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Fog of War

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

This wasn’t the first time Jane Freeman had questioned the wisdom of her new career choice, but now she was pretty sure nothing good was going to come out of it. “Valforthians?” Those weren’t the aliens she’d hoped to be assigned to study.

“It’s a great assignment,” McDougal said as he walked beside her on the tarmac of the shuttle port. Above them, the Valforthian sun blazed in a purple sky, and behind them, an automated porter carried her luggage in a wheeled cart, and behind that another cart carried the cargo she had brought with her from Earth, the crates labeled with bright stickers sporting the “Galactic Imports” business logo. “At least you have someone to study.” McDougal continued. “And think of all the contacts you can make.”

Jane frowned. She’d seen photos of the Valforthians. They looked more like slugs than intelligent creatures. Just the kinds of aliens she wanted to get chummy with.

Not.

No, the real issue was that the leadership here didn’t trust her. But how could they have that attitude? They didn’t even know her. Just because she was brand new, a recent graduate of the spy training school, with no experience... She let out a breath. Maybe that was it. She needed to prove herself before they gave her anything dangerous to do. Guys like McDougal weren’t raw recruits but had transferred to the Interstellar Intelligence Agency from another similar agency. They had years of experience.

“What aliens have you been assigned to?” she asked him. They had reached the main building, a strange structure of amber colored resin, lumpy and glistening, the doorway so low she had to duck to enter.

Inside, they were greeted by a creature four feet tall, holding a paper that it stretched out toward her.

She stopped. Her first Valforthian, and she was supposed to make friends with these… things. Gross.

“Welcome to Valforth,” the creature said, its emotionless voice coming through a translation device hanging around what passed for the alien’s neck, the timber mechanical and androgenous.

“Thank you,” she said, giving the thing… creature… a slight bow.

“This is a guide to tourist locations in the city,” the creature went on. “Enjoy your stay.”

Jane took the paper, careful not to touch it where the Valforthian had slimed it. The entire document was written in an alien text.

McDougal glanced at it, then smiled at the Valforthian. “Well, isn’t that sweet. It’s all in Mralan.”

“You came from a Mralan ship,” the Valforthian explained.

“It’s okay,” Jane said, folding the paper and slipping it into a pocket. “We have translator lenses.”

“This way,” McDougal said, pointing across the large room to an exit.

“Oh. Isn’t there going to be any immigration processing?” Hell, she wasn’t just in another country, she had arrived at another planet. There had to be some entrance requirements.

McDougal shrugged. “Everything is pretty loosey goosey around here right now. The bureaucrats have yet to get it all going.” He looked around. A Valforthian slime creature sat behind a desk on the far wall talking to a bird-like alien in low tones, and several other strange beings huddled in a corner. “And I don’t think the Valforthians are really interested in installing a lot of administrative layers anyway. I suspect they think that will detract from their appearance of neutrality.” He started toward the door again.

Jane nodded. It seemed to her that Valforth had been able to stay neutral because no one was interested in them. And neither was she. Damn. The issue here, the danger that needed to be studied, was the Dakh Hhargash. She wanted that assignment.

They reached the outer door, where McDougal hefted her luggage into a small taxi, driven by another of the gelatinous creatures Jane was supposed to study, then attached the cargo pallet and cart to the back. Hell. Being assigned to gather information about the Valforthians was like being an America spy assigned to work against the British. Not much to discover. And not much danger to expose.

“But your job is going to be very important,” McDougal said, smiling like he was trying to convince her to be happy about the work she’d been given. “We don’t know anything about this place, and we’ve got a lot of background to pass on to the Secretary before the conference starts.”

“Right.” Not that the information she would get was going to be vital. Nobody cared about the Valforthians. Even the Mralans, Earth’s allies, who had provided humans with all their knowledge about other alien species, had little to say about these creatures. But Earth had become a member of the club of interstellar spacefaring species only about a month ago, and the first Earth ship wasn’t even operational yet. They needed to know everything about everybody, and they were way behind all the other aliens in their knowledge of who did what to whom.

And her information wasn’t going to be that important for the Secretary, either. He had his own contacts here, working with the Valforthian government, arranging meeting venues and all the logistics of running a large convention. And the Mralans, Earth’s allies, had even more contacts on Valforth. So whatever information Jane would to be able to ply out of some worthless slug wasn’t going to amount to a slime trail. Sheesh.

Jane took her seat in the taxi, noting the wheels with a smile. Above them, a couple of hovercraft floated through the sky, but most vehicles were still old-fashioned ground units.

The taxi headed down an undulating road, and now Jane felt seasick. Behind them, the trailer full of cargo thumped as they went over a particularly jarring bump.

