
 
    “It means ‘trap,’” Patricia told him. “He’s saying it’s a mean or hateful trap.” 
 
    The Ranger turned back to him. <Tell,> he urged, asking for more.  
 
    <We must take an oath swearing to never again take up arms,> Azarin said. <But we are commandos. If the Emperor commands us to make war on you or anyone else, we must obey. If we disobey, we and our entire community will be sent to the Frost by the Gods. If we break our oaths, we and our entire community will go to the Frost. We will not risk condemning our families.> 
 
    “Patricia?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I’d want to double check with Colonel Ling’s terp, but I think he’s saying it’s a Catch-22,” she told him. “That word he used, ‘Kosh,’ is their version of Hell. They’re literally damned if they do and damned if they don’t.” 
 
    Ben sat back in his chair and considered that. Looking at Azarin again, he nodded. <More?> 
 
    <You order us to say the Emperor is not a God,> Azarin told him. <But to deny one God is to deny them all.> 
 
    “Kosh,” Ben concluded. 
 
    <The Frost,> Azarin confirmed. 
 
    “Sir,” Patricia whispered, catching his attention. When he turned to her, Patricia spoke, but her eyes were on Azarin, as if wondering if he might understand her without her knowing. “Remember what Colonel Ling said? We didn’t come up with these oaths, the Va’Shen government did.” 
 
    He looked up at the commando, who continued to stare at him with one eyed contempt.  
 
    Why would the Va’Shen government advise them to demand something the commandos could never possibly give? What would they gain by forcing the humans to keep the commandos in custody? It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Ben took a breath, deciding to see if he could find out. He leaned across the table and looked Azarin in the eye. <Va’Shen chieftains say oaths to us you must use. Tell us make you say them.> 
 
    The commando captain said nothing for several long moments. This Dark One was telling him his own government was telling the Dark Ones to make them take such insulting oaths. It was completely unbelievable. But at the same time… 
 
    They also told us our villages were destroyed… 
 
    <You must trust him!> his sister’s words came back to him.  
 
    There was a knock on the mirror, Ling telling them they were out of time. The guards opened the door and came in, prompting Azarin to stand up. 
 
    <I fix?> Ben asked him suddenly. <I fix promise, you make?> 
 
    Azarin didn’t reply. He had too much new information to sift through to make any kind of deal. Instead, he turned and let the guards take him away. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “So… Thoughts?” Ling asked as everyone found seats in the small JDOG conference room. The colonel sat at the head of the table with Ben and Patricia to his left. Ling’s interpreter and chief interrogator sat on his right. Ben had only been introduced to the pair of Army officers just before the meeting with Azarin. Lieutenant Colonel Porter, the interrogator, was a short, balding man with round, ruddy cheeks. Captain McKenzie, a lean, tall man with short brown hair, was the JDOG terp and was flipping pages through his notebook. 
 
    “Was I right about what he said about going to Hell?” Patricia asked McKenzie across the table. “It sounded like he was being very literal.” 
 
    McKenzie looked to Ling nervously before clearing his throat. “In all honesty, Lieutenant Kim, I’m going to have to defer to you on this. That is literally the most Va’Shen I’ve heard anyone here speak since I’ve been here. I mean… I think you’re right, but…” He finished his confession with a shrug. 
 
    “Assuming the lieutenant is correct, the gist of it is that none of these guys can take the oaths necessary to get out of here because there would be too good a chance of eternal damnation. Is that right?” Ling asked. 
 
    “It sounds like bullshit to me, Sir,” Porter told the colonel. “He’s using his religion as an excuse to not cooperate.” 
 
    “To not cooperate with his own release?” Ben asked him. “Pretty inconvenient religion.” 
 
    “The Va’Shen government told us that these oaths would hold them to their word,” Porter replied. “That’s why we’ve been working with them. Because they understand how these commandos think, Captain.” 
 
    Ben heard the disapproving tone in the way Porter said his rank. We’ve been doing this from the beginning. You just got here. You don’t know shit. That was the message. Even so, he wasn’t willing to just back down. 
 
    “With all due respect, Sir,” Ben told him, “Apparently, they don’t know them as well as they think they do, because those commandos are still out there, in that cage.” 
 
    “Why would the Va’Shen government set up their own people for failure?” Porter demanded. “Why would they think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “Because they’re different from us,” Ben declared quietly. “Because they’re space aliens and they do things that don’t make sense to us.” He turned to Ling. “You don’t trust what Azarin said, but you can’t trust what the Va’Shen government is saying either. There could be any number of political, spiritual, military, cultural or racial elements feeding into this that could result in one part of the Va’Shen government wanting to screw over representatives of another. I’ve been told most of the Va’Shen general officers are dead. Is that true?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ling said. 
 
    “So, you haven’t been dealing with the Va’Shen Imperial Army with this, have you?” Ben continued.  
 
    “No, we’ve been working directly with the Imperial Palace,” Porter said somewhat triumphantly. 
 
    Ling idly tapped the tabletop as he considered Ben’s argument. One of the hardest things for American military leadership to admit, ever, was that they didn’t know everything. 
 
    “You think they’re not working in good faith with us?” Ling asked Ben. 
 
    “I think they have goals and plans that probably don’t align with ours,” Ben told him. “And we shouldn’t take everything they give us for granted.” 
 
    “Pretty big statement considering you’ve never dealt with them,” Porter told him. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir,” Patricia suddenly butted in. “And with all due respect… But Captain Gibson runs the only sector that’s made concrete positive progress with the Va’Shen. He has had multiple dealings with members of their religious order, their nobility, their administrative leadership and their medical professionals. He is married to the highest ranking religious figure in the sector. If Captain Gibson’s experience with the Va’Shen doesn’t qualify him to speak on how they may or may not operate, then who is?” 
 
    Ling held his hands up as if to ward off Patricia’s words. “No one is discounting the captain’s input, Lieutenant,” he assured her. “If it wasn’t for him, we’d still wouldn’t know what that commando sounds like. But we can’t simply toss around accusations about a mission partner without any kind of evidence.” 
 
    The colonel’s words and Patricia’s highlighting of Ben’s accomplishments seemed to remind everyone they were on the same team, and the heat in the room seemed to come down. Porter took a breath and spoke up again, this time in a more conciliatory tone. 
 
    “Whether you’re right or I’m right,” he said, “It would appear that someone is bullshitting us.” 
 
    “Sir,” Ben said, facing Ling, “How important is it that the detainees swear these oaths? Where is this requirement coming from?” 
 
    “From the highest level,” Ling told him. “The commander asked the question, ‘what is going to keep these guys from going straight back to the battlefield?’ We worked with our Va’Sh-Gov liaisons who told us they should be made to take oaths and recommended those three.” 
 
    “So, there is no requirement to use those specific three,” Ben concluded. 
 
    “Those are the three we gave the commander,” Ling told him. “And he approved. If we want to change them, we’d have to explain why and offer him new alternatives.” 
 
    “Well, that shouldn’t be too hard,” Patricia opined. 
 
    Every eye in the room turned to her in amazement. 
 
    “It’s her first rodeo,” Ben told them. 
 
    “What?” Patricia asked. “Let’s just get on his calendar and tell him.” 
 
    Ling actually smiled in bemusement. “You haven’t spent time on a staff, have you Lieutenant?” 
 
    “No, Sir,” she admitted. “Aside from DLI, Sector 13 is my first assignment.” 
 
    “First,” Porter spoke up, “We have to come up with the replacements and get Colonel Ling’s approval for them. That’s the easy part. Then, we have to send those suggested replacements to every CJTF directorate and special staff section and have them sign off on it or suggest edits, and they will suggest edits. Then, we have to get approval from the deputy commander, who will ask us if we got Va’Sh-Gov to sign off on it… because he asks that with everything we give him. And if your boss is right, you can bet Va’Sh-Gov is going to say they don’t like it. Then we’re going to have to generate a memo recommending we proceed over Va’Sh-Gov’s objections and get that approved by… thankfully… just the directorates most involved with the changes. Then we go back to the deputy and get his approval. And then we get on the three-star’s calendar. And that assumes he’s on-planet and not travelling. And he’s going to want a no-kidding briefing explaining how we came to this point, not just a drive-by or an email.” 
 
    Patricia looked at him in silence, eyes wide. 
 
    “I want to go home,” she whined quietly. 
 
    “Well, if we’re serious about this, then we better start now,” Ling told them. “What do we tell the Va’Shen?” 
 
    “Let’s wait until we have something to tell them,” Ben suggested. “First, we need to come up with oaths that both we and the detainees can agree to.” 
 
    Ling looked at him. “Sounds like a job for an expert on Va’Shen culture,” he said. “Can you spare a few days?” 
 
    Ben took a deep breath and tried to remember why he was doing this in the first place.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Tasshas looked up as Azarin entered their barracks, making his way past the sleeping rolls on the floor that marked each individual commando’s “den.” The green cots the Dark Ones had given them were pushed up against the walls and out of the way, unused. Seeing Azarin coming toward him, Tasshas turned on his knees to face him and waited. He could see by his friend’s ears and the swishing of his tail that the captain was agitated. 
 
    <The healer visit did not go well?> Tasshas ventured. <Did they geld you?> he joked. 
 
    Azarin knelt on his knees across from Tasshas immediately and without ceremony. <We spoke again,> he whispered. 
 
    Tasshas looked around to see if any of the other commandos were in earshot. For the Va’Shen “within earshot” was a much larger radius than with the Dark Ones. Content that no one else was listening, Tasshas turned back to his friend. <And?> he asked. 
 
    <They gave me a letter,> Azarin told him. <From the Na’Sha.> 
 
    The scarred commando’s ears shot straight up. <The Na’Sha?! Are you certain?!> 
 
    <Beyond a doubt,> Azarin whispered. <I am certain it was written under her hand… and without duress.> 
 
    Tasshas paused, and his friend could see the concern and the desperate question in the commando’s ears. 
 
    <It did not mention your parents by name,> Azarin told him. <But she said everyone was well, that the village was not harmed in the fighting, and that the Dark Ones were treating them well.> 
 
    Although Tasshas wanted to believe what his captain was saying, there was one little problem with it. 
 
    <That is not what was told to us,> Tasshas told him. 
 
    <Indeed,> Azarin agreed. 
 
    Tasshas looked away for a moment, his ears flattening in thought. <What does it mean, then?> he asked. <Are you absolutely certain that…> 
 
    <Yes,> Azarin cut him off. <I am.> 
 
    A disturbing thought occurred to Tasshas. <What did they demand in return?> he asked his friend in concern. 
 
    <They wanted to know why we would not take the oaths.> 
 
    Tasshas’s ears wiggled in sardonic amusement. <Did you tell them we don’t care for the snow?> 
 
    <I did, actually,> Azarin said. <I can’t be certain, but they seemed very surprised and disturbed by what I said. Then, just before I was made to come back, they said something else.> 
 
    <What?> 
 
    Azarin’s tail slapped the ground. <That it was our government that suggested the oaths.> 
 
    <Now you know for certain they are lying,> Tasshas said. 
 
    <I don’t know,> his friend answered uncertainly. <Perhaps we can find out. Have you paper?> 
 
    Tasshas looked among his things. Sometimes garbage was blown into the cage by the wind. Rather than dispose of it, the commandos checked to see if anything could be used. He found a small yellow square of paper, one edge covered in dust where it had at one time been sticky. A short note in the Dark One’s language had been scribbled on it, but there was still plenty of room. He handed it to Azarin along with half of a pencil he found on the ground, knowing what his captain wanted to do. 
 
    Azarin placed the paper on the concrete floor and scribbled a short note. 
 
      
 
    Seeking update on survivors of Pelle village.  
 
      
 
    Folding it, he handed it to Tasshas. <Place it at the usual spot.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain,> Tasshas replied, taking the note from him and concealing it beneath his orange jumpsuit. <What do you think they will say?> 
 
    Azarin took a breath, his ears flattened. <For all our sakes, Tasshas,> he said, <I hope they tell us the truth.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Okay, you ready for this?” Burgers asked Warren as they walked up the steps to the Mikorin temple. Just as the captain had predicted, Alzoria had come to the FOB to let them know they had been invited to the aderen to discuss the coming refugees, and it was now time for Warren’s first meeting with the village leadership where he couldn’t just tell them to get out of his office. 
 
    The sailor hefted his notebook, the only item he felt he needed for any meeting. Burgers, acting as his assistant, carried a three-prong notebook with various memos that he thought might come in handy. 
 
    “No problem,” Warren said. “We listen, take some notes, go home.” 
 
    “I’ll remember you said that,” Burgers promised as they stepped into the temple. Most of the Va’Shen participants were already there, sitting in the oval or chatting amongst themselves. Alacea sat at the far end of the oval in her place of honor while Kasshas sat at the other, Yasuren just behind him as his advisor. Alzoria saw they had arrived and walked toward them, bowing at the two humans in respect. 
 
    “Como estan, betches?” she asked. “Game time ina fuu mikes. You cahn pahk yur azzes hare.” She turned and started to lead them to the captain’s normal seat. 
 
    “Remind me to hit Ramirez with something very heavy,” Warren whispered to Burgers as the found their seats and sat down. 
 
    “I just don’t get how she picked it up so fast,” Burgers said in honest amazement. “I figured it would take months for Ramirez to corrupt these people.” 
 
    “I guess he’s just really good at it,” Warren growled. 
 
    “Kinda puts a new spin on the term ‘idiot savant,’ huh?” 
 
    <We shall begin the aderen,> Alacea intoned regally. Warren and Burgers quickly hushed up and mimicked the Va’Shen as everyone bowed to one another. Alzoria sat next to them and translated throughout the opening ceremony. 
 
    <The Overlord is away from the village and could not be here,> Alacea informed them. <In his stead, Expert Engineer Warren has come.> She bowed in his direction, and Warren bowed back. 
 
    “Happy to be here,” he replied. 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched at the sentiment and turned back to the center of the oval. <We have come to discuss the coming of the community of Garan’Sel and its joining with ours. Chieftain…> 
 
    Kasshas stood and bowed the everyone. <The letter from the capital stated the newcomers will be here in about forty days. We have that long to prepare for their arrival. As we discuss this, please note what we must each do to ensure they are welcomed and made comfortable.> Kasshas then gestured to the Va’Shen woman sitting next to him to speak. 
 
    Warren listened attentively and took notes as each member of the aderen took turns speaking. Sho Nan reported on the status of their clean water springs and said they could accommodate more people. One tod, representing the farmers, stood and bowed to Warren, showing off a bag of the new grain they were harvesting and said that with it they could also accommodate the refugees. But it wasn’t until Kastia, the village healer, stood up and spoke that the chief was put on the spot. 
 
    <I would like to ask the Overlord’s representative what he can tell us about the mysterious disease afflicting those in the north. We must make every effort to ensure it does not spread throughout the village.> 
 
    Warren listened to Alzoria’s translation and after a few back and forths with her, thought he understood enough to speak. 
 
    He stood up and bowed to Kastia. “I know of no disease,” he said honestly. “Do you have more information?” 
 
    At Alzoria’s translation, Kastia’s ears folded down into her head and her tail thrashed about. <You deny this disease?!> 
 
    “Shay say yo’re a liar-betch,” Alzoria told him. 
 
    Warren took that translation with a grain of salt. “What is the disease like?” he asked with a sigh. 
 
    Kastia began to list the symptoms, and Alzoria translated along. 
 
    “Blorking… deh sheets… bald heads…” 
 
    “Hey, Chief,” Burgers called to him quietly. Warren turned to him. “They’re talking about radiation sickness from the bombs up north.” 
 
    With that realization, the SeaBee took a sharp breath and turned back to them. “It is not a disease. It is called ‘radiation sickness.’” He tried to find a way to describe it in a way Alzoria may possibly understand. “It is from the bombs we used there.” It was the simplest way he thought to describe it. “You can’t catch it from other people. It is like poison.” 
 
    As Alzoria translated this, the Va’Shen all around him began murmuring to themselves. 
 
    <How do we treat this poison?> one of the Va’Shen asked much more respectfully than Kastia would have. 
 
    “We have drugs that work for us, but not for the Va’Shen,” Warren explained. One of the issues that had come up was that the anti-radiation drugs humans had developed over hundreds of years of the nuclear threat were only partially effective on the aliens and sometimes resulted in unforeseen side-effects. 
 
    <He says they have drugs for them, but not for us,> Alzoria translated. 
 
    Tails all around the oval began whipping back and forth angrily. 
 
    “Chief, something bad just happened,” Burgers hissed. 
 
    “No shit,” Warren hissed back. He turned to Alzoria. “What did you say to them?” 
 
    Alzoria looked at him. “Wat you say,” she said. “Me’cine fo you. Not fo us.” 
 
    The mistake hit Warren like a bale of hay. He held up his hands. “Wait! Wait! Wait!” he called as the angry Va’Shen murmurs grew louder. “Mistake!” he cried. 
 
    Alacea stood up and raised her hands over her head. <Peace!> she called. <Peace!> As the voices died down, she continued. <I believe there is more. Expert Engineer…> 
 
    “Talk,” Alzoria translated. 
 
    Warren gave careful thought to his next words. “Our medicine works for us,” he said. He gestured for Alzoria to translate and waited. 
 
    <He says the medicine works for the Dark Ones.> 
 
    “It does not work on Va’Shen.” 
 
    Alzoria covered her mouth with her hands as she realized her mistake. She turned quickly to them and bowed. <Forgive me! I made a mistake when I translated! He is saying that their medicine will work for them, but it won’t work on us!> 
 
    Alacea sighed in relief. After all her dealings with her Tesho and Patricia, she knew such mistakes happened and happened quite easily.  
 
    The tails around the room slowed. Warren continued. 
 
    “We are searching for medicine that will work on Va’Shen. We have not found any yet.” 
 
    Alzoria translated this, very carefully. 
 
    Kastia, however, wasn’t willing to let the chief off the hook just yet. 
 
    <How could you use such evil weapons in the first place?> she demanded. 
 
    <Kastia!> Alacea snapped while Alzoria translated the healer’s question. <That is not the focus of our concern here!> 
 
    Warren heard Alzoria’s translation and raised his hand. “I will answer that,” he said coldly. 
 
    Senior Chief Petty Officer Chase Warren was a SeaBee, a construction engineer, what some in other branches would call a “Dirt Boy.” He wasn’t a diplomat or a public speaker, and he knew that. He also knew that, in his place, Captain Gibson might let the insult slide while Lieutenant Kim might make some conciliatory statement acknowledging how awful nuclear weapons were. 
 
    But Warren was a senior NCO, one who had spent the last few months listening to the concerns and grief of the more-than-half of the FOB’s population that had lost someone on Persephone. Someone from another FOB probably would have had a different experience, but FOB Leonard was the home of about 150 Persephone orphans, and they had been forced to live side-by-side with the race that had taken their home from them. And they had done it, acting professionally and even kindly, toward Pelle’s civilians, burying their grief and their anger and probably even a good bit of hatred. And now, out of ignorance, members of that race were trying to take the high ground and lecture them on the cruelties of war. 
 
    And he wasn’t going to let that shit slide. 
 
    <He said he will answer Healer Kastia’s question,> Alzoria announced. 
 
    Warren looked around the room at each of them before speaking carefully and deliberately. “A Va’Shen ship destroyed one of our worlds and killed many people.” He waited as Alzoria translated. “Our leaders thought the Va’Shen would do it again.” Again, he waited for the translation. “The Va’Shen ships had to be destroyed before that could happen.” Alzoria translated again. “So, we used those weapons to destroy those ships.” 
 
    <Many Va’Shen were killed by those weapons,> Kastia pointed out.  
 
    <Yes,> Warren answered in Va’Shen after the translation. He would not apologize for it. “And many of our people died on our world. We would not let it happen again.” 
 
    Alacea could see the rift between their two communities rapidly forming and stood up, facing Warren and Kastia. <The war was terrible, but it is over now,> she told them. <Our task is to care for those who suffer.> 
 
    <How many?> 
 
    They turned to the vixen who had asked the question. Hestean was looking at Warren, but there was no anger or accusation in her tone. It was simply a historian’s curiosity. She had, like many Aru’Dace, heard of and documented the overwhelmingly violent attacks to the north, but until now had never heard that there had been a specific motivation or reason behind it. 
 
    “More than three hundred thousand people,” he said. 
 
    Alzoria looked confused. “Many?” she asked. “Or many-many?” 
 
    Warren looked at her in confusion until he got it. Alzoria simply couldn’t count that high in English. Thinking about it a moment, he left his place in the oval and walked to the farmer who had earlier been showing off the grain to the aderen. He pointed at the bag. 
 
    <I have this?> he asked. 
 
    The farmer looked to Alacea and Kasshas, unsure what his grain had to do with anything. At Alacea’s approving gesture, he handed the bag to Warren, who took it and walked to the center of the oval. Reaching inside, he took out a single grain and held it up for everyone to see. 
 
    “All the people of Pelle,” he said. 
 
    <He says that represents everyone in Pelle,> Alzoria explained to them. 
 
    Warren looked at them all and spoke again. 
 
    “Everyone on Persephone.” 
 
    The chief then upended the bag and dumped the bag’s contents, a full three pounds of grain onto the floor in front of him. 
 
    The crowd of Va’Shen erupted. Tails went wild as cries of incredulity and surprise echoed across the room. Alzoria looked at the pile in awe, unable to comprehend that many people in one place. True, the math probably wasn’t right, but as a rhetorical flourish, it had the right effect. 
 
    Warren pointed at Burgers and then at the pile. “Baird’s home,” he said. He looked at Alzoria, his eyes ordering her to translate. 
 
    <Lord Burgers’s home,> she announced. 
 
    “Ramirez’s home!” Warren said again. He knew that many people in the aderen knew the other staff sergeant thanks to his involvement with the Huntresses. 
 
    <Lord Ramirez’s home.> 
 
    “Captain Gibson’s home,” Warren went on. 
 
    At hearing her Tesho’s name, Alacea stiffened. She knew her husband’s first myorin had died in a Va’Shen attack, but she had never dreamed it was an attack of such scale. 
 
    <The Overlord’s home,> Alzoria translated. 
 
    Kastia looked down at the pile and blinked, shaking her head as if to come to her senses. She looked at Warren. <You… You expect us to believe such a thing?> she demanded weakly. 
 
    Warren listened to Alzoria’s translation and turned to her. “Believe what you want,” he said. “You asked, and I answered.” 
 
    Without another word, the chief returned to his spot and knelt back down, leaving the grain in the middle of the oval. He felt Burgers’s hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Goddamn, Senior Chief,” he whispered into his ear. “You just set a bomb off in this room!” 
 
    He glanced over at Alacea and found the Na’Sha looking at him with drooping ears. The chief understood that the relationship between her and the captain was complicated, and he suddenly realized he may have just inadvertently sabotaged it. He took a breath and tried to regret what he did as the murmurs continued around the room. 
 
    But he couldn’t make it happen. 
 
    On the other side of the room, Alacea continued to stare at the pile of grain as the rest of aderen spoke amongst themselves. 
 
    <No wonder they hate us.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Sorry, Sir.” 
 
    Ben frowned on the other end of the phone after hearing his senior enlisted advisor’s report about what happened at the aderen. On one hand, it wasn’t the most diplomatic thing to do, but on the other, cultural awareness should run both ways. The Va’Shen deserved to know why it was thought necessary to destroy the northern cities and why some of his people gave them the side-eye. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Senior Chief, it’s probably good for them to hear about it,” Ben told him.  
 
    “If they even believed me.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Negative, Sir,” Warren told him. “The villagers had a few requests for assistance for the refugees; a larger clinic was one for anyone who caught too many rads. Help building temporary homes.” 
 
    “You got the bandwidth for it?” Ben asked him. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem. What about you? How are things going up there?” 
 
    The captain sighed and looked back at the open door across the hall from the office in which the phone had been placed. “I’m gonna be here for awhile,” he said. “Part of a working group for the detention center. I’ll send Chambers back with the LTV. When the time comes, the LT and I can catch a chopper back.” 
 
    “Understood, Sir. Anything we can do from here?” 
 
