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Have you read the first two books in the series?

This book, Samurai of the Stars, can be read as a standalone, but before you read this one, you might want to read about Colonel Sullivan’s adventures fighting alien abductors and how Major Hiranaka joined her team to defeat the enemies of our protectors. 
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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.

[image: A person and person in clothing holding guns

Description automatically generated]

No Plan Survives

All these years, aliens have been protecting Earth from extraterrestrial marauders. BUT NOW, THEY’RE GONE. Remnants of the alien security force have come to Earth in desperation, hoping our bellicose society can help them win the war that has annihilated their fleet. Colonel Patrice Sullivan, already an accomplished alien fighter, must now unravel the strange practices and dark secrets that have brought our alien friends to this dismal state. But can her clever tactics and brilliance overcome an enemy bent on obliterating the fleet? And then, when even her friends turn against her, can she save her planet and the people she cares about? Grab your copy now because you’re going to love this fight against overwhelming forces. This action-packed military science fiction story is great for fans of Christopher Nuttall, Rick Partlow and David Webber.
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CHAPTER 1

 

It had been a perfect day, the ship—the first in Earth’s fledgling space fleet—almost ready for its captain to arrive, for its maiden voyage; the engineering inspection passed with only an occasional, immediately remedied gig; the control panels lit up as the engine power surged into them, replacing the feeble electrical feed from an outside generator. And then the engine exploded.

It happened so fast Lieutenant Colonel Wendy Hiranaka almost didn’t see it, the thick name plate flying off the engine at supersonic speed, ripping apart pipes and conduits in a thunderous crash, slamming the assistant inspector in the chest and rag-dolling him across the aisle, a stream of steam gushing out behind it, clouds of super-heated water roiling against the far wall. All she could see of him was his lower legs, gimbly sticks sliding to the floor.

“Turn it off!” Elizondo, the engineer, shouted, arms waving like palm fronds in a hurricane. 

Hiranaka dove onto the floor, belly sliding on the now wet tile, under the clouds, under the stream of scorching liquid, the searing heat shouting at her, knives of steam slicing over her back. 

“Medic!” Elizondo yelled, his voice barely audible over the roar of the steam. “You! Get the doctor down here!” 

She grabbed the inspector’s ankle. Steam billowed, wrapping itself around her face, so thick she couldn’t breathe. “Pull!” 

Hands clamped around her boots and yanked hard. A screech and she was out. They dove to pull out the other’s reddened body, arms dragging above his head, eyes swollen shut and cheeks and lips like pink balloons. The engine thrumming had died away, and the blast of steam wilted into sagging spit. Beyond it, the chief inspector looked horrified.

Damn right. If he had listened to her, this wouldn’t have happened.

Several men crouched around the limp body. One of them started chest compressions, quietly singing to himself, “Stayin’ alive. Stayin’ alive.”

The engineering medic ran up to Hiranaka as she straightened her arms and pulled her knees under her. “You okay, ma’am?”

“Take care of him,” she said, pointing to the downed inspector. She heaved herself to her feet, her insides quaking, the skin on her right hand a volcano of pain. A blister puffed up the reddened knuckles. But there was no time to feel sorry for herself. She turned to Elizondo. “How bad is it? How long will it take to repair?”

“Don’t worry about that. You need to go to sick bay.”

“It’s got to be done before Captain Safarade arrives.” The floor moved out from under her, and she slapped her hand on the wall, eyes closed, head dropped forward. 

“Sit down,” Elizondo said, taking her by the arms and helping her stay upright. “Johnson, get her some water.”

She nudged her back against the wall, then slid to the floor with a squeak, Elizondo’s hands still on her arms, all the way down. She opened her eyes, and he was crouched in front of her, holding her up, face like a rock. 

“Diós, you got blisters all over.”

Her left cheek throbbed, trying to force her attention from her duties, but she couldn’t succumb. “The engine…” The movement of her mouth sent a hot poker through her cheek. 

“I got it,” he said, voice distant. “You don’t worry about that.” The room fractured. Behind him, the bustling technicians blurred, and all the shouting blended together. She closed her eyes again, then felt a hand on her brow.

Doctor Tinubu hovered over her while beside him space soldiers laid out a gurney. She tried to speak. “Quiet,” Tinubu said. They lifted her onto the gurney, and Tinubu put one of the alien technology medicine dispensers against her arm. It hissed. “For the pain,” he said. 

