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Prolog - Attack of the Nabbers

The force fields were still on, so Galth’s sense of movement wasn’t providing any information, but the waves below him seemed to be slowing. They were about to reach land, and what had from orbit looked like a long straight coastline was now filled with crenulations and bays and dotted with structures built by the aliens of this newly discovered planet, third from its yellow sun, aliens so perfectly matched to their own physiology that it would be hard to tell the difference between them, a rare find in the Galaxy. Galth turned to the pilot, Krelg, ready to complain. 

But Krelg’s frown was deeper than Galth’s. “Demons of the Night Sea,” he said as he stared at the ground ahead of them. They were high enough to see over the trees and the tall buildings, high enough to see the length of a long curving road right next to the ocean, splitting the water from the squared-off structures, a perfect landing place for a harvesting mission. Krelg stood only a few inches from the front wall, control pad in hand, leaning forward against the dark bulkheads and the viewscreen, like he could see the road better if he got closer.

“What’s the problem?” Galth said. Each of the five landing spots on this nice little planet had been pre-selected, so any difficulty Krelg claimed for the target he had been given would reflect badly on Captain Zolbon and his staff, and Galth knew enough about Zolbon not to cast any blame in his direction. You could get sent out the airlock if you weren’t careful.

Krelg huffed. “There’s something in the middle of the road.”

“Something?” Galth shook his head. Krelg was a senior pilot, with much more experience than Galth. He should realize that such a vague word would mean little when describing alien terrain or structures. “I don’t see anything, except some bushes.” Bushes would be easy to deal with, easy to knock over, or if necessary, Krelg could burn them to the pavement when he put on his brakes to slow their descent.

“Looks like it’s made of concrete,” Krelg said, pointing to the viewscreen, running his fingers up and down the center of the long street. “Like a narrow container, holding the dirt the bushes are growing in.”

Galth looked closer. Yeah, okay, he could see it now, a strip of material several feet wide and equally tall, painted in stripes of black and white, filled with soil and the dark green shrubs, and running the entire length of the road, all the way up the coast, only missing where other roads intersected with the target street.

Krelg let out an exasperated huff. “If we try to land on that, we’ll tip over.”

Galth nodded. The shuttle was designed to land flat on the ground, no legs or struts holding it up. And it was too wide to fit between the barrier and the buildings, even if they plowed away all the surface vehicles parked along its length. 

“Maybe we should land in the intersections?” the sensor operator said. He stood on the other side of Krelg, his attention on his control pad screen.

“Too far from the building entrances,” Krelg said. “Call the ship, tell them we need an alternate landing spot.”

Galth stared at him.

“Close your mouth,” Krelg said.

Galth snapped his teeth together. He hadn’t even realized his jaw had been gaping. But that order was the most idiotic thing he’d ever heard, and he was not about to tell the captain their landing spot was inadequate.

“Do it,” Krelg barked.

“I don’t see a problem,” Galth said. “You want to convince him, you make the call.”

Krelg gave him a quick eye roll. He had stopped the shuttle’s descent, and now they were casting a dark shadow over the road, the trees, the sidewalks, and all the people down there, the potential victims, were running away, surface vehicles jamming the street in a rush to get away from the threat from above.

Not that any of those quivs knew what the threat was. If they had known, they would have been running even faster.

“Take the helm,” Krelg said, pressing a button on his pad to release his own control over the shuttle. Then, he called up a communications screen.

Galth quickly assumed command of the helm, then maneuvered the shuttle back around, making a circle out over the bay, back down to a point beyond where the target road ended, now hovering over the water, perfectly lined up with the street, the barrier, and the buildings where all the people they planned to harvest still waited, thinking they were safe inside.

Just to be certain, Galth double checked the course he’d laid in.

Krelg looked up from his call. He’d barely made contact with the bridge above them, and they were asking if he was ready for their ship to fire down on the planet from orbit.

“Tell them, ‘almost’,” Galth said, turning up the intensity of the forcefields designed to hold everyone in place and putting shields on full to protect the hull from damage. Then, without any pause, he slid the acceleration control forward.

“What are you doing?” Krelg bellowed, grabbing at Galth’s control pad.

The shuttle dipped to ground level, skimming over the water, heading directly toward the lone tree that stood between them and the target street, following Galth’s pre-programmed route. By the time Krelg wrestled back control, they would be stopped and in position to begin their work.

“Are you out of your mind?” Krelg screeched as the shuttle’s nose smashed into the tree, shattering its fragile trunk, leaves and bark spraying into the air. An instant later, they rammed into the concrete bush holders. Dirt and bits of concrete rose up like ocean waves. Leaves and branches from the bushes plastered themselves against the front of the shuttle. Even a couple of the colorful surface vehicles got caught up in the crash, one boxy conveyance spinning end over end before it thudded to the ground.

And all the shuttle crew just stood there, like nothing had happened, like the ship had not been buffeted and slammed around, like the sudden deceleration from hitting the barriers had been a slow, even braking, all thanks to the force fields.

Galth smiled and pressed the button on his pad to return control to Krelg. “The helm is yours.”

Krelg glanced back at the viewscreen, his expression angry or befuddled, with a hint of frustration, because there wasn’t much Krelg could do about it now. A brittle stick from one of the bushes slid down the view, hitting a leaf and knocking it off the front of the shuttle. “Ready,” Krelg said into his pad, still in contact with the ship in orbit. He turned off his communications, then glared at Galth. “If the shuttle is damaged, I’ll dump you into the middle of this ocean.” He pointed out the window, to a wide swath of water lapping at the shore. 