    Ben once again looked at the open door, where the sound of several people disagreeing vehemently was floating toward him.  
 
    “No, Senior Chief, I don’t think you want any part of this. Out here.” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    The Ranger put the phone back in its cradle and walked back across the hall where several members of the ad hoc “JDOG Detainee Release Working Group” were sitting around a conference room table, looking at sheets of paper peppered with red ink. 
 
    “Why are we even asking them to give up arms in the first place?” Patricia was asking. “No one else on Va’Sh has. The Huntresses are out there killing dinosaur-looking monsters with laser guns.” 
 
    “Va’Sh-Gov said that because these commandos were captured on the battlefield, they haven’t actually personally surrendered yet and could still see themselves as active combatants,” a young, brunette captain with her hair in a tight braid replied from across the table. Captain Roshenko was from Lt. Col. Porter’s office and had worked with the Va’Shen government representatives when discussing their terms for release. 
 
    “Okay, well isn’t the requirement to admit the war was wrong going to cover that?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “It could be ‘wrong,’ in the moral sense,” another, African American captain from down the table replied while making air quotes with his fingers. Captain Ingram had been sent by the CJTF Staff Judge Advocate’s office to make sure everything they did was compliant with U.S. law. “But in the legal sense it wouldn’t be wrong as long as their government ordered it.” 
 
    It had been like this for two days as six officers tried to find the exact, precise phrasing that would box the Va’Shen detainees into remaining peaceful without automatically damning their alien souls to an eternity of freezing in what they knew of as Hell. 
 
    “They’re not going to side against their government,” Patricia told him. 
 
    “Is it really their government anymore anyway?”  
 
    Heads turned toward a Naval lieutenant further down the table. The brown-haired man was sitting back with his hands behind his head. His hair was just a little longer than what could be called a high-and-tight but was still shorter than the hair that made up his big, bushy moustache. Lieutenant Williamson represented the CJ-2, the task force’s intelligence directorate. 
 
    The sailor straightened in his chair, seeing that people were actually paying attention. “I mean, we pretty much tell their government what they can and can’t do, right?” 
 
    Ben grabbed hold of the statement, an idea forming. “They can’t disarm because the Emperor may call them up,” he said. “And we, for all intents and purposes, control the Emperor… So… What would be wrong with having them disarm unless the Emperor recalls them?” 
 
    “What if the Emperor orders them to start killing humans?” Roshenko asked. 
 
    “We got Va’Shen doing that now anyway without his orders,” Ben reasoned. “But these commandos sound like even the thought of disobeying the Emperor is a crime.” The more Ben thought about it, the more he liked it. “Come to think of it,” he continued, “Give these guys some hardlight rifles and let ‘em loose up north, and they may take care of the insurgency up there for us.” 
 
    “Kind of a stretch, don’t you think?” Roshenko asked. 
 
    Ben had to admit the odds of anyone agreeing to do that were one in a million. He looked up at the analog clock and noted the time. 
 
    “Let’s hit lunch and come back with fresh eyes,” he said. “Hour and a half?” At their nods, he grabbed up his notebook and they all headed for the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alacea found her friend exactly where she expected to, poring over an old scroll in the temple library and jotting down notes. She wasn’t sure what Hestean was working on specifically, but the blue-haired vixen took her job very seriously, and the history and lessons of Pelle’s past were safer because of it. 
 
    <Hestean?> Alacea called softly. 
 
    The historian looked up and removed the blue-tinted glasses balanced on the bridge of her nose. Rising, she bowed to Alacea. 
 
    <Na’Sha, greetings.> 
 
    Alacea approached, her ears twitching. The library always made her want to whisper. She had heard that Aru’Dace believed the books in libraries carried spirits of the past within them, sleeping quietly until they were needed, and she did not wish to wake them. 
 
    <What are you working on?> the high priestess asked. 
 
    Hestean turned back to the notes she had been writing. <I am recording the events of the last aderen,> she said. <With the coming unification, it will be important to keep track of the preparations, particularly since this will be the first time it has been done with Dark Ones assisting.> 
 
    Alacea’s tail swept the floor in thought. That was true. This was a very significant occurrence for Pelle. But she noticed something about the droop in Hestean’s ears. 
 
    <Something else?> she asked. 
 
    The other vixen paused for a moment before continuing. <I am debating whether or not to include Expert Engineer Warren’s claim that we destroyed a Dark One world.> 
 
    Alacea was taken aback. <I see. What is the point of contention?> 
 
    <Simply put, I have no way to independently confirm it,> Hestean told her. <But at the same time, it was such an explosive statement that just making it may have impacts on how our village interacts with the Dark Ones.> 
 
    The Na’Sha took a breath. <All I know for certain, Hestean, is that my Tesho had a myorin before me that he said died in an attack our soldiers carried out.> She paused another moment. <Also… when they first arrived and I tried to force them to kill me to protect the village, they asked me about many different… awful… things. As I remember, one of them was the destruction of one of their worlds.> 
 
    Hestean gave thought to this for several moments, her tail swishing steadily behind her. Finally, she asked the priestess another question. 
 
    <Do you think it is true?> 
 
    Alacea sighed and turned away, looking at the books and scrolls on the shelves behind her, wondering what spirits may be living in them. <I know… in the beginning… I did not care if such a thing might be true,> she said hesitantly. <I confessed to so many things without even thinking about what it meant to them, only our community. It was not until later, when I learned that one of the things I had unwittingly confessed to… the murder of my Tesho’s previous myorin… that it dawned on me that they had also experienced horrible things. Things that I had stepped forward to answer for.> 
 
    Hestean said nothing, waiting patiently for her friend to continue. Alacea finally turned back to her and did so. 
 
    <I do not know if we did such a thing,> she said. <But I believe it is possible. And if so… I believe it was wrong.> 
 
    <They are the Dark Ones,> Hestean reminded her. <It is our duty to the Gods to help the Great Ones eradicate them.> 
 
    <Perhaps,> Alacea whispered, knowing what she now believed, it was impossible for her to fully agree with Hestean’s statement. <But I do not know if I could do it. It is for reasons like that that I am glad to not be a Mikorin Duran’Dal.> 
 
    Hestean took a breath, forced to agree. The Mikorin Duran’Dal, She Who Guide the Chariots, the shipmasters who communed with the Gods in order to carry their people to other realms, were both blessed and cursed by their positions. Their communion with the ships the Great Ones left behind allowed them to be the closest to the Gods of any other Mikorin, but the responsibilities that came with it could be soul-crushing. Some had even gone so far as to declare themselves “the boatvixens of the dead,” carrying living soldiers across the river of stars to their deaths, never to be seen again.  
 
    The historian looked down at her notes. <I shall include that the statement was made,> she decided. <It may come to be later that it will be proven or disproven. But it should be mentioned that it was heard.> 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched happily. <I am glad you’ve come to a decision. Now, I am not actually here to speak of that. There is news… News that… um… I wish to share with a friend.> 
 
    Hestean’s ears twitched happily. <It is good news, I hope.> 
 
    <It is indeed,> Alacea said. <However, I do not yet wish to share it with the rest of the community as the final outcome remains uncertain. But as you are my friend, I was certain you would want to hear it in order to share in my happiness.> 
 
    <Of course! Tell me then!> 
 
    Alacea’s ears were wiggling fast enough to make a fluttering sound on top of her head. <My Tesho has found our tods,> she said. 
 
    Hestean’s ears reached for the sky as she quickly turned her eyes to her friend. <Their resting place?> she asked. 
 
    <No,> Alacea said excitedly. <He found them!> 
 
    <They’re alive?!> the historian gasped, her hands covering her mouth in shock. 
 
    <At least some of them,> Alacea clarified. <I am not sure how many. But Tesho spoke to one of them.> 
 
    <Who?> 
 
    Alacea’s ears were fluttering like a hummingbird’s wings at this point. <Azarin.> 
 
    Hestean’s tail went slack, and she took a step back. Her hand went to her chest, covering her heart as if the news had been a Huntress’s arrow loosed straight at her chest. 
 
    Alacea’s ears slowed and came to a stop, drooping downward. <You are not happy?> she asked. 
 
    <Of course I’m happy,> Hestean gasped, turning away from her friend. <I am very happy.> 
 
    The Na’Sha watched her friend, puzzled by her reaction. 
 
    <I know I put up the pretense,> Alacea told her, <But let us now drop it. Why does this trouble you?> 
 
    Hestean’s mouth opened and closed like a dying fish, unable to get the words out. <I asked the Gods to bring him to the Glade several days ago.> 
 
    <There is nothing wrong with that,> Alacea reassured her. 
 
    <You don’t understand!> Hestean snapped, her tail now whipping about. <I have not prayed for him since,> she let out. <Every night for three years I prayed for him, prayed for his safety and return. Finally, I decided it was time to wish him a safe journey to the next life and let him go.> She looked up at her friend. <I… gave up… on him,> she admitted. 
 
    <Hestean,> Alacea sighed. She stepped forward and placed her hand on the other vixen’s shoulder. <Under the circumstances, that was the right and good thing to do.> 
 
    <No, Alacea,> she replied. <Do you not see?> She swallowed back self-loathing and grief before she answered her own question. <I am always giving up on him.> 
 
    <Oh, Hestean,> Alacea breathed. She reached out and wrapped her arms around the young woman and hugged her tightly. <I promise you, we will find a way through this for you. Please do not burden yourself further. I know the Gods meant this as a gift and not a cruelty.> 
 
    <It is a gift,> Hestean agreed sadly. <I wish only I had one to give as well.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    The other members of the working group had split up after getting off the bus at the dining facility, but Ben and Patricia stuck together, getting their food and finding a table close to the coffee dispenser. The lieutenant looked around furtively, not entering the line until she saw that the Air Force E9 stationed at the door was harassing another group of soldiers. As soon as they sat down, Ben began tearing open sugar packets to pour into his coffee. 
 
    Patricia pushed the unappealing-looking spaghetti and meat sauce on her plate and wondered why she bothered to sneak in without a reflective belt if this was the reward. Food at DFACs tended to be hit-or-miss depending on where you were and what service you were in. Large bases in deployed areas tended to get the best food, including some incredible desserts, while smaller DFACs further away from supply hubs didn’t. If you were in the Air or Space Force, the food at home station was normally top notch. If you were in the Navy and assigned to a submarine, the food was great. Army soldiers ate food that was distinctly “meh.” 
 
    If you were a Marine, you were pretty much out of luck. 
 
    “What you said earlier,” Patricia said, still putting off eating her lunch, “About using the commandos to fight the insurgents. Do you think that could work?” 
 
    “It’s worked before in some places,” Ben told her, stirring his coffee. “Depends on how well-trained, equipped and motivated they are. One thing I do know for certain is that this war isn’t going to end while we have human soldiers shooting at Va’Shen. Every kill they make creates two more insurgents.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why the Va’Shen would try to make it harder for their guys to get out of prison,” she said. “It doesn’t make sense. And, yeah, I get that human sense and Va’Shen sense may be two different things, but what could they possibly think it gets them?” 
 
    “You like vids?” Ben asked her out of the blue. 
 
    “Sure,” Patricia replied with a shrug. “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    “You ever watch really old vids? I mean like from the dawn of vids, back when they were still 2D and not even in color?” 
 
    “No colors and 2D?” Patricia asked. “What would be the point?” 
 
    Ben took a sip of coffee and winced at the taste. “When I was in college, I did a paper for a history class on how society used entertainment media to come to grips with traumatizing national events. The world wars, 9/11, the nuking of Chicago, stuff like that.” He put his elbows on the table and looked at her. “One of the vids I watched was about POWs in a Nazi POW camp. You know anything about World War II?” 
 
    “Yes, I know who Hitler was,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Ben smiled back. “So, this vid was about these prisoners during World War II and their life in the POW camp.” 
 
    “Sounds depressing,” Patricia noted. 
 
    “It was a comedy.” 
 
    Patricia shook her head. “How do you make a comedy about Nazis?” 
 
    “Like I said, people do weird stuff to get over trauma,” Ben said. “Anyway, the camp commander in this vid was always going on about how no one has ever escaped from the camp. It had the best record in Germany. But the hook of the show was that the Allied prisoners were actually using the camp as a base for covert operations. They would sneak out of the camp at night and rescue downed pilots or commit sabotage and then come back and go back to being prisoners the next morning.” 
 
    The lieutenant looked skeptical. “You think these commandos are doing secret squirrel stuff from inside the Batting Cage?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Ben replied. “That was a vid, and the whole thing was based on the German characters being incompetent idiots.” He paused and took another sip of coffee before continuing. “But there could be other reasons to want to keep those guys all in one place. If the Va’Shen government wants them to stay there, they have a reason, and that reason may not be good for us.” 
 
    “Like what?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Ben thought for a moment. “Maybe they’re insurance,” he said. “The rest of the Va’Shen army is either dead, missing or back home. Their entire officer corps has been wiped out. It wouldn’t surprise me if the guys in that cage were the only large group of trained, experienced and disciplined commandos left on the entire planet. If the Va’Shen leadership decided to throw in with the insurgents, they basically have an entire company already mustered. All they need is some guns and a way to escape. I mean, that’s just one possible reason.” 
 
    “Shit,” Patricia breathed. 
 
    “The question is do Azarin and his people know what that reason is? Or are they being screwed over by all this? I think that’s going to be the deciding factor. If Azarin thinks he has a mission here, then it won’t matter what kind of oaths we come up with, there will always be a reason they can’t do it. But if he and his guys are being used…” 
 
    “They may agree to leave out of sheer spite,” Patricia finished. “When you told him about the Va’Shen government coming up with the oaths, I got the feeling that he hadn’t known.” 
 
    “So did I,” Ben agreed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Azarin looked down at the printed message in his hand, his ears slowly lowering against his scalp. Standing nearby, Tasshas watched his friend and captain, already knowing what the note must say. 
 
      
 
    Pelle reported destroyed by air bombardment. No survivors located. 
 
      
 
    The commando leader took a breath and handed the note back to Tasshas. <Burn that.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain.> 
 
    They were standing in the corner of their unit’s barracks. Other members of the Storm Rifles appeared to be lounging about or exercising outside, but each was surreptitiously keeping watch on every aspect of their surroundings. Some monitored the movement of the guards. Some kept watch on the gates while others guarded the doors and windows to their barracks to prevent dark, alien eyes and ears from intruding. 
 
    <May I ask?> Tasshas prompted. 
 
    Azarin took a breath and reached down on the floor where he found an old, plastic soda bottle one of the guards had dropped and had found its way into the Batting Cage. The plastic wrapper surrounding it was bright green and had bright red Dark One writing on it. <Have Portas and Buros play the rock-throwing game on the south side of the camp today at midday.> He handed Tasshas the bottle. <Here is their target.> 
 
    Tasshas looked at the bottle in surprise. <You wish to hold a meeting in-person?> he asked. <He was almost discovered last time.> 
 
    <It is important, Tasshas,> Azarin told him. <Someone is lying to me, and there are only two possibilities. It is either an organization notorious for its use of deception… or it is my sister.> 
 
    <It sounds as if you already know which,> Tasshas accused him. <Why, then, invite such a demon among us?> 
 
    Azarin paused, and for the first time Tasshas could see the incredible conflict within his friend. There were so many possible betrayals at work; his government, his sister, his Emperor. And in order to act, he, himself would have to betray someone. And what he desperately wanted was to betray the one who deserved it. It was like asking someone to pick the method of their own execution. But at least with an execution, the situation would end relatively quickly. Betrayal is felt and remembered for far longer. 
 
    <I would be certain,> Azarin told his friend, turning his good eye toward him. <I will not tolerate finding out later that it was a mistake or laziness.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain,> Tasshas told him. <I will pass on the orders.> 
 
    <Thank you, Tasshas,> Azarin told him. 
 
    The younger corporal set off to find the commandos for the mission, and Azarin knelt on the floor near his sleeping roll. He had not heard from his assumed brother-in-law in a few days.  
 
    If I throw my tods in with him and this is all some elaborate deception, I pray the Gods take my soul and not those of my commandos. 
 
    He took a breath and settled in to pray. 
 
    And I pray I take Ban Kipson with me to the Frost. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit! What’s the pull on this thing? Seventy pounds?!” Ramirez cried. The muscles in his arms bulged as he pulled back on the string of the Va’Shen bow.  
 
    Standing next to him, Alzoria’s ears bent and pointed at him. “Batching,” she said. “Stop batching.” 
 
    “It’s ‘bitching,’” Ramirez corrected her. “And I’m not bitching.” He gently let the string back into place and took another look at the bow. It was a short bow, but not like the compound bows he had seen and used before. The limbs were purple wood but reinforced with what looked like the horns of some large animal. It was beautifully made, but also well used. 
 
    He looked up at the target twenty-five yards away on the practice grounds that sat a short distance from the Huntress’s lodge. Unlike practice targets used by humans, the target sitting before him was shaped like an ink blot with no straight lines or corners. Different colors in random places had been painted on it, almost like someone were trying to camouflage the target itself and keep it out of view. 
 
    Alzoria offered him an arrow. Ramirez had been keen to try out the Va’Shen bows since he saw the Huntresses use them on their last hunt. To him they had seemed amazingly strong, with the arrow moving so fast that it seemed to move in an exact straight line like a laser. 
 
    He nocked the arrow, and Alzoria stepped back. The Ranger took another look at the target and squinted. Turning to his Va’Shen host, he asked her, “Move it closer?” he asked. 
 
    The Huntress’s response made it clear it wasn’t moving. “You har pu-zzee. Shoot.” 
 
    Ramirez turned back to the target and lifted the bow. “I’m not a pussy,” he muttered.  
 
    Before he could pull back the string, however, two other Huntresses walking by called out to him. 
 
    <Blessed day, Rah-mee-raz,> they called as they waved. 
 
    He lowered the bow and turned to them. Smiling he waved at them. <Meat!> he yelled. 
 
    The ears on the two vixens fluttered in laughter. <Meat!> they yelled back. 
 
    Alzoria glared at him. “You shoot?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ma shoot,” he promised, turning back to the target. 
 
    “Den shoot!” she demanded. 
 
    He raised the bow and strained as he pulled back on the string. He had taken off his camouflage jacket and the sand-colored T-shirt underneath showed off the marksman’s impressive arm muscles as he prepared to fire the bow. 
 
    Alzoria watched as the Dark One took a breath, the bow starting to wobble from the effort. Finally, he released the arrow, which flew in a straight line right over the target and out of sight. 
 
    Ramirez looked downrange for several moments before turning back to Alzoria. “Your bow is broken,” he announced. 
 
    “Not broken! Yu sahck!” she replied irritably. “Yu whant littal bay-bee bow? Bow foh bay-bee?” 
 
    The Ranger’s eyes narrowed, and he handed the bow to her. “Okay, why don’t you show me how it’s done?” he challenged. 
 
    “Me shoot?” she asked, working through his statement with the words she knew. “Okey dokey arta-chokey, I shoot!” She took the bow from him and stepped up to the firing position. She nocked another arrow. “I sjo yu, Rah-Mee-Raz,” she grumbled. 
 
    “You should call me ‘John,’” the Ranger suddenly said. 
 
    Alzoria pulled back the bowstring, seemingly effortlessly. “Why?” she asked. “’John’ mean ‘domb fayz?’” 
 
    “It’s my first name,” he said. He continued just as she was about to release the arrow. “We use them when we’re close to people.” 
 
    The arrow shot out and hit the small, faintly discolored patch that the Va’Shen used at the bullseye. 
 
    Alzoria’s eyes were wide, however, as she took in what the Dark One said. 
 
    “U… Use nahm? Close?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Humans have two names. Well, three… Well, I guess technically I have four… ‘Ramirez’ is the name of my family. ‘John’ is my personal name.” 
 
    The hair on Alzoria’s peach-colored ears stood on end in embarrassment. “Yor name mean I special?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “We’re prison buddies, remember?” 
 
    Alzoria’s gaze dropped to the floor but she risked a quick look at the Ranger. “Rah-meer-raz, yu has myorin?” 
 
    “I have a what?” he asked. 
 
    “Myorin,” Alzoria repeated. “Em… girl you take?” 
 
    Ramirez thought about the question for a minute before answering. “You mean like a wife?” he asked. 
 
    “Waifu…” Alzoria tried the word out. “Girl yuu take fo uglys-bumping?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think a priest would define it that way…” Ramirez quipped. “No, I’m not married.” 
 
    “Oh,” the peach-haired vixen said and then promptly shut up.  
 
    It was only a wild, stupid idea at this point, but Alzoria had to admit there was some logic to it. One problem for the young vixens in the community was that most of the tods had gone off to fight the war. Most of those who remained were farmers, exempt from service in order to continue feeding the capital. As none of those tods had returned, the pool of potential teshos was incredibly shallow, especially for vixens of the higher classes. Alzoria was by no means a noblevixen, but as vixens with knowledge of arms, the Huntresses occupied a caste slightly higher than farmers, which meant most farmer tods could not take Huntresses as brides. 
 
    Unlike many vixens at the time, Alzoria had not rushed to find a tesho before the commando left and thought those who had had acted rashly and stupidly. Better to wait until the war was over, she thought, when the tods proudly returned with proof of their valor and perhaps a step up in their own castes. Then she could pursue a proper tesho and not be worried that her groom had returned crippled or not at all. 
 
    It was a cynical way of looking at things, but at some level it had to be. She would spend the rest of eternity with the tod she chose, and the first several years of that eternity would be in the mortal realm where things like poverty, starvation and hardship were still very real things. 
 
    What she had not anticipated was that none of their tods would return. Now Huntresses like her were stuck competing for the very few tods of appropriate castes left behind. The only other option would be to leave Pelle and go somewhere else in hopes of attracting a mate. But that had its own risks. 
 
    However… 
 
    There were still males in Pelle if one knew where to look and was willing to overlook something as inconvenient as being part of an enemy alien race responsible for invading their world. Before the Dark Ones arrived, she never would have imagined even considering it, but now, months later, and with their own Na’Sha married to one with seemingly no negative consequences, the idea had slowly entered into the realm of the possible. 
 
    And among them, the one she liked best was, of course, Ramirez… John… Their time as prisoners of the Kar’El commando together had helped forge a bond between them. They both liked to hunt. She enjoyed spending time with the alien man. And, most importantly, he was a leader of soldiers, the equivalent of a commando corporal, she thought. Were he a Va’Shen male, there would already be several vixens finding reasons to stand nearby, waving their tails in his direction. 
 
    But the other vixens hadn’t figured that out yet, and so Alzoria had the advantage. If she moved now, before desperation among the other young vixens set in, she could have her pick, and her pick was Ramirez… John. 
 
    She would have to move soon, however. One thing she noticed about him was the way his eyes lingered on the tails of other Huntresses… 
 
    That said, there was a way of doing things. A tod took, and a vixen agreed to the taking. She couldn’t just ask Ramirez to take her as myorin. Desperate vixens did such things, hoping a lonely male would take pity on them. 
 
    But, irritatingly enough, Ramirez did not seem to see her as a member of the opposite sex, and she was afraid to ask exactly how he did see her. They were aliens. What if he saw her as some kind of animal, fit to be a companion and pet but not as a myorin? 
 
    Or perhaps… just a “prison buddy?” 
 
    She shoved the bow into his hands without looking at him. 
 
    “Shoot,” she ordered.  
 
    * * * 
 
    <Captain, the kashu bait is here.> 
 
    Azarin’s eyes opened as he huddled under the U.S. military issue blanket that covered his sleeping pad. He looked up and saw one of his sentries kneeling over him, his soft whisper having woken him immediately. The captain rose to his knees and looked across the barracks. There, on the far side wearing an orange jumpsuit like their own, a tod with short hair the color of mud, was looking toward him. 
 
    <Wake Tasshas,> Azarin ordered. <And be careful not to insult that little whore’s-get to his face.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain.> The sentry went off to find Tasshas and wake him.  
 
    Azarin stood and approached the tod waiting for him, two Storm Rifle commandos standing not far away, not quite guarding him. 
 
    <Greetings,> Azarin said with a nod of his head. 
 