Jane gazed out the window as the buildings passed by, most made from the same amber resin. They turned onto a wider street, this one cobbled with bricks, the vehicle rattling over the rough surface. Everywhere she looked, things were strange, creatures of all shapes and sizes making their way down the pocked sidewalks, fingers of greenery poking out of cracks in the buildings, like they were using the walls as their growing surfaces. It was amazing.

And there was not a human in sight. In fact, her arrival had probably increased the human population by a good twenty percent.

“Who are you assigned to study?” she asked McDougal again.

He wiped a hand over his thinning strawberry blond hair, then pointed out the window. “There it is. Our store front.”

She glanced at it as they turned the corner, and the vehicle came to a stop. A large sign overhead had the business name in several languages, the smallest being English. “Galactic Imports.” A small sign in the window said, “Closed.”

Two men hurried through the door and descended on them. “Welcome to Valforth,” the first man said, an older guy, balding on top, but with long hair tied in a ponytail, like a reject from the hippy movement.

“Thanks,” she said, shaking his hand. “You’re Mr. Lancaster?”

“Yup.” He waved to the other man. “That’s Carney.”

Carney had already opened the top of the crate, lifting boxes out and toting them into the building.

“Listen,” Lancaster said, “why don’t you take your bags upstairs and get yourself settled in? We can unload this stuff.”

Jane bit her lip. No, she needed to show that she was a team player here, someone they could rely on, someone Lancaster could give a juicy assignment to. “I’ll just put it inside,” she said. “I’d like to help.”

With that she started unloading boxes, carrying them inside, to a store with shelves all around the room, all empty.

“Why don’t you stock the shelves?” Lancaster suggested.

“I guess you guys are excited about this,” she said as she opened the first box of merchandise. Chocolate bars. Oh, man, visitors from Earth would probably pay top dollar for this kind of stuff.

“Our first shipment,” Lancaster said. “You think it’s too soon to flip the sign to say ‘open’?”

Jane laughed. “Wait ’til we get a few things out.”

“Not that there are a lot of customers out there,” Lancaster said. Heck, the four people here were probably the sum total of all humans on the planet at this moment. Maybe a member or two of the Secretary’s staff was here, but those people weren’t permanent residents.

Jane shrugged. “I’ll bet other aliens will at least be curious.”

“Probably true.”

She smiled at Lancaster. Important to get in good with the boss. Which meant it was probably too soon to ask the question, but she couldn’t resist. Because she had asked her fellow agent twice, and he had avoided answering both times. “Which alien was McDougal assigned to study?”

“Dakh Hhargash,” Lancaster said as he plopped a box of chapped-lip sticks onto the upper shelf.

She forced herself to smile, remembering to crinkle the skin around her eyes, so the smile looked sincere. Damn it. That meant she wasn’t likely to get her own assignment changed anytime in the near future. “He should be good at that.”

“And we’ve heard talk about a library on this planet,” Lancaster said. “A place for people to go research about other aliens. Could be a gold mine. So, I need you to scope that out.”

Jane grinned. Now that would be funny if her assignment to study Valforthians garnered more information about the Dakh Hhargash than anything McDougal could do. “Right away, boss.”
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CHAPTER 2

The idea about being a spy was to find other people, aliens, who would be willing to tell you everything they knew about their government or military, and usually, that required a certain amount of remuneration. But every time Jane spoke with a Valforthian, they volunteered everything they knew without even asking for a smile. That got her to the library on her very first day at work.

It was the largest native building she had seen, made from the same inevitable resin, walls thick and lumpy. She stepped inside and wandered around for a while, through an endless crazy quilt of adjoining rooms, most with shelves jutting out from the walls, made from the same material, with traditional paper books stacked in piles ten books high. Other rooms had arrays of computers, which the Valforthian librarian in the room told her accessed all the electronic files they had about other planets, plus a catalog of all the physical books.

“So,” she said to the librarian, another of those slug-aliens who all looked alike, “if I want information about a specific planet, I should start here, right?”

“Which planet are you interested in?” the creature said, slithering along the rough floor towards one of the computer stations, words coming out without any inflection. She would never be able to interpret these people’s body language and tones of voice. Hell, they didn’t have any.

“Well, I don’t know the names of all the planets, but let’s say I want to know about the place the Dakh Hhargash are from.”

“Ah,” the librarian said, stopping its forward movement. “Nothing in the computer about them.”

“Nothing?” Dang. There went her entire plan about being a hero here.

“But we have a special room devoted to the Dakh Hhargash.”

“Oh. Wonderful. May I see it?”

“Come.”

She followed the creature as it ambled slowly through one room after another, wanting it to speed up, but suspecting this was a Valforthian’s top velocity. “So, do all types of aliens come here?” she said.

“All,” the Valforthian answered.

“Even Dakh Hhargash?” That would be too much to hope for.