Her thoughts moved slowly now. It looked like she was injured worse than she thought. She might be transferred to a hospital on Earth. She might never meet the new captain. That might be the most merciful fate. A smile crept onto her face.

Because an unhappy boss could be more pain than second-degree burns, any day.
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CHAPTER 2

 

Right there,” Captain Klier said, pointing to the map of Earth’s solar system hanging in the air in front of him, suspended in three dimensions in the back of the dark bridge. “That’s the track.”

“Clever,” Chagnos said, nodding, his thumb and forefingers stroking his chin, as though he were in deep thought, though Klier was pretty sure he’d never had an original thought in his life. Behind them, the rest of the bridge crew stood, studying their control pads, pretending not to be listening, and beyond them, stars dotted space through the transparent walls, making it look like they flew unprotected through space, like they were magic, or invulnerable.

And with this new plan, Klier would make his ship invincible. Despite their dozens of telescopes looking in all directions, Earth would not see his approach until it was too late.

“As soon as I get approval,” Klier said, “we’ll harvest enough humans to end the backlog.” 

“You’ll be a hero,” Chagnos said, head bobbing. “You’ll get promoted.”

Klier burst into a grin. While other ships’ captains were combing through the archives on Valforth, struggling to find other planets to harvest, Klier would tear down the defenses of the one planet they already knew about, the one planet whose inhabitants looked enough like Dakh Hhargash to make them appropriate for the rites. “And when I’m admiral of the fleet, I’ll give this formula to all the other ships, and Earth won’t be able to fight off the hordes of ships attacking it.”

“A grand plan.”

Klier stared at the map for another moment, an uneasy sensation creeping into his gut. Something might go wrong. Those damned humans were too clever. They would put up other telescopes, or maybe even more effective tracking devices. This little plan of his would only work for a short while. But during that time…

Hero. His chest rose and he strutted across the invisible floor, fingers spread over his ribs, his head held high. He felt like all he had to do was lift his arms and he could fly. The emperor would give him awards and promote him and put him in command of a squadron, where he could coordinate continuous raids on Earth. It would be glorious.

“Captain,” the communications officer said, “Admiral Grelth calls you.”

Usually, Klier would go to his office to take a call from the head of the fleet, in case it was bad news. He never wanted his crew to see him criticized or undermined. But today, no such outcome was likely. Today, he commanded the universe. “Put him in the front.”

A heartbeat later, a projection of Grelth stood at the forward point of the bridge, in front of the stars and the blackness that surrounded them, frowning, the red of his uniform reflected in his eyes.

Klier bit the inside of his lip. The admiral’s ominous expression told him what had been decided, even before the older man spoke. Waves and foam, the man was an idiot. Why did Klier have to work under such incompetence?

Best to cut off the disaster before it could materialize. “Admiral,” Klier said, stepping forward. “I’ve done it… I’ve found the path. I guarantee it will work perfectly.”

“You can’t guarantee any such thing,” Grelth said, the gruff voice dropping as into the depths of the ocean. 

Klier felt the water splash over his face, streams of liquid sliding up his nostrils, drowning him in a never-ending torture. This couldn’t be happening. He should have taken the call in his office—no, in the most distant airlock. “I understand they will eventually defeat the plan, but until they figure out what we’re doing…”

“Your request is denied.”

“But I can do it!” He leaned forward, arms out towards Grelth, pleading. “The enemy is weak now. The Mralans have hardly any ships left, and—”

“Intelligence has not confirmed that theory.”

“But I’ve seen evidence. And if Earth doesn’t have their allies to protect them—”

“You’ll get your chance,” the admiral said.

Klier straightened, then brushed his hands over the bottom of his blood red jacket. Time to recover some dignity. All the bridge crew stood in their places watching him, fingers gripping their control pads. He couldn’t do anything to make them think less of him. He turned his voice dark, threatening. “Explain.”

Grelth didn’t seem to notice the insubordinate tone. Just as well. “We’re going to send out two ships for the next raid—yours and the Thunderclaw.”

“Drelm’s ship?” The words slipped out before he could censor himself. The worst son of a whore in the fleet, Drelm loved to hog the glory.  He would try to make Klier look incompetent, or like a total failure. He would try to arrange things so that it look like only his efforts had made the mission succeed, that he had won the battle in spite of being paired with Klier. And Klier wanted nothing of it. “I think the Omen of Death would be better.”