    <A beautiful night for a meeting with my good friends,> the other tod replied with a swish of his dark brown tail. <As dangerous as it is,> he added. 
 
    <Then why did you come?> Azarin asked. 
 
    <Your request for a meeting immediately after requesting information on your village seemed… out of character,> the unnamed tod told him. <As such, I thought whatever you might have to discuss would be of great importance.> 
 
    At that point Tasshas joined them, shaking the sleep from his tail. He stood to his friend’s right and watched the two tods speak. 
 
    Azarin studied the tod in renewed light. He had never given them a name, saying that what they did not know the Dark Ones could not gain from them through torture. Such a self-important answer had earned the tod several “alternative names” from the camp’s prisoners. He also would not come out and say exactly who it was he worked for, but everyone knew he was from the Dara Tang, the Va’Shen secret police. 
 
    <I wanted to discuss the answer I received to my query,> Azarin told him. <I want to know how you know Pelle was destroyed.> 
 
    <I would think that obvious,> the tod told him. <Since the invasion began, we have been keeping track of our losses, both civilian and military. An associate of ours assigned to Tankara Province went to where your village once stood and found it little more than craters and burned foundations.> 
 
    The commandos around him fidgeted angrily at hearing this. 
 
    <He did count the bodies he found there,> the tod went on. <If you want an exact number.> 
 
    <And the temple?> Azarin asked. <I assume the temple was destroyed as well?> 
 
    The Dara Tang seemed to be struck with realization, and his tail whipped at the ground. <I… see,> he said. He approached Azarin and rested his hand on the commando’s shoulder. <My friend,> he said quietly. <I did not share the details with you because I did not wish to cause you pain. I see now that was a mistake, one that has caused you to hold out hope that would have been better left behind with the rest of your commando in the Thornbush.> 
 
    Azarin’s ears and tail gave no sign to the secret agent as to how he was feeling. <Go on,> Azarin prompted. 
 
    The mud-haired tod took a breath and leaned in close. <For the Mikorin, the Dark Ones reserved their most brutal treatment,> he whispered. <Every temple they come to, they force the Mikorin out… beat them, whip them, cut their ears and tails from their bodies… They torture them until they renounce the Gods and then they kill them so that they will go immediately to the Frost. This has been done at every temple… This has been done at Pelle.> 
 
    The tod stepped back and waited for Azarin to react, to break down or rage. 
 
    But Azarin did nothing but take a breath before giving a calm and collected answer. 
 
    <What if I told you that I have received information that confirms that Pelle… and its community… are all safe?> 
 
    The Dara Tang looked at him with pity. <Of course the Dark Ones would say that to tempt you to accept their hold on our world.> 
 
    <The information does not originate from them,> Azarin assured him calmly. <And the source is completely trustworthy.> 
 
    The agent seemed taken aback. His tail swept the floor behind him. <And this source is…> he prompted. 
 
    <Completely trustworthy,> Azarin repeated. 
 
    They both stared at one another for several moments as the agent digested this news. <Well,> he said, <If true, that is wonderful news!>  
 
    Azarin said nothing, waiting to see where the Dara Tang would go with this.  
 
    <My friend,> he went on. <I would like nothing better than to believe this new information,> he said. <It is always possible that our associate in Tankara made an error, that he thought he was in Pelle when he was in Kar’El, perhaps. The enemy’s attacks have often reshaped entire landscapes, so it is possible.> 
 
    <It is?> Azarin asked, his reserved mask beginning to slip despite his best efforts. 
 
    <You understand,> the other tod said, <Our information is only as good as the ones from which we get it. I will send another associate to Tankara to investigate this claim.> His ears wiggled happily. <I do not wish to overpromise, but I do hope that, in this case, your source is better than mine.> 
 
    Azarin hesitated. He had not expected such a turn of events. He had been all but certain that his people were deceiving him, but the Dara Tang agent’s claim was certainly… possible. Bad information had plagued them throughout the war. It was certainly possible that, if the area had been attacked, roads and rivers may have been shifted and villages that seemed to be in one spot on a map may now be found at another. 
 
    <How long?> Azarin asked. 
 
    The other tod let out a hiss of breath. <Movement between provinces is not as easy as it once was, you know,> he told him. <It could take twenty, perhaps twenty-five days to get someone there and back again. I am sorry to say you will have to wait at least that long.> 
 
    The captain looked away for several moments before his ears twitched. <I understand. I humbly ask you to expedite this matter.> 
 
    <Of course,> the Dara Tang agent told him. <Was there anything else you wished to report?> 
 
    Azarin looked him in the eyes, the expectations of the agent were clear in his ears. 
 
    <Anything of note?> the agent asked again. 
 
    Azarin paused a moment. 
 
    <No,> he said. <I am sorry to put you at risk with nothing else to report.> 
 
    <Nonsense!> the agent said with a flutter of his ears. <The possibility of a village unharmed by the Dark Ones is more than worth the risk. Perhaps, if true, such a place would make a good base from which to work together to take back our world.> 
 
    <I very much hope so,> Azarin agreed.  
 
    <I should leave,> the agent announced. <Before the sun rises. I shall speak to you when I learn more of your village.> 
 
    <Thank you,> Azarin told him. <Be careful.> 
 
    <And you,> the other tod replied. 
 
    Azarin watched the Dara Tang agent leave before turning to Tasshas. <What did you think?> 
 
    <My mother used to say that a conversation between nobles is like martial arts,> Tasshas told him. <Sometimes, the best defense is to use your opponent’s momentum against him.> 
 
    <He did that with me?> Azarin asked. 
 
    <Yes,> Tasshas answered truthfully. <By suddenly admitting that they may be wrong and taking your side, he has avoided having to address the real issue.> 
 
    <Which is?> Azarin asked. He had his own opinion, but he wanted to hear his friend’s. 
 
    <That the tod is a liar,> Tasshas told him with contempt. <What will you do?> 
 
    Azarin took a breath. <For now, there is no harm in waiting to see what comes of his ‘search.’ It’s not as if we have anything better to do.> 
 
    <And the Dark Ones?> 
 
    <I’ve yet to hear anything else from them,> Azarin said. <Whatever my would-be brother-in-law is doing, he apparently does not require my participation.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    “If I ever get an assignment to a headquarters staff, please, I beg you… shoot me in the head.” 
 
    “Done!” Ben replied immediately. 
 
    “You agreed way too fast!” Patricia cried. 
 
    Ben grinned at the lieutenant as she put her face in her hands, looking down at the cup of coffee sitting beneath her in the break room. Standing in the corner of the same room, Ben sipped the simple, store-brand coffee sold at the base exchange and was simply thankful to have it at all. The last week had not been easy. 
 
    “Thirty minutes,” Patricia whimpered. “We argued for thirty minutes on whether or not we needed a comma… only to call Doctor Sinclair and find out there’s no Va’Shen equivalent to a comma anyway. How did we ever win this war? If this is any indication of how staffs work, there should be a Va’Shen flag flying over the Pentagon right now.” 
 
    “It’s not always like this,” Ben said, remembering a similar conversation and begging for a similar promise from a major he knew who had gotten pulled up to a command staff. “The work the staffs do is vital during contingency operations. Without them, there’s no food, transportation, diplomatic clearances, ammunition, the works. They’re the ones who determine how much of what goes where and for how long.” 
 
    Patricia looked up at him suspiciously. “You cannot tell me that what we’ve done this week is somehow efficient.” 
 
    “Oh, God no!” Ben replied, taking a slug of his coffee. “During contingency operations, staffs are great. But in between those operations, it’s a different game. They’re more there to support the commander in whatever stupid, capricious, bullshit ideas he comes up with. During war, no one has time for that nonsense. But without a war, they have way too much time on their hands and too many GOs trying to earn that next star. I once saw two lieutenant colonels get into an argument about how to arrange cookies on a table for a commanders conference because they were afraid the three-star would make a big deal out of it. The real sad thing of it was that he probably would have.” 
 
    Patricia stared at him for a moment before raising her hand and pointing at the center of her forehead. “Right here, okay? I don’t want to risk surviving.” 
 
    “What are you complaining about?” he demanded. “That was the last action item. It’s done.” 
 
    “For now,” she shot back, picking up her cup and sipping the bitter sludge within. “It still has to go around to all the directorates, the Va’Shen government, the deputy commander…” 
 
    “It’ll work out,” Ben said. “It’ll be a pain in the ass, but it will.” He looked up at the clock and quickly downed the last of his coffee. “Come on,” he said. “We meet with Colonel Ling in ten minutes.” 
 
    Patricia threw back her coffee like a shot of tequila and stood up. Gathering up her notebook and pen, she followed Ben out of the break room and down the hall toward the conference room. Colonel Ling’s office didn’t have enough space for the entire team, so he was going to come to them. 
 
    When Ling arrived at the conference room, he took the seat at the head of the table and picked up the manually typed information packet in front of him. As she was more a known entity, Ben had asked Captain Roshenko to run the briefing. There wasn’t much to it. It was amazing how short briefings could actually be when electronic slides weren’t available. They simply showed Ling their proposed replacements for the three oaths each POW was supposed to take with a short justification for each. At the end, Ling was nodding his head. 
 
    “I think the reasoning is sound, and these look good,” he said. “All we have to do now is convince the commander.” 
 
    “What about the Va’Shen government?” Roshenko asked. 
 
    Ling nodded in Ben’s direction. “I share Captain Gibson’s opinion that they’re not likely to approve anything we give them, and, quite frankly, we don’t need their approval. That isn’t to say that the deputy commander and the commander won’t ask about it.” 
 
    “What do you think the commander would likely do if we gave these to him without Va’Sh-Gov approval?” Ben asked. 
 
    “The commander’s a big proponent of treating Va’Sh-Gov like a partner, and not a defeated enemy,” Ling told him. “So, he’ll expect this to go through the Va’Shen and would expect their approval before he moved out. That said, he also wants this issue resolved, and I think if you can give him enough justification or enough of a warm ‘n fuzzy feeling that this will work even without their agreement, he’ll approve it.” 
 
    “So, how do we justify it?” Roshenko asked. “I mean, if we assume Va’Sh-Gov isn’t going to approve, it’s going to be because they’ll say it won’t work, right? So how do we show the commander it will?” 
 
    “Why don’t we pull our friend out of the cage and run them by him?” Captain Ingram asked. 
 
    Ling shook his head. “Won’t be good enough. Just like we expect Va’Sh-Gov to give us an answer that suits their goals, we have to assume the detainees will do the same thing.” 
 
    “We need an independent party who can vouch for the promises’ effectiveness to keep the commandos in check once they leave,” Williamson suggested. “What about Dr. Sinclair?” 
 
    “He’s already given his support, but it would be better if we had someone with a little more experience with this stuff,” Ling said. “It would be great if we could get General Petty’s advice. He was here to accept the Va’Shen surrender back then.” 
 
    “Something tells me the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff might be a little busy,” Ingram quipped. 
 
    “Surrender?” Ben muttered. He looked at Patricia, who had turned to look at him at the same time.  
 
    “We know a guy!” they said in unison. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Although smaller than the conference room, Ling’s office did have a phone. When the meeting adjourned, Ben and Patricia followed Ling to his office where they put their idea into motion. Three hours had passed since then, and they were still waiting. 
 
    Ling busied himself with paperwork, a much more involved process when one is deprived of email, while Ben and Patricia sat in the chairs in front of him. Neither of them were willing to leave since the call they expected could come at any time without warning. 
 
    “You really think this is going to work?” Patricia whispered to Ben. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Ben muttered back casually. “Guy kinda owes us one.” 
 
    “Owes us one?” Patricia repeated. “We shot at him… like… a lot.” 
 
    “In fairness, he shot at us first.” 
 
    Before she could reply, the phone on the desk began to ring, and Ling picked up the receiver, so old fashioned that a wire connected it to the phone itself. 
 
    “Colonel Ling,” the older man said into the phone. “Hold one.” He reached out and tapped a button on the phone before putting it down into its cradle. “Okay, Lieutenant Spring, you’re on speaker.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, everyone. This is Lieutenant Spring. I have Lieutenant Devers with me. I’m sorry it took so long, but he was working in the fields, and we had to go look for him.” 
 
    “No problem, LT,” Ben replied. “Thanks for the assist. Is he there with you now?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Right here.” 
 
    Ben cleared his throat. <Captain Turan,> he said in Va’Shen. <A blessed day to you.> 
 
    <And to you, Captain,> the tod’s voice came over the speaker. <Captain Spring has told me you seek my assistance.> 
 
    The Ranger listened to Patricia translate. It had been agreed that, considering the importance of this conversation, Patricia would translate everything rather than Ben trying to wing it, an arrangement he was one hundred percent supportive of. 
 
    “That’s right, Captain,” Ben replied, making sure to pause so Patricia could keep up with the translations. “I need your advice. We have Va’Shen prisoners here. We want to release them. But they must agree to terms before we can let them go.” He paused. “As a commando leader yourself, I would like you to hear these terms and tell me if, had I given them to you on that day, would you have agreed to them.” 
 
    There was a long pause as Patricia caught up, followed by the former commando’s answer. 
 
    <State the terms.> 
 
    “I will tell you the original terms,” Ben said. “And then the new terms we want to use.” 
 
    <I understand,> Turan said. 
 
    Ben gave Patricia a nod. There was no point in him saying them in English when Patricia could read the full Va’Shen version from her pad. 
 
    <Prisoners released will never again take up arms,> Patricia read. <Prisoners will state before the image of the Emperor that the war against the nations of Earth was wrong. Prisoners will state before the image of the Emperor that the Emperor is not a god or god-like.> 
 
    Ben listened as Patricia read the original terms and then lowered her notepad. Turan was silent. 
 
    “If I had given you those terms,” Ben asked. “What would you have done?” 
 
    He waited while Patricia translated the message. Turan’s answer was immediate. 
 
    <I would have gone back to my commandos,> he said. <And ordered them to fight until none of us remained.> 
 
    Patricia translated the statement. Ling dropped his pencil on the desk in front of him with the frustration of a man who just realized he had been had. 
 
    “I understand,” Ben said. “I would like now for you to hear the new terms we have written.” 
 
    <State the terms.> 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat again. <Prisoners released will not take up arms again unless ordered to do so by the Va’Shen Emperor and then only used as the Va’Shen Emperor directs. Prisoners will acknowledge that the war between the Va’Shen Empire and the nations of Earth has ended, that the nations of Earth were the victor, and their occupation of Va’Shen territory is legal. Prisoners released will swear to continue following the orders of the Emperor, including his order that all subjects of the Va’Shen Empire cooperate with occupation forces of the nations of Earth.>  
 
    She lowered her notebook and waited nervously. 
 
    Turan was silent for a long time, and Ben wondered if that was a good sign or bad. Likely, the former commando officer was weighing the terms carefully against his honor and the honor of his commandos.  
 
    <The terms are acceptable,> he finally said. <Two of the three are things all Va’Shen tods must do anyway. The second term, acknowledging the end of the war and the result… It is… upsetting… But it cannot be denied that it is the truth. Even in the Va’Shen wars of the ancient past, the victor took the land upon which the defeated lived.> 
 
    Upon hearing the translation, Ben wanted to make completely sure. “If I had given these terms to you, what would you have done?” 
 
    Patricia translated and, again, the answer was not long in coming. 
 
    <I would have accepted,> he said. <The terms you did give us were very generous, but… under the circumstances at the time… I would also have accepted these.> 
 
    Ben looked up at Ling, who nodded, indicating he was satisfied. Ben turned his attention back to the phone. “Captain Turan, thank you for your help.” He paused while Patricia translated. “Can you tell me… How are things in your village now?” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the best question to ask considering the company they were in. He was essentially asking someone from another sector to criticize another officer while that officer was in the same room with him. But he was curious to know how the Kar’El commando was doing now and felt responsible for how things ended. 
 
    <There has been much improvement,> Turan told him. <Captain Spring and I speak often. He has mentioned that he may be able to help us with some things we need.> 
 
    “I’m sure he has,” Ben said. “And, Lieutenant Spring, I can tell you from experience that Civil Affairs will clear their entire calendar for you if you ask them.” 
 
    “Understood, Sir. Thank you for the advice,” Springs’s voice came back. 
 
    “Thank you both,” Ben said. <Thanks be to you,> he added in Va’Shen. 
 
    Ling hung up the phone and gave Ben a nod. “Send it up for coord.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ben replied. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Six days had passed since he spoke with the Dara Tang agent, and Azarin had decided to put the tod’s promise to find more information on Pelle out of his head. The agent had said himself that it could take weeks to find out if Pelle stood or not. So, when one of Azarin’s commandos came up to him inside their barracks and presented a folded piece of paper to him, the Va’Shen captain was quite surprised. 
 
    <Already?> he asked himself, taking the paper. <Find Tasshas for me,> he ordered. 
 
    <Yes, Captain.> The commando took off to find the captain’s confidant. 
 
    A part of him hoped this meant good news, but another part, the much more cynical part, thought the rapid response probably meant they had simply waited a few days without actually searching and just sent the same news back to him. 
 
    He opened the message as Tasshas walked up to him. The de facto aide saw his captain’s ears point to the sky, and his tail begin to swish about in shock. 
 
    <This…> Azarin muttered. <This makes no sense!> 
 
    <News of Pelle?> Tasshas asked with trepidation. 
 
    <No,> Azarin replied, holding the note out to him. <Read for yourself.> 
 
    Tasshas took the paper from him and read the message. Like Azarin, his ears and tail began moving faster and faster in surprise. 
 
    <After all this time,> Tasshas said, <Why now?> He looked up at Azarin, and his tail struck the floor repeatedly.  
 
    <I do not know,> Azarin said. <But I do not like it. Go to the other commandos. Ask them if they received the same orders.> 
 
    <Yes, Captain,> Tasshas replied quickly and turned to go. 
 
    <Tasshas.> 
 
    The young commando turned and waited for Azarin to continue. 
 
    <Do not tell the others yet,> he said.  
 
    <Yes, Captain.> The aide took off, leaving Azarin to contemplate the perplexing message by himself. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben looked over his options again. Nothing here seemed to fit what he really wanted, but what he really wanted they didn’t have. At the same time, he needed a new knife to replace the miniature Kabar he had given to Alacea as, he now realized, a wedding gift. 
 
    The options at the Jamieson Airfield Base Exchange stared back at him from their near-impenetrable plastic packaging, the kind that laughed at normal scissors. He would need a combat knife just to get at his new combat knife. 
 
    He rubbed his chin and frowned, knowing somewhere on this base some Air Force guy who never left the fence line was probably walking around with the last mini Kabar the Exchange had strapped to his belt.  
 
    “Captain Gibson?” 
 
    Gibson stiffened, recognizing the voice. Taking a breath, he turned and found the public affairs master sergeant he had met a week ago standing there with a smile on his face. 
 
    “Um… Yes,” Ben admitted after trying to gauge how well the man might actually remember him. Then again, his name was literally sewn into the front of his shirt, so trying to claim he was someone different would be laughably futile. 
 
    The man held out his hand to shake. “I’m Master Sergeant Jacob Marcus. We met briefly last week.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Ben said, shaking the man’s hand and desperately trying to think of way to extricate himself from this situation. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    The Air Force senior NCO smiled. “There’s something I would like to show you. Do you have some time now?” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    Ben turned and found Patricia approaching from the other end of the aisle, smiling and waving at him.  
 
    “Sorry, Master Sergeant, looks like something’s come up,” he said quickly. He turned to Patricia and started for her. “Got it. Let’s move,” he said. 
 
    “Move? Move where?” she asked. 
 
    He took her by the elbow and made a beeline for the exit. “Away,” he whispered. 
 
    The Ranger pushed the front door to the Exchange open, and the two hurried outside into a slightly overcast day. 
 
    “You know,” Patricia began as they slowed down, “I know you don’t like PA, but, at some point, you’re really going to have to just hear the guy out.” 
 
    Ben sighed. “I know, I know,” he relented.  
 
    Patricia smiled and decided to change the subject. “What were you looking for in the PX?” she asked. “Gift for a certain someone?” she asked suggestively. 
 
    “Did you see me in the jewelry section?” he asked tartly. 
 
    “I saw you in the knives section, which seems to be your go-to,” she replied with an evil grin. 
 
    “I’m trying to bring her brother home,” he said. “Isn’t that enough of a gift?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him what she likes?” she suggested, her eyes brightening at the idea. 
 
    “Really?” he asked sarcastically. “The guy probably already wants to cut off my…” He saw Patricia raise an eyebrow and changed direction at the last second. “… contact with his sister.” 
 
    Patricia chuckled. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt to actually get her a little something,” she said. “Gift giving is a big part of some cultures. A little knick-knack or souvenir may actually go a long way.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asked. 
 
    “What kind of stuff did you get your other girlfriends?” she asked. 
 
    He bit back the urge to remind her… yet again… that Alacea wasn’t actually his girlfriend. “Like… a day planner?” he asked. He had given Jessie a planner when she got her first job after college, working at the Mount Orlof Deep Space Telescope. 
 
    The terp’s face fell, and she shook her head. “How can you be both so smart and so dumb at the same time?” she asked.  
 
    He growled, and she continued. 
 
    “She’s an old-fashioned girl!” she said. “Get her an old fashioned gift! You know… something pretty.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not big on this stuff,” he said. 
 
    “Weren’t you married?” Patricia asked. “Didn’t you…” She seemed to realize her mistake and shut her mouth. “I’m sorry. I…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Patricia,” he said. “And that was a little different. We were very much more like buds than husband and wife… And I really did get her a day planner.” 
 
    “What was your wife like?” Patricia asked tentatively.  
 
    Ben thought for a moment and found that the question really didn’t hurt as much as it would have before. Since talking to Dr. Morant, he had tried to follow her advice and mourned Jessie for what she was to him; the best friend he ever had. 
 
    “She was just an awesome person,” Ben told her. “Loved to go out and have fun. And absolutely brilliant… in her own field,” he corrected. “Sometimes she had the common sense of a labradoodle. But put her behind a telescope with some starcharts, and she could tell you about every rock in space.” 
 
    Patricia smiled. “She sounds awesome.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “I think if she could see the position I’m in now with Alacea, she’d laugh her ass off at me.” 
 
    “Really?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “She was always trying to hook me up with her friends.” 
 
    The terp double-taked at that. “Your wife… tried to hook you up with her friends?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I guess you could say it was that kind of marriage.” 
 
    “Well,” she said, “I don’t recommend trying that with Alacea.” 
 
    “No, she is definitely the opposite of the kind of girl Jessie was.” He smiled. “Last time I messaged with her, she said she was on the verge of some big discovery, but she couldn’t say what it was.” 
 
    “New planet?” Patricia guessed. 
 
    Ben snorted. “New planets don’t even move the needle for astronomers anymore,” he told her. “Jessie found sixteen just during her downtime. No, this was something bigger. Guess we’ll never know, though.” 
 
    Patricia decided to change the subject. “Any word from Ling?” 
 
    The Ranger sighed. “It’s in coord. They sent it to the Va’Shen three days ago. So far, no response from them. Ling requested a quick-turn, so we’ll probably have something to take to the deputy soon.” 
 
    “So, we just wait?” she asked. 
 
    “If the commander has questions, I want to be the one answering them,” Ben told her. “And if I talk to Azarin or the Va’Shen government, I want you translating. We’re the ones invested in this.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” Patricia told him. “But the novelty of this place wears off pretty quick.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “No shit.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Azarin looked out at the ring of tods seated before him and lamented the fact that more than half of them received their corporalship after their capture. Each of them were brave and that they were voted into their positions reflected the trust and respect their corporalships had in them. But he would give anything right now for the tods who sat in that circle in that cave in the Thornbush a year ago, before their last disastrous mission. 
 
    He looked into the eyes of each one, all of them looking to him for guidance and probably wishing something very similar about him. All he could do was hope that their trust in him was warranted. 
 
    <We have been ordered to escape,> he announced plainly. 
 
    Ears reached for the sky and tails around the room began to slap the floor in shocked excitement. 
 