“There is a small contingent of them here now,” the librarian said. Jane thought she heard a slight lilt in the computerized voice.

“Now?” Jane stopped, looking around, her gut suddenly squeezed with fear. Those creatures liked to kidnap people and never return them, and, according to what she had read in the report from the first human to ever escape from a Dakh Hhargashian kidnapping, once those aliens got you back to their home world, they killed you. No questions asked.

If she was about to run into a Dakh Hhargash, she needed to be armed. Right now, she had nothing.

“Oh, you don’t have to worry,” the librarian said. It pointed to a small purple light in the corner. “We have security cameras everywhere. And the Dakh Hhargash know it. They won’t misbehave.”

Jane examined the tiny light, then swallowed. “Good idea.”

“This way,” the Valforthian said, continuing through the room. It turned down a ramp. Jane followed as they descended to a basement level, then faced a small doorway. The Valforthian pressed a series of buttons on the door, and it swung open.

Jane caught a whiff of ash.

“Go right in,” the librarian said, signaling with a lumpy appendage that had just now poked itself out of the alien’s torso.

Jane slipped through the low doorway, then coughed. The room was filled with piles of blackened residue from a fire. There was nothing here worth salvaging. No information at all. “What happened?” she asked through the door.

“It was about a hundred years ago,” the librarian said. “A crew of Dakh Hhargash came here, gathered up all the information we had about them, brought it to this room, and burned it.”

“Damn.” She shook her head. “And you let them come back?”

“Only after a great deal of apologizing, and assurances that they would never break our rules again.”

“You should have asked them to replace all the books they burned.”

The Valforthian made a tinkling sound that Jane interpreted as a laugh. “You think they would comply with that request?”

“I guess not.” She sighed, heading toward the door. But then she stopped, focusing on one of the mountains of ash, this one three feet tall at the peak. “Has anybody gone through this stuff?”

“No.”

She squinted at it. If she remembered right from her efforts to burn things in the fireplace back home when she was a kid, books and magazines quite often didn’t burn all the way through, unless you were thorough about it. You had to stir the fuel a lot. And even then, scraps would remain, buried under the ash. Ash was an amazing insulator against heat.

She glanced around, hoping to find something to dig into the ash with. Her own hands would never do. “Do you have any kind of shovel or spoon I can use?” she asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Maybe a stick?”

“No.”

She let out a frustrated huff. What could she use? Her hand went into her pocket, and there she felt the paper given to her at the space port. That would have to do.

Unfolding the paper, she pressed its narrow edge against the ash mountain, about six inches down from the top. The pile slid off, revealing… more ash. She swiped off another inch of the black stuff. Still nothing usable. One more try. And then, poking up through the blackness, was a thumb-sized piece of paper. She lifted it out carefully and found a bit of writing on it. Probably not enough that a person could understand what had been said there. But it was something.

“Can I take this?” Jane asked.

“No. But I can make a copy of it for you to take.”

“That would be even better.”

Moments later, with the copy of her find folded into her pocket, Jane headed out, ready to present her discovery to Lancaster, and maybe get her assignment changed. Not that she thought that would actually happen. It would just give McDougal material to work with. But it was still going to be a feather in her cap. She smiled as she walked past the computer room in the library, toward the outer door. Then something caught her eye.

A hulking alien, sitting at one of the computer terminals, hunched over the screen like a football player in a huddle.

She regarded him. From what she understood, based on reports she had read, he was a low-ranking Dakh Hhargash, with a yellow shirt and black pants, shoulders as wide as an ox. Maybe a buffalo. He grunted.

She hesitated, glancing up at the corner near the ceiling, where another purple light glowed. Was the Valforthian right when it had said, “They won’t misbehave”? Or would this brute kidnap her?

On the other hand, if she could just talk to the guy in there, maybe she could become McDougal’s partner. They could study the real menace together, and she wouldn’t have to deal with these nauseating Valforthians anymore. She could do that, couldn’t she? Maybe she could find out how well off he was, and if a little money would coax him into giving up information.

She adjusted her translator to make sure it would properly render the one known Dakh Hhargashian language. Then she tiptoed back to the computer room and peered inside.

The alien sat still for a moment, then let out a complaining growl, slamming his fist onto the platform where the input device rested. The resin shelf cracked. He gasped, grabbing the ledge like he was afraid it would fall onto the floor.

She rushed toward him. “Here, let me help you with that,” she said, grabbing the edge of the shelf and giggling it. “Looks like it’s still attached okay.”

His gaze was on her hand, but then it followed her arm, up to her neck and to her face. He narrowed his eyes. “What planet are you from?”

“What? Oh, I live here.” She pushed the input device toward the back of the shelf. “Here, let’s take the weight off the crack, and it should be fine.”