“There may be a small dent or two,” Galth said with a confident smile. “Nothing that can’t be fixed.” Now, his role as co-pilot was over, and he had little to do while the ground crew began their preparations of the building, blocking off all exits but the one that led to their shuttle. Meanwhile, the ship in orbit had fired down on the building, creating a conflagration that would force all the people inside to evacuate. In no time, and with nowhere else to go, quivs would be pouring into the cargo hold. And they would get a lot of victims, because Galth’s move had given them more time to harvest than they would have had if they had needed to move to another spot. He expected he would get a big reward for this, in spite of Krelg’s evident annoyance.

“Approaching vehicle,” the sensor operator said.

“Handle it,” Krelg commanded. Galth glanced over at Krelg’s control. The man was running diagnostics, like he thought the shuttle couldn’t handle a rough landing. What a stupid worrier.

A large red vehicle approached, red lights flashing from the roof, siren blaring so loud Galth could hear it through the walls of the shuttle. It looked harmless enough. No weapons he could see. Not that the weapons carried by these backward creatures were any threat. They were projectile launchers, mostly, their damage based on the kinetic energy of the small bullets they spewed out, something the shields could handle without an issue.

The red vehicle stopped just beyond the last of the pieces of overturned barrier, and several short, brown-skinned men dismounted, scurrying around the vehicle, pulling out long cloth strips of some kind.

“Those are tubes,” the sensor operator said. “They’re going to spray water on the building.”

“No, they’re not,” Galth said with a smile. He switched screens on his control pad to the weapons view, aimed the smaller of the energy cannons at the vehicle, then fired.

A flash overwhelmed the viewscreen, turning it dark, and when it came back on, there were no men around the red vehicle, and it was not red anymore. Didn’t look much like a vehicle, either. Only a blackened frame remained, the rubbery wheels melted and smoking.

Galth chuckled. “Is that the best they can do?”

“There’s someone else,” Krelg said, pointing at a man with some sort of strange weapon resting on his shoulder. He stood behind a tree, leaning around it just enough to point the wide, glassy end of the weapon at them.

“That’s one strange looking gun,” Galth said, fingering his weapons control to get a shot at the man.

“Not a gun,” the sensor operator said. “Some kind of recording device.”

“Recording?” Galth lowered his control pad. “Should I shoot him?”

“He’s not a threat,” Krelg said. “Maybe you can coax him into the shuttle, though.”

Galth frowned. Was Krelg kidding? If he went out there, he wouldn’t have the protection of the shields anymore, and those damned projectile weapons could do serious damage to flesh and bones. And speaking of projectile weapons, behind the man with the recorder, a couple of other men approached, carrying small guns, pointing their narrow, dark ends at the shuttle. 

Maybe Krelg wanted to get rid of Galth, take credit for the removal of the barriers for himself. Galth needed to be careful here.

“Go help the ground crew,” Krelg said. “Looks like these two quivs are about to cut through the exit barrier.”

Galth watched the men as they approached, one with a large knife, crossing the street while hunched over, as if their being smaller targets would make it difficult for Galth to hit them. He pulled his blaster from his belt and waved it in the air. “I think they’re about to lose their heads.”

Krelg nodded with a chuckle. “Good target practice. Enjoy.”
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Chapter 1 — Mounting Fear

Two weeks later…

If tension could be put in a bottle, Colonel Patrice Sullivan would have the perfect weapon, but even in the midst of all the fear, she wasn’t expecting to hear a soul shattering scream.

She dropped her pen mid-signature and bolted for the door, catapulting her chair into the wainscotting. In the outer office, everyone else just stood there like idiots, like the building had just been called to attention, like there was no emergency to attend to. Just as well. She didn’t need them in her way.

Spinning around the door frame to the hall, she found a crowd of soldiers choking the doorway into the S-2 suite, obviously the place where all the action was unfolding. “Clear these people out of here,” she shouted, and a nearby MP leapt into action, commanding the others to disperse.

She shouldered her way through the cluster, and they jumped back as soon as they saw the silver eagles on her shoulders, or maybe it was the scar on her cheek. She burst into the intelligence offices. Across the room, a pointed object pressed against the dark skin of a female sergeant. Behind her, the assailant stood in front of the window, silhouetted by the afternoon sun, a halo of light around his short red hair throwing his face into shadows, made worse as he ducked behind his victim’s black curls. Taller than the woman, he gripped her tightly around the shoulders, while she trembled, her eyes so wide they looked like they had their own light source.

Major Li, the officer in charge, crept up to Sullivan. 

“Who is he?” she said softly.

“Name’s Steed. Only been here a few weeks.”

Her eyes narrowed. He held a pair of scissors, their silver blades glinting under the neon lights. No blood yet. Thank god.

Sergeant Finley, the victim, and one of the sharpest soldiers in the entire section, swallowed while she pushed her head back into Steed’s shoulder in a vain attempt to distance herself from the weapon. 

“Take it easy,” someone else said. Sullivan glanced in the direction of the sound. Sergeant Clark, from operations, an MP rather than an intelligence soldier, gestured for calm. 

That was good. He would know what to do. All she had to do was give him the opening.

“So, Steed,” she said, “what’s the problem here?”

It took Steed a second to realize he’d been spoken to, and then he surveyed the room, eyes landing on Clark, standing so still he could have been a mannequin.

“Steed?” Sullivan said again. “You know who I am? I asked you a question.”

“Um,” he said, closing his eyes.

Sergeant Clark inched closer.

“I won’t go,” Steed finally blurted, now breathing heavily, eyes dancing as he scanned the room.

“Go?”

“You can’t make me!” His voice cracked, and now his weapon hand trembled, and Finley sucked in a frightened breath.

“Go where, Steed?” Sullivan said, voice as calm as she could manage, even though her stomach whirred like it was filled with a dozen dragonflies, wings buzzing madly.