    Azarin gave them a moment to absorb the news before going on. <In two days, Va’Shen commandos resisting the Dark One occupation will launch a massive attack on this base. The goal of this attack is to provide us with a distraction, during which all the commandos in this prison will evacuate through the tunnels and weak points in the fence. We are then ordered to make our way to one of three warehouses located on the river where we will meet with free Va’Shen forces. They will then smuggle us out of the city.> He held up a piece of paper and handed it to the closest corporal. <Here is the map showing the warehouses. Memorize the locations.> 
 
    The Va’Shen corporals crowded around the tod with the map, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    <Captain, if I may ask a question,> one of the corporals said as he stood up. 
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    <There are many Dark Ones on this base,> the corporal noted. <How are we to escape with so many between us and the fences?> 
 
    <The distraction will be an attack with everything the resistance fighters can throw at this base,> Azarin informed him. <Enough to draw the attention of every Dark One defender and hopefully keep the rest running for safety. It is in this panic that we will disappear.> 
 
    He waited a few minutes for them to study the map before beginning again. 
 
    <The signal to move will be when the Dark Ones’ alarm goes off,> he said. <Each commando has been assigned an egress route. The Storm Rifles will exit through the weak point in the north fence.> 
 
    Everyone’s face turned to him at that declaration. 
 
    <Captain,> a different corporal spoke up, <That is the exit nearest to where the Dark Ones station their emergency response forces.> 
 
    <Yes,> Azarin admitted. <In addition to our escape, we have been granted the additional honor of attacking that force as it would be the most dangerous obstacle to the escape. We will engage their response forces before they have the opportunity to attack the rest of the commandos.> 
 
    The ears of his corporals began fluttering. It was the same as eager grins. To have been captured in the first place had placed a stain of dishonor on all of them. To play such a role in the escape would give them the chance to reclaim that honor. As dangerous as it was, it truly was a provilege for them to be chosen for this role. 
 
    Azarin’s ears, however, didn’t move. The plan seemed flawed to him. To ask unarmed commandos to throw themselves at armed Dark Ones who have already been alerted to an attack seemed foolhardy. 
 
    <Captain!> 
 
    He turned to find the guard he had placed at the door waving to him. 
 
    <The Dark Ones are heading this way.> 
 
    <Spread out,> he ordered the corporals. <Be silent.> 
 
    The mid-level commandos returned to their dens and tried to look lazy and disinterested in everything as the door to their barracks opened and several armed Dark One soldiers entered. One of them, not carrying a rifle but a clipboard, looked from tod to tod, checking the numbers on their shirts against the one on some piece of paper he had. 
 
    When the soldier locked his eyes on Azarin’s shirt, he paused and pointed at the tod. 
 
    “You. Come with us.” 
 
    Azarin made no sign indicating he understood what the man had said or even acknowledged that he had said anything. The guards came up to him and put him in handcuffs, and he let them do so without a word. The other commandos watched in eerie silence as the Dark Ones took their captain away toward some unknown fate. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He wasn’t surprised when he was led to a room with a table and chairs rather than an isolation cell or interrogation room. In fact, he had been wondering when he might speak again with his would-be brother-in-law, sitting across the table from him along with the black-haired female. 
 
    The guards undid the cuffs and motioned for him to sit. Azarin fit his tail into the gap in the back of the chair and sat down awkwardly. 
 
    <Blessed day,> Ben said in greeting. 
 
    <Blessed day,> Azarin replied woodenly. <Why have you brought me here?> he demanded. 
 
    Ben got right down to business. “We have changed the oaths so that you can accept them,” he said. He waited for Patricia to translate, watching with interest as Azarin’s ears pointed up in surprise. “We are waiting for our commander to approve them. When he does, will you give them?” 
 
    Azarin was quiet for several moments. They had changed the oaths? How? Did his sister’s tesho truly have the power to make such decisions? 
 
    Why did this have to happen now of all times? 
 
    <What are the oaths?> he asked. 
 
    Ben gave Patricia a nod, and she began to read the three conditions of release in Va’Shen. When she was done, Azarin’s tail began to whip back and forth in agitation. 
 
    The oaths are completely different!  
 
    “I need to know that you will accept these so I can tell our commander,” Ben said. 
 
    Azarin listened to Patricia’s translation and said nothing.  
 
    <You must trust him!> 
 
    Trust. That was the ultimate question. Whom should he trust? In a few days, there was going to be an attack, and he and his commando would escape. Why risk that on the word of a Dark One? 
 
    But he could also turn that around. This Dark One, whom his sister had vouched for, was offering him a way to bring his commando home without firing a shot. Why risk that on the word of Va’Sh’s secret police? It was no secret that the Dara Tang did things for their own ends.  
 
    He trusted his sister. But he knew nothing about this Dark One. What were his motivations? 
 
    <Why do you do this?> Azarin asked him. He stared into Ben’s face. <Do you not know what you are asking for? There are seventy-two of us. Not a one of us has not killed one of your people.> 
 
    Ben listened as Patricia translated, the terp becoming more and more uncomfortable with the commando’s every word. 
 
    <I know, BanKipson, the best place to put the knife,> Azarin went on. <The best place to bring the butt of a rifle down. I know that when one of your people yell ‘madic,’ that one of your soldiers will soon get up and run to somewhere on the battlefield, and that is the time to kill them. Yet you are telling me that you would bring people with that knowledge to the village you occupy. That you do not fear it. That does not make sense to me. But I am supposed to believe that it is true?> 
 
    Ben listened for several moments as Patricia worked her way through the translation. He knew it wasn’t perfect, but the point Azarin was making came across loud and clear. He thought back to his dream, the vision of FOB Leonard being overrun in the middle of the night, of his Rangers dying after coming so far.  
 
    This tod was the living embodiment of that potential scenario. He was a commando leader capable of making that nightmare come true. An officer with the experience and knowledge necessary to take his sleepy camp, deprived of its normal technological miracles, and turn it into a tomb. For the first time, Ben thought about calling the whole thing off, of standing up and throwing his hands in the air with a “fuck these people!” Of grabbing a chopper back to Leonard and telling Alacea it was all a misunderstanding. 
 
    But he also knew something similar must be going through the tod’s mind as well. The fear that this was all some part of an elaborate subterfuge. That the enemy he had fought for three years had somehow tricked him into believing his home was still standing and family still alive and happy. 
 
    If he were in Azarin’s shoes, he’d be looking pretty hard at the fine print too. 
 
    “Tell him… he’s wrong,” Ben said slowly. 
 
    Patricia translated, but Azarin didn’t budge, maintaining his eye contact with Ben. It was then that Ben finally noticed the family resemblance between Azarin and Alacea. It was around the eyes… or eye, as it were. It was odd that he would realize it now, but it reminded him that the person on the other side of this table was not some pre-programmed killing machine, but a man who, like him, had been, all along, trying to do the right thing. 
 
    “I do fear it,” Ben continued. “You scare the shit out of me.” He paused so Patricia could catch up. “I know this is dangerous. And I am very afraid of what you could do.” Again, he paused, not just to let Patricia translate but to gather his own thoughts. “You say… you are good at fighting my people, right?” 
 
    <We are very good at it,> Azarin replied following the translation, a bit of pride in his voice. 
 
    God damn, he never wanted to fight these people again.  
 
    “Did you enjoy it?” Ben asked. 
 
    Azarin said nothing. It was a strange question, and it made him remember all the cold nights hiding in some cave while flying killer robots roamed the skies overhead. He remembered how many tods, friends, he had lost to the explosive traps the Dark Ones had set up, how some of them were so thoroughly shredded by the devices, that there was not even enough left to bury.  
 
    <No,> Azarin told him. <I did not enjoy it.> 
 
    “Neither did I,” Ben said. “And I don’t want to do it again. I don’t want my kids to have to do it one day.” Ben gave the tod a moment to think on his words before continuing. “The war didn’t end because the shooting stopped,” he told the commando leader. “You can’t win by taking over territory, or by killing more people than the enemy. We have learned this the hard way. It never really stops… until one side makes the other their friend. And I believe that enough to risk my people for it.” 
 
    Again, Azarin said nothing. 
 
    “Will you speak to your people and tell them what I have said?” Ben asked. 
 
    The commando took a breath, and his ears twitched. <I will tell them.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    As was usual whenever Azarin returned to the barracks, Tasshas found him and checked to see if he was all right. 
 
    <Another visit from family?> Tasshas asked as his captain approached him. Azarin’s ears were drooped over, and his tail was rather slack. Something was obviously troubling him. 
 
    Azarin had said he would talk to his tods about the new oaths, but there was a wrinkle in such a plan. Namely, they had orders to attempt a violent escape in two days’ time. 
 
    <I need to speak with the other captains,> Azarin told him. Tasshas stiffened. One captain meeting another was very rare, lest the Dark Ones figure out who the leadership in the various commandos were. 
 
    <It is that incredible?> Tasshas asked. 
 
    <They are changing the oaths,> Azarin said. <It may be possible to be released without shame.> 
 
    <The others will not see it that way,> Tasshas warned him. <Especially when you tell them you’ve been talking to the Dark Ones.> 
 
    <That is a danger,> the captain admitted. <But this is not a decision I can make alone.> 
 
    <I will arrange it,> Tasshas assured him before taking off on his task.  
 
    * * * 
 
    It wasn’t until the middle of the night when Azarin crept out of the barracks and moved silently to the meeting spot Tasshas had arranged. Neither of Va’Sh’s two moons were out tonight, not that it would have made much difference. The Va’Shen were naturals when it came to stealth, and the commandos who had spent months to years sneaking past Dark One sentries and advanced technology had honed their natural abilities to a form of art. As a result, none of the guards in the towers noticed his movements, didn’t even get a weird feeling that something was going on. 
 
    His destination was an empty barracks that had been prepared in anticipation of additional prisoners but had never been required. It had been locked up, but the Dark Ones may as well have used tissue paper to barricade the doors. They were already open when Azarin arrived, and the door hinges didn’t even squeak as he moved quietly inside. 
 
    There was no light inside the barracks, and none of them would be stupid enough to light one. The commandos’ night vision would suffice. 
 
    That vaunted night vision, however, was telling Azarin there were only two other Va’Shen in the room with him when there should have been eight. 
 
    Captain Gazeen of the Second Prince’s Black Rain stood to his right with his arms folded over his chest and his long red beard. His ears were pointed downward and was obviously in a bad mood. Captain Yonao of the Empress’s Light Carbineers stood to his left, his pale blonde tail twitching silently against the ground. 
 
    <Are you the only ones who could come?> Azarin asked them. 
 
    <We are the only ones who would come,> Gazeen growled. 
 
    <What does that mean?> Azarin demanded, his ears pointing toward the other captain. He had had issues with Gazeen before. The commando leader assumed that because he was the only captain elected before their capture, that somehow made him on the same level as a field cornet. Azarin and a few of the other captains had rapidly disabused him of this notion. 
 
    <Is it true, Azarin?> Yonao asked him calmly.  
 
    <Is what true?> Azarin replied, equally collected. 
 
    <Have you been making deals with the Dark Ones behind our backs?> Gazeen hissed. <That is what he means.> 
 
    Azarin’s ears began to dig into his skull. <No, I have not,> he bit out. <From where did you hear this?> 
 
    <Where in Horena’s cleft do you think?> Gazeen growled.  
 
    The Storm Rifle captain said nothing. He didn’t have to. The answer was obvious. <I made no deals with them,> he said. 
 
    <But you have been negotiating,> Yonao noted. 
 
    <Hardly,> Azarin replied. <I’ve been talking with one specific Dark One. He claims to be the overlord of my village.> He left out the part where Ben claimed to be his brother-in-law. That would be too fanciful for the two captains to believe. 
 
    Gazeen’s tail whipped violently at the ground. <We made a pact!> he snapped at Azarin. <To give them nothing! Did you forget!?> 
 
    <I did not,> Azarin said, refusing to rise to the bait.  
 
    <Then why did you do this?> Yonao asked. 
 
    Azarin took a breath. <In a moment of weakness and anger, I spoke out,> he admitted. <And then, when the Dark One began speaking, I found he had some very interesting things to say.> 
 
    <Such as?> Yonao asked. 
 
    <Pelle was not destroyed,> Azarin told him. <It still stands, and its community is safe.> 
 
    <And that is all it took for you to betray us?> Gazeen demanded. <An obvious lie you were desperate to believe?> 
 
    <It is not a lie,> Azarin said. <He bore a letter to me from the Na’Sha.> 
 
    <BAH!> Gazeen spat, turning away from Azarin. 
 
    Yonao sighed. <What did you tell them?> he asked. 
 
    Azarin sighed again in the darkness, but hopefully the information he did have would help sway Yonao to his side. <He wanted to know why we would not take the oaths,> he said. <So, I told him.> 
 
    <That is all?> Yonao asked. 
 
    <No,> Azarin said. <Today, he came back and told me they were attempting to change the oaths, and, if they did, would I agree to them.> 
 
    <An oath to a Dark One is little better than swearing fealty to a farm animal!> Gazeen bit out. 
 
    <If that were true, we would have made our oaths months ago and be already gone from this place,> Azarin snapped back. <We did not swear these oaths because their effect would fall upon us. What we did not know then was that it was our own people who gave those oaths to the Dark Ones to use!> 
 
    <And you believed it?> Yonao asked in shock. 
 
    <Enough that I called you here to ask for your support in delaying the escape,> Azarin concluded.  
 
    <Are you stupid?> Gazeen asked. 
 
    <We lose nothing in a delay,> Azarin argued. <If the Dark Ones are truthful about changing the oaths, such an attempt will not even be necessary.> 
 
    Gazeen looked at him in horror as a new thought occurred to him. <By the Gods, did you tell them?> he hissed. 
 
    <Of course not!> Azarin spat back.  
 
    <You would trust them more than our own people?> Yonao asked. 
 
    <The Dara Tang are not ‘our own people,’> Azarin hissed. <Before the war that same Dara Tang was riding into villages beating confessions of heresy out of tods, vixens and kits. Today you’re ready to bring them into your den and let them mark you?> 
 
    <To the Frost with the Dara Tang,> Gazeen spat. <But they are fighting. And that is what we must do!> 
 
    <I would rather have an honorable enemy than a deceitful ally,> Azarin stated. 
 
    <This is getting us nowhere,> Yonao broke in. He turned to Azarin. <You came to ask us to delay the escape. I think you can see by now that that is not going to occur. What will you do?> 
 
    <It hurts nothing to delay,> Azarin tried again. 
 
    <A massive attack has been organized as a distraction,> Yonao reasoned. <You would tell them to turn back? They may never be able to come together for something like this again. You would tell our commandos to give up the one chance they have to break out of this place?> 
 
    Yonao’s questions humbled Azarin where Gazeen’s ranting had not. Looked at from their perspective, it was he who was acting irresponsibly. It did not matter what the Dark Ones were willing to offer. He served the Emperor and Va’Sh, not them. And even if his sister, his Na’Sha, would urge him to work with Ban Kipson, she was not a commando or anyone authorized to give them orders. 
 
    Azarin took a breath. <You are right,> he admitted. <We shall continue as originally planned.> 
 
    <Sure your masters will accept that?> Gazeen growled. 
 
    <Gazeen,> Yonao interrupted. <Accept victory with grace… for once.> He turned back to Azarin. <We shall proceed as planned. When we leave here, it will be with our honor intact.> He rested his hand on Azarin’s shoulder. <You will see.> 
 
    <You are right, of course,> Azarin replied. 
 
    <We should not linger here,> Yonao announced. <You go first. Then Gazeen. Then me.> 
 
    Azarin gave the other captain a bow and turned, heading toward the door. Gazeen and Yonao watched him go in silence. He had been gone an entire two minutes before a voice spoke up from the shadows. 
 
    <It is as I said, no?> 
 
    The two captains turned and saw the nameless Dara Tang agent step out from the far corner of the barracks where he had remained hidden. 
 
    <I would not have believed it had I not heard it from his own lips,> Yonao said sadly. <But it would appear, at least, that he has found his honor in the end and will not hamper the escape.> 
 
    <I am afraid that is not good enough,> the agent said. At their questioning ears, he continued. <The Storm Rifles have been compromised. We have only Azarin’s word that he did not share with them details of our mission.> 
 
    <Bah,> Gazeen spat. <You are about to tell us that after all that we must cancel the escape anyway, aren’t you?> 
 
    <You must understand, my friend,> the Dara Tang agent told him, <If he has given the Dark Ones information and we go ahead anyway, we risk losing an incredible number of fighters.> 
 
    <I’ll cut his throat myself,> Gazeen promised him. <The Black Rain will wipe out that den of traitors ourselves.> 
 
    <Gazeen,> Yonao sighed with a slap of his tail. 
 
    <Oh, I certainly would not recommend that,> the secret policeman said. <It would benefit no one but the Dark Ones in the end.> 
 
    <So, what do you suggest?> Gazeen demanded. <We let them continue passing information to the Dark Ones and wait for them to execute us?> 
 
    <I think,> the agent said carefully, <We should neutralize this threat, allow Captain Azarin to regain his honor and show our people the true brutality of the Dark Ones all at the same time.> 
 
    <An impressive feat to accomplish,> Yonao commented. 
 
    <What would you have us do?> Gazeen asked him. 
 
    The agent’s ears fluttered on top of his head. <That is the most elegant part,> he said. <Nothing. You need do absolutely nothing.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Na’Sha, you have a visitor.> 
 
    Alacea looked up from the small herb sapling she had been planting in the temple garden and saw Sho Nan standing there. She stood up, dusting off the front of her drab monpei with her hands. 
 
    <My Tesho has returned?> she asked. 
 
    <No, Na’Sha,> Sho Nan said. For the first time, Alacea noticed Alzoria standing just a few feet behind Sho Nan, her ears drooping in nervous hesitation as Sho Nan introduced her. <Apparently, it is a young Huntress with a problem that only the Na’Sha can help with, and all other Mikorin are simply unfit to provide guidance to anyone.> 
 
    Alzoria looked up in shock. 
 
    <Ya’Jahar, I did not mean to…> 
 
    <Please do not mind her, Alzoria,> Alacea cut her off as she approached. <Sho Nan derives a very unholy and unMikorin-like pleasure from making others uncomfortable.> 
 
    <I cook and I make people feel bad,> Sho Nan replied deadpan. <That is why I am here.> 
 
    <I believe that statement is only partially correct,> Alacea noted. 
 
    One of Sho Nan’s ears twitched. <Which part?> 
 
    <I will see Alzoria, Sho Nan. Thank you.> 
 
    She Who Feeds bowed at the obvious dismissal and walked back toward the temple, leaving the two vixens alone. 
 
    Alacea’s ears fluttered a smile at the young vixen. <Shall we walk through the garden, Alzoria?> 
 
    <Um… Yes, let’s.> 
 
    The peach-haired alien woman stepped up to walk alongside the priestess, who set a slow, casual pace as they walked through the temple garden. The garden itself was made so that it would be a place of beauty but also practicality. Herbs and vegetables shared space with flowers and shrubs, both feeding the temple and providing its inhabitants a sense of peace whenever they visited. 
 
    <Tell me what troubles you, Alzoria,> Alacea prompted. 
 
    The vixen appeared very troubled, as if she were now having second thoughts about coming to her. But, finally, the Huntress pushed through her fear and began. 
 
    <I… want to know what it is like… Being wed to a Dark One.> She looked shiftily away as she ended her request. 
 
    Alacea sighed at the question. <If you are asking me if I am being abused, I have already said quite firmly that…> 
 
    The other vixen waved her hands at Alacea in low-key panic. <No! No!> she said. <I… I know you have not been maltreated. I want to know what it is like.> 
 
    Alacea studied the younger woman’s face, searching her ears for a motive. <Before I answer, it would help greatly if I knew from where this question stems.> 
 
    Alzoria swallowed but rallied. <We have lost many of our young tods,> she stated. <If our village is to survive to the next generation, it may become necessary for vixens such as myself to… um… step forward and consider alternatives that many would think are extreme.> 
 
    The Na’Sha’s ears fluttered. <I see! How interesting and forward-thinking of you!> 
 
    <Thank you, Na’Sha,> Alzoria said, embarrassed by the praise. 
 
    <But, as you know, our community will soon merge with another, and there may be many more young tods searching for brides,> Alacea pointed out. <Such extreme measures will very likely not be necessary.> 
 
    Alzoria lost a step as the priestess pointed this out. She said nothing. 
 
    <Unless…> Alacea went on, <There is already a Dark One male with whom you have an arrangement?> 
 
    <I have no arrangement!> Alzoria defended herself, embarrassed by the question. 
 
    Alacea’s ears fluttered again in amusement. <I see. Very well.> She took a moment to gather her thoughts. <It is important, I think, to first say that my marriage is of a political nature,> she said. <One designed to bring together two communities, not a marriage of passion. So, my experience may not be considered typical… If there is such a thing.> 
 
    Alzoria didn’t reply. 
 
    <Our ways when it comes to marriage seem to puzzle my Tesho,> she said. <Even though he had a myorin before me, it seems that our rules, traditions and roles are very much different. If so, you… er… a vixen who accepts a Dark One… would either have to adapt to his ways or encourage him to adapt to ours. Either way, a great deal of patience is necessary.> 
 
    <A great deal of patience is already necessary,> Alzoria muttered. 
 
    <Hmm?> 
 
    <Nothing, Na’Sha! Please continue!> 
 
    <I came to realize rather late that honesty is much more important than face-saving,> she went on. <When communication is already difficult, subtlety is lost. You… a vixen… must be very forward with their thoughts and wants.> 
 
    <I see.> 
 
    <Children seem to be a sensitive topic,> Alacea said. <For them, it appears it is not a requirement of marriage.> 
 
    <That’s… very strange,> Alzoria whispered in awe. <How does their civilization survive?> 
 
    <Their history is probably very different from ours,> Alacea said. <You must remember, there was a time when our entire population was reduced to nearly nothing. Our survival as a species depended on taking child-rearing as seriously as life itself. That brings me to my next concern…> 
 
    Alzoria waited patiently as Alacea gathered her thoughts. 
 
    <The war… Wars… I should say,> Alacea began. <No matter where you go, the wars between our people will likely cause prejudice against you. Many, Va’Shen or Dark One, will not understand. They have lived their lives hating and fearing the other. I, myself, have been insulted to my very ears by those who ascribed only the worst motivations to my union.> 
 
    This statement troubled Alzoria somewhat. <Na’Sha,> she began. <I feared and hated them too. But as I grow to know them, I do not understand why.> 
 
    <You were there and heard what Expert Engineer Warren said, yes?> 
 
    Alzoria took a deep breath. <About the world we destroyed,> she whispered. <Yes.> 
 
    Alacea tried to be careful with her next words. <If it is possible for us to become more like the Dark Ones over the centuries, it is equally possible for them to become more like us. The Dark Ones our people fought thousands of years ago have had those thousands of years to grow and change. Just as we did. Maybe in those intervening years, we both grew to be more like the other, in good ways and bad.> 
 
    The Huntress paused. <Would you do it again?> she asked. 
 
    <There is no good answer to that question,> Alacea said. <At the time I believed all of your lives were at stake, so if I were put back in that situation, of course I would do it again. If you mean if my Tesho took me out of passion, then that would imply that we had some form of relationship prior to the taking and so I may very likely also answer ‘yes.’ But, if you are asking me if I were in that same situation, knowing what I have come to know since, then it is very likely that the question would not even have come up since I know now that the very reason I married him was based on wrong information.> 
 
    <So… ‘yes, yes and no?’> Alzoria asked. 
 
    <Better to say that it is impossible to know without knowing and feeling the context of the time,> Alacea said. 
 
    <Then I guess a better question would be, ‘do you regret it?’> Alzoria asked nervously. 
 
    Alacea’s ears twitched. <I do not. The Gods all cloak their gifts in different dress,> she said. <My marriage is a gift to this community. One for which I am thankful.> 
 
    Alzoria was silent, thinking through what the priestess had told her. 
 
    <Now,> Alacea said, facing the younger woman and putting her hands on her shoulders. <Is it Lord Ramirez?> 
 
    The fur on Alzoria’s ears stiffened, and her tail slapped the ground. <What?! Why would you… I mean…> 
 
    Alacea’s ears were moving a mile a minute. <He is the only Dark One I’ve ever seen you spend time with,> Alacea pointed out. <He is a nice person.> 
 
    <He is… all right,> Alzoria allowed, looking away with drooping ears as if she were pouting. 
 
