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Fog of War

Alien abductions have never been like this—tens of thousands of people forced into massive cargo holds of marauding spaceships. Earth is bracing for a second attack, and U.S. Army Colonel Patrice Sullivan is part of the ground effort to repel the enemy. But when she and her soldiers are captured, she must engineer their escape from a ship traveling through the vacuum of space, using a technology no one understands, and fighting a foe so ruthless and determined, they will stop at nothing to succeed. But before she can accomplish that, she must learn to see the people she is rescuing as more than merely her mission objective, but as individuals who may either help her or betray her.
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CHAPTER 1 – NEGOTIATOR

Colonel Patrice Sullivan stepped out the front entrance of the headquarters building, to the large grassy area where the alien shuttle sat waiting, parked on the grass of a parade field, surrounded by military police guards in the distance, armed to keep intruders away from the spacecraft but far enough not to be sensed by the empathic creatures. 

She stopped. Didn’t want to come any closer. She’d dealt with enough aliens already to last her the rest of her life. 

A puff of hot wind brushed her cheek. The grass had turned brown in the August heat, and the dark green of the pecan trees appeared duller than normal, the plants struggling in the scorching summer.

“There you are!” a male voice said behind her. “You ready to start the negotiations?”

“Feeling confident, sir,” she lied as she turned to see General Uboldi, a stout man in the dark blue uniform of the Space Force, already several feet through the door, adjusting his hat. She saluted and he returned the greeting, then dipped his hands into his pockets, now looking casual, like he thought this was just another day at the office. Probably a practiced posture. He couldn’t possibly think he was in the realm of the normal.

He stopped beside her, looking out at the wilted parade field, where the air shimmered from heat rising way too early in the day. “Let’s go, then.”

She hesitated, uncertain about this man she’d only recently met, now in charge of what was essentially first contact with these aliens. He seemed a little too pushy, too unrefined, and she was not sure he was the right man for the job. “Sir, I think we should talk about what we’re going to do here before we just rush out there.”

He pulled his chin into his neck, frowning. “We’re not ‘rushing out there.’ We have our orders and our mission, and now, we execute.”

Maybe he didn’t understand her concerns clearly enough. “You know they can read your mind, right, sir?”

“Only the really gifted ones. And you don’t have to call me ‘sir’ all the time. With what you’re about to do, they’ll probably give you so many medals you’ll be my commanding officer when you return.”

She gritted her teeth. “No pressure, huh?” They only wanted her to accomplish the impossible. It seemed everyone thought she could do that nowadays.

“We’re counting on you.”

She nodded again, this time her movements feeling jerky, nervous.

He squinted at her. “You don’t want to be here, do you?”

“Mission first,” she said.

What she wanted was beside the point. She had orders. And she was pretty sure that any promotion she got was dependent on her success here. And that was the problem. 

Once she’d gotten back from her ordeal at the hands of alien kidnappers, she’d been ready to resume her command of her brigade, get all the accolades that would assure her next promotion, her main goal in life. But by then, a new commander was on his way, selected and put on orders while she was still out in space, struggling to escape, while they thought they would never see her again. At that point, all that was left for her was to turn the unit over to him. 

Now, the change of command ceremony was over, and she had departed the unit, fading into the sunset, giving the new commander a chance to develop a relationship with the soldiers there.

God, she missed that unit. She missed being in command. Now, she was about to become some kind of interstellar diplomat, a role she was singularly unprepared to play and didn’t think she was going to enjoy. And these aliens, unlike the rough and cruel Dakh Hhargashian kidnappers she’d escaped from, these aliens, the “good guys,” were so kind and nice, she could become diabetic just from spending too much time with them. All that alien kindness shouldn’t have been a drawback. But strangely, she felt like she could understand the Dakh Hhargash better than the Mralans.

“Okay, then. You understand what we’re doing here, right?” Uboldi asked.

She nodded. “I’m trading myself for technology.”

“And you’re not allowed to go with them until we get that. That’s the deal.” 

“But that’s the problem,” she said. “The Mralans told me no technology transfer. They were very clear on that. Didn’t anybody read my report?”

“It got briefed,” he said. “But that doesn’t matter. It’s our mission to get that.”

“I see.” So much for her vain hope that she’d misunderstood the whole set-up. And so much for the promotion she desperately wanted. When she fell flat on her face in these negotiations, they would drum her out of the service.

“And one other thing,” Uboldi said. “These people are sneaky.”

She raised her brows, trying not to chuckle at his unsophisticated assessment. “Sneaky?”

“They’ll use your thoughts against you. Stuff like that.”

“Right.” She nodded, like it was new information, even though that little tidbit had also been in her report. “That’s why I figured I needed to get my emotions under control before I walked out there.”

“Good move,” he said. “You don’t want to give them any opening to work with. So, lock it down.” 

“Got it.” Damn. She hoped she knew how to control her feelings, keep everything wrapped up and pushed into the dark recesses of her mind where no empath could access it. 

“Because the fate of Earth—”

“Yes, sir.”

He snapped his mouth shut, skin puckered between his brows. But he didn’t call her out for interrupting him. He just looked back at the shuttle sitting still and quiet, a hundred yards away. “Okay. Let’s go.”

She nodded, and he stepped out. She followed, a step behind his left shoulder, leaving him with the place of honor. They marched across the tiny parking lot, then onto the grass that crunched under their boots. 