Steed stared at her, then lowered the scissors a fraction of an inch. “An alien attack.”

Sullivan glanced at Major Li, who shrugged apologetically. “I had him watching the videos from Mumbai.”

Great. So, he’d spent several days watching police officers get their heads blown into red mist. No wonder the guy was so terrified. She turned back to Steed. “Okay. I understand.” She waited for him to make eye contact, to show that he was in a mental state where he could comprehend. “And I can tell you, you’re not going to be sent there.”

Steed pressed his weapon against Finley’s neck. “That’s not true! I’ve seen the orders! We’re all going!”

“Lord, help me,” Finley whispered, a tear hovering between her eye and cheek bone, like it couldn’t decide whether to fall. 

God, he was over the bend, so nuts he wasn’t going to believe anything. Patrice’s mouth had gone dry, and she struggled to think of how to reassure him. “I saw the orders, too. But not all of us are actually--”

“Don’t lie to me!” 

“Easy. Easy,” Sergeant Clark said. He sounded like a farm boy talking to a spooked horse, voice calm, hands out, palms facing downward.

Steed’s eyes danced, jerking in frantic saccades, and a trail of spittle drew a line over Finley’s collar. “I saw that policeman get his head blown--” His voice broke. 

Clark cocked his head. 

“Steed,” she tried again, “it’s the infantry soldiers who’ll face down the enemy. Not… not an intel specialist in an MP brigade.”

“And if they fail?”

She closed her eyes for a split second. Damn, he’d read those orders more carefully than she had expected. “Okay. Then how can I reassure you?”

He froze. 

You don’t know, do you? she wanted to say. Stupid ass, you need to think these things through before you go postal on us.

Sergeant Clark took a slow-motion step toward him.

Steed spun his head toward Clark. “Get back! Right now! I’ll kill her!”

An invisible hand grabbed Sullivan around the throat. Now, her bladder was painfully full, ready to burst. “Do what he says,” she instructed Sergeant Clark.

Clark’s expression turned dark, but he nodded, then returned to his original position. Thank God he knew how to follow orders in a tough situation.

She had to recover Steed’s attention. “How about a transfer to another unit? Some outfit that isn’t going to be deployed?”

“Um…” Steed glanced at the sergeant standing nearby. Then he looked at Major Li. Finally, his eyes returned to Sullivan. “Yeah.” His hand lowered the scissors slightly, so that the point no longer pressed into his victim’s skin.

“Okay,” Sullivan said, putting a deliberate brightness in her tone. “I’ll go over to S-1 and get the transfer paperwork started.”

Another micro lowering of the weapon. 

She pulled a small green notebook from her cargo pocket, and a pen from the slot on her left sleeve. “I’ll just need a little information.”

“Uh, right.”

“First, your social.” She put her pen to the paper as though she planned to write. 

“Five, one, eight,” Steed began.

“Five,” she repeated, like an idiot struggling to write the numbers, “eight…”

“No. Five, one.”

“One.” She glanced back at him, saw the scissors lower another half inch. Sergeant Clark remained in her peripheral vision, as still as a cat waiting for the right moment to pounce. 

“Okay. Five, one, one…”

“No.” Steed huffed, and the scissors lowered again.

SSG Clark leapt at Steed, grabbing the hand with the weapon, and slamming it onto the table. Finley spun as Steed lost his grip on her.

“Ow!” Steed shouted, fingers cracking open. The scissors clattered on the metal surface.

Sergeant Finley dashed around the table and into the arms of a female lieutenant, sobbing.

In less than two seconds, Clark had both of Steed’s hands on the tabletop, feet spread wide. “You have the right to remain silent,” he began. 

Another MP joined him, proffering handcuffs. “Yeah, you’re going to another unit alright. Like, Leavenworth.”

Major Li grinned. “That was awesome, ma’am.”

Sullivan let out a long breath. Felt like she had been holding it the whole time. “Get Finley checked out by the medics.”

Li came to the position of attention, then nodded. “Of course.”

“Then make sure she gets counseling.”

“Right.”

“And keep me informed.” She headed to the latrine, and only when she’d closed the door to the stall did her knees turn liquid. 

Back out at the sinks, a good splash of water on her face brought her back to the present, to the place where a person pushed her feelings away because there wasn’t time for such luxuries. Water trickled over her cheeks, over the jagged scar below her right eye. She touched it. 

Can’t trust anybody.

A quick wipe with the towel, and she went back to her office, where she flopped into her chair. Her large, wooden desk usually felt like a shield between her and anyone who would threaten her, but not now. She pulled up the unit orders on her computer screen and scanned the first section again, the part that talked about the enemy they expected to face.

Too little information. The aliens had only attacked Earth once, two weeks earlier, hitting five cities in the Eastern hemisphere, where they grabbed tens of thousands of people, stuffed them into the alien spacecraft, then sped back into the blackness of space. No contact with governments, no demands, no hints they wanted to conquer. 

And nobody knew when they would return.
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Chapter 2 — Alien Captain

Beglash of Kernish, Captain of the Imperial war ship Blood Fury, stepped through the door of the communications center, hands balled into fists shaking in triumph. He had won. The little guy, the one who had been picked on and belittled, finally, he had scored his victory, finally he had been given a mission worthy of his ship and his command.

The dark possibility of failure flitted into his awareness, and he batted it away. He would succeed. No need to ruminate over what might go wrong.

There was too much satisfaction to enjoy, especially as he remembered the dark look on Ramed’s face when the Admiralty agreed to send Beglash’s ship on the next harvest. They trusted he would succeed, even if Ramed continually whispered doubt. Even better, once his mission was accomplished, Beglash would have a chance to exercise the kinds of influence other captains, those with more prestige, had already wielded. Beglash’s son, two years overdue for manhood, would finally go to the front of the line.