    <You are seventeen,> Alacea told her. <Old enough to have important conversations like this with one you care for. Just… take this piece of advice…> 
 
    Alzoria looked up and waited for the priestess to finish. 
 
    <Do not mark him until you are certain that is what he wants.> 
 
    <That doesn’t make sense,> Alzoria said. <If he’s taking you, you already know…> 
 
    <Just… promise me,> Alacea demanded. 
 
    Alzoria’s tail swished against the packed dirt of the garden.  
 
    <I promise, Na’Sha.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    <No matter how much I look at it,> Tasshas said, <I can’t find a way to get enough of us outside the fence to capitalize on the element of surprise.> 
 
    Azarin looked down at the crudely-drawn diagram that showed their barracks, the well-hidden weak point in the fence they intended to use, and the small building where the Dark Ones kept their response force. 
 
    <We have seen them respond to alarms in the past,> Tasshas went on. <It only takes them a few moments to begin deployment. By the time that happens, we need enough commandos on that side of the fence to engage them, unarmed, and still have a chance of winning.> 
 
    The rest of the night had passed quietly after Azarin had returned to the barracks. He had told Tasshas that the escape operation was on and had asked him to work up a plan. His friend had proven quite adept at taking even small details into account and planning an operation. He assumed he got such a skill from his mother. 
 
    <Could we make a bigger hole in the fence?> Azarin asked. <Get our tods out two-by-two, perhaps?> 
 
    <Not with the time we have left,> Tasshas said. The escape was scheduled for tonight, after dark. Weakening and concealing the cuts in the fenceline had taken weeks of working in the dark, bit by bit, second by second.  
 
    A thought occurred to Azarin, but he wasn’t sure how feasible it was. <What if our people had weapons of some kind?> 
 
    Tasshas’s ears folded down. He already knew where this was going. <Gazeen will never part with them.> 
 
    Azarin was inclined to agree. When Gazeen had told him and the other captains that the Black Rain had been fashioning makeshift daggers out of pieces of furniture and fencing, it had nearly started a battle inside the prison. The other captains felt that if even one weapon was discovered, the Dark Ones might change the conditions of their imprisonment and make moving around and communicating with the outside more difficult. Having weapons like that was pointless. They had no intent at the time to attempt some kind of attack on their captors. They would be more trouble than they were worth. 
 
    <I admit, the odds are low,> Azarin told him. <Especially since I was one of the captains who cautioned him not to make them. But that was then, and things are different now. We will need them, and, if things go to plan, his tods will not.> 
 
    <I imagine you want me to go,> Tasshas said. 
 
    Azarin paused. <Gazeen’s opinion of me is not very high at the moment,> the captain confessed. <He may be more inclined to help someone with purer blood.> 
 
    Tasshas’s ears twitched at the joke. His mother occupied the lowest branch of nobility and had married a commoner just high enough in status to take a myorin from that branch. He was about as “noble” as Azarin was. 
 
    <I will make the attempt,> Tasshas agreed, rolling up the diagram and hiding it in his den-roll. 
 
    While Tasshas went to negotiate with the Black Rain leader, Azarin went to each of his corporals to ensure their preparations for that night were moving along. 
 
    He found Dan Huun and pulled the corporal aside, asking for a report. 
 
    <We are going through our old drills,> the redheaded tod told him. <We are also reviewing how to use the Dark One weapons. If we can overpower one of them at the very start, that will give us two weapons. If we can kill another, that gives us four.> 
 
    Azarin’s ears twitched in approval. <Good. Remember to have everyone stuff cloth into their ears.> 
 
    <Already done, Captain,> Dan Huun said. 
 
    <Are you prepared?> Azarin asked.  
 
    The look on Dan Huun’s face and ears was grim. <This will most likely be my last chance to avenge my father and brothers,> he said. <I am very prepared.> 
 
    Azarin put his hand on the tod’s shoulder. Dan Huun’s father died during the final, tragic assault on the Dark One airfield before their capture. The war had not been good to his family. Of the seven male members of his family that went to war, he was the only one left. 
 
    <You are entitled to your revenge,> he said softly. <But for your sister’s sake… make it home.> 
 
    <Rest assured, Captain,> Dan Huun said. <The Dark Ones will not take the last son of Bao Aren.> 
 
    Azarin’s circuit to the corporals had just finished when Tasshas returned, looking rather pleased with himself. 
 
    <Don’t tell me you got something?> Azarin greeted. 
 
    Tasshas opened the zipper on his orange jumpsuit and several crude stabbing implements (they couldn’t justifiably be called “knives”) fell out and onto the floor. 
 
    Azarin looked at the collection in shock. <What dark magic did you use to get Gazeen to give you so many?> he asked. 
 
    <No magic was necessary,> Tasshas told him as other commandos came up and started passing out the crude weapons. <I told him what we wanted and why, and he gave them to me.> 
 
    The commando captain froze. <He just… gave them… to you?> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <Without complaint?> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <Without insult?> 
 
    <Yes,> Tasshas said a third time. 
 
    <And you actually spoke to Gazeen himself? Not one of his corporals?> 
 
    <Gazeen himself.> 
 
    That was unexpected and out of character for the older commando, even before Azarin had admitted talking to the Dark Ones. Perhaps the old commando was simply putting the mission before himself, acknowledging that the Storm Rifles would have an easier time taking on the Dark Ones if they had some kind, any kind, of weapon. 
 
    And yet alarm bells were going off inside Azarin’s head. 
 
    He tried to dismiss it. The last couple of weeks had shaken the captain’s preconceived notions about just about everything. He was becoming paranoid. 
 
    Azarin still believed that giving his would-be brother-in-law a chance was the correct thing to do, but even then he had doubts. The man, after all, was still a Dark One. 
 
    And yet he had been nothing but forthcoming as far as Azarin could see. He could not recall BanKipson dodging or evading a question. In fact, it was Azarin himself who had acted cagey.  
 
    He had demanded proof, and the Dark One had provided it. 
 
    But the Dara Tang, supposedly their allies, had said things that were now in doubt, and their actions seemed to defy common sense. And thinking of it now, Azarin was seeing more and more that defied reason. 
 
    Azarin was supposed to believe that the Dara Tang had arranged for a massive attack against the Dark One base to act as a distraction. Yet it was obvious that it was the Dara Tang who had informed Gazeen and Yonao that Azarin was speaking to the Dark Ones. If the Dara Tang knew he was speaking to the Dark Ones, why would they risk such a large force just to free them? 
 
    Would he risk the lives of his commandos if he thought his plan had been compromised? The answer was an obvious “no,” but not only was the Dara Tang continuing with the plan, so were the other imprisoned commandos. 
 
    Yonao had seemed willing to give Azarin a chance to redeem himself, but if he had been in the other captain’s place… 
 
    Gazeen was the only one who had acted correctly, even if he had sounded rash… and it was now that same Gazeen entrusting him with all of his commando’s weapons. 
 
    As he thought these things, he had wandered away from the group of commandos, and Tasshas now came up to him, sensing some unease in his captain. 
 
    <Azarin,> he whispered, breaking protocol by using his name. <What is it?> 
 
    <Tell me, Tasshas,> Azarin said quietly. <Who would you trust more: the Dark Ones or the Dara Tang?> 
 
    In Azarin’s mind, that’s what this really came down to. It was the Dara Tang telling them to attempt this escape. It was obviously the Dara Tang who had told Gazeen and Yonao about his conversations with the Dark Ones. But it was the Dark Ones telling him to wait, to help them change the conditions of their release. The Storm Rifles were just pawns in a game the two sides were only barely aware they were playing. 
 
    Tasshas let out a breath. <That’s like asking me my favorite flavor of shit,> he grunted. <Is there a third option?> 
 
    Was there a third option? “Better an honorable foe than a deceitful ally,” the old saying went. That the Dara Tang were deceitful there was no doubt. The question in this case was “are the Dark Ones honorable?” 
 
    <What would you do in my position, Tasshas?> Azarin asked quietly. There was a note of desperation in the captain’s voice. He needed help. This was the most important issue he had faced since being elected captain. The tod heard the fear in his own voice and felt ashamed. If this was all it took to break him as a leader, then it was fortunate that he had not been elected when they were actually fighting. 
 
    Tasshas, to his credit, did not seem to think so. <I do not know,> he said honestly. <I want to believe this plan will work.> 
 
    <The plan itself does not concern me as much as the actors involved in carrying it out,> Azarin confided. <I cannot trust the Dark Ones. I cannot trust the Dara Tang. I feel like something important is happening out of my sight, something that could destroy us, and yet…> He took a breath. <I am an Imperial commando.> 
 
    Tasshas placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. <Azarin, we follow you. Not the Dark Ones. Not the Dara Tang. Lead us with honor, and none of us can blame you if things go wrong.> Seeing his friend unconvinced, Tasshas tried another approach. <What would the Gods tell you? What would the Na’Sha tell you?> 
 
    <She would tell me to look for a sign,> Azarin answered truthfully. 
 
    <Then I would ask you if you have seen such a sign,> Tasshas told him. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’m heading for dinner. You coming?” 
 
    Ben looked up from the paperwork spread across the conference room table where he had set up his ad hoc office. He looked exhausted, but it was his own fault for going to the Operations Directorate to grab the paperwork being sent to FOB Leonard so he could do it here while he waited.  
 
    He checked the analog clock on the wall and nodded. “Yeah, I think I’ve done enough here.” Dropping his pen, he stood up and grabbed his patrol cap. “Chow hall?” he asked. 
 
    A look of distaste crossed Patricia’s face.  
 
    Ben gave her an incredulous look. “You still haven’t gotten a reflective belt?” 
 
    “It’s the principle,” she growled. 
 
    “You’ve been living off fast food and coffee all this time?” he asked. 
 
    Patricia didn’t answer immediately, looking a little guilty about her recent diet. “If you go to the rec center, they give you free popcorn,” she said. 
 
    Ben sighed. “I’ll buy you a sandwich.” 
 
    The two started down the hall to the JDOG’s front desk and the exit. Normal daytime duty hours ended about half-an-hour ago, so while the place wasn’t deserted, there were far less people there than during the day. Ben was sure that Colonel Ling was probably still shut up in his office, trying to catch up on the work he couldn’t do during the day due to all the wall-to-wall meetings he was required to attend. 
 
    “Anything new yet?” Patricia asked as they stepped outside and donned their caps. 
 
    “Got a response from the Va’Shen government,” Ben replied as they walked toward the gate that opened out to the main road and the shuttle bus stop. The sun was just now going down, bathing the base in a bluish twilight. Streetlights across the base were snapping on around them.  
 
    Across the street from the detention facility was the “Infantry Village,” a huge collection of B-huts occupied by servicemembers who worked on this side of the runway, most of them at the detention facility itself. Just beyond the sea of run down six-person structures was a row of massive hangars that separated Infantry Village from the runway itself. 
 
    The two of them sat down on the bus stop’s wooden bench. Tacked up on the wall behind them was a faded print-out of the bus schedule that probably hadn’t been right for months. 
 
    “So, what did they say?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Pretty much what we thought they’d say,” Ben told her. “They don’t agree with it, and they warned us that if we used anything other than what they recommended it was likely that the detainees would join the insurgency first chance they got.” 
 
    “I don’t get how,” Patricia replied. “We basically tell them they have to keep following the Emperor. You’d think they’d be all for that.” 
 
    “They definitely have their own game going,” Ben said. 
 
    “Maybe, but using their own soldiers like this…” She trailed off. “Are they trying to make a political point? Curry favor with us? Why would they essentially abandon their troops like this?” 
 
    “You assume they view their troops as people,” Ben said. “We don’t even do that.” 
 
    “Of course we do!” Patricia objected. Her memory of what Ramirez had told her about how officers view enlisted personnel the higher up in rank they got came back to her. She still refused to accept such an idea. 
 
    “Military personnel are first and foremost assets to be used toward political goals,” Ben told her as if reciting something from memory. “They train us to view each other as family, to be willing to die for one another, but that’s because it benefits the force to do so. In the end, the military bureaucracy and the political leadership will use us to reach their goals. And when we are no longer useful, they let us go.” 
 
    “That’s more cynical than I can accept,” Patricia told him. “But I guess the Va’Shen may think differently.” 
 
    “For whatever reason, the Va’Shen think their troops are more valuable as our prisoners than free people,” Ben said. “And not only that, but the fact that they’re even alive is being kept from the Va’Shen themselves. Alacea said her government never told them anything about their missing people, and yet they knew Azarin and his commandos were here.” 
 
    “It makes my head hurt,” Patricia complained. 
 
    Ga-woomp! 
 
    “Do you…” 
 
    “Shut up,” Ben said quickly. 
 
    Patricia went quiet, more from shock than from obedience. Ben’s head was moving around as if on a swivel.  
 
    Ga-woomp! 
 
    “There it is again,” he said. 
 
    GA-WOOMP!  
 
    Closer this time. 
 
    Ben grabbed Patricia’s wrist so hard the woman thought it might break. The question she wanted to shout at him died in her throat as he yanked her off the bench and started dragging her away. 
 
    “GLASSERS!” he yelled back at her. 
 
    GA-WOOMP! 
 
    This time, there was a flash of light nearby to go with the sound as a ten-meter circle a hundred yards down the road from them turned to glass. Ben dragged the confused terp off the road and into Infantry Village as the base alarm sirens finally began to go off in a warbling wail, rising and falling continuously as more glassers fell into the soldiers’ sleeping area. 
 
    Ben had chosen to go into the village deliberately. Cover wouldn’t stop the energy reaction that caused matter to turn to glass, but it would stop the initial movement of the glasser itself. Meaning the B-huts around them still provided some protection, though not as much as he would like. All around them, troops were running from their huts and diving into sand-bag reinforced dugouts positioned at various points throughout the village. 
 
    The two of them ran down the steps into one of the shelters, but Ben was already shaking his head. 
 
    “This isn’t going to do shit,” he growled, stopping just inside the entrance.  
 
    They panted as Ben looked outside, searching for some sign as to what was being hit or where the attack was coming from. 
 
    Patricia looked behind her and saw an Air Force master sergeant in body armor and a helmet. The two looked at each other for a moment before the senior NCO spoke. 
 
    “Where’s your reflective belt?” he asked her. 
 
    “ARE YOU FUCKING KIDD…” Before she could finish, Ben grabbed her wrist again and pulled her outside. 
 
    “Come on! This way!” he yelled at her. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we stay in the shelter!?” she called after him as they ran into a narrow alley between two rows of huts. 
 
    “Those shelters won’t stop glassers,” he explained quickly, still craning his neck in an attempt to see what was going on around them. “You need five meter’s separation at least.”  
 
    Another low-pitched thumping came from somewhere nearby. The sounds of people screaming in terror came from the same direction. Ben’s heart hammered in his chest. It was too close to his dream.  
 
    “So, what are we doing?!” Patricia asked in a panic. 
 
    The Ranger didn’t answer immediately. He was looking around the corner in the direction of the runway. That’s when he saw it. 
 
    A glint of light reflecting off something flying through the air. Something that had come from the hangar closest to them. Another thump echoed through the village a moment later. The entire time, the alarm continued wailing, warning everyone they were under attack. 
 
    “There!” he hissed. “Let’s go!” He rounded the corner and started running down the dirt path between B-huts. Patricia followed, not knowing what else to do. 
 
    Most of the residents had already run to their assigned shelters, and there were now only a few scattered troops running to and fro. 
 
    As Patricia ran, the olive drab wooden walls of the B-huts went past her in a blur, so fast that when it suddenly changed, she didn’t notice at first. It wasn’t until her foot slipped on something smooth and she fell that she realized it. 
 
    She was surrounded by glass. 
 
    A glasser had landed right in the middle of the alley, turning the dirt and the fronts of the huts on either side of it into glass. She gingerly stood up, being careful not to slip on the super smooth surface below her and started walking. Looking up, she saw that Ben was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Sir!?” she called. “Captain Gibson!?” 
 
    She stepped forward as another glasser detonated farther away. Turning the corner around the glassed hut, she stopped, and the blood drained from her face. 
 
    Laying on the ground in front of her was a soldier, the bottom half of his body, his legs, hips and half his stomach lay inside the effected glassed area, while the top half lay outside of it. It looked like the troop had tried to run from the glasser before it detonated and either tripped or tried to dive the last few feet. 
 
    Her hands went to her mouth, and she took a step back as she saw the man’s arms moving. He was regaining consciousness. 
 
    “Help me!” the troop called weakly, followed by a much louder and stronger, “HELP ME!” 
 
    Patricia rushed forward and knelt next to him, but she had no idea what she could possibly do. Should she try to move him? Half his body was glassed and fused into the area around him. If she tried moving him, would the two halves of his body separate? Would he start bleeding to death? She didn’t know! 
 
    He grabbed at her arms. “Help me! Help me, please!” The look of desperation on the soldier’s face scared the young officer. 
 
    Before she could reply, someone grabbed her hand and started pulling her away. 
 
    “Keep going!” Ben yelled at her. “There’s nothing you can do!” 
 
    This time, she pulled back. “We have to help him!” she cried. 
 
    He pulled again, even harder. “YOU WANT TO HELP HIM!? THEN FINISH THE FIGHT!” he shouted at her. 
 
    His words shocked her into obedience, and she continued to follow him, the following wails of the young soldier stabbing her in the heart as they ran.  
 
    As they got closer to the hangar, Ben and Patricia ducked behind another B-hut and watched. This time Patricia saw it too. Something metallic or glass flying from the roof of the impossibly large hangar near them. 
 
    “They’re up there,” Ben told her. “That’s how they’re hitting so far away. They’ve got some kind of launcher up there.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Patricia asked. “Report it?” 
 
    “By the time we find a way to do that, they’ll be done and gone,” Ben replied. He nodded toward the hangar. “There, near the far end. That ladder leading up. See it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she breathed, swallowing back fear. “I see it.” 
 
    “When I say ‘go,’ we run for that ladder and we start up,” Ben ordered. “Follow me up. Don’t stop unless I do.” 
 
    “Won’t they hear us?” she asked. 
 
    “Not over the alarms they won’t,” he said. “They’re probably already half-deaf. Ready?” 
 
    She swallowed again, her breath coming in short pants. “Ready,” she gasped. 
 
    “GO!” 
 
    The two rushed out and ran straight for the ladder. The hangar was a lot larger than it looked from a distance, and the ladder ended up being the length of a football field away. By the time they reached it, two more glasser impacts had hit the village. 
 
    They hit the ladder and stopped, panting for breath. Ben looked up, checking to see if there was a lookout posted at the top, but he didn’t see anything. 
 
    “You got a round chambered?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Patricia said. She pulled her sidearm from her holster, held it pointed away from them and pulled back the slide. Now ready to fire, she put the pistol back in its holster. 
 
    Having watched her do this with some trepidation, Ben spoke up. “Please don’t shoot me.” 
 
    Before she could answer, he hopped up on the ladder and started climbing. She followed as soon as there was enough room. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to start to slow down. The hangar was massive, designed to hold two or three large cargo planes at the same time. Patricia swore that when this was over she was never going to skip leg day at the gym again. She was huffing and puffing when she looked up and saw Ben disappear over the top of the ladder. 
 
    She put on the speed and was soon climbing up onto the hangar roof. The roof was wide and flat at the top but turned down at a forty-five degree angle on either side, requiring them to go up a few metal stairs before reaching the top. As they approached the very top of the roof, Ben cautiously raised his head over the last few stairs and swept the length of the hangar with his eyes. 
 
    He found what he was looking for on the far end of the hangar, far enough to be outside the effective range of their pistols. Three figures moved in the light of Va’Sh’s green aurora. 
 
    Ben looked down and pointed at his eyes. He then raised three fingers. Patricia licked her lips and drew her pistol. She looked up to the Ranger captain and saw him point to her, make little walking motions with his fingers and point straight ahead. He pointed to himself and then to the other side of the hangar before making a turning motion with his hand. He looked at her as if asking if she understood. 
 
    Patricia stared back at him, not one hundred percent sure. Another glasser went off below them and someone screamed, jarring her out of it. 
 
    “You go up this side,” Ben said to her as loud as he dared. “I’m going to go across the hangar and move up parallel to you. We’ll hit them from both sides. Don’t shoot until you’re sure of the shot.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, nodding fearfully. 
 
    Ben drew his sidearm and climbed carefully up the last few steps. Dashing across the roof, he watched the three figures on the other end of the hangar, looking for any sign that they had heard his footsteps on the metal roof. When he reached the other side, he crouched and turned to Patricia. He pointed his knife hand toward the shadowy figures and started silently moving toward them. 
 
    Patricia held her gun up, trying to remember everything she learned in her brief pre-deployment training. She looked and checked to make sure the manual safety was off. She wanted to check to make sure a round was chambered again, but she was afraid of the shadowy figures hearing the metal sliding against metal. She swallowed dryly. She kept her finger off the trigger for now. She knew if she put her finger on the trigger too soon, she would get freaked out at some point and squeeze too hard. She looked to her right and saw her commander walking forward, weapon up, moving as smooth as silk. His eyes never left the targets up ahead.  
 
    They were about halfway now. 
 
    She could now make out the ears on top of the figures’ heads. They were definitely Va’Shen. But what made her almost freeze in shock was what they were doing. Two of the Va’Shen each held one end of a wide band of some kind of flexible material while the third stood between them. The third Va’Shen placed a crystal sphere against the band and pulled back as far as he could while the other two reached forward as far as possible. When it looked like the band was about to break, the alien holding the sphere let go and the band whipped forward, launching the sphere into the sky. 
 
    A slingshot. They were using a slingshot like a bunch of frat boys launching water balloons at a rival house on campus. She had expected some kind of mortar set-up, but this was low-tech, even for the Va’Shen. 
 
    Ben had stopped. Patricia saw him out of the corner of her eye and did the same. The captain raised his gun and took careful aim. 
 
    And that’s when it all went to shit. 
 
    One of the Va’Shen had turned his head, not far, but just enough to catch something in his peripheral vision that made him look back again. 
 
    <Da…> 
 
    Ben’s pistol barked twice in rapid succession, the nine-millimeter rounds tearing into the Va’Shen sapper and cutting off whatever warning he was crying halfway through, but by then it was too late. The other two Va’Shen were already turning their way. 
 
    And it was obvious by their movements that they were no slouches. Even before their friend hit the ground, the one who had been loading and drawing back the slingshot whipped around and threw the glasser he had been holding. 
 
    Ben was still moving forward, firing at the second Va’Shen even as he launched the glasser toward him. Although the Va’Shen reacted quickly, it was still a rushed throw, and the orb landed short, striking the roof of the hangar several feet in front of Ben. The Ranger saw the glasser hit the ground and threw himself backward as the weapon went off with a purple flash of light. 
 
    When Ben blinked the light out of his eyes, he found himself on his butt, his feet just inches from where the hangar roof changed from steel to glass. Quickly getting over his shock, he raised his pistol again and fired at the Va’Shen, who had been running toward a hardlight rifle lying on the roof near a bag of glass grenades. The Va’shen fell down and didn’t get up. 
 
    The Ranger scrambled to get up, but at that moment the glass section of the roof cracked and then shattered, sending razor sharp glass shards raining down inside the hangar. The metal edge Ben was standing on collapsed downward, and he slipped, falling into the chasm left by the broken glass. 
 
    He cried out as he flipped end over end and came to a sudden, painful halt as he struck one of the metal rafters holding the ceiling up. Ben screamed as his chest struck the steel beam, the old wounds in his chest exploding with pain. But through the pain, he knew this was his only chance. He wrapped his arms around the metal strut and held on, his gun slipping from his hand and falling to the concrete floor below him three long seconds after dropping it. 
 
    All this had happened in the space of a few seconds, the seconds in which Patricia had frozen. Before she knew what was happening, two of the Va’Shen were dead, her captain was gone, there had been an explosion of light, and there was a ten-meter circular hole in the roof that wasn’t there a second ago. 
 