Before they were halfway to their destination, the door to the shuttle opened, lifting on top-mounted hinges, rising with the hum of hydraulics, while a stubby staircase dropped to crunch the dead vegetation. An indistinct humanoid form stood silhouetted in the doorway, clothed in a long, dark robe like a medieval monk, shoulders rounded.

“That’s Aahliss,” Uboldi said, indicating the alien woman with a quick point, then dropping his hands to his sides. “New negotiator.”

“They told me they were going to have to talk to their council or something,” Patrice said.

“She’s a top-ranking council member. And she doesn’t like me.”

Patrice coughed. “Excuse me?” 

“I asked how we could get, you know, a faster-than-light spaceship.”

Patrice stopped walking. “You started the negotiations…”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, waving a hand impatiently at her. “I started it without you. You were still in the hospital, for hell sakes.”

Not a good enough answer. This cocky alpha-hotel was going to ruin everything, get the aliens on the defensive before she’d had a chance to say anything to them. “And how did Aahliss react?”

He smiled. “She kicked me out on my ear.”

Damn right.

Patrice looked back at the alien they were approaching, now viewing her with new eyes. Sounded like this one was going to be different from the friendly aliens she’d met previously. 

“Let’s go,” he said, motioning toward the shuttle with his head.

She started walking again. They were closing the gap quickly, and the alien woman’s features were beginning to resolve. She had the same strange appendages poking out from her ears as the last Mralans Patrice had met, little fronds that waved back and forth, like they were responding to currents of air. But unlike the aliens Patrice remembered, this woman was wrinkled and frowning, her eyes shooting invisible darts at Uboldi. One gnarled hand reached out to the handrail on the staircase, and she clomped down the three steps to the grass, then folded her arms across her chest. 

They were now close enough to hear each other, and Uboldi’s steps slowed. “Great to see you again, Aahliss,” the general said.

Aahliss looked away from him, as though he didn’t even matter. “This is Colonel Sullivan?”

“In the flesh.” He gave her a satisfied smile.

The alien woman looked back at Uboldi. “And why are you still here?”

“Oh, well, Aahliss,” he said, “I figure you’re a reasonable enough person you can give me a fresh start. Right?”

Aahliss’s eyelids fluttered, like she was trying to resist rolling her eyes. 

Damn. What chance did Patrice have of success here if Aahliss was going to be such a bitch?

Aahliss’s eyes snapped over to look at her again, brows lowering. “You can’t possibly be the one we want.”

Oh, hell. Did Aahliss just read her mind? Sullivan had probably just blown the entire negotiation with one random thought. 

Uboldi stopped walking, his smile faltering for the first time. Patrice brought back her foot that had reached out to take the next step. “Oh, she’s definitely the one,” Uboldi said, hand gesturing to Patrice. “I think they said nobody else, ever, has escaped from the Dakh Hhargash.”

“I’ve heard,” Aahliss said. “An incredible tale.”

“Tale, huh? Well, it’s a fact,” Uboldi barked, pointing an accusing finger at Aahliss.

Aahliss’s face went hard, like she had turned to stone. Like she had completely shut down.

Damn it, what was Uboldi thinking? Was this his way of getting a fresh start? She had to get him away from Aahliss before he ruined everything. 

“Sir,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder and pulling back just slightly. “I don’t think she was calling you a liar.”

Uboldi spun on her, but then he froze. Okay. Looked like he realized he had gotten a little too wound up. Now, if he’d just stay back, let her do the talking, perhaps she could salvage some of this.

Patrice gave him a small smile, then turned back to Aahliss. “I’m sorry we’re having these misunderstandings. Probably just some kind of cultural miscommunication.”

The old woman narrowed her eyes.

“I would like to get to know you better. Maybe we can just start with a friendly chat?”

The alien woman’s face softened, and she took a step to the side, then pointed toward the shuttle door. “Come.”

Patrice let out a sigh of relief, then climbed the steps, followed by Uboldi, entering into a small, green cabin. At first, she thought it was just highly textured paint, but a closer look told her the walls were covered with some kind of tiny-leafed plant. The door closed behind them, and Aahliss motioned to some cushioned chairs arrayed around a small table. “Sit here.”

Uboldi slipped into the chair by the window, his fake friendly persona still on. “Okay. Great. How has your stay been so far? Anything you need?”

Patrice gritted her teeth. Why was he trying to take over the conversation again? Hadn’t he figured out that he didn’t know how to relate to this woman? What ridiculous mistake was he going to have to make before he realized he needed to back off?

Aahliss sat across from him. “Let’s just get down to business.”

“Good,” Uboldi said. “Then the first thing we need to know is what your people want from this relationship.”

“Relationship?”

“What do you want from us?”

Now, Aahliss looked directly into Sullivan’s eyes. “Just her.”

“Okay, I get that. But what do you want Colonel Sullivan to do for you?” That was the first question they needed an answer to, and the response would tell them how hard they could press for what they wanted. How much of a true need did the Mralans have? Or was it just curiosity that brought them to the negotiating table?

Aahliss continued her stare, as though she were trying to communicate with Patrice through some telepathic means. Too bad humans weren’t empaths. It would have come in handy. All Patrice could do was read Aahliss’ face and her body language. And it looked like the old woman was begging Patrice to get Uboldi out of the conversation.

“You understand the question, right?” the general continued. “What, exactly, do you want her to do for you?” 

“Sir,” Patrice said again.

Uboldi waved a hand at her, a signal for her to back off. Then, he turned back to Aahliss. “What purpose would Colonel Sullivan serve if we assigned her to work with your people? Would she be an ambassador? A trainer? A planner? A commander? What need would she fill?”