“You don’t get to select your partner.”

“But if I’m going to be able to—”

“I’m sure Chagnos would make a cooperative captain,” Grelth said, brows raised.

Klier clamped his mouth shut. The blackness all around him closed in, a new kind of hell. How much worse than drowning to drift in space, unable to breathe, forever? “I’ll contact the Thunderclaw and we’ll begin planning.”

“Good.”

The image disappeared, and Klier stood silent, trying to recapture his feelings of power and menace.

“Shall I call them?” Chagnos said, his voice tentative, as though he expected Klier to lick his face off. 

“Incompetent fools!” Klier pounded his fist in the air and paced for a few minutes. “Why do I have to work under such idiots?”

Chagnos pulled his shoulders together. “Perhaps there is some other reason for the selection that we’re not aware of.”

“Are you taking their side?”

“No. Of course not.” He stepped backward.

The bridge hung there in silence for several minutes, nothing but the occasional moan of a control pad requiring attention. Klier relaxed the fists he’d made, flexing his fingers. Right now, he just wanted to strangle someone. Anyone.

“What are you going to do?” Chagnos said.

Good question. He couldn’t fix the bungling leadership if they didn’t recognize his brilliance and promote him. Stuck here, now, with what he had, there didn’t seem to be many options.

Except maybe he could do the raid without permission. When he came home with a hundred thousand Dakh Hhargashian equivalents, the largest harvest on record, he would be a hero. No one in the government would dare punish him for not following orders.

On the other hand, if even the slightest thing went wrong, he would be on a fast course to the Night Sea, drowning for eternity, with no way to escape. 

Chagnos’s throat bobbed up and down twice and his eyes flitted back and forth. “Maybe,” he said, “you could challenge the emperor.”

“What?”

“That would put you well above Admiral Grelth. Then, you could tell him what a fool he is.”

Klier swallowed hard. Sure, if he was successful that would work. But he hadn’t been practicing sword-fighting. He preferred blaster-pistol target practice, something useful in combat. Not a single space-faring species faced their enemies with swords drawn. 

And if you lost to the emperor, well, the end of the imperial sword was pretty sharp, and the swords that hung over those who supported you were equally deadly.

“You want to be my loyal?” He lifted one side of his mouth into a lopsided smile. Chagnos would be an idiot to say yes.

“Maybe you could marry his daughter.”

Klier frowned. Was Chagnos making fun of him? 

But no, Chagnos knew nothing of Klier’s past, of his attempt to marry the eldest of the princesses, a bitch named Arieve, who humiliated him by marrying the most inappropriate suitor. Klier had been the perfect match, but she had rejected him. He was not about to put himself through that kind of torture again.

Unless…

No. No, it was a bad idea. Her brother, the current heir, might think of Klier and his bride as competition. He might decide to eliminate them as soon as he became the emperor. The whole prospect was too dangerous to contemplate.

On the other hand…

No. Even if he could eliminate the brother, there was no way to know how the council would respond to a female emperor, no way to tell what kind of role Klier could have in the government, no way to be certain he could take over the marble throne in his wife’s place and, if necessary, lock her away so she didn’t challenge his authority… 

But still, if he got the imperial princess as a wife, he could demand any ship he wanted to work with him on the raids. He wouldn’t have to deal with Drelm. It was a great idea.

What the hell was he thinking?

“I have an image of her,” Chagnos said, holding up a thin control pad the intelligence officer had just handed him.

Klier took it, uncertain whether to be angry or dismissive. If the emperor was putting out feelers to find a groom for his youngest daughter, Klier was not going to get sucked in.

Come to think of it, if the emperor was having to solicit candidates for son-in-law, she must be horribly ugly.

He moved his thumb over the project button, and her image leapt from the screen, a miniature person standing over the control pad, hands folded at her waist, face like the most delicate flower on Dakhesh. Something grabbed Klier, right in the groin, right in his most sensitive place. He almost doubled over. He almost did it right there.

He swallowed, then checked his breath to make certain it was even, that his voice wouldn’t waver when he spoke. “Contact the first loyal,” he said to the communications officer. “I need an audience with the emperor.”
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CHAPTER 3

 

Hiranaka rushed down the hall, her fists curled into balls. She couldn’t miss this, but announcements over the loudspeakers told her the incoming shuttle was already docking. Why had the medical staff been so slow to release her? Even after Doctor Tinubu had approved her departure, the nurse had moved like a three-toed sloth. “Just a minute. We need to take out your I-V.”