    Hearing Ben scream in pain shook her out of it. Looking up, she saw the last Va’Shen diving for a rifle near the roof’s edge. She raised her gun, sighted in on the Va’Shen as he started to turn, the rifle now in his hands, and fired. 
 
    The first shot went over the alien’s left shoulder as he knelt in a crouch and started to raise the hardlight rifle to his shoulder. The second shot hit somewhere in his chest, Patricia didn’t see where, but the alien let out a croak and fell backward.  
 
    Then, either in a panic or a deliberate effort to evade capture, the Va’Shen rolled away from Patricia right off the edge of the roof. 
 
    Patricia stood there, frozen, her eyes glued to where the Va’Shen had fallen from the roof. 
 
    She had just shot somebody. 
 
    She had just shot somebody! 
 
    SHE. HAD JUST. SHOT! SOMEBODY. 
 
    “Patricia!” 
 
    The terp stood there, blinking. 
 
    “Patricia! Answer me, goddammit!” 
 
    She shook the stars from her eyes. “Captain Gibson!” she gasped. She turned to the hole and rushed toward it. “Captain Gibson!?” 
 
    “What’s going on up there!?” he called. “Are you all right!?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir! Um… Tango… I mean… Victor… I mean… I got him!” 
 
    “Are we clear?!” 
 
    Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit! 
 
    She had completely forgotten to check to see if there were any other Va’Shen. She spun around, her gun up, looking all over the roof, but nothing was moving but her. 
 
    The young officer took another step toward the hole. “I think we’re good… Um… Clear!” she called. 
 
    “Okay, good,” he shouted back. 
 
    She started for the hole. “Are you okay?!” 
 
    “Don’t get too close!” he called back. “You might fall in too!” 
 
    She stopped and swallowed. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he reported. “I’m stuck on one of the rafters.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben looked down at the crowd of troops and maintenance contractors standing around looking back up at him. A few of them had revved up a K-loader and were putting a cherry-picker on top of it, hoping to get a basket high enough to get to him.  
 
    His shoulder was on fire, and he wondered briefly if he had torn open the wounds the toka had given him. But first, he had to make sure Patricia was all right. 
 
    “Patricia?” he called up. “You still with me?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” she yelled back. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied somewhat weakly. “But, man, I have got to stop falling off things…” 
 
    “What should I do?” she yelled. She had come just close enough to the edge on the far side of the hole to see him. “Should I… Should I check the bodies or something?” 
 
    “No!” he yelled urgently. “They might have booby-trapped themselves! Just hang tight until base security arrives.” Even now, he could hear sirens in the distance through the sound of the alarm, which still had not stopped blaring. Someone in the hangar must have reported what was happening to the Tactical Operations Center via a land-line. 
 
    He looked up at her. She was pale and breathing hard, the adrenaline must have been pumping through her veins harder than it ever had in her life. “You did good,” he called to her. “So, just sit tight for a few minutes. Don’t do any hero shit, okay?” 
 
    She nodded quickly, and, as if just now realizing she was still holding it, slowly reholstered her weapon. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It took almost an hour to get Ben down from the rafters and another five minutes to get the paramedics to leave him alone. So, when he found Patricia leaning against one of the open hangar doors, looking out at the runway, he knew she was probably coming down from the adrenaline rush. The magnitude of the night’s events was just now dawning on her. 
 
    The hangar was filled with security forces, Army investigators, intelligence personnel and medics, and Ben had to walk through a small army of people just to get to the small piece of quiet his junior officer was occupying. 
 
    He walked up and stood next to her, finding what she had been looking at. Somebody had covered the body of the fallen Va’Shen with a tarp until someone could move it. 
 
    “Helluva night,” he commented casually. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” she replied quietly. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah! Yeah, I’m… You know… I mean…” She seemed to give up and went back to looking at the runway. Ben waited, knowing Patricia was likely going through something she had no idea she would have to when she woke up this morning. 
 
    “Is it supposed to feel like this?” she asked. 
 
    “How do you feel?” he replied. 
 
    “I mean… I don’t feel bad,” she said. “I know… I had to. It’s just… I feel like…” 
 
    She paused, and Ben took a stab at it. “Like you’ve done something you can never take back?” he asked. “No matter how much you might want to?” 
 
    Patricia was quiet for a long moment before nodding. “Yeah,” she admitted quietly. “Did you feel like that? Your first time?” 
 
    He took a breath and let it out slow. Every time had been different. He never dreamt of the first Va’Shen he had shot, way back when the war began. Whatever trauma he might have felt at that point had been overwritten by the more brutal, more intimate killing of the commando who had broken into his tent the night of the attack on Epsilon Eridani.  
 
    “A little,” he answered noncommittally. Killing people was part of his job, although ironically not the most important part. He’d done it at the beginning of the war, and he’d done it at the war’s end. The difference, he found, was how he felt between the two. If he was being honest, his feelings on killing Va’Shen had changed remarkably after the Persephone strike, and he wasn’t exactly proud of that. Realistically, it was something he had gotten used to doing. When you were being shot at, there wasn’t a lot of time to explore the moral quandaries surrounding life and death. He had seen some people get to the point where they liked it, and after Persephone, he could somewhat understand why. But he had never wanted to become like that. 
 
    He put his hand on Patricia’s shoulder. “You’re going to be fine,” he said. “Maybe after all this, before we head back to Leonard, go talk to Doctor Morant. Her office is here.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “Captain Gibson?” 
 
    They both turned and found an Army military policeman kitted out in body armor, helmet and other tactical gear, his M-31 hanging by a single-point sling to his armor. 
 
    “Yeah?” Ben replied. 
 
    “Base commander would like a debrief from you and Lieutenant Kim,” the MP told him. “We have a vehicle waiting to take you to the hard cock.” 
 
    Patricia blinked, not sure if she heard right. “I’m sorry, the what?” 
 
    The MP’s eyes went wide, and he looked like a man who just realized he screwed up in front of the wrong people. “Sorry, Ma’am!” he said quickly. “The Hardened Combined Operations Center… That’s… That’s just what some of the guys call it. Sorry for the slip, Ma’am.” 
 
    Patricia, however, wasn’t the kind of junior officer who went around looking for scalps, and after tonight she just didn’t really care. “What an unfortunate name,” she mused. 
 
    Ben grinned. “They never think before they come up with this stuff.” He turned to the MP. “Lead the way, Corporal.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Follow me, please.” 
 
    The MP started for the parking lot outside the hangar, and Ben followed. Patricia gave the body of the Va’Shen infiltrator one last look before turning and following. The corporal stopped next to a black SUV with government plates and opened the back door for them. Another soldier, sans armor and gear, was in the driver’s seat, waiting for them. 
 
    They drove around the runway to the other side of the base in silence, Patricia deep in her own thoughts, and Ben’s shoulder throbbing harder with each bump in the road. The impact with the rafter really did a number on him, and he wondered if he should tell anyone about it. He really didn’t have time to go to the Army hospital on base just to wait for a few hours for some ibuprofen. 
 
    They arrived at a nondescript, concrete building set into the side of a good-sized hill covered with red grass. The building itself appeared small, and Ben wondered if there was more of it under the hill. An Air Force lieutenant saw the SUV pull up and jogged toward it, saluting Ben as he emerged. Ben saluted quickly back and offered his hand. 
 
    “Ben Gibson, how’re you doing?” he greeted, shaking the man’s hand. “This is Lieutenant Patricia Kim. You looking for us?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” the man said. “Lieutenant Shaw, 337th Expeditionary Aerospace Wing. Colonel Toll is waiting inside. Follow me.” 
 
    Much like the JDOG, there was a front desk they had to sign into, but unlike the JDOG this desk was after a cage-like one-way turnstile and a few armed guards. The lieutenant signed them both in, and the bored-looking tech sergeant on the other side of the desk handed them a couple of yellow badges with big, red V’s on them. Once they were badged up and ready, the lieutenant led them to a set of stairs going down into the hill. 
 
    The stairs went down several floors, the first appearing to be security ready-rooms, locker rooms and what looked like a gym. But it was when they reached the fourth floor down that Ben gasped in surprise. 
 
    Computers. 
 
    The entire floor was open with a ceiling twice as high as the previous floors. One side was lined with rows of desks and computers rising row by row like in a stadium, all facing what was on the other side, a massive screen with satellite imagery, maps and charts and graphs that showed Ben who-knows-what kind of data. Phones were ringing off the hook as uniformed members from every service and country in the Coalition bustled about like worker bees. Up at the highest level, behind the desks were several doors, leading to what Ben assumed was conference rooms and offices. 
 
    “How?” Ben asked in awe. The electromagnetic interference that covered the entire planet made most electronics utterly unworkable. 
 
    Lieutenant Shaw smiled. “Turns out if you go far enough underground, you can get computers to work. Army Corps of Engineers spent months digging this place out. From here, we can communicate with the Embassy, the Neil Armstrong in orbit and the Chinese operations center on the other side of the planet via satellite.” 
 
    “How?” Patricia asked. “Even if you can get electronics to work here, the Fuzz would still interfere with radio signals.” 
 
    Shaw’s chest puffed out as if he had built the place himself. “Laser Optical Pulse Emitters send laser pulses to a satellite in geosynchronous orbit, which then communicates with other satellites and ships. Only works for point-to-point comms, and if the weather is bad, cloud cover can interfere with it and disperse the laser, but most days it works great.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Shaw, is that them?” 
 
    They looked up to see a rail-thin older man with graying hair walking down the steps from one of the offices toward them. The man had eagles on the collars of his Air Force camouflage uniform along with a set of wings over his left breast pocket, marking him as a pilot. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Shaw answered. “Captain Ben Gibson and Lieutenant Patricia Kim. They were the ones who engaged the attackers over in Infantry Village.” 
 
    Colonel Toll held out his hand and smiled as he shook each of theirs in turn. “Very well done,” he said. “I’d like to hear the details. If you would follow me. Lieutenant Shaw, can you get us some bottled water and meet us in the conference room?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Shaw went in one direction while Ben and Patricia followed the colonel up past the rows of desks and into his office. 
 
    * * * 
 
    An hour later, Toll was shaking his head in amazement as he sat behind his desk. Sitting across from him, Ben and Patricia had just finished answering the colonel’s questions about the events leading up to and during the fight on the hangar roof. 
 
    “Security found a bag up there with another thirty glassers in it,” Toll shared with them. “We lost sixteen people, another thirty-one wounded. I hate to think how high that number might have been if you two hadn’t taken the initiative.” 
 
    Patricia swallowed, wanting to ask about the man cut in half by a glasser, but somehow couldn’t bring herself to ask. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Ben said.  
 
    Toll smiled. “I know you’ve had a long night, and CID is going to want their own debriefings and reports, so we’ll end it here.” 
 
    He stood up, the universal signal for “this meeting is over,” and Ben and Patricia followed suit. Toll offered them his hand again, and they shook it. “Once again, thank you and well done.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    The commander led the two to his door and opened it for them. As they stepped out, they found Lieutenant Shaw approaching from the main floor of the ops center. 
 
    “Sir, good timing,” Shaw said. “Mr. Shonao is here to see you.” 
 
    “Now?” Toll asked. “Shit.” He saw the questioning looks on his guests’ faces. “Shonao is our Va’Sh-Gov liaison.” He sighed. “Okay, go find the on-call interpreter.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir,” Ben interrupted. “But Lieutenant Kim is a first-class Va’Shen interpreter. Would you care to make use of her talents?” 
 
    Patricia gave him a look as if asking why he was volunteering her for work. He nudged her with his elbow, and she spoke up. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Happy to help.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, Lieutenant,” Toll said. “I appreciate that. Let’s go see what the Va’Shen want.” 
 
    Ben watched as Toll led Patricia away and froze as the familiar shiver of feeling enemy eyes on his back ran up his spine. He turned and knew it was already too late to run. 
 
    “Captain Gibson!” 
 
    “Sergeant Marcus,” Ben sighed. 
 
    The Air Force PA specialist smiled. “This is great timing. They called me in because of the attack, but since you’re already here…” 
 
    Ben suppressed the growl threatening to crawl up his esophagus and out his mouth.  
 
    Let’s just get this over with. 
 
    “Okay, Sergeant,” he said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Marcus turned and waved for the captain to follow him. “I need to show you something.” 
 
    He probably needs some kind of approval to publish something, was Ben’s thought. He followed the senior NCO to one of the workstations in the far back corner of the ops center. Marcus pulled out a chair in front of a holotop computer terminal and waited for Ben to sit down before offering him an earpiece. Ben watched as Marcus touched several holographic folders on the image in front of him until he found the one he wanted. 
 
    “This,” Marcus began as he tapped the file, “Hit the Defense Holo Imagery Repository a few weeks ago. The investigators held onto it, hoping there might be some clues to glean from it, but finally just approved it for publication.” 
 
    “Just a sec,” Ben interrupted, thoroughly lost. “What investigators? What exactly is this?” 
 
    Marcus smiled and pressed “play.” “It is the last video file uploaded to DHIR from Fort Accetta Public Affairs before the asteroid strike.” 
 
    Before Ben could respond to that, some very obviously free-use pop music began to play, and the screen showed a woman and three kids. 
 
    “Happy Holidays to Major Eric Ricks! We love you, Honey!” 
 
    The image then changed to another person, a man this time, waving happily. The front of the Fort Accetta post exchange was in the background. “Merry Christmas, Bianca! I’ll see you soon!” 
 
    Family messages to deployed family members. It was a little something every base did for their deployed members. They would record various messages from families and then run them during commercial breaks on the Armed Forces Network during holidays. The meaning of what Ben was looking at hit him like a truck. These were likely the last messages any of them had sent to their loved ones, never contemplating for a moment what it might mean for the recipients. 
 
    He was hit by a second emotional semi-truck when the scene changed, and a blonde woman stood facing the camera. 
 
    “Merry Christmas, Ben Gibson!” Jessie said with a wave. “Come home soon! Come home safe!” She blew the camera a kiss and laughed. 
 
    His mouth formed her name, but no sound emerged. He swallowed dryly as something rose up from his throat and hit him behind the eyes. He blinked and was shocked to find tears wetting his cheeks. 
 
    The Ranger pushed back from the desk. The video was still going, but he had seen enough. Marcus was standing there with a shit-eating grin on his face, obviously quite proud of his surprise. 
 
    “Um… Do you have a list of the people mentioned in this video?” Ben asked him quietly. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, I do,” Marcus said. 
 
    Ben cleared his throat. “Would it be possible for me to send those people to you so they can watch this video?” 
 
    Marcus smiled. “Yes, Sir. It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Ben talked with Master Sergeant Marcus for another fifteen minutes or so, getting his contact information and promising a return favor should the man ever need one. The Ranger captain also felt more than a little bad about trying so hard to avoid him when all he wanted to do was do something nice for his people. 
 
    Lesson learned. 
 
    He managed to find his way to the COC’s snack bar where he found a half-full coffee pot. It was basically just a really large closet with a fridge and a table for the coffee pot and snacks. The clock on the wall read 2320. Seeing it spelled out for him made him realize how tired he was. When this whole thing had started, it was dinner time. He found a paper cup and started pouring coffee. 
 
    By the time he had finished his second cup, Patricia had found him.  
 
    “Coffee?” he asked, pouring her a cup. 
 
    “God, yes,” she replied. 
 
    “Everything go okay with the colonel?” he asked. 
 
    She gave him a look. “You sent me there to spy on them, didn’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I figure the guy might say something about approval for the detainee oaths.” 
 
    “Well, he didn’t,” Patricia told him. 
 
    Ben shrugged again. “Never know ‘til you try.” 
 
    “But the detainees did come up.” 
 
    The Ranger arched an eyebrow, and the look on Patricia’s face told him his instincts about sending her to translate for the base commander were about to pay off. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She leaned against the wall and looked out the snack bar’s door, checking to see if there was anyone nearby who might be listening. Satisfied, she took a sip of coffee and turned back to him. 
 
    “So, turns out this guy works for the Imperial palace,” she began. “Not really sure what rank or capacity, but he’s the guy they send to the base to complain about stuff. He’s also the guy they send to officially talk to the detainees.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said, nodding to indicate he was following. 
 
    “So, first thing he says to the colonel is that he heard about the attack and he’s so sorry about the deaths, yadda yadda, thoughts and prayers, etcetera etcetera. Then he tells the colonel that the Va’Shen government will help him track down all the prisoners who escaped.” 
 
    Ben stood up ramrod straight, eyes wide. “There was a break-out!?” he hissed. 
 
    Patricia smiled. “I’m getting there. So, the colonel says ‘thanks, but that won’t be necessary.’ And the Va’Shen guy warns him that these guys will be very hard for us to track down ourselves. The colonel says he misunderstood and tells him it’s not necessary because there was no escape attempt. And that’s when this guy got really interested.” 
 
    “How so?” Ben asked, a cold ball of lead dropping into his stomach. 
 
    “Tail goes nuts, just for a second, and he asks if the colonel is sure, and of course he is,” Patricia said. “Now, the colonel didn’t seem to realize it, but the Va’Shen guy was obviously upset about hearing how everything was fine. Finally, he says something like ‘that’s wonderful,’ apologizes again on behalf of his people, anything he can do, yadda yadda, and leaves.” 
 
    Ben stared off into space, his mind working in overdrive. “We need to talk to Azarin,” he said. 
 
    “You’re thinking what I’m thinking?” Patricia asked. 
 
    He nodded. “That attack was supposed to be more than just a few Va’Shen saying hello,” he said. “Someone fucked up.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sleep would have to wait. Ben knew that something the Va’Shen were trying to do had taken a wrong turn somewhere, and he had to find out what it was before they had a chance to course correct. Lieutenant Shaw offered to let them borrow a government vehicle, and, before long, Ben and Patricia were winding their way to the other side of the runway again, passing the bus stop where their long evening began and up into the JDOG parking lot. 
 
    “You think Colonel Ling is still here?” Patricia asked as they got out of the borrowed SUV and started up the steps to the detention facility. 
 
    “If he was here during the attack, then maybe,” Ben told her. 
 
    He needn’t have worried. As soon as they entered, the private behind the reception desk saw them and picked up the landline phone, speaking briefly into it. 
 
    “Sir, they’re here.” 
 
    A moment later, he put down the phone and gestured to the two of them. “Go right on back,” he said. “Colonel Ling is waiting for you.” 
 
    Ben and Patricia looked to each other. It sounded like Ling had been expecting them to come back. 
 
    They walked back and found Ling in his office. Rather than invite them in, he stood up and met them at the door. “Good. They found you,” he said. 
 
    “Sir?” Ben replied.  
 
    “I’ve had my people all over Transient Quarters looking for you,” Ling told them.  
 
    “We were at the COC,” Patricia said. “Debriefing Colonel Toll.” 
 
    Ling looked at them in confusion. “Debriefing Colonel Toll? About what?” 
 
    Ben quickly gave Ling a summary of their evening, ending with Toll’s conversation with the Va’Shen bureaucrat. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re right about something being up,” Ling told them when they were finished. 
 
    “How so?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Once the alarms stopped, your friend, Azarin, walked up to the fenceline and asked for you,” Ling told him. “We have him in an interrogation room now. We tried to talk to him ourselves, but he keeps asking for you.” Ling gave Ben a hard look. “Do you know what’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “I think I might,” Ben said. “Can I talk to him?” 
 
    Ling held out a hand, gesturing the captain to precede him. “Let’s go talk.” 
 
    The three walked down the hall and out the back of the building that housed the admin areas. Although it was dark outside, the Batting Cage was brightly illuminated with lights from the guard towers. Ben got an odd feeling as he looked through the fence. It was night, so of course no one was out and about, and yet things seemed… tense. 
 
    They continued walking toward the building that housed the medical and interrogation facilities and entered. As soon as they started down the hall, Ben saw a group of uniformed personnel huddled near a door, talking. One of them saw Ling and gestured to the others. 
 
    “Any change?” Ling asked as they approached. 
 
    “Nothing,” one of the men told him. “He’s just sitting there like he’s waiting for a food order to arrive.” 
 
    Ling turned to Ben. “We’ll be in the observation room.” 
 
    Ben nodded and turned to Patricia as they both removed their holstered weapons and gave them to Ling’s people to hold onto. “You ready for this?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    The Ranger nodded to the guard at the door, who unlocked it and opened it for him. Ben and Patricia stepped through and found Azarin sitting behind the table. He saw them and looked up. His ears twitched just the tiniest bit, perhaps relieved at finally seeing Ben arrive. 
 
    <Blessed evening,> Ben told him as he took a seat. <You ask for me?> 
 
    The Va’Shen captain took a breath. <May I ask something before we begin?> 
 
    Ben nodded. <Yes.> 
 
    <The alarms,> Azarin began. <What happened?> 
 
    He needed Patricia’s translation for the question and let her know he wanted her to translate totally from now on. “The base was attacked,” he said. “By a team of Va’Shen. I’m sure you heard the glassers from here.” 
 
    Azarin listened, but his ears, tail and expression remained unreadable. <How large was the attack?> he asked. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” Ben asked. 
 
    <I have suspicions,> Azarin replied. <Which have almost all been proven correct. Your answer is the final one.> 
 
    Ben gave the question some thought. The attack was over. If there were more attacks coming, he might be able to suss it out by Azarin’s reaction. “One team,” he said. “Three Va’Shen with glassers.” 
 
    Azarin said nothing for several moments. <That was all?> he asked. 
 
    “You expecting more?” 
 
    <No,> Azarin murmured. <And yes.> 
 
    Ben listened to Patricia’s translation, and his eyes narrowed. “Is he being vague on purpose?” he asked her. 
 
    “Hard to say,” Patricia replied. “He doesn’t sound like he’s trying to be coy or kidding around with us. The way he said it made him sound… sad.” 
 
    “Who told you to expect an attack?” Ben asked. 
 
    <I cannot tell you that… yet.> 
 
    Ben arched an eyebrow. “You’re sure he added a ‘yet’ to that? Specifically meaning he will tell us at some point?” 
 
    Patricia nodded. “That’s the word he used.” 
 
    <BanKipson,> Azarin said with an air of formality. <I will take your oaths now.> 
 
    Patricia was so surprised she didn’t translate the tod’s words immediately. It wasn’t until Ben called her name, that she did so.  
 
    Ben was just as surprised. 
 
    <The oaths we discussed earlier,> Azarin clarified. <I will take them. My commandos will take them. But I can answer no more questions until you guarantee the safety of my tods.> 
 
    “Um… Just… Just hold on a sec,” Ben said, rising to his feet and going to the door. He knocked twice, and the guard let him out. 
 
    Ling was coming out of the room next door at the same time. “How the hell did he know we were going to be attacked?” he demanded. 
 
    “The attack was for them,” Ben told him as the pieces fell into place. “They were supposed to break out in the confusion, but they didn’t.” 
 
    “Which means they must have contact with someone on the outside,” Ling concluded. 
 
    “No one’s ever escaped from your facility, Colonel,” Ben told him. “But someone’s been breaking in. We went through all the trouble to make sure the other commandos in there didn’t find out Azarin’s been talking to us, but then we went and sent a memo to the Va’Shen government, telling them ourselves!” 
 
    “So, they wanted to try to break them out before we could let them out?” Ling asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “I think Azarin figured that out and somehow shut it down from his end,” Ben said. “That’s why he wants to take these oaths now. Him and his guys are trapped in there with a bunch of commandos who think he’s stabbed them in the back. He’s got no other way out now.” 
 
    “Those oaths haven’t been approved yet,” Ling told him. 
 
    “Well, the commander needs to approve them now,” Ben replied. “This guy is sitting on the fence. One more push and he’ll fall right off it into our arms, but if we can’t get him and his guys out of there soon, they’re dead.” 
 
    “Let me make a call,” Ling said, turning and rushing down the hall away from him. 
 
    Ben turned and reentered the interrogation room, sitting down in his chair and folding his hands together on the table. 
 
    “We are asking our commander,” he said. “If he approves, we will give you the oaths.” 
 
    Azarin said nothing to this. Ben decided to see if he could get anything else out of him. 
 