“No,” he said. “Where did you come from?”

“Oh, I just work down the street.” She shrugged. “Retail. Nothing special, you know?” She removed her hand from the shelf, and it sagged a little, like it would break off soon. “You know, I’ll bet the librarian can help us fix that thing.”

The alien stood, and Jane sucked in a breath. She’d been comparing him to an ox, but that had been a mistake. This guy was a freight train.

She quickly waved down a Valforthian who scraped its way down the hall. “Hey, can you get us some glue or something? This shelf broke.”

“No,” the Dakh Hhargashian man said beside her, sucking in a breath. He glared anxiously at the Valforthian, like he was more scared than Jane.

The Valforthian oozed into the room, eye stalks slumped. Jane wasn’t sure what that meant, but it looked angry. “You broke it?”

“No,” the Dakh Hhargash said.

“I saw the whole thing,” Jane added. “It wasn’t his fault. And it’s not badly broken. We should be able to put it back together with some glue or something. Maybe some more of the resin it was made from?”

“I’ll get a bottle of glue,” the slug-like creature said, slithering away.

“And maybe you need to reinforce these shelves,” Jane called after the Valforthian. “They need to be able to support the weight of the bigger aliens around here.”

Beside her, the Dakh Hhargash seemed to relax, melting back into his chair while leaning an elbow on the shelf.

Jane sat at the computer station beside him and stared at the input device, a collection of buttons, trying to remember what the librarian had taught her just an hour ago about how to operate this thing. What she wouldn’t give right now for a simple QWERTY keyboard.

“Push this button,” the Dakh Hhargash said, pointing to the uppermost control. “Then you can move things on the screen.”

“Oh, thanks.” She gave him a quick smile, careful not to make it flirtatious.

“What planet did you come from?” he asked.

She smiled. “I tell you what. You tell me your planet, and I’ll tell you mine.”

He frowned. “Trenth.”

“Trenth? That’s the name of your planet?”

“Yours?” He leaned toward her, and that felt like a threat. He couldn’t hurt her, could he? The Valforthian would be back with the glue any minute. And there were security cameras all around.

“Uh… Earth.”

“Waves and foam,” he muttered, turning back to his computer.

“Not what you wanted to hear?” she said.

He growled.

Well, shoot. She was trying to make a friend here, but now he had gone all cold on her. “You looking for something in particular there?” she said, pointing to his screen.”

“Looking for a planet with quivs,” he said.

“Quivs?”

“Dakh Hhargashian equivalents.”

“Ah. Like people from Earth.”

He nodded with a grunting noise.

“Well, sorry, I don’t know much about all the planets around here. Kind of new at this whole thing, you know?”

He turned his face toward her slowly, threateningly. “You’re distracting me.”

“Sorry.” She sat back. Guess her vouching for him wouldn’t get her the goodwill she had hoped for. Glancing back at her computer, she made a few selections on the screen, then sighed. She needed to get back to the store and report to Lancaster. Not to mention if she waited too much longer, she would forget the name of that planet. She stood. “Well, it was nice meeting you.”

“You’re leaving?”

“I… uh… yeah.”

The Dakh Hhargash glanced at the door, the muscles in his face gone tense. “What if the Valforthians blame me for this?” He pointed to the broken shelf. “You need to stay, to vouch for me.”

“I work at Galactic Imports,” she said. “You can have them contact me there.”

“But—” He jumped to his feet, grabbing her around the shoulders. “You can’t leave.”

She raised a brow. “Why are you so scared?”

His face turned red, and his fingers tightened around her upper arms. “I’m not scared!”

“Oh. Well of course not. So, I can go, right?”

The alien behemoth frowned, but he let go. “If they accuse me…”

“Galactic Imports,” she said, then rushed out of the room.
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CHAPTER 3

Lancaster’s reaction to Jane’s report of her discoveries was better than she had expected. And worse. All of a sudden, Jane was not permitted to go to the library by herself, and McDougal acted like her bodyguard, like that ninety-pound weakling could have fought off a Valforthian, not to mention the gigantic Dakh Hhargash she had spoken to. And Lancaster had yelled at Jane for having the temerity to talk to the alien.

So, she’d just closed her mouth and let him vent. Sooner or later, he would realize she was just trying to help.

The next day, she brought McDougal to the library and introduced him to the Dakh Hhargash room. They came equipped with everything they thought they would need— scrapers, brooms and bags into which they could sweep the confirmed ash, the stuff with no information left on it, leaving what would hopefully become a pile of less damaged material; plus rubber gloves and tweezers for the delicate work with any damaged document they could find.

They worked there most of the day. By the time they were finished, they had a small stash of copied documents, most so tiny there were only disconnected words, but one book whose insides had been partly spared, with a couple of pages that were whole and undamaged. Excited, they headed back to their base, where McDougal said he planned to spend the rest of the night working over the items.