She was lucky she got out at all, she told herself. She still had red blotches and half-healed blisters on much of her exposed skin. It would be another week before the visible signs of the accident were gone.

As she rounded the last corner, the door to the shuttle bay opened like an invitation to disaster. The last repair part they needed would be on that shuttle, which meant the new captain was arriving onto a non-functional vessel. And there had been nothing she could do to change it.

Military march music played in the background, and in the center of the open bay a formation of thirty crewmembers stood with their legs spread, their hands in the smalls of their backs, the position of parade rest. Elizondo was at the front, wiping his hands on the outsides of his thighs. When he saw her, he grinned. 

Hiranaka took Elizondo’s place at the head of the formation, and he retired to the back, a much safer place. In a way, she envied him, not having to face the new commander. She, on the other hand, had already spoken to him several times from sick bay, as she worked to get the delivery of that last part the engine required. It was a rarely needed item, and even the ship manufacturing plant on Mral didn’t have one sitting around. Worse, it took at least a week to manufacture a new one. So, mechanics had had to cannibalize a part from the still-half-refurbished second ship, as yet unnamed. That was going to set the launch of that second ship back by a week or more. 

Thunk.

The incoming shuttle struck the end of the docking pod, and the door to the enclosure that held the newly arrived vessel cycled down, the hydraulic motor whirring. Whump. Click. Closed, locked, sealed. Now, the pod door popped open, creating a brief breeze as the vacuum inside the pod filled with air. 

The shuttle door slid open, a shooshing followed by a short screech, creating a dark opening, the maw of a monster, about to disgorge the ship’s new commander, Captain Safarade. A series of needle pricks worked their way over the blister on the back of her neck.

She frowned, and the lose skin on her cheek wrinkled, a weird feeling like someone was smearing cold cream across her face. Perhaps the presence of the wound, right in front of him, would prompt him to go easy on her.

Ship captains came in only two types—leaders you would follow into hell, and assholes you just had to survive. Hiranaka had already figured out that this new captain fell into the latter group. 

She spun around, eyed the formation in front of her, then shouted, “Attention.” Her voice squeaked. 

The soldiers snapped their heels together, the whack of their boots percussing and echoing against the far wall of the shuttle bay, faces solemn, bodies stiff. They looked ready, sharp, uniforms creased to perfection.

Again, Hiranaka did an about face, where she could see the commander tromping down the ramp, bouncing it and making it squeak. 

When he reached her, he turned his dark eyes towards her. Hair black and slick, skin brown and smooth, he looked as Persian as his name, the indominable Xerxes himself, confident as a panther on the prowl, muscular and graceful. She assessed him with dread. 

“Permission to come aboard,” he said, voice like the low growl of a Doberman, frown darkening his already somber expression.

Something stuck in her throat, and her mouth went dry. “Granted,” she said, forcing the word out, the sound grating, like she had a sore throat.

“Report.”

She gave him the status of the ship, including “all personnel accounted for.” They exchanged salutes, and she joined Elizondo at the back of the formation. But Safarade was so tall, she could still see him easily, see the frown that would not go away.

“We have a mission,” he said, his voice smooth and silky. “Out there.”

Hiranaka gulped. Out there? They were leaving orbit? She wasn’t certain the ship was ready, even with a functioning engine. The crew was as green as wasabi.

“We will be leaving soon after the engine repair. So, prepare yourselves.” He paused, as if to let the news sink in, then added, “Fall out and return to your duty stations.” 

The shield of crew standing in front of her disintegrated, and she stood facing the new captain, feeling naked. His frown looked like the one her father had worn when at sixteen she had let slip that she was going to the local Baptist church now, or when she got into college and then announced she had signed up for ROTC and an eventual commission in the Air Force—total disapproval. But she had to face this. If she bolted, she would lose all respect.

She stepped up to him, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin.

“I told you I didn’t want anyone wasting time on meaningless dog and pony shows,” he said, his voice clipped.

Oh, crap, she had screwed up with this little formation to greet him. The music still played, chipper tunes set in duple time, stuff that made a person want to start marching. She glanced around, looking for someone to turn it off, but it appeared everyone in the vicinity had intuited what was about to happen, and they had gone as far away as possible. There was only one thing left to do. “Yes, sir,” she said.