“That’s a very good question,” Aahliss said. “And I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Uboldi blurted. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Aahliss just nodded. “It wasn’t my idea. In fact, I think the whole thing is a mistake.”

Oh, shit. This turned the entire negotiation process on its head. If Aahliss didn’t even want to close a deal, how were they going to get anything, let alone the kind of technology they were asking for? Now, it looked like Patrice needed to convince the Mralan negotiator of the importance of a deal she didn’t even understand.

“Now, wait a minute,” Uboldi said. “They sent you to negotiate something you don’t even like?”

Aahliss stood slowly, her expression turned to stone. “Do we have your agreement, or not?”

Before Uboldi could answer that question, before he could shut down the entire process, Sullivan spoke again. She had to get things calmed down a little more, not to mention she had to get some more information. “Why a mistake? Can you explain that to me?”

Uboldi nodded vigorously. “How are we supposed to agree to a mission we don’t even understand?” 

“It’s just one person,” Aahliss said.

“Look,” Uboldi said, “if you want her, you need to give us something in return.”

“You don’t need technology,” Aahliss said. “We will continue to protect your planet, as we have done for the last thousand years.”

“Your ‘protection’ hasn’t been that great lately,” Uboldi said, “or didn’t you notice?”

“Sir…” Patrice said.

Uboldi rounded on her. “Stop trying to shut me up. We have a whole planet to protect, and we need what we need.”

“You need to leave now,” Aahliss said, her voice soft, as though to emphasize that she had the power. Shouting was not necessary.

Uboldi heaved a deep sigh. “Okay. Right. It’s just… this is a little…” 

“Confusing?” Aahliss said, cocking her head.

“You look like you think that’s funny.” He looked like he thought it was insulting.

“Not really.”

Uboldi nodded, looking resigned. “But my objection still stands.”

“That is irrelevant,” the alien woman said.

No. Not irrelevant. And they were getting nowhere. Sullivan had to figure out what the real problem was. Because there was a problem. The way the Mralans who’d brought her back to Earth had acted, the things they had said, indicated it was a serious problem. Serious enough for the Mralans to spend the time and the energy to send in a new negotiator. 

“So,” Sullivan said, drawing out her words in the hopes that would give them more emotional weight, “do you really think it’s a mistake? Or is it that you don’t want to admit you have a need?”

Aahliss’s face turned bright red. “How dare you? We rescued you from the Dakh Hhargash. We brought you back to your planet, and we have kept your planet safe from alien invasions for hundreds of your years.”

Okay. Sullivan had definitely hit a nerve there. Maybe a little too hard, but she’d dredged up something. Now, all she needed to do was figure out what. She examined Aahliss’s crimson face, the anger turning her sagging skin to fire. Time to get underneath the anger.

Because anger was a secondary emotion. Before the anger, there was always either fear or hurt.

But which one was it?

Then, for just a second, the old woman’s expression mirrored the look Sullivan’s mother often wore, whenever someone reminded her that her husband had left her and wasn’t coming back. A hurt so deep, so primal, it could rip her body open.

Bingo.

Sullivan smiled back at Aahliss. “Hm. You’re probably right. You have the technology. You have the experience. You have the tactics, techniques and procedures.” She gave Aahliss a big shrug. “So, what would you ever need me for?” 

Aahliss just frowned.

Sullivan stood and turned back to Uboldi. “Come on, sir. Sounds like this conversation is over.”

Uboldi stared at her for a moment, his eyes wide, his frown deep.

She motioned to the ring she wore, a class ring from her officer advanced course, so many years ago, a ring with the letters MP emblazoned on it. And she hoped he got the message. She had training in these kind of things. Interrogations, at least. He needed to let her take it from here.

He followed her finger, then nodded at her.

Finally. 

She walked toward the door and Uboldi followed her lead, a puzzled expression crossing his face for the briefest moment. Uboldi was probably expecting Aahliss to make a threat, like claiming they would end their protection, something to get the humans back to the table. But Patrice was pretty sure their leaving was exactly the outcome Aahliss wanted. She wouldn’t make any moves to call them back.

The door popped open, and Uboldi turned back to the Mralan woman. “It was nice to see you again, Aahliss.” He stepped onto the top step.

Sullivan looked back at Aahliss. “I’m sure you’re disappointed the negotiations didn’t work out.”

“You are,” Aahliss said, looking a little too smug.

“I was hoping to work with your people.”

“Looks like that’s not going to happen.”

“Your people will continue to protect our planet, though, right?”

Aahliss stared at her, anger pulling her brows together.

“Because there’s nothing out there that you can’t handle,” Sullivan continued.

Aahliss crossed her arms over her chest.

“No one out there who can hurt you in any way.”

The alien woman looked out the window, her frown deepening.

Sullivan had reached the door, and it looked like Aahliss was near breaking. Now was the time to make her move, hit Aahliss where she least expected it. Sullivan let out a little sigh. “But before we leave, I just want to tell you, I’m sorry for your loss.”

Aahliss drew her brows together. “Excuse me?”

Sullivan waited a few seconds, watched as Aahliss processed what she’d just said, watched the Mralan woman’s skin go slack, while the blood drained from her face.

Sullivan turned to Uboldi. “General, do you suppose you could step out for a few minutes? Maybe Aahliss and I can have a little girl-talk.”

“Uh, sure.” He grabbed the handrail and walked down the stairs.

“I don’t know why you think sending him away will accomplish anything,” Aahliss said, her tone sounding a little petulant.