But first, Lancaster ordered him to take a shower. They were both covered in ash.

Once Jane was out of the shower, she curled up into the overstuffed chair in her little studio apartment, situated above the store, suddenly aware of how badly her back ached. Crawling around in the ash, bending over piles of debris, wasn’t what her body had been designed to do.

Tap, tap, tap.

She jumped up, taking the one step required to get to her door, cracking it open. “Yeah?”

Carney stood in the hallway, leaning toward her with brows creased. “Hey, there’s a Dakh Hhargash in the store.”

“What?” She swallowed. “Did you tell McDougal?”

“Lancaster wants to know if it’s the guy you talked to,” Carney said.

“Okay. Let me get some clothes on,” she said, plucking at her pajamas.

“Sure. I’ll wait here.”

“And get McDougal.”

“Sure.”

Jane hurried back to her closet and grabbed a clean t-shirt and jeans. Wouldn’t want the guy to smell any residual ash.

A moment later, she and Carney headed down the stairs, picking up McDougal in the back room, where he’d been examining his finds with the translator lens.

McDougal looked up at them with a broad grin. “That book we found… it was proverbs. The whole thing.”

“Wow,” Jane said. “I’ll bet that gives you a whole lot of insight into their culture.”

McDougal’s face fell. “Well, actually, it’s all pretty obtuse.”

“Like what?” Carney asked.

“Like: ‘a man should never play with his fruit.’”

Carney exchanged a puzzled look with Jane. “Yeah,” Jane said. “Food fights are never allowed in their world.”

McDougal shrugged. “And, actually, I think it’s a translator problem.”

“Why?” Carney asked.

McDougal shrugged. “I’ve gotten some stuff that just doesn’t make sense. Like one of the pieces, well, I don’t know the context, but it was about people being licked to death.”

“Licked?” Carney said.

Jane laughed as McDougal closed his computer and got to his feet. “Maybe they were executing chocolate bunnies.”

They approached the back door, Jane’s palms morphing into springs of sweat.

“What’s Lancaster doing?” McDougal asked.

“I think he’s about ready to piss his pants,” Carney said with a chuckle. “He’s trying to talk the guy into supplying us with merchandise from Dakh Hhargashian space.”

This was the standard plan for recruiting unsuspecting informants. It would start with trade of innocent items, but once an alien provided something their government wouldn’t approve of, the trap would be sprung. The alien would have to cooperate more fully, provide more information, or their government “might find out” what had already transpired.

McDougal made a sound somewhere between a cough and a laugh. “What? He thinks the Dakh Hhargash will go for that?”

Carney shrugged. “We did it with a Trellian.”

“Trellians are not the brightest bulbs in the drawer.”

They had now arrived at the door that led from the back into the store, and the conversation stopped. Carney pulled on the door and McDougal motioned for Jane to enter first.

“Uh-uh,” she said, waving him in.

He stepped through the door, and she followed, aware that the alien man she had spoken to before may very well be waiting for her. All right. Don’t blow this.

She heard the Dakh Hhargash before she saw him, his voice deeper and smoother than the alien she had encountered in the library. The translator’s tones and diction made him sound well educated. Amazing that the Mralan translator technology could pick up such subtleties.

“... not going to be enough Dakh Hhargash coming here to make it worth it,” the alien man said.

“That’s too bad,” Lancaster said. “I thought that a partnership between us could be very profitable.”

Jane frowned. Why was he appealing to profit? They had read nothing to indicate that such things motivated the Dakh Hhargash. But then, they didn’t have enough coherent information on the Dakh Hhargash to know that profit was not a motive. And anyway, the statement fit well with their cover activity.

The Dakh Hhargash stood bent over the far side of the checkout counter, frowning. Jane made a quick inventory of the differences between the two aliens.

This man was leaner than the other Dakh Hhargash, though still heavily muscled. He wore similar clothing, but his shirt was red, not yellow, and multi-colored tassels – one red, one green and three brown – hung from his belt. His brow ridges slanted downward toward the bridge of the nose, the shelf occluding the tops of his irises, giving him an appearance less like an ape than like a hawk or an eagle. Beneath the glowering brows, two neon green eyes stared at Lancaster with an intensity she had not seen in the previous Dakh Hhargash.

The alien looked at her, and then he straightened. The color of his cheeks faded, and his iridescent eyes bored into hers. The Dakh Hhargash turned back to Lancaster. “On the other hand, there may be something we can work out.”
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CHAPTER 4

Good,” Lancaster said. “I’m sure we can come up with something mutually satisfactory.”

The Dakh Hhargash shrugged. “I’m willing to listen to suggestions.”