“I read the investigation of what happened in engineering.”

Okay, this was going to be better. That meant he would know she had argued with the inspector, that none of this was her fault. Not to mention she had done something semi-heroic, although she hadn’t intended it that way. She hadn’t thought about it at all. She had just jumped under the swirls of steam to rescue the downed inspector. Maybe Safarade would lighten up on her.

“You should have stood your ground with the inspector.” 

“I…” Oh, crap. “But he had the inspection order.” And that order had put him in charge, had given him the authority to override her.

“This was your ship, and your responsibility. And now, we have a non-functional piece of…” He looked around, lips moving silently.

“You’re right,” she said, hoping her agreement would appease him. “I accept full responsibility.”

“I should have you relieved.”

She stared straight ahead at his mid-chest button, trying not to blink, because if she moved her eyelids, tears would pop out. And this was not the place to start crying. “I understand.”

“And then, to top it all off, you jump into the danger.”

She couldn’t take much more of this. And she was standing at the position of attention. Was she allowed to move her arms? She had to. She brought her finger up to her eye and brushed the errant liquid to the side, hoping he wouldn’t notice, although that was unlikely. “Sir?”

“You were in command. The commander does not endanger himself. The commander orders someone else to do it, not because of selfishness, but because the ship needs its commander.”

“Of course.” A rock had grown in her throat, and it was cutting her neck, like it was about to slice open her jugular. And his shirt had gone blurry as more tears piled into her eyes. 

“So, while you were unconscious in sick bay, there was no one to work the replacement part issues that needed the intervention of someone with some rank.”

“But sir, we got the part, didn’t we?”

“Yes. But we could have had it yesterday. And the only reason we got it today was that the ship needs to be ready for our new mission. There was plenty of brass downstairs working on it, while you dozed on your sick bed.”

“I’m sorry, sir.” 

“What were you thinking?”

She tried to answer, but the five-year-old inside her had just been called out and didn’t know what to say. “Sir?”

“Just what I thought. You weren’t thinking.”

“No, sir, I was—”

“That’s enough. We have work to do.” 

She heard the threat implicit in that statement. If she wanted to stay on the crew, remain the executive officer, she had better start thinking now, start doing better, stop making these stupid mistakes. “Aye, sir.”

“Our new orders are in email. Get the staff working on it.”

“Of course.” She hesitated. “Shall I show you to your office?”

“I’ve studied the ship layout.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Staff meeting first thing in the morning.”

“I’ll make it happen.”

“And have a room readied for a VIP.”

“Aye, aye.” 

“He’ll arrive tomorrow. Be here to meet him, with a proper reception.”

“I’ll take care of everything,” she said.

“I hope so.” He marched out of the room, his footfalls echoing from the ceiling and the far walls.

With that, she turned and shuffled to the shuttle maintenance offices, bypassing the workorder desk, and into the head, where she hid in one of the stalls, grabbing a wad of toilet paper to wipe off her eyes.

“Get your act together,” she whispered. “Now.”
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CHAPTER 4

 

Klier followed Torsh through the halls of the fifth level of the imperial palace, footfalls clicking off the swirling marble floors, echoing from the cavernous walls. Even the corridors were massive, larger than the average man’s first room.

Torsh turned and headed down a narrow stairway, his thinning hair barely covering the top of his head.

Klier’s gut tightened. “Where are you taking me?”

“You didn’t think Klanth spends his whole day sitting around in the council rooms, did you?” 

Klier had no idea what activities filled the emperor’s schedule. His previous dealings with the man had all been formal, had all taken place amidst the splendor of the fifth floor. That experience had been a disaster, a failed attempt Klier had no desire to repeat. Perhaps the change of venue was a good omen.

A couple more turns, and Torsh pressed his way through a double-wide door. One step down, and they were in a gymnasium. On the far side, Klanth stood with a training sword in hand, smashing it against the mock weapon of his sparring partner, whose blue shirt was undone all down the front, allowing the fabric to undulate as he moved through the still air.

Well, this day was full of surprises. Who knew the emperor would have an unspeakable for his practice opponent?

Klanth held up a hand, and the other man stepped back, acknowledging that the match had come to a temporary halt. The muscles in Klanth’s upper arms twitched, and he rubbed a hand across his spare, red vest. No real blood today.