Unable to repress his smile, he started down the outer utility concourse of Dakhesh’s principal space port, the left wall studded with doors and passages, the right almost deck to deck windows, displaying the glorious beauty of space, the view only occasionally blocked by long umbilicals snaking from the port to the ships docked there, maintenance shuttles flitting about, and even the occasional team of mechanics floating outside a damaged ship’s charred skin, doing whatever repairs they had been assigned. He stopped and watched with amazement the delicate weightless dance as jetpacks puffed and men spun feet over head. Something blue flickered in the dim light, and Beglash’s stomach jolted.

Those men in blue shirts were everywhere, even out here, even off the planet.

Time to get back to his mission.

And how hard could it be? For a successful harvest, he just had to remain hidden from the Enforcers, and he was good at that. He had trained his crew in every trick to keep those sinking meddlers from ever knowing his whereabouts. This time would be no different.

He hurried around the curved walkway, anxious to get to his ship, approaching the safety wall, which held massive doors that would slam shut should any of the compartments be breached. Without those walls, he would already be in view of the Blood Fury.

“Look at you!” someone said in the far room, voice booming. It sounded like Zolbon, a one-time friend, but that relationship had died years ago. Zolbon was the last person Beglash wanted to talk to right now.

Beglash stopped before he reached the door. He would wait until the loud person was gone.

“You look like a man!” Zolbon continued. “Last time I saw you, you were only this high!”

“I’m not a man,” another voice answered, a rich baritone with a touch of reticence there. “My father says there are a hundred thousand boys ahead of me in the line.”

Beglash’s knees turned to water. Was that his son, Grelid? Admitting all these terrible truths to his father’s greatest rival? Waves and foam, this couldn’t be happening. 

“Well,” Zolbon continued, “that certainly is a problem. If only there was something I could do to help.” 

Son of a whore. That lying Zolbon could help if he really wanted to. Right now, he could get the ministry of ritual to do anything he wanted, but he was having too much fun laughing at Beglash’s lower status.

But wait. Beglash had just brokered that exact deal with the Ministry. No reason at all to slink into the other room like a wilp. Beglash lifted his chin and walked through the blast doors. 

Zolbon, his thick belly protruding markedly from his vest, faced Grelid. The boy’s mother stood behind him, looking as timid as Grelid sounded. “But when you get to the front of the line… what a mighty warrior you’ll be,” Zolbon continued, reaching out in an expansive gesture. “You must have gotten that from your mother’s side of the family.”

Heat rose into Beglash’s face. It took all his discipline not to attack Zolbon from behind. After all, it wouldn’t be a good idea to kill the hero of the empire.

“Hello, father.”

Zolbon spun around, a little guilt on his face. But he quickly recovered and put on a magnanimous grin. “Oh, Beglash, my friend!”

“Zolbon.”

“Come over here.” Zolbon motioned to the other side of the wide hallway, as though he were about to share state secrets and didn’t want the uninitiated to hear.

Beglash should refuse, but it wouldn’t be good for his son to see him having a spat with another captain. He nodded, not letting up on his frown. Zolbon joined him near the inner wall.

“So,” Zolbon said, voice lowered, while slapping a beefy hand on Beglash’s back. “I hear you got a new mission to my planet.”

Beglash coughed. Just because they were calling it “Zolbon’s planet” didn’t mean it belonged to the man. In fact, Beglash looked forward to finding out what the inhabitants called that planet. And he wanted to see the look on Zolbon’s face when the man lost the honor of having a whole world named after him. 

“News travels fast,” Beglash said. 

“You’ll do fine,” Zolbon said, a note of fake reassurance in his tone. He pointed out the window, where the Blood Fury stretched out from the spaceport, looking like a leech hanging from the belly of a sea righul. The black paint of its exterior was a little too shiny, and the spindly engine pylons looked like they could easily break off. “A fine little ship you have there.”

Beglash forced a smile, like he was proud of running the smallest of all the imperial ships outfitted for battle. Like he took Zolbon’s comment as a compliment. Like he hadn’t noticed that Zolbon’s ship was five times the size of his own. “You have a good eye for quality in the fleet.”

Zolbon’s smile flickered momentarily, then a soft chuckle worked its way down his ample belly. Beglash glanced at the other captain’s belt. What would Zolbon say if Beglash commented that Zolbon needed a larger ship just to accommodate his girth? 

Zolbon lifted his brows, making a gesture with finger and thumb close together and running horizontally. “It’s very sleek.”

“The Enforcers will never spot it,” Beglash added. Not so much because it was small, but because Beglash was skilled at evading. And patient. He could wait until they were finished with their patrol of the system before he made his move.

“Ah, yes,” Zolbon said. “How is your crew? Well disciplined? Courageous?”

Beglash narrowed his eyes at his rival. How much did Zolbon know about Beglash’s personnel problems, about the shortage of sensor operators, the assignment of inappropriate crewmen to his bridge? Had he helped Ramed in planning how to sabotage the Blood Fury?

That was unlikely. Zolbon barely knew Ramed and had little regard for any officer unqualified to serve in space. Best pretend everything was fine. “They are all excellent,” Beglash said, “except for one, a pilot named Galth, recently transferred from another ship.” When Zolbon’s eyes narrowed, Beglash knew the other captain remembered Galth. “Evidently, they didn’t teach him any discipline where he came from.”

Zolbon jerked his head back, like he’d been slapped. “Oh, really? What was his former ship?”

Beglash had to force himself not to smile, not to laugh in Zolbon’s face. Instead, he shrugged. “I don’t recall,” he lied. “But it doesn’t matter. He’ll learn soon enough.”