“Maybe it won’t,” Sullivan admitted. “But I just thought… look, I’m not very good at this, very good at making connections with other people.”

Aahliss gave her a laugh that sounded more like disgust than mirth. “Connections? You want to create a connection with me? You and I have nothing in common.”

“Yeah. That’s probably true.” 

“There.”

“I just have a sense that you’re hurting.”

Aahliss stiffened. “Not at all.”

“And it has to do with this need your people have. A need you don’t want to acknowledge.”

“I am fine,” Aahliss said.

She sure didn’t look fine. Her wiry arm muscles were so tense she was about to break her own bones. And she’d stopped making eye contact, a sure sign of discomfort. Now, Sullivan just had to find the crack in the armor. “And your people, they’re all fine?”

“Completely.”

“What about your family?”

“My family is—” Aahliss worked her mouth, like she was trying to finish the sentence but couldn’t. And then, finally, she brought her hand up, laying her fingers over her lips.

Sullivan finished her thought for her. “Fine.” She waited for a moment, watched Aahliss tremble, watched her throat work as she swallowed. “All healthy,” Sullivan continued. “All happy.” Still, Aahliss just stood there, not giving the reaction that would tell Sullivan the problem. One more try. “All still alive.”

“No.” The alien woman’s voice cracked, and she dropped into her chair, tears glistening at the edges of her eyelids, her hand trembling as she brought it to her mouth. “My husband… my love…”

Sullivan sat slowly, her own heart constricting painfully. This hadn’t been what she’d wanted, to cause this old woman so much pain. “I’m sorry.”

Aahliss closed her eyes, and her tears popped out, sliding silently down wrinkled cheeks. “We’re doomed,” she said then, her voice tremulous. “The entire Protectorate is doomed.” 

Damn, this sounded much worse than anything Sullivan had expected. “What do you mean by ‘doomed’?”

The old woman stood, hands trembling, then turned her back to Sullivan and walked through the entrance to the back rooms of the shuttle. As she grabbed the door to pull it closed, she gave Sullivan one last glance. “My planet, this planet, and all the other planets we protect… all doomed.” 



[image: ]



CHAPTER 2 – TREL

Sullivan stood, looking at the door, her stomach hollowed out, her knees only keeping her legs straight because she had locked them into place. Now, what was she supposed to do? 

Suddenly, Sullivan’s goal of getting promoted seemed tiny and insignificant. The safety of the entire planet was at stake here. If they couldn’t work with the Mralans, the Dakh Hhargash would be back in greater numbers, to capture more laborers for their workcamps, or whatever it was they were grabbing people for. Maybe they were selling them in some kind of interplanetary slave trade. She didn’t know. She only knew that it wouldn’t be as easy to escape from them a second time.

“Aahliss?” a male voice said from behind Sullivan. She turned to see a tall, pleasant looking Mralan man standing in the doorway to the cockpit, dressed in a form-fitting jumpsuit, his dark brows drawn together over a full head of salt-and-pepper hair that dipped into a soft widow’s peak atop his forehead. He looked around the cabin, face growing more concerned, ear-frills erect. “Where’s Aahliss?”

“She went in the back,” Sullivan said, hooking a thumb toward the door where Aahliss had disappeared a few moments ago. 

“Is she alright?”

“I think she wanted to be alone.”

The man straightened, brushing one errant curl off his forehead. “She gets that way when she’s upset.” The curl popped back into place.

They stood, looking at each other for a moment, silent and, at least on Sullivan’s side, a little awkward. He was probably sizing her up, trying to decide if he should be angry at her for running off the head of the Mralan delegation. But Sullivan hadn’t done anything wrong. Besides, she still needed to get more information, and he had just presented himself as a possible source of answers, if she could get him to talk.

She reached out a hand to him, an offer to shake. “I’m Patrice.”

He looked mildly startled, but then he laughed. “You know that’s not the way Mralans greet.”

She drew her hand back. 

He touched his fingers to his throat and nodded. “This is our greeting. Hi. I’m Trel.” 

“Nice to meet you,” she said. “And thank you for the cultural lesson.” Now, she was thinking about her dealings with the Dakh Hhargash, and remembered learning that raised arms, as in a surrender, was an obscene gesture to them. “The offer for a handshake wasn’t an insult, was it?” 

“No,” he said with a laugh. “It was more like… a proposal of marriage.”

“What?” she said with a gasp, then started into an embarrassed laugh. “I mean, wow, we just barely met.”

His smile broadened, and the glow in his eyes told her he was enjoying her distress. Certainly, he had to see the color blooming on her cheeks. And if he could read her emotions, he knew she thought he was good looking.

Hell, he probably knew that anyway. Probably got that reaction from women all the time.

Which meant she just needed to change the subject, get herself back on track here. “Are you a member of the Council?”

“Shuttle pilot.” He gave her a toothy smile. “And when I’m not doing that, I’m Aahliss’s assistant.”

She stared at him for another minute, wondering if she could get some information from him. Would he cooperate? But then, she wasn’t going to get an answer to that question until she asked. “Say, you wouldn’t be able to tell me what’s going on, would you?”

“You mean why Aahliss is so upset?”

“I mean, why do the Mralans want military assistance.”

Trel shrugged, like he’d just had itching powder poured down the back of his shirt. “I don’t know if I’m allowed to talk about that.”

Okay. She was going to have to go at this a little less directly. She pointed to the exit. “Would you like to go for a walk?”

“You want to get away from where Aahliss can hear us?”

“It’s a nice day out there.”

He cocked his head. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you, you can’t lie to an empath?”