“Klier,” Klanth said, his manner stiffer than Klier had ever seen, a stance that gave him the chills, fear that their previous collaboration would taint this attempt.

“Your Magnificence,” Klier said with a slight bow of his head, just enough to show respect without forcing him to take his gaze off the emperor. “You look more fit than ever.”

The emperor’s eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

Klier sucked in a quick breath, then hoped the emperor hadn’t noticed it. He needed to be as direct and to the point as Klanth, or he would ruin this chance. And too much rode on the outcome.

“Word is out that you have a second daughter. She lives on Buthragon, and she’s approaching the age of separation.”

Now, Klanth chuckled. “Information moves through the fleet quickly.”

“She needs a strong husband.”

“And you’re volunteering,” Klanth filled in, then spit on the floor. “Not a good idea.”

“I was your first choice before.”

“And you drove my daughter into the arms of a Mindoval! An Unspeakable!” He wiped the spittle from his chin with the back of his hand. “I should have killed you for that!”

Klier held his face as still as a statue, while inside his heart thundered and his knees melted. Angry eyes, he thought. Angry eyes. That’s how you stare down the emperor.

The blue-clad sparring partner’s fingers flexed on the handle of his training sword, and he bolted past Torsh and towards the door. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” the emperor shouted.

Klier smiled at the Mindoval. New target for the emperor’s wrath. And the Unspeakable was completely out of bounds here. He should respect the feelings of others towards his caste, yet this man looked like he had found the emperor’s words offensive. He had no right to such pride.

The Unspeakable turned slowly to face the emperor, his expression dark. “She wasn’t driven.”

Klanth’s face, already tense and red, darkened. “You think she liked the ways of the Mindoval? You think that was what she wanted?”

The man remained silent for a moment, then gave Klier a furtive glance. Finally, he lifted his chin and smiled proudly at the emperor. “I think you don’t want me to answer that question.”

“I can kill you any time I want, Varkleb” Klanth said. 

“You’ll need help.”

Who was this unspeakable who dared to talk back to the emperor with such lack of fear? Who could possibly… suddenly, Klier realized—this was the man the emperor’s eldest daughter had married, the man who had tempted her away from the opportunity to be the empress. Klier looked at him with new eyes. He wasn’t handsome, certainly not ambitious, and he didn’t strike fear into a man’s heart. What could she have seen in him?

“A sword is a poor match for a blaster,” the emperor said, his voice near a growl.

Varkleb set his training sword on a nearby table, glancing briefly at Torsh, who stood silently near the door. “I think our session is finished for the day.” He spun on the balls of his feet and marched from the room.

Klanth looked deflated, staring at the door, shoulders slumping. But then he must have realized people were watching. He quickly puffed up his posture, then shouted, “You can take an hour break. Be back here then!” 

“If you want,” Klier said, “I’ll kill him for you.”

“He’s not important. And anyway, I only have one daughter now.” Klanth paced, rubbing the wooden sword against his thigh. “Have you seen an image of her?”

“No,” Klier said, another lie, but an appropriate one. After all, did it matter what she looked like? She was the ticket to the imperial throne, a potential successor to her father, who would certainly live to receive tenure.

“She’s ugly,” Klanth said. “Grotesquely deformed. That’s why she was left on Buthragon with her grandmother.”

“I will honor her,” Klier said, smiling smugly. Two could play this lying game. And even if she was not as beautiful as her image had claimed, the solution was easy. He would lock her in a dungeon once he’d taken over the empire. But all that was for the future. First, he had to win her palm.

Klanth paced for a moment, then chuckled. “Will you fight for her?”

Waves and foam, how was he supposed to do that? Nobody could beat Klanth. And yet, to refuse meant he would lose his prize. He had to show the emperor how much courage he had. He needed to impress the emperor with his fearlessness and élan. He walked over to the weapon the Mindoval had left and retrieved it with a swoop of the hand. “I’m ready.”

Klanth’s smile increased fractionally, and he approached, as though stalking, a predator ready to pounce, shoulders squared and strong, without a hint of fear. Nose-to-nose they stood, Klanth staring into Klier’s eyes, daring him to blink. Then, Klanth grabbed Klier’s fake weapon, and tugged on it. Klier let go.