Nodding, Zolbon appeared to brush off the insult. “Are you certain your crew can handle the mission?”

“It’ll be difficult,” Beglash said, “but we’re ready.”

“Just the reason I wanted to talk to you,” Zolbon said, again indicating the Blood Fury with his hand. “Even with such a… stealthy ship, you may have problems avoiding the Enforcers.”

“And?”

“And so, I’m offering my assistance. If you can’t make it into the system without them seeing you, I can bring my ship in and provide a distraction. Maybe I can even lead them back into interstellar space. Give you plenty of time to harvest…” He glanced at the Blood Fury, eyes roving it from one end to the other. “… as many quivs as your ship can hold.”

So Zolbon could take credit for the harvest? Not as long as Beglash was breathing.

“Or,” Beglash said, “perhaps they’ll be in another system, like when you went there.”

Now, Zolbon’s smile looked strained. “I’ll be available, if you need me.”

“Yes. Don’t do anything until I call you.” With a forced grin, Beglash slapped Zolbon on the arm, then strutted toward his family waiting near the window.

“Grelid,” Beglash said, “I’m pleased you came to see me off.” He gestured for them to gather close, as though he didn’t want anyone, make that Zolbon, to hear anything. “The Minister of Ritual has sworn that if I’m successful in my next mission, then you,” he poked his finger in Grelid’s direction, “will be moved to the front of the line.”

Grelid clapped his hands and made a quick jump of excitement. “Great embrace!” 

Of course, that was only half the agreement, but Beglash had no reason to tell them the rest of it. That would only worry them needlessly. Beglash planned to return with a ship full of Dakh Hhargashian equivalents or quivs as they were called, so many that everyone in the fleet would wonder how he got them all into his small cargo hold.

Yes. That small blue planet and its billions of inhabitants weren’t going to know what hit them.
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Chapter 3 — Alert

Phone… ringing… ringing… 

Three oh seven… way too early. Dark outside.

Ringing.

Shit! 

Patrice jolted up, fingers clawing at her cell phone, which danced as it vibrated on her nightstand, playing Stars and Stripes Forever, the ringtone she’d set for calls from the staff duty officer. 

“Sullivan,” she said, her voice croaking from disuse. She cleared her throat, grabbed another gulp of air, her lungs working like she’d just run five miles flat out, her heart sprinting as the possible emergencies dog-piled into her awareness. 

The man on the phone identified himself, one of the many young officers in the brigade, someone she barely knew. “We’ve been alerted,” he said. “Another ship’s been spotted in outer space.”

Hell. Everything Private Steed had fretted about exploded in her mind, the chaos of an attack, the hopeless struggle as first responders tried to stop the death-ray armed men while militaries scrambled to reach the scene before it was too late. She flipped on her bedside lamp, then rushed to the chair in the corner, where she’d laid out her uniform for the next day. “I’ll be right in.” 

No time to think now. Her uniform went on in record time, boot laces tightening with a single pull. She grabbed her duffle from the closet, something she kept always packed, then headed for her front door.

Just as she reached for the doorknob, she remembered she no longer lived alone. Old habits had almost had her out the door without a word to anyone.

She left her bag by the door and went back down the hall, then slipped open the door to the other bedroom. Slivers of light illuminated the curves of her mother’s body, curled under the off-white blanket, knees drawn to her chest, as if only in her sleep could she admit her vulnerability.

Patrice closed her eyes while her inner critic berated her. This was no place for her mother to live, where you never knew what was going to happen next, where Patrice could not always be there to assure her mother’s needs were met.

She took a deep breath. Neither of her siblings had any better circumstances. This was what they’d decided upon, and that was that.

If only the instability of Patrice’s life hadn’t intruded so soon.

Mama stirred. “Charlie?”

“It’s Patrice, Mama.” She walked over to the bed, skirting around the piles of still unpacked boxes, then sat on the edge of the mattress. “Just wanted you to know I got called in early.”

Mama’s face looked confused, and Patrice held her breath. Please don’t call Dad’s name again…

“At three in the morning?”

Patrice exhaled as a smile crept onto her face. “Happens all the time. After you’ve lived here for a while, you’ll get used to it.”

“Oh.” Mama’s laugh sounded like Patrice’s grandmother, old and craggy. She sat up, leaning against her elbows.

“But I might not be home soon, so I want you to call Steve, okay?”

“Where will you be?”

Patrice glanced at the nightstand, where Mama had stuck a framed photo of her and her husband, Patrice’s dad, a casual shot with him running his fingers through his ample head of hair. Son of a bitch hadn’t even given her a real wedding with a professional photo she could put up. They’d defied her parents, snuck out in the middle of the night, then gone to the Justice of the Peace.

“With Dad.” Her own personal code for, “nobody knows.”

Mama squeezed Patrice’s wrist as she slipped her feet out of the bed. “Don’t say that. You don’t know what it means.”

Patrice swallowed, surprised at Mama’s admission, a situation the older woman almost never acknowledged. “I’ll fill you in as soon as I know something.”

Mama’s toes touched the floor.

“Stay in bed.”

“No. I’m up now.”

No use arguing with Mama. Patrice patted her on the arm, then gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. “Go back to sleep.”

Guilt slammed her as she left Mama’s room, guilt that she had not given the older woman the grandchildren she’d wanted, that she had not embarked on a safer career, like medical doctor or even veterinarian, even nurse for heaven’s sake, something to do with the biology Patrice had studied in college. “Why the army?” Mama had groused. And now, she was abandoning her mother again, just like Dad had done.

No, damn it. She’d warmed Mama. She’d said goodbye. More than he had ever deigned to do.

Patrice reached the front door and grabbed the duffle, grunting as she heaved it onto her back.