Jane’s lips quivered in a nervous smile. Something about the way the alien stared at her made her throat close up. She didn’t need to stay here any longer. She should step outside and gather her thoughts. When the alien left, she would report to Lancaster. She started toward the outer door.

“Don’t leave,” the alien said.

Jane stopped, her body stiff, the tendons in her neck straining.

He smiled at her, a predatory expression. “Are you the one who told my soldier about this business?”

“Uh…” Her stomach had gone hollow. Jeez, she needed to pull herself together, because if she couldn’t handle this, she obviously wasn’t cut out to be a spy.

“Then your presence here may be important to our negotiations.”

She stole a quick glance at Lancaster, and he nodded. Damn. She just wanted to get out of there. But she also wasn’t about to risk her job by disobeying orders. “I wasn’t in a big hurry,” she forced herself to say. She leaned against the display of t-shirts. McDougal moved into the corner behind her.

The alien looked relieved. And that made Jane more nervous. What plans were developing in that alien brain of his? Her gut kept telling her she needed to leave. No, not just leave. Run.

“What’s your name?” he said to her.

She blinked. “Jane Freeman. And yours?”

“Janefreeman,” he repeated.

“Just... just Jane.”

“Jane.” His expression showed a little disgust, as though he didn’t like the sound. But then he seemed to shrug it off. “I’m Commander Krelg of Tranick,” he said. He turned to Lancaster. “What kinds of merchandise do you think your customers would like?”

Jane let out a breath. She had to get her emotions in check. All this overreacting clouded her thinking.

Lancaster plunged on, like he hadn’t noticed anything weird. “Food items are always good,” he said. “Clothing. Or even mementos.”

Krelg creased his brow. “That last item… didn’t translate.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Lancaster said with a shrug. “You can just bring some sample items, and we see what sells.”

Krelg turned to Jane, and the intensity of his gaze sent an icy finger up her spine. He looked like he wanted to touch her in all the wrong places, like he wanted to undress her. She swallowed. Stop churning out crazy scenarios. Aliens don’t find each other attractive in that way.

He stepped toward her, and her breath stopped. What the hell was he going to do? No. Why did he frighten her? Her fellow agents surrounded her, security cameras kept a watchful eye on her, and hidden weapons waited in the checkout counter drawer. Calm down.

Not a chance.

“You work here, yes?”

“Uh… yes.”

“May I see your hand?” he said, extending his long fingers toward her.

She glanced at Lancaster, who shrugged. Carney leaned against the back door, watching. McDougal stood behind her, so she couldn’t see his reaction. But nobody appeared frightened. Just another day at the office.

Pull yourself together.

Maybe the alien would reveal something about his culture in this little exchange. Maybe she should risk it.

She raised her right hand and inched it toward him.

“The other hand,” he said.

She brought up her left hand and put it in his, palm down. His warm skin felt much softer than she had expected. Of course. He’s not a reptile.

He turned her hand over, and his left hand cradled hers. With his right index finger, he drew a circle around her palm, and his smile grew. Taking a deep breath, his gaze moved from her hand to her eyes. “Would you be able to tell what merchandise would work for this store?”

“I suppose.”

“Then you could come with me, help me select items.”

“Come?” She backed away from him.

He closed his fingers around her hand with just enough pressure to keep her from withdrawing. Footsteps behind her let her know McDougal was moving closer. At least somebody noticed the danger here.

“That sounds dangerous,” she said.

His smile grew. “It would be, but I’m offering you my protection.”

Lancaster moved toward them. “Protection?” he said, a tinge of doubt in his tone. “Can you explain that?”

Krelg released Jane’s hand. “It’s a Dakh Hhargashian custom. I give her my symbol, and then she’s protected from any aggression.” He stuffed his fingers into a small pouch hanging from his belt and pulled out a giant silver coin, the diameter of a small apple. When he dropped it on the top of the checkout counter, it rolled on its rim, the gyrations flattening out and speeding up until it stopped suddenly.

It had to be valuable. The silver glistened, and intricate carvings created deep shadows, edged with delicate filigree. “You would give that to me?”

“Do you like it?” he said. He pointed to the designs on the inside. “This mark is the symbol of my caste.”

“Caste?” She exhaled loudly. Damn, they were getting information about the Dakh Hhargashian culture. McDougal probably had to struggle to keep from grinning.

“And this is my lineage.”

“Why are you doing this?” Lancaster said.

“For our business,” Krelg said. “With this arrangement, she could deal with any Dakh Hhargash without fear. In fact, she could come to my planet and run the business from there. That would be good, don’t you think?”

Lancaster moved toward Krelg with a hungry expression.

McDougal stepped to the side, where he could see the symbol, and where Jane could see him. “Couldn’t you give this symbol, this protection, to one of us?” His face was more flushed than normal. Yeah, he was excited.