Stepping back, Klanth nodded to Torsh, without taking his eyes off Klier. “Bring me some real swords.”

An invisible hand grabbed Klier in the stomach, wrenching. It was all he could do to remain standing straight. If Klanth already blamed Klier for his daughter’s missteps, it was possible he would take this little fight all the way to the end. And there was nothing Klier could do about it now. 

The cold hilt of a sword slapped into Klier’s palm. This sword was narrow, with a flat blade, sharp on both sides, designed for thrusting. And it felt like the emperor’s sword had already slipped through Klier’s clothing and slid its way into his gut. An honorable death was only a few minutes away. He lifted his chin and gave the emperor his coldest smile. In spite of his fear, his sudden, unexplained desire to survive, he had to remember his reward, and die with joy. “Shall I aim for your belly or your neck?”

“Hgavi is not next in line for the throne,” Klanth said, sword aimed at Klier, point circling in the air. “Marrying her will not get you power.”

“You think your son will survive as emperor?” Everyone knew the prince was small and weak, and that he refused to train. When his father died, he would last for less than a day, if he didn’t abdicate first. Either way, the line of Klanth would come to an end. Not what the emperor wanted.

“I have time to train him.”

Klier jabbed his sword at the emperor. “And if he refuses?”

“My daughter won’t become empress.”

“She will if you kill your son.”

Klanth stepped away, pulling his sword back. “That is your solution?”

Klier shook his head. “I’m not asking for the throne. I just want Hgavi.”

“And if Kval becomes the emperor?”

“I will gladly serve him.” A touch of heat warmed his face, but he couldn’t tell if Klanth detected the lie. “Of course, if something happens to him, and Hgavi rules in his place, I will keep her on the throne, and your blood will remain in power for many generations.”

Klanth smiled then, lowering the tip of his sword until it pointed at the floor. “You’d better get it right this time.”
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CHAPTER 5

 

Hiranaka wiped her brow with the hand towel, brushing away the drops that had accumulated since she’d started towards her room. Usually, a good workout in the gym would calm her, but this evening, her mind had not stopped churning. The new captain hated her. If she couldn’t turn that around, the remainder of her assignment here was going to be hell.

She rounded the corner, then saw Rdahl standing by her door. Rdahl was a Mralan, the only one on the ship, blessed with alien empathic abilities. Mralans were one of only three humanoid species in the known galaxy, and if it wasn’t for the strip of villi on the tops of their ears, they could easily pass for a native of Earth. “Hey,” she said, lifting her tired arm in some semblance of a wave. “You need something?”

“I thought you needed to talk.”

She rolled her eyes. “Are you a trained counselor?” Just because Mralans could sense feelings didn’t mean they knew how to work with them.

“I am the ship’s intelligence officer.” 

Like she didn’t already know that. “You’re killing me.” She waved her hand in front of the lock plate, and the door slipped open. 

“And I am concerned.”

Stepping across the threshold to her room, she rubbed her towel over the top of her head, ruffling her hair, then dragging it down her face, careful not to tug too hard on still healing skin. “I’m all right.”

Rdahl followed her into her sitting area. “You must not lose confidence,” he said.

Dang it, she was tired and needed some rest. Couldn’t he sense that? “Look, I appreciate your concern, but it’s not your job to take care of me.”

“No, but someone needs to.”

“Then tell me the captain really thinks I’m brilliant. Maybe he feels threatened by my incredible competence, and he’s trying to bring me down, so he doesn’t have the competition.”

“He doesn’t understand you.”

Again, the obvious. “Then, how do I get him to figure it out?”

“I don’t know that you can.”

“You’re not helping here.”

Rdahl stiffened, and then his eyes fell on the thin paperback book that lay on her coffee table. It must have been the weird drawing of an ancient Japanese man who caught his attention, or maybe it was the inscrutable title—The Book of Five Rings. “What is this?”

Hiranaka chuckled under her breath. “Oh. That’s a gift my father sent me, congratulations on getting this assignment.”

“Have you read it?”

What the hell was this line of conversation? Did he think there was going to be advice in the book that would help her gain more confidence? It seemed the author mostly just said, “You must study this well.” Big help.

“I started it.”

“And?”

“It’s about how to be a Samurai in ancient Japan. Nothing to do with the kind of job I have now.”

“Then why did he give it to you?”

Hiranaka threw her damp towel into the laundry chute with an audible sigh. “I don’t know.”