Mama chuckled, walking bent-armed down the hall, frilly nightgown billowing around her thin legs. “Your father would be so proud.”

Patrice forced a smile over the glower that mention of that man brought on. But she knew better than to show her anger to Mom. The older woman would defend him to the end.

“Call Steve.”

“I can take care of myself.”

Yeah. Like when we were kids and you had to move in with your mother because you couldn’t make enough money to keep the house.

Patrice jerked the front door open, let it slam into the doorstop and bounce back. Why was she doing this to herself? Damn it, Steve and his wife should have taken over care of Mama. So what if their situation was a little unpredictable? Hers was certainly the most unstable of the family.

She grabbed the door on its bounce back, then plunged outside. “See you later,” she called over her shoulder, not waiting for a reply. A moment later, she was stuffing her duffle into the front trunk space of her little sports car, a spot supposedly big enough for a golf bag, but it wasn’t going in. Damn it.

Through the front window, the light from the living room had turned from soft white to bluish. Crap. Mama had probably turned on the television. Sullivan had to get out of there now, before Mama figured out what was going on. She splayed her fingers across the rough canvas and jumped, pressing her entire body weight onto the bag. It popped into place, and she closed the lid.

The front door banged open. “Patrice!” Mama called, rushing outside, bare feet on the sidewalk, her frail form silhouetted by the nearby streetlamp. “You can’t go! You can’t!”

God, Patrice didn’t have time for this. The clock had already started, and getting her whole unit in to work was now the most urgent priority.

Mama hurried toward her, arms outstretched. 

Patrice pulled her car door open. “I don’t have a choice, Mama.”

Mama slammed into her, knocking her against the low-slung car, her back bending over the roof. Mama’s arms grabbed Patrice around the waist. “No! No! I can’t lose you, too.”

Too? Had she just admitted her missing husband was never coming back?

But there was no time to check on Mama’s grasp of reality. “I tell you what. I’ll give Steve a call, tell him to check on you.”

“The news says…” Mama’s voice broke.

Crap. “Mama, I’ll be fine,” Patrice said, pulling Mama’s arms away from her.

“You’re sure?”

Patrice put one foot in the car, pushing Mom away so she could close the door. “Absolutely.”

“But…”

“Have I ever lied to you?”

Mama shook her head, then took a step back, wrapping her arms around herself, then standing like a wraith in the fading headlights as Patrice backed out of the driveway.

God, she was going to have some serious penance to do when she got back home.

But she couldn’t allow herself to think about that, either.

Now headed to post, she kept her mind busy with her driving, until she found herself stopped at a red light. And then a wave of fear swallowed her. The road ahead looked covered with dark fog. The moon was gone.

“Please, God,” she whispered, crossing herself the way her mother had taught her when she was a child, something she hadn’t done in years. “Let this be a false alarm.”

And inside her mind, another voice said, let the aliens come here. Come, you sons of bitches, and I’ll show you what happens when you mess with the United States of America. 

She shook her head. Did she really want the aliens to attack her country? Did she really want to have to send her soldiers out to be killed by them? What kind of nutty person was she, anyway? What kind of distorted assessment did she have of how well she could do against these advanced creatures? Sure, it was a fun fantasy, but realistically? More unlikely than not.

But if she could… a success in this kind of mission would assure her promotion. 

She pulled her corvette into her reserved parking space, her car lights blazing even after she’d turned the engine off. 

She glanced around. Dozens of soldiers trudged toward the headquarters building from the barracks, a few dragging their duffle bags over the sidewalks and through the round pools of light cast by scattered streetlamps. Other cars moved slowly through the parking lot, wives kissing their husbands goodbye and then driving away.

A twinge of regret pinched her chest. She didn’t have anyone like that to kiss goodbye. 

Not a concern she was even going to entertain. She wrenched her duffle from the truck, jaw muscles twitching, then bolted toward the safety of her office.
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Chapter 4 — Hiding 

Beyond the transparent bubble of the bridge, a jagged piece of rubble slowly spun, blotches of mottled snow creeping across the shadowed face, barely visible in the feeble light of the tiny yellow star which sat at the center of the target system.

Five other men stood in the invisible room, looking like they lived in space, without the need for air or heat or gravity, denizens of the darkness, clutching their foot-sized control pads, commanding the ship with light touches. 

“Status?” Beglash said, letting his own pad rest against his thigh. Its displays of ship condition and personnel readiness didn’t matter to him. It was the enemy ship out there he cared about, and an hour had passed since he’d last heard what they were doing.

“No change,” Tordag, the second in command, answered, looking up at the captain with annoyance. “The Enforcers are patient.”

“Stupid,” Beglash corrected him. “If they want to catch us, then they should be hiding, not us.”

Tordag smiled and nodded. 

“You want to keep us stuck out here forever,” Galth said, stepping toward the far end of the invisible bridge, waving his empty hand at someone Beglash couldn’t see, someone Tordag kept out of Beglash’s line of sight behind the other bridge officers.

And for a glorious moment, Beglash had almost forgotten the man was there.

“Get off the bridge,” Beglash said, pointing his finger at Galth. 

“What are you saying?” Galth said, now gesturing toward the other while staring at the captain. “You trust him? He says there’s no change, and you take his word for it?”

Beglash didn’t need to explain himself to this lowly transplant. Galth had arrived acting like he thought he should be the captain, like he thought he was better than any of the other officers, simply because of his former ship. It was time to teach the man a lesson in obedience. “Tordag, call security.”

Galth clapped his hands onto his chest. “What? Now you’re taking his side against me? You’re going to defend an unspeakable, someone dressed in blue?”