Krelg grimaced. “This is only given to a woman. Men have to protect themselves.”

“I see,” Lancaster said. “But first, we should work through the details of the contract.”

“I’ll send my Barthool to do the negotiations with you.”

“Your what?” McDougal said. “That word didn’t translate.”

Krelg shrugged. “It was a title—my senior business manager.”

“That sounds like the right person,” Lancaster said.

“I’ll send him with authority to make any decisions necessary.” He appeared pleased with himself. “Is it agreed?”

Lancaster’s shrug looked more like an itch. “We agree to negotiate with your business manager.”

Krelg turned to Jane. “And you agree to accept my protection?”

She looked back at Lancaster, who nodded. “Um, yes.”

“Good,” Krelg said.

What he did next happened so fast, she barely saw it. Grabbing her wrist again, he pulled a blaster from another of his pouches and shot a bolt of energy into the symbol. As it turned from silver to red, he slammed Jane’s palm against the burning metal.

Her skin screamed as the heat seared it. She gasped ragged breaths, trying to pull away. But he held her there.

Oh, hell, this is not happening!

A frenzied battle erupted.

“You frigging bastard!” McDougal shouted and dove at him. Lancaster pressed himself between Jane and Krelg. Carney grabbed Krelg from behind, wrapping his arm around the alien’s neck.

Krelg’s grip on Jane’s wrist loosened, and she broke free. She backed away as the knot of men veered to one side, leaning, then tumbling to the floor with a loud thump. The room spun, and the clump of bodies blurred into a single mass of writhing flesh. She leaned against the far wall, tears drawing cool lines down her hot cheeks as she slid into a sitting position.

On the other side of the room, the fight continued with grunts and curses. The group broke apart, and all four men stood in a rough circle, facing each other. The human men’s chests rose and fell in hard breaths.

Krelg pointed to the coin on the counter. “I need my symbol back.”

Lancaster picked it up, then dropped it, hissing. He gestured at it. “You take it.”

Krelg snatched it, dropping it into his open pouch. Then he glanced over at Jane. “Come with me.”

The entire planet shifted under her. The room swirled, and her hand throbbed with every heartbeat. She shook her head, though the gesture felt more like a spasm. “After what you just did?”

“You’re now my wife.”

Wife. Oh, hell, it just couldn’t get any worse. Her mind retreated into a far corner, away from all this craziness.

“What?” Lancaster sputtered, stepping closer to Krelg. “We didn’t know that’s what this protection thing was all about. You never explained that.”

“I didn’t have to.” He pointed his finger at Jane. “You agreed to accept my protection. In my culture, a woman is only protected by her husband.”

“She’s not coming with you,” Lancaster said.

“She agreed!” Krelg glared at Lancaster, and then turned to Jane. “Come. Now.”

McDougal crept around the checkout counter, opened the top drawer and pulled out a Mralan blaster pistol. He aimed the muzzle at Krelg’s face, holding it with both arms straight. “Get out of here now, or I’ll shoot.” His skin turned a florid color, and his jaw muscles twitched.

Krelg stared at McDougal, now smiling. “You would kill me?”

“I would.”

Krelg shrugged, slipping his dagger from its sheath. “I’m grateful,” he said. With that, he lifted the knife into the attack position and charged.

McDougal fired his weapon, spitting a flash of purple light. Jane watched with a strange lack of relief as Krelg’s knees buckled and he leaned sideways, shoulder hitting the shelves of candy. He collapsed onto the floor.

“Carney,” Lancaster barked, “go get the first aid kit. And tell the others to get in here.”

Carney shot through the back door, headed for the vault.

“McDougal, lock the front door, then call the Mralan embassy, see if they have a doctor available.”

“Got it.”

Several agents entered from the back and Lancaster continued. “You two take care of him,” he said, pointing to the Dakh Hhargashian body. “Jackson,” he said to the newly arrived female agent, “download the last half hour from the security camera and send it to headquarters, most secure means. Tell them we’ll contact them in two hours for instructions.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, then went to work.

“Damn, this guy’s heavy,” one of the agents assigned to remove the body said. Two of them pulled Krelg’s arms, unfolding his body so that he lay on his back.

Carney returned with the first aid kit and knelt by Jane, pulling out a spray bottle. “This’ll help calm it down a little,” he said, spritzing it on her palm. “Better?”

She blinked. Had someone asked her a question?

“Jane? You okay?”

When she moved her head, her vision blurred. “I don’t know.”

“You may be going into shock,” he said. “Here, lay down.”

“I’m okay.” She smiled at him, a strange and empty movement.

McDougal ended his call, nodding at Lancaster, then walking over to help the agents working with Krelg.

Lancaster knelt beside Jane. “We’ve got a doctor on the way.”