    “The Va’Shen government said they do not approve of the new oaths,” Ben shared. “Are you sure you want to take them?” 
 
    He listened as Patricia translated and saw the tod’s tail sweep back and forth for a moment. 
 
    “Why didn’t you escape?” Ben asked.  
 
    His alien brother-in-law looked at him for several hard moments, as if weighing a great decision. He had just said he couldn’t talk until the deal was done, but at this point, what real choice did he have? There were details he had to hold onto for now, but given the betrayal just attempted against him, he felt there were some things he could share with a clear conscience.  
 
    <Because we were never supposed to succeed,> he hissed.  
 
    “The attack was the signal, wasn’t it?”  
 
    <We were all supposed to escape at once,> Azarin told him. <But things were strange, made no sense, so at the last moment, I ordered my tods to remain in the barracks. When none of the other commandos rushed to escape, I knew my suspicions were correct.> 
 
    Ben listened to Patricia’s translation and nodded. “They set you up,” he said. “They wanted your people to try to break out alone so we would kill you.” 
 
    <We were told there would be a massive attack on your base,> Azarin admitted. <One large enough to cover our escape. It seems that that too was a lie.> 
 
    And now they know that you know, Ben thought. He thought about the bureaucrat offering to hunt the escapees for the humans. He was willing to bet the plan they gave to Azarin had included rally points for his tods to flee to, rally points with Va’Shen soldiers waiting to kill the escapees the moment they arrived. Ling’s response teams would have killed probably most of them, and the Va’Shen security forces would have killed those lucky enough to actually make it out. Everything would have been wrapped up nice and neat, murder in the name of interstellar cooperation. 
 
    Two loud knocks on the door echoed within the room, and Ben stood up again, going to the door and stepping outside. Ling stood there, waiting for him. 
 
    “I talked to the commander,” Ling said. “He said he hadn’t received any read-aheads for the new oaths yet, so he asked me to read them to him.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Ling looked like he wanted to roll his eyes. “He said ‘these make perfect sense. Why didn’t we use these before?’” 
 
    “So… approved?” Ben asked. 
 
    The colonel nodded.  
 
    “You got a picture of the Emperor I can borrow?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re getting one from Dr. Sinclair,” Ling said. “It should be here soon.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll go tell him,” Ben said. “What do we do about his commandos?” 
 
    Ling took a deep breath and ran his hand through his graying hair. Ben and Patricia weren’t the only ones who had been up since five the previous morning. 
 
    “If we have to separate them, there’s no other good place to hold them. We don’t have a detention area offset from the batting cage large enough to keep them in.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t matter, though, right?” Ben asked. “Once they take their oaths, they’re supposed to be released.” 
 
    “Technically, yes, but it’s still going to take time to outprocess them.” 
 
    “What’s to outprocess?” Ben asked, careful not to let his irritation show to a superior officer. “What? They need to wash and turn in their blankets and pillows?” 
 
    Ling said nothing, probably thinking about how much outprocessing was actually necessary and how much was just the Army being the Army. 
 
    “Look, Sir, we know who they are and where they’re going,” Ben reasoned. “If you need anything else from them, I’m only a phone call away.” 
 
    “All right, let’s say I get on the phone and convince the commander to kick these guys out tonight,” Ling said. “Where are they going to go? They sure as hell can’t stay on the base.” 
 
    “Let’s just go ahead and move them to Pelle today,” Ben suggested. “I just need the base to loan me a few trucks and some boxed lunches, and we will be out of your hair forever.” 
 
    “I don’t think the commander is going to like that,” Ling grunted. 
 
    “Let him know that it’s thanks to Azarin that we didn’t have a harder night,” Ben said. “He trusted us enough to go against his fellow commandos. Now we need to help him by getting his people out of here.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll go make the call,” Ling relented. “What do we tell Va’Sh-Gov?” 
 
    “I’d say tell them we released their guys,” Ben replied. “But maybe give us a few hours’ start first.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben stepped into the interrogation room long enough to give Azarin a quick update and let him know they were waiting on a few more things to get approved. The tod only said, <I understand,> before going completely silent again. 
 
    Patricia and Ben left him alone in the interrogation room and went to get some coffee and pre-packaged donuts from the break room. Minutes dragged into hours as the wheels of Army bureaucracy slowly turned.  
 
    “Alacea’s gonna freak,” Patricia told him as she downed another cup of coffee.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m a shoe-in for Husband of the Year,” Ben quipped. 
 
    They looked up as Colonel Ling entered the room. “You ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Me?” Ben replied stupidly. 
 
    “They’re from your AO,” Ling said. “And the guy trusts you. I think you’re the guy who should be giving these oaths.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s okay, Sir?” Ben asked. “Isn’t there some kind of protocol or something?” 
 
    “Captain, I don’t care who they take the oaths from as long as they take them,” Ling said. “And if you giving them make them even one percent more likely to stick, then it’s worth it.” 
 
    “You are the overlord, Sir,” Patricia told him quietly. “And technically family…” 
 
    Ben groaned. “Okay, I get it.” He turned back to Ling. “Copy all, Sir.” 
 
    They followed Ling down the hall back to the interrogation room and stepped inside. Azarin was still there, but the table had been removed and placed up against the wall was a painted portrait of a silver-haired tod in a dark green robe holding a sword. To the left of the painting someone had placed a U.S. flag and to the right, as if to give the set-up some balance, was an Army flag. 
 
    Ben took a look at the set-up and turned to Azarin. <This is good?> he asked. He wanted to make sure they weren’t inadvertently insulting the tod’s liege-lord. 
 
    Azarin stood up and walked to about six feet from the portrait. He knelt down and sat on his knees before leaning over and putting his head on the ground, both his hands on either side of his head. 
 
    <I am ready,> Azarin told him. 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said and looked down at the card with the Romanized version of the three oaths. The last thing he wanted to do was screw up the pronunciation during such a solemn and important moment. He cleared his throat and began. 
 
    <Do you swear… you will not take upon yourself weapons of war unless commanded by your Emperor and to use them as your Emperor directs, or in the immediate defense of your home and person?> 
 
    <I swear it,> Azarin said. 
 
    Ben read the second oath on the card and began slowly once again. <Do you now know and understand the war between Va’Sh… and the nations of Urtu is ended… that the nations of Urtu are victorious… that the occupation of Va’Sh is right, proper and legal?> 
 
    <I acknowledge it.> 
 
    Two down, one to go. 
 
    <Do you swear… you will follow the orders of your Emperor… and to follow the orders of your Emperor that you will… cooperate with forces of the nations of Urtu on the lands of Va’Sh?> 
 
    <I swear it,> Azarin said. 
 
    Ben held his hand out. Azarin slowly looked up and saw it, tentatively reaching out to take it. Grasping his hand, Ben pulled the commando leader to his feet. 
 
    “I feel like I want to say ‘congratulations,’” Ben noted. “Somehow, though, it just doesn’t feel appropriate.” 
 
    <We acknowledge your strength and honor,> Patricia spoke up, bowing to Azarin. 
 
    Azarin bowed back to her, and Ben looked at her. “That sounded a lot better. Thanks.” 
 
    Patricia shrugged. 
 
    Ben faced his brother-in-law and spoke directly to him. <We give these… to your commando,> he said. <We take commando away from here in wagonthing.> 
 
    <And where will you keep us?> Azarin asked. 
 
    The Ranger shook his head, confused, before he realized that despite everything, the commando was still at least half-sure that he would remain their prisoner indefinitely. 
 
    <We take to you to home,> Ben said. <We take to you to Pelle.> 
 
    Azarin looked at him, his ears straight up in the air, and his tail whipping about behind him.  
 
    <Is that true?> he asked. <So soon? I assumed… I assumed you would demand our cooperation.> 
 
    He needed Patricia to understand that last part, but Ben understood Azarin’s concern. As long as the Emperor was beholden to Earth, Azarin’s oaths made him subject to Earth’s commands. 
 
    <War done,> Ben said. <Go home now.> 
 
    <Before that,> Azarin said after a lengthy pause. <There are things you must know.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Ling cried, his eyes wide as he searched Ben’s face in vain for some hint that the Ranger was playing some kind of cruel joke on him. “Since the second day?!” 
 
    Ben and Patricia were in the colonel’s office, debriefing him on everything Azarin had told them. For the man in command of a detention center, it was a gut punch to hear. 
 
    “That’s what he says,” Ben replied. “Second day they were here an ‘unknown commando’ suddenly showed up, claiming to be from the outside and said he would coordinate with them, provide them information on us, debrief them, the works.” 
 
    “And he told you how this guy has been getting in?” Ling demanded. 
 
    Ben winced. “Apparently, the guy has his pick of infiltration points,” Ben told him. “I asked for examples, and after the third one I told him to stop because I didn’t have anything to write on.” 
 
    The colonel put his face in his hands. “Oh my god,” he muttered. 
 
    “The good news is Azarin is talking to your guys right now and giving them everything, including which commandos are actually here and where they’re from,” Ben told him. “With that information, you can go to their villages, get someone like their Na’Sha to come here and talk some sense into them. It’s worked before.” 
 
    Ben was sure something like that would work. It was only when the Na’Sha of Kar’El village intervened on their behalf that Captain Turan and his Windsabers were willing to discuss surrender. 
 
    “So, this guy has been feeding them bullshit for the last six months,” Ling summed up, “Telling them that their homes were rubble and that we’ve been raping and pillaging our way around their planet, keeping them good and mean.” 
 
    The Ranger nodded. 
 
    “For what purpose?” Ling asked. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” Ben said. “But these guys, this ‘Dara Tang’ he talked about, don’t sound like the kind of people who are out there pushing peace and tranquility. The way Azarin described them, they’re somewhere between the Nazi Gestapo and the Spanish Inquisition.” 
 
    “They sound like charming people,” Ling deadpanned. 
 
    “Maybe they planned to use them as a sacrifice,” Patricia ventured. “The Va’Shen government never said anything about these prisoners to their people. Maybe they were waiting for an opportune time to reveal it and then use their captivity as a rallying point.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Ben said. “Continuous detainment tends to be an open sore when it comes to insurgencies. If things really kicked off, you might really have seen a big attack.” 
 
    “Beautiful,” Ling said. 
 
    “But if you can cut off their influence, show these guys their homes are still there, and bring in someone they can actually trust, it might turn things around.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and they all turned to see an Army NCO stick his head into the office. 
 
    “Sir, interrogators say they’re done.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t supposed to interrogate prisoners without Va’Shen representation present?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Ling grinned. “He’s not a detainee anymore, remember? He’s just another Va’Shen citizen obeying his Emperor and cooperating with occupation authorities.” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes and stood up. “Come on,” he told Patricia. “One last performance.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The gates to the Batting Cage opened, and Ben, Patricia, Colonel Ling, Azarin and a handful of armed guards walked in like they owned the place. Despite it being daytime, only a few detainees were outside, most likely lookouts and sentries. Ben thought most of the commandos were probably meeting in their barracks, trying to figure out what went wrong and where to go from here. Outside the fence line, Ben could see walking patrols making rounds outside the perimeter while engineers, following Azarin’s guidance, worked at the weak points in the fence. 
 
    “You know these guys are probably super pissed,” Patricia muttered. 
 
    “Yep,” Ben replied quietly. “Remember what I said about having a plan?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Patricia assured him.  
 
    Despite their concern, however, no one accosted them as they arrived outside the barracks assigned to the Storm Rifles. Azarin tapped the door twice and waited for it to open. Another tod in an orange jumpsuit opened the door from inside, and his ears straightened at the sight of the entourage Azarin had brought with him. 
 
    <Gather the Commando,> Azarin ordered him as they entered. 
 
    <Yes, Captain!> 
 
    As the commando dashed off to gather the others, Ben saw another commando approaching with three others in-tow. Azarin saw them and stepped forward. 
 
    Before the captain could say anything, the dark-haired tod in the lead spoke up. <We found this one trying to get in through an air vent. He has said nothing.> 
 
    Patricia translated the byplay for Ben and Ling as Azarin looked at the intruder standing between two of his commandos. The tod was very small, a full head shorter than Azarin and the commandos next to him, probably why he was chosen to try to sneak in through the vents. 
 
    <You are one of Yonao’s Carbineers,> Azarin declared, recognizing the young Va’Shen detainee. 
 
    The intruder said nothing. 
 
    Hearing the translation, Ling gestured to the commandos guarding him. <Get him out of here,> he ordered. 
 
    “Wait,” Ben cut off. At Ling’s look, he explained. “Let him stay, watch what happens,” he suggested. 
 
    Ling nodded and turned to Patricia. “Ask Azarin if he has any objections to letting this guy observe.” 
 
    Patricia turned to Azarin. <May new arrival person stay to watch?> 
 
    The captain thought hard on this. On one hand, he could see the benefit of having someone from another commando here to see what was really happening as it happened and could lead to other commandos doing the same. On the other, this was still very close to a formalized defeat, a very embarrassing moment for his community’s history. 
 
    <Hiding it benefits no one,> Azarin finally said. He faced his tods. <Tie him up in the back, Tasshas. He can observe.> 
 
    Tasshas bowed and turned to go. 
 
    <You are Tasshas?> Patricia suddenly spoke up. 
 
    The young corporal turned to the Dark One but remained silent. Azarin’s ears twitched an affirmative, prompting him to speak. 
 
    <I am,> Tasshas told her curtly. 
 
    The terp smiled at him. <Your parents are well,> she told him. 
 
    Tasshas’s ears shot up to the roof, and he looked quickly at Azarin as if asking with his eyes if he may speak more. At the captain’s assent, Tasshas looked back at Patricia. <You know my parents?> There was a hint of suspicion in his voice that Patricia picked up on. 
 
    <I work by side side with Kasshas and Yasuren on often,> Patricia told him. 
 
    Tasshas was silent, unsure as to what to believe. It was Azarin who snapped him out of it. 
 
    <Is the Commando assembled?> Azarin asked. 
 
    Tasshas rose to his full height, back ramrod straight and then bowed. <The Storm Rifles are at your command, Captain,> he said formally. 
 
    The Pelle commandos were gathered together in what could only be called a “mob.” Neat squares and marching, it seemed, was a human thing, and if Ben’s ROTC instructor saw the gaggle before him now, the Ranger was certain he’d have a stroke. 
 
    Azarin faced them as Tasshas joined the crowd. The commandos glanced nervously, sometimes angrily, at the humans standing behind him, but none voiced any complaint. 
 
    <I have taken the oaths,> Azarin declared without preamble. <Now you will take them.> 
 
    The commandos looked to one another in obvious concern. 
 
    <None of the oaths violate the commands of our Emperor,> Azarin said. <Indeed, one of them is to swear loyalty once again to the Emperor. The others are to acknowledge the defeat of our world and to not take up arms again unless the Emperor commands. Is there anyone here unwilling to acknowledge and swear to these things?> 
 
    No one said anything, and Azarin continued his pitch. 
 
    <Once we have taken these oaths, we will go home.> 
 
    Ears and tails began moving frantically, but not lips. No one wanted to dare hope for something that could be snatched away so easily. 
 
    As if to give voice to this fear, a red-haired commando stepped forward. <Captain, with deference, how can we know the Dark Ones speak the truth? This could be a trick.> He glared at the humans as if daring them to speak against him. 
 
    They did not have to. Azarin was expecting such a question and was prepared. He raised his hand and gestured to Ben. <You will give these oaths to this Dark One,> he told them. <He is the overlord of Pelle.> He paused a moment, either for effect or simply still too stunned by the words to easily get them out. <He is also tesho to the Na’Sha.> 
 
    Gasps and cries of shock went through the group like a wave. Only Tasshas and the other corporals, having heard the news before, said nothing. The Carbineer in the back, tied with bedsheets on the floor, watched this development with surprise and rapt attention. 
 
    <The Na’Sha has attested to this and his trustworthiness with her own hand,> Azarin said over the cries. He turned a predatory eye to each of the tods in turn. <Does anyone wish to counter the Na’Sha’s claim?> 
 
    Patricia, the only one who could follow along easily with Azarin’s words, would swear she could hear a collective gulp from the group. Questioning the Na’Sha was one thing. Questioning the Na’Sha while her brother, their commander, stood there was quite another. 
 
    The tods looked to one another again, but not a word was spoken. 
 
    Azarin turned to Ben. <It is time.> 
 
    The guards brought out the portrait of the Emperor and set it up on an easel so that the commandos could see it, although none of them would as they by this time had already dropped to their knees and rested their foreheads on the ground. 
 
    Ben cleared his throat and brought up the cue card he had made. One by one, he carefully recited the oaths just as he had done for Azarin. At the end of each one, the commandos voiced their agreement as Azarin kept watch on them to make sure none of them would try to cheat.  
 
    After the last oath was made, Ben lowered the card. <Completed,> he told them. 
 
    The tods stood up. Some of them appeared sullen or dejected. After three and a half years of resistance, they felt like they had finally admitted defeat. 
 
    Azarin turned to the bound intruder and gestured for one of the commandos to release him.  
 
    <Go,> he ordered him. <Make your report.> 
 
    The tod looked at all of them in amazement as he massaged his wrists. <I will,> he said. <I will leave nothing out.> 
 
    Several sets of Va’Shen eyes remained glued to the intruder as he walked toward the door to make sure he actually left. 
 
    “Good job,” Patricia whispered to Ben, offering him a fist-bump. The Ranger rolled his eyes but returned it. “Yeah, I’m the Va’Shen Abraham Lincoln.” 
 
    Ling smiled at him. “Better you than me,” he said. “And congratulations.” 
 
    “’Congratulations?’” Ben asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Ling said with a grin. “Now that they’ve made their promise, these Va’Shen are now officially your problem.” 
 
    Ben sighed. “Can I use your phone?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    After finding a spy in the Storm Rifles’ barracks, Ling didn’t want to take any chances and had guards ring the building while they waited for the trucks and drivers that would take them to Pelle to arrive. Ben had asked Azarin to have the commandos gather their things in the meantime, but this turned out to be something quickly and easily done as the Va’Shen prisoners had very little they could call their own. Their uniforms, weapons and equipment had been confiscated when they were taken captive. Normally, it was policy to return personal items, but, at the time, so little was known about the Va’Shen that people feared anything could be a hidden glasser or be laced with some kind of poison. That paranoia meant that many mementos and personal items were now lost forever. 
 
    Satisfied that things were secure for now, Ben and Patricia left to return to Transient Quarters to pack their gear. Ling was kind enough to loan them a government truck. The two rode in silence as lack of sleep and the exhaustion from the night’s events finally had a chance to catch up with them. 
 
    “I think I might die,” Patricia groaned miserably. “Can we stop at the PX and get some energy drinks?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea,” Ben agreed with a yawn. “I need to hit the PX, anyway. There’s something I want to get before we leave.” 
 
    Patricia thought about teasing him but was too tired for it. “’Kay,” she said. 
 
    They stopped at the Base Exchange, split up to shop and each returned with a couple of shopping bags. Loading them into the truck, they set out once again for Transient Quarters and packed up their belongings. 
 
    As Patricia threw her duffel bag into the back of the truck, she sighed. “I was just starting to get used to this place,” she said. 
 
    “Not me,” Ben said, closing the truck’s rear hatch. “This place is like another world compared to what I’m used to.” 
 
    Patricia yawned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m used to things making sense and doing things because they make sense,” he said. “These rear areas… There’s too much politics, too much ass-covering. Like if I tried to close down the bathrooms on Leonard because someone drew a dick-pic in the stall, I’d get fragged with a grenade while taking a shower.” 
 
    “It is a little Bizarro World,” the terp agreed. She yawned again. “God! How are you still going?! I feel like I’m going to fall down any minute!” 
 
    “Ranger school is sixty-one days, and only about six hours of it consists of sleeping,” Ben told her darkly.  
 
    “Screw that,” Patricia told him, opening the passenger door. “DLI for life.” 
 
    Ben smiled and got in the driver’s seat. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon before the trucks arranged by Colonel Ling finally arrived at the JDOG. The four big deuce-and-a-half transports could hold twenty tods each. A couple of them had been up-armored, a holdover from a time at the beginning of the war when it was thought a few more inches of steel could stop a hardlight rifle shot. That turned out to be misplaced optimism, but no one ever bothered to remove the armor, perhaps offering some kind of mental comfort to the people riding in them. 
 
    Word reached the Batting Cage, and the Storm Rifles filed out of their barracks, lining up so that the detention center officials could officially mark them off as they departed. Ben and Azarin stood at the back of the line, Azarin unwilling to leave the facility until all his commandos had done so. 
 
    As the two waited, Azarin turned his good eye to Ben. <Why did my sister agree to marry you?> he asked bluntly. <I assume you forced her, but why did she agree?> 
 
    Ben worked the translation through his head. The first question he understood, but it sounded like he was accusing him of making Alacea do something. 
 
    <Mistake,> he answered. Realizing that could be taken a few different ways, Ben went on. <I need Alacea help. I ask help. She make think I want marry. Did not understand. Now marry.> 
 
    Azarin looked at him and grunted. <Thank you,> he said unexpectedly. 
 
    That was the last answer Ben excepted. <Why?> he asked. 
 
    <It assures me that I was right,> the commando captain said, adding nothing more. Azarin had spent many hours the previous day in prayer, searching for a sign from the Gods. When things make logical sense, one doesn’t see things as a sign. Signs are supposed to be rare, stand out like a signpost on the road, obvious for what they were. Finally, Azarin had looked at the chain of events that had led to this situation. In order for all of this happen the way it had, his Na’Sha and sister had to somehow marry a Dark One. Then that Dark One had to come to this specific camp looking for a detainee from his village. The detainee who turned his head at the sound of his village name being called needed to just happen to be the Na’Sha’s brother in order for him to be shocked into speaking. And finally, the Dark One had to provide proof of his trustworthiness that could not be faked. And BanKipson had done so with a letter, not only from Azarin’s sister, but one that surreptitiously sent a message that the one he loved was well. None of those events, Azarin believed, could happen without the hand of the Gods guiding them. Taken together, it was easy to believe that the Gods wanted him to do all this. 
 
    Before Ben could press for a further explanation, something caught his attention in his peripheral vision. Turning, he saw a crowd of detainees standing further away, watching the Storm Rifles… glaring. 
 
    Azarin followed his gaze and turned away again. 
 
    <You want speak at them?> Ben asked. 
 
    <No,> Azarin replied. <They are cursing me. Maybe one day they will see this was right.> He turned his eye back to Ben. <Maybe one day they will be vindicated.> 
 
    <’Vindcated?’> Ben repeated. <Mean what?> 
 
    <If this is a trick,> Azarin said, ignoring the question, <I will kill you first.> 
 
    “That’s refreshing,” Ben muttered in English. “Usually, they threaten to kill themselves.” 
 
    <What?> Azarin asked. 
 
    <Nonimportant,> Ben replied. <No trick.> This time Ben turned and looked at Azarin. He understood the commando captain’s concern, but he also needed to make sure Azarin understood his concerns. <You betray what you make promise,> he said, <I kill you all.> 
 
    Azarin’s one good eye glared at the Dark One, but then he grunted. <It is good we can be honest with each other.> 
 
    <Yes, good,> Ben agreed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben was in the commander’s seat in the lead LTV. Behind them followed the four trucks carrying the newly freed commandos south to Pelle. It was a little more than three hours to the FOB. Sitting in the seat directly behind him, Patricia slept, her head pressed against the bullet-resistant glass of the LTV’s passenger window. Va’Shen roads were unpaved and virtually impossible for buses to use, hence the need for the much larger but less comfortable trucks. 
 
    The Ranger had expected to hear cheering from the trucks when they passed through the gates of Jamieson Air Base, but the commandos were silent. He wished there was a way to reassure them, but he had been through all this before. Pelle’s villagers had been ready to fight the Rangers right up until the moment the truck arrived at the FOB and their village was in sight. 
 
    There had been one near-incident an hour into the trip when the convoy pulled off to the side of the road and the drivers dismounted. At least half the commandos were certain that this was where they would be ordered off the trucks to be executed and dumped into mass graves. When the truck gates opened, they shouted at the drivers, who had no idea what to do to calm them down. It wasn’t until Ben walked past them to the side of the road, unzipped his fly, and started to urinate that the Va’Shen tods realized why they had stopped. They quickly hopped out of the trucks and joined the Ranger in one long line on the side of the road while Patricia stood off to the side, shaking her head and muttering about how men were the same on every planet. 
 