A raging volcano exploded inside Beglash, spitting ash and molten rocks. The color of the bridge changed, bright red where shadowed scabs had been. And somewhere in the background, children’s voices -- Ramed’s boyhood voice -- chanted, “Beglash wears blue, Beglash wears blue!”

Two steps. A quick swing of a fist. Crack. Galth was down, slamming onto the transparent floor, thudding, blood and spittle spraying into a red doily. Breath whooshed between his split lips. Beglash kicked him, toes landing in the softness of an unprotected gut. Galth groaned. 

“You will not speak to me like that!” Beglash bellowed. He looked around, saw the surprised expressions on the officers’ faces, the fear in Tordag’s eyes as he choreographed the movements of the others, keeping only a flicker of a blue shirt visible, and then it was gone again, hidden behind the dark red shadows of the Hhargashna uniforms.

The second in command rushed up to Galth, grabbing him by the shoulder and pulling him toward the exit. “Get out of here, before you get us all killed.”

Beglash smiled, more to himself than to anyone else. It paid to have come by command in the traditional way, a bloodied dagger his instrument of promotion. The fear that fact created in his crew, the possibility of a shameful death, was one of his most powerful tools of control. 

Beglash paced back to his original position, slowly enough that the remainder of the bridge crew could adjust their positions, blocking out the sight of the Blood Fury’s greatest embarrassment, the worst insult to its captain.

Beglash’s excitement was wearing off, leaving him with a dull ache in his knuckles. Well worth it.

Tordag strutted back onto the bridge, muttering something about Galth going to do performance checks on his shuttle. 

“They’re moving,” the man in blue said from out of sight, directing his comments to Tordag. 

“Captain--” Tordag began.

“I heard.” Someday, after Beglash got used to his new sensor operator--Meliq, that was his name-- maybe after he got so he could trust the man, then perhaps he could stop pretending the unspeakable had never been assigned to his crew. And right now, he was anxious enough to want to hurry things up, get news that would allow him to take his ship out of this huge, spherical comet cloud and bring it closer to the target planet, down into the part of the system that formed a flat disk of planets and asteroids.

“Where are they going?” Tordag asked.

“Looks like the fourth planet.”

“Sink it,” Beglash muttered. Too close in, too likely the Enforcers were still watching for him. 

“But don’t they head to the outer planets before they get ready to leave the system?” Meliq asked.

“Sometimes,” Tordag answered.

Beglash’s fingers throbbed, red where they had made contact with Galth’s face. Time for a little advancement on the target. He was so far out, and so far off from the angle of the system disk that the Enforcers were unlikely to spot him even if his ship exploded.

“Prepare to move to the outermost asteroid ring.”
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Chapter 5 — Plans and Preparations

As soon as she got to her office, she found Lieutenant Colonel Davis, the brigade executive officer, standing near the long conference table, his dark fingers wrapped around a stack of papers, the operations order, that he waved at her, held so that she could see the page with the words “to be determined” splashed across the emptiness, where their higher headquarters should have told them how to fight these bastards. And TBD was the most help they were probably going to get. “You got any ideas?”

She shrugged as she walked in, then closed the door and headed toward her desk. “Maybe we can take all the tension around here, suction it into some kind of weapon and shoot it at them.”

Davis narrowed his eyes, like he’d taken her comment seriously. “What would that do?”

“Give them the heebie jeebies?” she said. “They’d head back to their own planet and never return.”

Davis slowly lowered the order, then let it flop onto the long conference table at the far end of her office. “How the hell are you so calm?”

“It’s my deception plan.” 

“It’s a good one.” He gave her a weak smile, one that seemed to say he was trying to keep his emotions under control. But it was harder than people realized. They had seen too much to think they could waltz into a battle with the Nabbers and win easily.

She slipped into her chair. “Status?”

Davis gave her a brief rundown of the assembling of her unit, of the little he knew so far. They hadn’t gotten any word about meetings, or alien landing sites, or anything else they could act on. But it was still early, still dark outside.

“Okay, then,” she said. “Send me Major Li.”

“PIRs?” Davis asked. The priority information requirements were the questions Patrice had asked her intelligence officer to answer. It was a standard way to organize and analyze any intelligence they had, to make it useful for military planning, show how it applied to any particular operation.

She nodded and he left. A moment later, a trembling young major stood in front of her desk, a pad in hand, a look of hopelessness on his round face. “Ma’am,” he said, “I’ve just been going over higher headquarters’ intelligence briefing.”

Oh, hell. He had nothing.

All the time they had spent going over the records of the previous attack, all the effort they’d expended, and they had nothing? Nothing but one soldier freaking out and another almost being killed? What kind of incompetent section was Major Li running?

She pressed her lips together. “I suppose they don’t have anything, either.”

“Their PIRs are very similar to yours.”

Okay, now, he was buttering her up, trying to hint that she was thinking like the generals, that she was almost ready for that coveted promotion. She had no intention of letting Li off that easily.

“What weaknesses have you found?”

He swallowed. “They have shields, ma’am.”

She didn’t need him to tell her the obvious. “And does it have any seams? Is it stronger in some places than others?”

“We just don’t have enough data--”

She jumped to her feet. “There are thousands of videos, bystanders with their cell phones recording every single move they made. How can you not have enough?”

“Ma’am, if the G-2 guys in the Pentagon and at Fort Huachuca can’t come up with anything, how am I supposed to?”

She walked to the window, where the barest hints of light hugged the horizon, and the stars still sparkled. “You have a different way of looking at things. You should see something they don’t.”

At this point, she wasn’t certain she believed that, but it was the line she had to tell him. He had to give her something to use in fighting these guys, or she and all her soldiers were dead.

Because she didn’t think the infantry was going to succeed. And according to those orders Davis had left on the table, after the infantry was wiped out, she was supposed to take her unit in and do what they had been unable to do.