Damn it. She took a deep breath. “Sure, I can lie. I just can’t count on being believed.”

“Well, it’s hot out there.”

“Not even noon yet.”

He raised scraggly dark brows. “I know.”

“Over there’s a nice walking trail,” she said, pointing to the end of the grassy area. “Even a little shade.”

“You want me to tell you what Aahliss wouldn’t, don’t you?” he said. 

She gave him a sly smile. “Maybe I’ll just jump you and try to have my way with you.”

His eyelids fluttered. “Excuse me?”

Okay, she thought with satisfaction. This just might work. If she could get him a little flustered, or get him distracted by her attraction to him, she could use that to also get him to drop his guard. 

“Look. Right now, I just want everything to loosen up a bit. Too much stress.” She shook her hands to fling away the tension in her arms.

“I agree with you there,” Trel said with a nod, then moved out onto the top step. “So, is it always this hot?”

“No,” Sullivan said as she followed him out the door. “Sometimes it’s hotter.”

“Spirits! How do you deal with it?”

“Air conditioning.”

He nodded. “You stay indoors a lot, then? I like that.”

She slipped in beside him and they walked toward an asphalt path that skirted the entire grassy area. In the distance, standing below the flags at the headquarters building, Uboldi waited with his hands in his pockets. And behind her, two burley guards fell into line a few feet back. Trel glanced at them over his shoulder. “I didn’t know we were going to have an escort.”

“They’re here to protect you,” she said with a wink.

He drew his brows together. “That eye thing you just did… that means you were joking, right?”

“You’re very safe with me,” she said.

“I don’t know about that.” His voice had a note of teasing.

She chuckled, then wondered at her enjoyment. But she couldn’t just spend her time basking in her delight. She had a job to do here. She just had to decide how best to go about it. Probably, she should not address the topic of the military directly. A few jaunts around side topics would get his verbal juices going before she hit him up on the main subject. “So,” she said, “you said ‘Spirits.’ Does that mean you worship ghosts?”

“Ghosts?” He laughed at that. “Oh, no.”

“Then what are…” She wasn’t exactly sure what she was even asking about.

“Spirits? Just some weird creatures who used to live in the mountains on Mral. They were thin, transparent, and they floated around. At least, that’s what everybody says.”

“Everybody?”

“All the old Mralans,” Trel said as they stepped onto the path, heading east. “Like Aahliss. She believes in them.”

“You don’t?”

“I don’t know.” He gave her another shrug. “There are a lot of people who doubt nowadays. But people like Aahliss claim to actually remember them.”

“But you’ve never seen one.”

“They left. About fifty years ago.”

“Left?”

He shrugged. “I think they got mad at the Final Arbiter.” 

“The who?”

“He’s the head of the government.”

“Oh.” 

“I’m not a big history buff,” Trel explained.

She smiled at him. They had reached the point where the pathway turned south, dipping into a depression lined on both sides by trees, giving them some welcome shade. “More into flying, huh?”

“Love it.” He grinned. “So, what about you? Are we the only other intelligent species you’ve encountered?”

“You mean besides the ones that kidnapped me?”

“Right.”

“No. That’s it. How many are there out there?”

“Lots.” He smiled. “But most of them don’t look like us.”

“Not humanoid, then?”

He chuckled. “That’s what you call it? Kind of Earth-centric, don’t you think?”

“Well, up until a month ago or so, we’d never met any life outside our own planet. So, what do you expect?”

“Oh!” he shouted with alarm, jumping backwards.

She looked at him with a start, but she couldn’t see what was wrong.

“Creepy!” He flicked his fingers at his pants, first tentatively, like he didn’t want to touch them. And then she saw the little orange and black object he was poking at.

“It’s just a ladybug,” she said with a chuckle.

He stabbed at it again with his fingers, this time brushing it off his pants. Then, he looked even more distressed. He’d gotten rid of the bug, but now he acted like things were even worse. “Where’d it go?”

Sullivan couldn’t help it. She laughed, shaking her head. “No wonder you like to stay inside.”

“This is not funny.”

“It’s hilarious.”

He frowned at her, but then he started walking again.

“You don’t have insects on your planet?”

“We do. But I still don’t like them.”

“I can see that.”

“And you’re enjoying my plight.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Just like Aahliss.” He sounded upset, but there was a note of teasing in there, too.

She frowned. “Now you’re being mean.”

“Actually, Aahliss would never take so much delight in someone else’s distress.” He looked over at her with raised brows, like he was baiting her, waiting to see her reaction. This time, she wouldn’t bite.

“So, you think history is… boring?”

He blinked at the change of subject, but then nodded. “History is very distressing.”

“Really?” 

“Not like your history, of course. We’re not always killing each other.”

“Oh, come on. You never had any fights over land or resources?”

He glared at her. “You’ve been around us long enough to figure that out, haven’t you?”

“Okay,” she said. “Everybody is really nice to each other, then.”

“Right.”

“You have an issue with who’s in charge, you all just… what? Work it out?”

“Exactly.”

“No dictatorships? No conquest? No wars?”

“None of that.” He gave her a smile that looked a little too arrogant for her taste. 

“Seriously?” She shook her head. Unimaginable. “Nobody even took candy from a baby?”

“Took… what?” Now, he looked really astonished.

“It’s a saying,” she said with a smile.

“A very disgusting saying.”

She chuckled. “So, then, if everybody is so helpful to each other, why is history disturbing? Who’s causing the problems?”

He glanced at her, frowned, but said nothing.