    By the time Patricia woke up, it was already past sundown. She rubbed her eyes and sat up in her seat with a yawn. “Where are we?” she asked. 
 
    “Maybe thirty minutes out,” Ben told her. 
 
    “Anything happen?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “It’ll be late by the time we get in,” she noted. “I hope someone will be there to greet them.” 
 
    “I phoned ahead and asked Warren to give them a heads up,” Ben said. “I figure at least the Mikorin will be there to welcome them home and give them something to eat.” 
 
    “Are you worried?” Patricia asked, detecting something in his tone that made her uneasy. 
 
    “Hard to say,” Ben replied. “Alacea seemed very pleased with hearing we found them, but… these guys are coming back from a lost war.” 
 
    “You think they might not be welcome by the rest of the villagers?” Patricia asked surprised. 
 
    “Different cultures, different ways of doing things,” Ben told her. “I bet you were told ‘thank you for your service,’ what? A dozen times just waiting for your flight at the spaceport?” 
 
    “Uh… something like that,” Patricia confessed dejectedly. It had always felt weird to her when someone thanked her for being in the military, especially when she hadn’t actually done anything she considered worth thanking someone for. 
 
    “It wasn’t always like that,” Ben said. “There was a time when it was easy for people to blame the servicemembers for wars they didn’t like. Hell, the Va’Shen generals cut their own throats for losing. It’s not hard to imagine regular Va’Shen being upset that these guys are coming home without their shields instead of on top of them.” 
 
    “That last part went over my head,” Patricia admitted. 
 
    “It means that it may have been better if these guys had died instead of coming home in defeat,” Ben explained. 
 
    “I hope it’s not like that,” the terp said quietly. “These guys have been through a lot.” When Ben didn’t reply, she thought she had said something wrong. “I don’t mean that they aren’t the enemy. It’s just…” 
 
    “War’s over,” Ben cut her off quietly. “And people like us are the only humans who have an idea just what they’ve been through. 
 
    Patricia smiled. “I’m glad you can feel that way.” 
 
    Ben didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, finally… 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Where do you want us to stop, Sir?” the LTV driver asked Ben as they crossed the bridge into Pelle. “The FOB?” 
 
    “No,” Ben told him. “That’ll probably just freak them out. Take us to that tall building in the center of town. Let them see that everything’s good.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    The convoy wound its way through Pelle. Although it was night, both moons were out and added to the light given off by the water lamps hanging around the village, illuminating the buildings. As the vehicles turned the corner, the LTV headlights panned over a massive crowd of Va’Shen standing at the other end of the street. The vehicles pulled forward, stopping in a line facing the crowd. 
 
    “Well,” Patricia muttered. “This looks… ominous.” 
 
    There was no cheering in the crowd, no signs welcoming the commandos home. They simply stood there, waiting. 
 
    Without a word, Ben got out of the LTV and walked back to the first truck. Azarin was sitting in the seat right at the tailgate. 
 
    <We are present,> Ben told him.  
 
    Azarin climbed out, looking around in honest surprise. <It is almost exactly as I remember it,> he said. 
 
    He took several steps from the truck as the other commandos climbed out, all of them looking at their hometown in disbelief. They had been told it was nothing more than a smoking ruin covered with charred bodies and wreckage, and yet the night was peaceful, the buildings stood tall, and the air remained sweet. 
 
    As the commando captain came around to the front of the truck, he saw the crowd of villagers standing before him. They had moved closer as the former detainees exited the vehicles and were now only a few feet from the lead LTV.  Ben looked up at the LTV gunner and waved for him to come down off the turret. The last thing he needed was a nervous gunner surrounded by Va’Shen when he wasn’t sure how this was about to go down. 
 
    Azarin stepped forward and faced the crowd as other commandos moved up to join him. Standing opposite of him was Alacea, herself, at the front of the mob of villagers. 
 
    The commando captain bowed to her. <Na’Sha,> he began. <I am Azarin, elected captain of the Second Commando of the First Prince’s Storm Rifles, and we have returned. We are… defeated.> 
 
    Ben and Patricia watched from the side as Alacea stepped between the two groups of Va’Shen and approached Azarin. She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. <You are not defeated!> she cried. <You are home!> 
 
    As if that were some kind of signal, the entire village population rushed forward and surrounded the commandos, each trying to hug, pat or simply touch one of the returning detainees. The odd-sounding hiccups that Va’Shen make when they cry filled the village square as the two mobs fused into one collection of reunited loved ones. 
 
    Ben heard a sniffle and turned to see Patricia wiping a tear away. “Makes it all worth it, doesn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Ranger relented.  
 
    As he watched, Ben’s thoughts drifted back to the video Master Sergeant Marcus had shown him, of his Rangers’ loved ones waiting for them to come home. It left him conflicted as to how he was supposed to feel about this. There was the familiar anger inside him, welling up to the surface about the unfairness of it all. This kind of reunion was denied to his troops by the very aliens enjoying it now. 
 
    On one hand he wanted to feel happy for Azarin and the villagers. But on the other, he wanted to curse them for it. In the end, there was no way to feel “good” about it. He would have to settle for the sense of accomplishment that came with achieving a strategic objective. The village would be more positively inclined toward him and his people and therefore less likely to cause trouble later. 
 
    That, he thought, would simply have to be enough. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As the initial wave of emotion crested and began to subside, Va’Shen families began the gut-wrenching search for their family members. Situated away from the group, leaning against the hood of the LTV he had driven here, Senior Chief Warren saw Basilla and Turean weaving through the crowd, searching. He didn’t approach them, not wanting to intrude on, hopefully, their reunion, but he silently rooted for them to find whom they were searching for.  
 
    He sighed as he saw Basilla speaking to a group of commandos in orange jumpsuits and saw her break down, covering her chest with her hands as she fell to her knees. Turean stood next to her, his tail slack and his ears drooped over and listless. 
 
    “Damn,” Warren whispered. 
 
    The sailor knew there would be many more vixens and children going through the same thing, and even those who did find someone had reason to mourn. He saw the familiar flash of red hair as the Huntress leader, Bao Sen, found a tod with a similar mop of reddish hair and embrace, only to cover her heart with her hands, herself, and begin to hiccup in grief. 
 
    It was while he was watching Bao Sen and her brother that he suddenly realized he wasn’t alone anymore and jumped in surprise to find Turean standing next to him. 
 
    “Sehnor Jief,” Turean said quietly, and Warren wasn’t sure it was a greeting or a plea. 
 
    The Navy senior NCO put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. <I sorry,> he told him. <I wish different.> 
 
    <I should hate you,> Turean told him, his eyes refusing to meet Warren’s. <I should want to hate you.> 
 
    “I know, son,” Warren said. <I understand. I sorry.> 
 
    <I must help my mother now,> Turean told him. <I will not be at your workshop tomorrow.> 
 
    Warren just squeezed his shoulder. <I understand. You help mother. Be good tod.> 
 
    Turean bowed to him stiffly and turned, disappearing into the crowd of jubilant and mourning Va’Shen. 
 
    Warren watched him go and sighed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Although Azarin was her brother, Alacea was the Na’Sha and could not spend all her time with him. He watched her move among the crowd, welcoming the returning tods, sharing in the joys of the families and praying with those whose tods did not return. His adopted father and mother had found him and embraced him, his mother wailing at the loss of his eye, but he had assured her he was all right. 
 
    He caught sight of Tasshas and his parents, Yasuren holding his face in her hands and examining his scars. Many of his younger commandos had taken brides before they had left and many of these young vixens had leapt upon them as they were found, hugging them and nipping their ears in joy. One of his riflemen, Portas, hugged his myorin tightly, but he noted there was something subdued in the way Beretes had reacted. He suddenly wondered how many of these would-be widows had been granted Exemptions. He made it a point to ask Alacea. 
 
    The commando leader informed his parents he needed to speak to the Na’Sha and would be right back and waded into the crowd in search of his sister. Before he realized it, he found himself standing in front of a blue and white-haired vixen, who looked at him in surprise, her tail whipping about and her ears standing straight up. 
 
    Azarin swallowed and strained to keep his tail under control. He bowed respectfully to the Mikorin before him. 
 
    <Hestean Aru’Dace,> he said in greeting. <It is… agreeable… to see you again.> 
 
    Hestean’s back remained ramrod straight as she looked at his face, her ears drooping at the sight of his lost eye. 
 
    <Captain Azarin,> she said as she returned his bow. <It is indeed agreeable to see you alive and well, though I am saddened by your wound.> Her tone, as was his, remained stiff and formal. 
 
    <It is nothing compared to those suffered by others,> he told her. <I am thankful to the Gods that they allowed me to keep the other eye.> 
 
    <Yes, thanks be to Them,> she agreed quickly. 
 
    <I am… also thankful to see that you… and the other Mikorin… were spared from harm,> he told her. 
 
    <Yes,> Hestean replied, careful to maintain her formal tone. <We have been blessed.> 
 
    They were both silent for a moment, not wanting to draw the wrong kind of attention, but not wanting to part ways yet. 
 
    <You… You were elected captain,> Hestean remarked. <I am sure you earned such trust through valor.> 
 
    Azarin’s ears twitched a rueful smile. <I earned it by benefit of my sister’s position,> he admitted. <The commandos needed all the help the Gods could give them at the time.> 
 
    <I am certain that is not true,> Hestean told her with a twitch of her own ears. <I, for one, have always known your quality.> 
 
    <The Aru’Dace is kind,> he replied, wanting to return the compliment but knowing how it would look for a mere woodworker to brazenly remark on a Mikorin’s beauty. It was time to move on before his emotions got the better of him. <I must speak to the Na’Sha,> he told her. <Please excuse me, Hestean Aru’Dace.> 
 
    <Of course, Captain Azarin,> she said with a bow. <Perhaps we shall speak again. Welcome home, and may your loved ones hold you tightly.> 
 
    He bowed back and paused for one more look before turning to go. 
 
    Were it not for you, he thought to her, we would never have returned home at all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ben rubbed his forehead and looked at the clock in his hooch. It was approaching midnight. They had had to wait more than an hour before the crowd in Pelle’s town square had thinned out enough to move the truck convoy to the FOB. Then he had to make sure the drivers and crews of those trucks had a place to bed down for the night. He also had to call the COC at Jamieson to let them know they arrived okay and that the freed detainees had been delivered. 
 
    Sleep, at this point, was a distant memory for Ben, something that happened in the before-time, in the long-long-ago. But as he finished writing the report of the day’s events at the little table in his hooch, he knew there was no way he was going to put it off another minute. 
 
    He removed his camouflage jacket and tossed it over the chair, intent on collapsing into his bed as-is. As he reached over to turn off his lamp, a gentle knock came at his door. 
 
    Sleep was, once again, a distant memory… 
 
    Ben sighed and changed course, going to his door and opening it. Since it was unlikely to be Alacea given the celebrating the Va’Shen were doing, Ben assumed it was one of his NCOs trying to get him to sign something that needed signing while he was away and was now overdue. So, he was honestly surprised when he opened the door and found the violet-haired priestess standing at his door. 
 
    <Blessed evening, Tesho,> she told him. 
 
    <Blessed evening,> he replied as she stepped inside and removed her grey leatherish boots. <You not be near Azarin?> he asked. He had naturally assumed that Alacea, being his sister, would be celebrating with the commando captain. 
 
    <He is with his family,> she said almost casually. 
 
    Ben cocked his head and pointed at her. <You family not?> he asked. 
 
    Her ears twitched a smile. <Azarin was taken in by another family when we were young,> she said. <And as Na’Sha, it is not appropriate for me to show favor to someone with whom I share blood.> 
 
    Ben took a minute to decode what she said, and, seeing that, Alacea tried to dumb it down for him. <I cannot be there for just one,> she said as she sat down on the floor between his desk and his bed. 
 
    <Something Myorin needs?> he asked. 
 
    <Only to thank you again,> she replied. <There will be many celebrations in the coming days. You are welcome to come.> 
 
    Ben thought about it and shook his head. <Not right,> he said. <Enemy should not be at celebration.> 
 
    <You are not the enemy,> she retorted quietly. 
 
    <Commandos not see as,> he said. <I want them be happy. Families be happy. Stay away.> 
 
    <I see,> Alacea said uncomfortably. <Forgive me, then.> 
 
    <No need forgive,> he said.  
 
    She pointed at his left side. <Is your shoulder better?> she asked. 
 
    He didn’t say anything, and apparently his Myorin knew him well enough by now to know that meant “no.” 
 
    <It is not better?> she asked. She rooted through her bag. <I have more ointment. Remove your shirt.> 
 
    <Not bad,> he assured her, but he was reluctant to shut her down completely. The ointment she used last time had really helped, and since hitting the rafter his shoulder had ached a lot. 
 
    <Must we have this debate every time you are hurt?> she asked. <Is this what it means to be myorin to a warrior? To constantly fight for the sake of common sense?> Her tail slapped the floor and her ears were turned pointedly in his direction. 
 
    <Yes, good,> he relented, holding his hands up with an exhausted smile as if to ward off blows. 
 
    <Remove your shirt,> she ordered. 
 
    The Ranger pulled off his sand-colored T-shirt, and Alacea’s ears jumped straight up. It looked like the entire left side of his body was one huge bruise. 
 
    <What happened to you?!> she cried. 
 
    Ben knew he had no way to adequately explain what happened, so he opted for brevity instead. 
 
    <I fell.> 
 
    <Fell?!> Alacea exclaimed. <By chance did you fall off a building?!> she demanded sarcastically. 
 
    <Um… yes,> he replied truthfully. 
 
    <You fell off a building?!> she cried. 
 
    <Do not look like that,> Ben chastised. <You asked.> 
 
    <Lay down,> she ordered sternly. Her tail swished back and forth behind her. <What am I supposed to do with you?> she asked, more to the Gods than him. 
 
    “Déjà vu,” he said as he laid down on his back. 
 
    <What?> she asked. 
 
    <We do this before,> he explained. 
 
    <Because you continue to injure yourself!> she complained. 
 
    She rubbed the brown slurry-like ointment on her hands and began to gently apply it to his shoulder. The priestess worked in silence, one that became more awkward as time went on, until finally it was broken with a barely audible question. 
 
    <Do you hate us?> she asked. 
 
    He looked at her and arched an eyebrow. <Why ask that?> he replied. 
 
    <Expert Engineer Warren told us about your world,> she said. <I knew your myorin had died in an attack… That is bad enough. I did not realize that we had also destroyed your home world as well.> 
 
    <You hate me?> he asked. 
 
    Her hand paused as she focused on his expression. Despite her time with him, it was still incredibly difficult to understand his state of mind without benefit of ears and a tail.  
 
    <No,> she said as she resumed applying the ointment to his bruises. <I admit I feared you greatly, and I know that there are many who do hate you and will likely continue to do so. But I do not hate you.> 
 
    <I do not hate you,> Ben told her. <I afraid before. I hate some Va’Shen. I do not hate you. Do not hate Azarin. Do not hate Pelle.> 
 
    Mention of her brother made her pause again. <Even though Azarin is a commando who killed your people?> she asked. 
 
    <Azarin kill us,> Ben said. <I kill Va’Shen. Azarin do he know correct. I do I know correct. Cannot hate for that.> 
 
    She stood up and wiped her hands with a towel hanging from his desk chair. <I am done.> 
 
    Ben sat up and moved his shoulder around a bit. It was already starting to feel better. <Thanks be to you.> 
 
    Alacea bowed to him, acknowledging his gratitude. 
 
    “Oh!” Ben suddenly cried, startling the priestess. He hopped up and went to his black duffel bag, which he still had yet to unpack. <I bring something to you,> he told her. 
 
    <For me?> she asked. Her ears pointed at the sky, and her tail began to wave a little faster. Somehow it reminded Ben of a dog who just heard the word “treat.” 
 
    He removed the flat, square object wrapped in an AAFES bag and turned, handing it to her. 
 
    Alacea gingerly took the package and fiddled with it until she found the open end of the bag. Removing the object, her ears pointed quizzically downward. It was a rather wide book with alien writing on the front and a picture of a stream moving rapidly over blue rocks. 
 
    <Pictures,> he explained. <Other places far away.> The book was a coffee table book titled “Earth’s Colonies,” and featured large, glossy photographs of the natural wonders of worlds other than Earth.  
 
    Alacea opened the book, and her ears began fluttering in wonder. A photo of green grass and a blue sky with three moons hanging over it looked back at her. The detail in the artwork amazed her, not understanding what photography was and how it was different. To her, it appeared that the artist was amazingly talented. Flipping the page, she saw white, snow-capped mountains and blue ice floes. These were things Alacea had never seen or even knew existed. 
 
    <These mountains float!> she exclaimed. 
 
    <Those are “icebergs,”> he told her. <Big ice pieces float in water.> 
 
    <Aisu-barugus,> Alacea sounded out. <How cold this place must be.> 
 
    She flipped through the book a little faster, just enough to catch glimpses of the worlds she had never seen. Finally, the priestess shut the book. 
 
    <This is a rich gift,> she said. <I could not take it.> She offered it back to him. 
 
    Ben refused to touch it. <Small gift,> he assured her. <Take. Please. You help much.> 
 
    Far from a “rich gift,” Ben had found it on the rack at the Exchange while checking one last time for a new combat knife. He had failed on that point, settling for a Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife instead of his beloved mini-Kabar. 
 
    Alacea pulled the book to her chest and looked down at her feet. <Thank you,> she said. “Mahalo.” 
 
    “’Thank you,’” Ben corrected. <”Mahalo” different peoples.> 
 
    <Ah,> Alacea replied. “’Sank yuu.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She held the book out to him. <Um… Is your world… in here?> 
 
    <My world?> he asked. 
 
    <Yes,> she said nervously. <I… I would like to see it.> 
 
    Ben took the book and checked the index. Finding what he was looking for, he flipped the pages in the book until he found a large, double-page photo of a city sitting on the shore of an azure bay. He turned the book and showed it to her. <Persephone,> he said.  
 
    She reached out and touched the page with her fingertips. “Par-sefu-nay,” she sounded out. The Va’Shen girl smiled. <It is beautiful.> 
 
    Ben reached over the top of the book and pointed at a group of buildings in the bottom right of the right page. <I live once here,> he told her. 
 
    <That was your home?!> Alacea asked in amazement. <Such a large palace!> 
 
    The Ranger’s eyes lit up as he laughed at her. Alacea, recognizing the sound, pouted, her tail slapping the floor. 
 
    <No,> he told her. <One part me. Many others live too.> 
 
    <Ah, I see,> she said. She pointed at the left side of the picture. <Is that the ocean? I have never seen one.> 
 
    Sleep remained a distant memory as Ben spent the next hour struggling through broken Va’Shen to tell his Myorin about his world. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Wenlin’s fingers shook uncontrollably as she grasped the small vial of green liquid from the sash she wore over her blue and yellow hanbok. She looked from side to side, looking to see if there was anyone watching her as she waited outside the simple wooden door, the only one in the short hallway that ran along the left side of the tiny, one-story office. There were a few Dark Ones here and there, working in the building, but, more importantly, no Va’Shen. 
 
    She popped the cork and downed the liquid in one go, throwing her head back so her long, midnight black hair fell down her back and below her waist. Taking several breaths, the vixen put the vial away and waited, watching as the shaking in her fingers began to slow and stop. Wenlin whispered a thanks to the Gods just as a voice came from the door. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The Va’Shen woman straightened her hanbok and opened the door, keeping her eyes cast to the floor in front of her as she approached a simple wooden desk in the center of the room. Behind that desk, standing on either side of the black-haired Dark One seated in the standard office swivel chair, were two flags. The one on her left was red, white and blue with a combination of stripes and stars while the one on her right was a white flag with a red, six-pointed star in the center. 
 
    She bowed to the man behind the desk and held it, waiting patiently for him to acknowledge her. 
 
    “Greetings, Wenlin,” the man behind the desk said in English, not bothering to look up from the paperwork he was doing.   
 
    “Greetings, Aridesho,” she replied, also in English. She silently rose to her full height and stood before his desk, expectantly. 
 
    Finally, the man put his pen down and looked at her. <Everything is well?> he asked, switching to Va’Shen so naturally, Wenlin wouldn’t have known he wasn’t a native speaker if she wasn’t also looking at him. 
 
    <The details have been settled,> she reported. <All have been instructed on what they may and may not bring. Those who did not wish to leave have been informed of their choices.> 
 
    <What did they choose?> the man asked. 
 
    <They chose to leave, Overlord.> 
 
    <You have told them what to expect if we find them here after you leave?> he asked. 
 
    <I have, Overlord.> 
 
    <There will be no complaints later,> he warned. 
 
    <I understand, Overlord.> 
 
    The man stood up and circled his desk, leaning against the front of it as Wenlin swallowed nervously at her new proximity to the Dark One. She quickly cast her eyes downward submissively so he would not feel that she was challenging him. 
 
    <I am… sorry…> the man told her. <… that our relationship was so strained. But I like to think we found ways to understand one another.> 
 
    You should make this statement to the Chieftain’s widow instead of me, she thought, but quickly quashed the anger she felt. This Dark One, she knew, understood how to read their thoughts. 
 
    <I must also thank you,> he continued. <For stepping in to help us establish a peaceful relationship.> 
 
    <You honor me, Overlord,> she replied woodenly. 
 
    <I expect you to maintain that peaceful relationship when you and your people arrive in Sector 13,> he told her. <The Overlord there lost his home world to your people. So, unlike me, he is not likely to be patient with your people’s emotional outbursts. Do you understand?> 
 
    <I understand, Overlord,> she replied plainly. <There will be no outbursts.> 
 
    She swallowed again at the nugget of information the Overlord had just given her. Their new Overlord, it seemed, had reason to hate Va’Shen. After six months under their current Overlord, she could not imagine what it would be like to live under the rule of a Dark One who actually hated them. 
 
    The man stood up. “Good,” he said in English. <I hope you have a safe trip. You will start out tomorrow. After you leave, the village will be thoroughly searched.> 
 
    <Yes, Overlord,> she said, relieved that the meeting seemed to be ending. 
 
    <Just remember, Wenlin Na’Sha,> he said. <If my people find anything… concerning… in those homes, we can still catch up to your people very quickly.> 
 
    Wenlin shut her eyes. Please, you hotheaded tods, don’t do anything stupid, she prayed. 
 
    <Yes, Overlord.> 
 
    The man smiled at her. <Then there will be no problems.> He circled back around to his chair and sat down. <You may go.> 
 
    Wenlin bowed to the man again and turned on her heel, stepping out of the office and shutting the door behind her. 
 
    As the door clicked shut, Wenlin’s hand went to her chest, and her tail began to spasm violently. She tried to keep her hand from shaking but, drug or no, she couldn’t. To be in the same room with that Dark One, that monster, filled her with fear and revulsion.  
 
    But soon… Soon they would all be gone from this place, this poisoned paradise they had once called their own. It belonged to the Dark Ones now, and they were welcome to it.  
 
    There were too many bad memories for her community here to ever again look at it fondly.  
 
    She had hoped, desperately, in fact, that their transfer to another part of the continent would herald a fresh start for them all. When she learned that their Overlord, this Dark One, Keyes, was not coming with them, she had fallen to her knees, raised her hands and gave her thanks to the Gods… 
 
    But to hear now that this new Overlord harbored a vendetta against them…  
 
    To protect her community, Wenlin had been willing to do many things… terrible things… That was the role of the Na’Sha. It was the role she had accepted when the previous Na’Sha died earlier in the year.  
 
    How much more could she do, though? 
 
    How much more could she endure? 
 
    How much more could she ask of her Mikorin? 
 
    The answer, she knew was obvious. 
 
    Everything. She would give everything, do anything, endure all of it and ask of the Mikorin the world itself to hold their community together. 
 
    They had done so here. 
 
    They would do so in Pelle. 
 
      
 
    To Be Continued… 
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