If only she had a clue how to fight them.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Li said. “I’m not…”

She glared at him.

“I… I…” He closed his eyes. “No excuses. I know. But I just don’t have any idea what to do next.” His voice cracked.

She let out a long breath. The poor kid was giving it his all. And now he was asking for help. 

Time to stop yelling.

She pointed to a chair at the conference table. As she walked there, she remembered how excited she’d been when she first saw it. Damn, an office big enough for her desk and a conference table. It really meant she’d come up in the world, she was important now. But sitting here with her S-2 almost in tears, facing an enemy no one knew how to beat, none of this pretentious office space really meant much. It was just a table and chairs, and she’d just become a teacher.

“Weaknesses,” she said as she sat beside him, deliberately avoiding the head of the table, the place of power. “That’s what I most need to know. Some way we can…”

“Override their superiority,” he said. 

Good. He understood. And it was time to give him a little empathy, an indication that she knew what he was going through. “But those weaknesses aren’t always easy to find.”

Relief washed over his face. “Tell me about it.”

“So, what I think will work is for you to speculate. Brainstorm with your soldiers, make up some stuff.”

His brows drew together over his nose. “Make up?”

“Like a scientific hypothesis,” she said. 

His eyes brightened. “Then all we have to do is see if we can disprove or verify.”

“Right. So, suppose our theory is that there’s a seam in their shields, and it’s a softer target.”

“I got it,” Li said, starting to stand. “We should be able to test that.” 

She nodded. “Go.” Then, as he reached the door, she added, “and remember to have new ideas in the queue for testing. That way, when you disprove one idea, you have another to start working on.”

“Thank you,” he said, then hurried toward the door, where he stopped, blocked by the bulky body of LTC Davis. 

“Ma’am,” Davis said, “we got information on the spaceship movements.”

“Show me,” she said.

“In the two shop.”

She followed him to the intelligence area, where a television mounted on the wall showed a newscaster talking. The lieutenant had the remote control and was reversing the recording. 

By now, several other people had entered the room, including Sergeant Clark from operations. Across the room, Sergeant Finley smiled at Patrice with a touch of bashfulness. Patrice motioned for her to approach. “How are you?”

“Good,” Finley answered, “now Steed’s gone.”

“Okay, here it is,” the lieutenant said. The television screen showed an image of the sky, black stars on a white background, and a line zigzagging from one side to the other. 

That couldn’t be right. It just didn’t look like what an attacker would be doing, preparing to land shuttles on the Earth. 

“Is that even the same aliens?” Davis asked.

Oh, come on. Two different groups of aliens? That seemed like the least likely explanation.

Sergeant Clark took a step forward. “Looks like they’re on patrol.”

“But patrolling for what?” Patrice asked. Were they expecting the humans to have already put something in space to counter their efforts?

Clark shook his head.

Major Li put his hands on his hips. “Another mystery to solve.”

The brigade sergeant-major entered the room and handed her a small paper. She glanced at it. Information about the commander’s meeting. Looked like it was time to go.

She would get the latest intelligence there, and maybe even a few ideas about how to fight this foe. Or maybe not.
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Chapter 6 — Moving In

“Synchronizing orbit now,” the helmsman said.

Beglash let out a breath of relief. “Any sign we’ve been spotted?” Their last maneuver was one of the most dangerous, slipping from the comet cloud down to the plane of the system, to the outer ring. 

A short silence followed the question, and then the man in blue shook his head. “The Enforcer ship’s movements haven’t changed.”

Beglash stared at the large asteroid hovering outside his ship, which now served as a shield that would screen his ship, keep the Enforcers from knowing his whereabouts. As long as his crew maintained their patience, as long as no one did anything to alert the Enforcers, they would be okay. But the helmsman’s finger kept moving over his control pad, then backing off. 

“Maintain course.” Beglash said.

“When are they going to leave?” the helmsman said.

Beglash rolled his eyes. “Just think of it as a game.”

“And get your finger away from the engine controls,” Tordag said.

The helmsman moved his right hand behind his back.

It didn’t feel like their movement from the comet cloud to this ring of planetary debris was enough to make a lot of difference, but now the Enforcers could spot them much more easily. Now, they had to be ten times as careful. 

Beglash rubbed a hand over his left sleeve to brush off a bit of dust from his dark red shirt. This was the color of his own caste, a color one could be proud to wear, the color of blood beginning to dry. 

“The enemy is moving,” Tordag said. He stared at his control pad with intensity. “Heading for the inner asteroid ring.” 

“Confirmed,” Meliq said. He had positioned himself as far forward as possible, away from everyone else, now in full view of the captain, frantically punching on his control pad, as though he had something important to figure out. All that movement made Beglash nervous.

He turned to Tordag. “What is the sensor operator doing?”

“Looking for a better asteroid,” Meliq said before the first officer had a chance to relay the question. “This one doesn’t have enough iron. Might not block Enforcer sensors as well as others.”

Fathers and emperors, was that right? Or was Meliq trying to get them to move into view of the other ship, destroy Beglash’s chances of success? How could he tell where this Unspeakable’s loyalties lie? How would he ever know? Beglash turned back to Tordag. “Your opinion?”

Tordag glanced back at his pad. “This one has some iron.”

“Some?”

Tordag lifted his shoulders. “Should be enough.”

“They’re headed in our direction.” Beglash shouted. “Have they spotted us?”

“Not exactly in our direction,” Tordag said. He held out his pad to show Beglash where the enemy was going, their angle of exit from the system off by fifteen degrees. It was enough that they would be millions - no billions - of memgash from the Blood Fury, should they get out this far, beyond the orbit of the blue ice planet, into a sparse rubble field that defined the outer edge of the system’s flat disk.
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