“The Spirits?”

“Not the Spirits.” 

“Well, what then? The Dakh Hhargash?”

Now, he laughed. “No. We can handle them easily.”

“Then, who?”

He looked at her again, and she could see that he was considering his answer, trying to decide if he should tell her. 

Probably, Aahliss didn’t want him to say anything. Which meant Sullivan needed to address that issue next. “Aahliss sure as hell doesn’t want to talk about it. What’s her deal?”

Trel let out a little sigh. “She thinks the solution to our problems is to get the Spirits back.”

“Huh. Must not be that serious of a problem.”

“But it is.”

“But you don’t want to tell me about it.”

“I just don’t want to get Aahliss angry at me. She can be pretty unpleasant if she wants to.”

Sullivan smiled at that. “I imagine. If she can tell exactly how you’re reacting to everything she says…”

“Yeah. She can home in on the most irritating things.”

“And it doesn’t bother her that you’re irritated?”

“Not if she wants you to be.”

“Wow.” They turned the corner, now heading back toward the shuttle, along a tree-lined path. “So,” she said again, holding out the word to get his attention, letting him know she was sizing up the situation, “like I said. Not a very serious problem.”

“No. It is serious.”

“Less serious than getting Aahliss upset with you?”

His skin turned a little red, then he looked away from her, frowning. “Much more serious than that.”

“What do you think the solution is?”

“I don’t know. A better tactic.”

“Tactic? Military tactic?”

“Right.”

“So, you agree that getting some military assistance is the answer.”

Trel took several more steps before he spoke. “Possibly. And you seem pretty smart. You should be able to come up with a good tactic.”

“A tactic to use against whom?”

He stopped walking, staring now at the shuttle, his brows drawn together. “Species-X.”

“Who?”

“The cause of our problems, and of all the distressing things in our recent history. Species-X.”

Sullivan swallowed. Something about the way Trel said that name made her want to shudder. “Species-X. Are they one of the aliens you keep from contacting undeveloped planets?”

He shook his head. “As far as I know, they’ve never shown any interest in any other planets. They’re only interested in us. Our ships.”

“Oh, so we’re not the only species who wants your technology.”

“They don’t want technology. If anything, theirs is better than ours.”

That was a disturbing thought. Or maybe she could contact them, get them to share technology with Earth. Definitely an option she would have to examine, to consider carefully. “But if they’re not trying to steel technology, and they’re not violating the rules of the Protectorate, what are they doing that causes so much trouble?”

“They attack us. Attack our ships.”

“With better technology.”

“Right.”

She nodded. Now, she was getting somewhere. Now, things were starting to make sense, if she’d interpreted everything correctly. But how much of a threat were these Species-X? How much better was their technology? To find out, she was going to have to lay everything out. “So,” she said, “let me see if I understand the situation right.”

“Okay.”

She pointed toward the ground. “You have been protecting this planet—” 

“And a bunch of others.”

Sullivan nodded. “This one and a bunch of others, for thousands of years.”

“Right.”

“But lately, you’ve fallen down on the job. The Dakh Hhargash have gotten through your protection twice now.”

He nodded, looking thoughtful. “They are definitely the biggest threat to your planet.”

“And the reason your protection has been spotty recently is that you’re having to deal with Species-X. Right?”

“Right.”

“They’re just keeping you busy with all their annoying attacks.”

Trel sighed. “Not exactly.”

“What are they doing, then?” she asked. “Blowing up your ships?”

They took a couple more steps before Trel responded with a nod. “They’ve already destroyed almost half the fleet.”

She gasped. “What?”

“We don’t know how to deal with them.”

Sullivan took a couple more wheezing breaths. “Holy crap. Half the fleet?”

“Distressing, huh?”

Distressing was not the half of it. By any measure she understood, that rendered the fleet combat ineffective. It was devastating. An all-out war on a galactic scale. “How many of their ships has Species-X lost?”

“None, as far as I know.”

Oh, no. This just kept getting worse. “They’re that much better?”

“I’m afraid so. You know, we wouldn’t be contacting an underdeveloped planet if it wasn’t really serious.”

“Shit.”

“Aahliss is especially upset about it, because those rules, not contacting, those rules were set up by the Spirits.”

“And she thinks if we start working together…”

He nodded. “All the more reason for the Spirits to never return.”

“Hell. No wonder she thinks it’s a bad idea.”

“I think it’s a good idea,” Trel said.

She looked back at him with a start. “Really?”

“We need someone who can help us,” he said. “We need someone who can fight a species with superior technology and still win.”

“Like I did against the Dakh Hhargash?” she whispered.

“Exactly. That’s why we want you, specifically.”

Sullivan shrugged. “I’m sure most military officers here could do something like that.”

“You,” he said. “And tomorrow, when you talk to Aahliss again, you need to understand what’s at stake here. Because if we lose, you lose.”

She blinked up at him, suddenly not breathing anymore as the level of danger they were in became clear.

“Because if we’re not around to stop the Dakh Hhargash, they’ll keep coming, and eventually they are going to take every last human on your planet.”

“Everyone?”

“This is not just about us getting a little military assistance,” he said. “And it’s not just about you getting technology. It’s about the future of both our species. It’s about whether or not we even continue to exist.”
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CHAPTER 3 – ADVOCATE FOR THE MRALANS

A short man with pudgy cheeks and a blue three-piece suit stood in front of a bookcase, looking back at Sullivan through the other end of a conference call, his expression hopeful.

Uboldi pointed to the man on the screen. “This is Mr. Brown from the office of the National Security Advisor.”