“It doesn’t work to lie to a Mralan.”

“Oh, stop.”

“It was connected to his pride in you, am I right?”

Hiranaka threw up her hands, frustrated with her father, frustrated with this crazy Mralan trying to get her to appreciate him, frustrated with her inability to do anything right. “I’m not a Samurai. I was born and raised in America. In the twenty-first century.”

“You are conflicted about your heritage.”

“Maybe. But that has nothing to do with my current problems.”

He grabbed the book, then opened it to a random page and scanned the writing. “I see what you mean.”

“Thank you,” she said. “You can go, now.”

“Oh, here’s a good one.” His smile broadened. “‘It will seem difficult at first, but everything is difficult at first.’”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Okay, so there are a few scattered words of wisdom.” 

“Reading this could be a treasure hunt.”

“I don’t have time for that.”

“Then, may I borrow it?”

“Fine,” she said, hoping that would get him to leave, and keep him from finding the other gift her father had given her. 

He looked up, as though he had just realized something… or sensed something. He glanced around the room, and then… no. Damn it. He walked over to the side table, where a rectangular box sat, ends protruding from both sides of the wooden tabletop, its flaps partly closed, tape dangling from the cardboard. Without saying anything, he pulled back one of the flaps and ruffled the packing paper inside. “Wow.” He pulled the contents from the box—an ornate display stand and two slightly curved swords, stuffed in scabbards that matched the stand, one long, the other about half the length of the first. “These are beautiful. What are they?”

“Japanese swords.” 

He set up the stand, set the katana on the bottom rung, then picked up the wakizashi to place it above. 

“The other way,” she said. “The long sword goes on top.”

He made the adjustment, then stood back, staring at them with an admiring expression. “Sword,” he said then. “The translator had a little trouble with the word, but some kind of knife?”

She stepped beside him, then pulled the katana from its jewel encrusted scabbard. It slid into the air with a zing. Her heart thudded. She had not unsheathed the swords before, hadn’t noticed until now that the sharp edge of the blade was narrowed to less than a hair’s width, not the sixteenth of an inch dull decorative edge she had expected. “Woah, this is weapons grade.”

“He must be exceedingly proud of you.”

Yes, he seemed to have been. At her promotion ceremony, he had called her a “Samurai of the Stars.” But now she was messing up all over the place, and her father was about to be the most disappointed person on the planet. “It’s a lot to live up to.” The sword felt heavy as she slipped it back into its scabbard and replaced it on the stand.

“I wish I could help you,” Rdahl said.

“Just do your own job well. That’ll help a lot.”

“I do not have confidence I can do that.”

Hiranaka shook her head. Rdahl was supremely confident, and this was obviously a ruse. “What? Oh, I get it. You think I can learn whatever lesson you’re trying to teach me by believing I’m teaching you. I see through that.”

“Major Naylor believes I’m incompetent.”

Hiranaka hesitated. Could it be that Rdahl wondered about his own abilities? She’d never considered that, but since he could sense his underling’s feelings, it was possible his confidence had been damaged.

“Naylor is your subordinate. It doesn’t matter what he thinks.”

“If I’m to get him and the rest of the intelligence section to follow my instructions, I need their confidence.”

“But you have your own confidence,” Hiranaka said, wishing she could say the same thing about herself. “You know you’re smart, and just because the job is new to you…” 

“Others in my position have had more experience. He knows this. All through our preparation of my briefing to the new captain, he has had these thoughts.”

Hiranaka sighed. “Just give it some time. He’ll figure it out.”

Rdahl nodded, tightened his fingers around the little book and left. Then, Hiranaka took the swords and the stand, put them back into the box and slid the whole thing under her bed.
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CHAPTER 6

 

Safarade looked at the wall monitors, where the tiny ship, shining against the black background, looked like it had been completely refurbished, unlike the shuttle he had arrived in. This re-made shuttle’s outside paint glowed with polished wax, with scarcely a meteor divot on the entire vessel—a fitting shuttle for such an important person, the person who would have the new ship at his disposal, according to their orders, for the next month or more. 

A moment later, the shuttle skidded into the landing pocket, thumping on the end, a sudden deceleration that probably rattled the passengers inside. New pilot. Humans had only begun learning how to use this equipment, taken from ant-like aliens and converted for human use. It could be years before they appeared even mildly competent.
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