Wow, Sullivan thought. The National Security Advisor worked in the White House and had the ear of the President. This guy didn’t just outrank Uboldi, he outranked probably every four-star in the Pentagon.

Before Sullivan had a chance to acknowledge, Brown jumped in. “Uboldi tells me you have a proposal.”

Once Sullivan had left the shuttle, she’d briefed Uboldi, told him everything she’d learned. And then, together, they’d hatched a new plan, a new proposal for how to get everyone what they wanted out of this little negotiation. 

Well, okay, the plan was mostly hers. That was why, after Uboldi had set up a teleconference to get approval, he’d insisted she be the one to explain it.

And now, she was standing in front of a large screen, where one of the most lofty government appointees waited for her plan.

“This Aahliss person has been pretty hard to deal with,” Uboldi said.

“You think you can get us the technology we’re looking for?”

Sullivan stared at him for a moment. It was time to get the governmental representatives to back off on their demands, time to get them to understand the seriousness of the situation. “Before we can do that, there are some complicating problems that we’ve got to figure out.”

“Oh, hell,” Brown said. “I don’t know if I want to hear this.”

“Then buckle up,” Uboldi said.

Brown drew his brows together and moved closer to the camera. “Listen to me. You’ve got a job to do, and you need to concentrate on that.”

“Have you ever been kidnapped by Dakh Hhargash?” Uboldi demanded.

“What does that have to do with it?”

Sullivan frowned. Uboldi was at it again, this time pissing off the people in the White House. That wasn’t going to get her anywhere. “Sir,” Sullivan said, stepping forward, hoping to take the stage away from Uboldi, “the Mralans have been protecting us from them for years.”

“Haven’t been doing a good job of it lately,” Brown said.

She turned back to the screen. “Yes, sir. That’s the issue.”

Brown shook his head. “I don’t follow.”

“That’s why they want me to come work with them,” Sullivan said. “They’ve encountered an enemy that’s giving them problems they don’t know how to deal with.”

Now, Brown shrugged. “So, you go work with them and they give us technology. Simple.”

It wasn’t simple, and she needed to make him understand that. “They don’t trust us, Sir.”

“And we’re supposed to trust them?” Brown snapped. “Look what that got us.”

She put on her most calming voice. “I understand your frustration.”

“No, you don’t,” he snapped. “They want to continue this Protectorate thing and keep us out of space.”

“Right.”

“We’re not children. We can protect our own goddamn selves.”

“Like we did the last time the Dakh Hhargash came?” Sullivan said, deliberately keeping her voice soft.

“All we need is the technology.”

Sullivan sighed. So that was the issue, then, some macho desire to be independent. “And we can get technology, but not from them, at least not directly.”

Brown rolled his eyes. “What? Oh, I suppose you’re going to find some other aliens to give it to us? Someone as friendly as, say, the Dakh Hhargash?”

“Maybe the very aliens who are fighting the Mralans,” Sullivan said. 

“The aliens who are fighting our allies.”

Sullivan shrugged. “Possibly. If we can broker a peace, maybe we can be allies with both of them.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No, Sir. We know almost nothing about them, or even about the Mralans. We need to find out a whole lot of stuff before we lock ourselves into an unworkable position.”

Brown let out an audible breath. “I’m listening.”

Okay. Sounded like that was the most he was going to concede. But she could work with it. “Of course, we don’t know if any of that would work. What we do know is that the Mralans are here, and they’re asking for help. So, I was thinking…” She looked at Uboldi, standing there silently like he thought she was doing just fine. Maybe she was. She plunged on. “If we put a team together to go with them, and we have some really smart people on the team…”

“So, more than just you, then?” Brown said.

She nodded. “If we have someone on our team who could understand how the technology works…”

“A physicist or something like that,” Uboldi put in, his voice brightening. 

Brown didn’t look impressed. “And how the hell are you going to include a scientist on your team, when what they want is military assistance?”

Uboldi lifted his hands in a half-shrug. “I’m sure we can find an officer or two who majored in physics.”

“And you really think that’ll be enough?” Brown barked out. “You think some guy who took a few classes in college and hasn’t done anything with it since then is going to be able to figure this out? You think he won’t have forgotten half of what he learned?”

She hadn’t thought about it that way. “Hell,” she whispered. “He might be right.”

“Then we get a young one,” Uboldi countered. “A second lieutenant, fresh out of school.”

“The guys who are really serious about science aren’t going into the military,” Brown said. “They’re going directly into a doctoral program.”

“Unless they can’t afford it,” Uboldi said. “Maybe the kid’s gone to school on an ROTC scholarship, and he just has to finish out his service obligation.”

Brown shook his head. “How likely is that? The really talented kids would go on academic scholarships.”

“Well,” Uboldi began, but the word trailed off into silence.

“Not to mention it’s not just a physics problem,” Brown continued. “You have a lot of engineering issues to deal with, too.”

Uboldi’s face brightened. “We got plenty of engineers.”

Brown didn’t even blink or hesitate. “Accomplished ones? You have engineers who’ve actually designed anything?”

Uboldi’s delighted expression melted away.

“The guys on my team won’t be the only ones working on the problem,” Sullivan said. “You’ll have a whole ground team here taking the information they send back and massaging it, sending back questions, stuff like that.”

Brown shook his head again. “I don’t like it. Too complicated. Too many possible points of failure.”

She let out a frustrated sigh. “Sir, what I hear is this: you want the technology, they don’t want to give it to us, I’m offering a solution, and you think it’s too complicated. I’m not sure what else you want us to do.”

Brown appeared to think for a moment, then he narrowed his eyes. “Did I hear that right? You haven’t gotten her to agree to more than just you, have you?”

Well, how in the heck had he figured that one out? But it didn’t matter. She just had to explain herself. “I wanted to run it by you first.”

“Don’t want to make a proposal that our own government won’t accept,” Uboldi said.

But Brown didn’t look mollified. “Damn it. Why can’t you just get them to help us out?”

Sullivan understood exactly why she couldn’t do that. The Mralans didn’t want yet another set of space marauders rampaging through the galaxy, taking advantage of intelligent people with lesser technology. “Sir, look at our history.”

“Hell and damnation,” Brown snapped. “I don’t want to hear anything about all of man’s inhumanity to man. That’s a bunch of bullshit. We’ve gotten beyond that.”

“Sir…”

“And that’s probably what they need, anyway, isn’t it?” Brown went on. “They need us to show them how to be a little blood thirsty. Isn’t that right?”

Sullivan smiled at the irony of it all. “Probably.”

Brown heaved a heavy sigh. “Listen, I’ll run this past the boss. See what he thinks.”

Sullivan opened her mouth to ask that she be involved in that conversation. After all, Brown had been so reluctant to accept the idea, he was unlikely to really push the plan hard. But before she could say anything, Brown had turned and left the room. The Screen went dark.
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CHAPTER 4 - DEPARTURE

As uncomfortable feelings went, this one was pretty strong. They’d gotten approval for their plan, and Uboldi had already set about gathering possible team members to go with Colonel Sullivan when she went to space with the Mralans. Now, all Sullivan had to do was get the Mralans to agree to the additional personnel.

That was going to be hard enough. But something in Sullivan’s gut kept telling her things were going to be even more difficult. Some little piece of information her mind had registered but that she hadn’t quite processed consciously. 

Stop catastrophizing. You’ve gotten through much worse.

Right?

She stepped into the fresh smelling shuttle cabin, the plant-covered walls soothing her. Running a finger through the soft foliage, she smiled at Trel. “This is such a great idea.”

“In space,” he said, “you have to take every opportunity to replenish the oxygen in the atmosphere.”

“Makes sense.”

The back door opened, and Aahliss walked through, her head held high, her frown as hard and brittle as always. “You’ve been told about Species-X,” she said as she walked to her seat at the table.

Sullivan glanced at Trel, who was already backing into the cockpit. “Coward,” she shot at him under her breath, her sense of teasing strong enough she knew he would pick up on it. 

He shrugged and laughed just before the door closed.

Sullivan gave the older woman a weak smile. “I’m sorry for what I put you through.”

Aahliss waved a dismissive hand. “My grief is not important.”

Sullivan slipped into the seat opposite Aahliss. “Of course it’s important.”

“Don’t argue with me.”

“Hah!” Sullivan said with a doleful laugh. “But that’s my job.”

“That’s how you see it?”

“As long as we don’t agree,” Sullivan said. “The moment you start thinking all my ideas are great, I’ll have a different mission.”

“And we still don’t agree, do we?” Aahliss studied her, as though she realized Sullivan was about to throw another complication into the negotiations.

“Do we?” Sullivan said. “I don’t know.”

“My people certainly think you’ve had some great ideas in the past,” Aahliss said. 

“And you want me to do the same for you.”

“My people want you to.”

Sullivan nodded. “You want the spirits to come back.”

Aahliss looked away. “Trel told you a great deal, didn’t he?”

“He did what he thought was right.”

“As do we all.” She gave Sullivan a wooden smile. “I don’t agree with everything the others want to do, but I am in agreement that giving your planet our technology would be the most terrible mistake of all.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Then, that’s the end of the negotiations, yes?” Aahliss sounded like she would be happy to stop the discussions, like she wanted to leave now.

“We still need you to protect our planet,” Sullivan said. “Better than you’ve been doing.”

Aahliss nodded, but her expression was grim. “There’s something I think your people should know.” She paused then, as if to give her statement more weight. 

“Yes?” Sullivan said.

Aahliss took a deep breath, as if she needed it for courage. “Ten years ago, we made the first reduction in the size of the Protectorate.”

A boulder dropped into the pit of Sullivan’s stomach. “Reduction?”

“There were over seven thousand planets we protected when we began,” she said. “And in that moment, when our fleet was too devastated to be able to cover all that space, almost fifteen hundred planets lost their protection.”

Sullivan swallowed. “You said that was the first reduction?”

“We made another two years ago. Same reason.”

“And now?” 

Aahliss looked at her lap. “If we lose even two more ships, we’ll be forced to reduce again.” Aahliss lifted her face, looked right into Sullivan’s eyes. “That will leave your planet outside.”

“That’s your threat, then? No more protection if I don’t help?”

“That is simply the reality.”

Sullivan’s mouth had dried out, and she tried to suck some moisture back into it. Didn’t work. “But if I come…”

“They believe you could stop the destruction.”

“I probably could,” she said. “But not by myself.”

The Mralan woman closed her eyes, her expression pained. “You… you’re agreeing?”

“My government will agree, but only if I can be part of a team. A team we select.”

Aahliss’s face went pale. “I… I didn’t expect that.” She looked away again, into the depths of the leaf cover on the wall, as though she were looking for a particular leaf. “You’re not demanding technology anymore?”

“You haven’t given us much choice.” 

Aahliss shook her head again. “I don’t think we can agree to this team thing you want.”
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