Jane creased her brow. She was supposed to say something, wasn’t she? Her mind had turned to mud. Everything around her seemed unreal, distorted. She wanted to curl into a ball and crawl into her mother’s lap.

He patted her on the hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you out of here. That bastard won’t get another crack at you.”

“We can’t charge him with assault?” Carney said.

“If it was a legitimate Dakh Hhargashian ritual, no we can’t. And it was probably genuine. I can’t imagine why he’d make up something like that.”

Beyond Lancaster’s legs, someone grunted. Three agents tugged at the fallen Dakh Hhargash, pulling him toward the door.

“Give ’em a hand,” Lancaster said to Carney.

Agent Carney joined the others, then turned back to Lancaster. “Where should we dump him?

“In an alley somewhere. I don’t care.”

“Right.” The four men positioned themselves one on each Dakh Hhargashian extremity, lifting him off the floor. Krelg’s head hung below the rest of his body, his neck skin straining over his throat.

McDougal laughed and as they started through the door. “What do you want to bet he’ll be pissed when he wakes up and finds out he’s still alive?”
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CHAPTER 5

Jane? Jane, wake up.” It sounded like McDougal. She opened her eyes to see his reddish hair flopping over his brow. “The call’s coming in now.”

Jane sat up, her eyelids stinging, not quite awake. She was on a cot in the back of the vault, and Lancaster sat facing the communications screen, his back to her, typing the instructions to complete the connection. She moved to rub her hands over her face, then stopped. A large patch of gauze covered her throbbing left palm, held in place by two strips of cloth tape. She dropped it into her lap.

It shouldn’t hurt. The doctor had numbed it before he’d wrapped it up. Why was it hurting now?

“How long have I been out?”

McDougal shrugged. “Six hours.”

“Wow. Why so long?”

Lancaster slipped his hand over his silver-streaked ponytail. “I got a text from HQ telling me when they’d be ready. Got the impression there was some excitement over all this.”

Jane managed to smile. “Excitement’s not the word I would have used.” 

The com portal beeped, and Lancaster turned back to the wall. Jane stood, and when her knees wobbled, McDougal helped her walk to Lancaster’s side. The com portal screen flashed into life, showing the inside of a small teleconference room. A long table stretched the width of the screen, and three people sat behind it, staring into the camera. On the wall in the back, an orange sign displayed the words TOP SECRET.

“Woah,” Lancaster said. Jane quickly realized why he made the exclamation. Mr. Norwood, the Space Intelligence Agency’s deputy chief, the man who oversaw the intelligence activities, sat in the center seat. Even more impressive, a Mralan woman sat on his right, her hands folded on the table in a serene pose. Each of her ears sported forty or fifty small hair-like appendages.

The deputy chief made quick introductions, then said, “Okay, Lancaster, I understand your request to have Agent Freeman transferred to another station, but the request is denied.”

“What?” Lancaster said.

A hollow sensation in Jane’s stomach made her want to bend over. They were leaving her here, so that Dakh Hhargash could try to claim her again.

Norwood nodded. A strange looking man, he had a narrow face and a long neck over which a sheet of loose, sagging skin stretched from the bottom of his chin to the opening of his collar, and when he moved his head, the skin jiggled like a turkey wattle. Why would he leave her here?

“She’s not being transferred,” Norwood said. “She’s going into Dakh Hhargashian space with this Krelg person.”



[image: ]



CHAPTER 6

Jane leaned toward the screen. “You can’t mean that!”

Lancaster put his arm out in front of her. “Let me handle this, Jane.” He waved to McDougal. “Get her a chair, will you?”

Jane forced herself to nod, her lungs like frozen bricks. She slipped into the chair McDougal brought, but still felt like she would pass out.

Lancaster turned back to the screen. “You guys saw what that alien did to her. If you send her with him, he’s liable to kill her.”

Norwood frowned. “If her safety is all that matters, maybe you should recommend she get a different job—waiting tables, perhaps.” He leaned toward the camera. “This is an intelligence agency,” he said, nose lifting upwards, the loose skin over his neck jiggling. “And Agent Freeman, like all the other spies in the organization, is paid to take those risks.”

“If the threat is great enough,” Lancaster said, “we’ll all lay our lives on the line. But I don’t see the need for a suicide mission in this case.”

“They have attacked our planet twice now,” Norwood said.

Lancaster leaned forward. “Sure. But Colonel Sullivan beat them on their last attempt and blew up their ship. They’re not going to try that again.”

Norwood frowned. “There is a considerable threat. Mr. Garcia will brief you.”

Garcia glanced at his datapad. As he read, a thin mustache danced above his upper lip. “We’ve spent the last several months extracting data on the Dakh Hhargash from the history files the Mralans gave us. The pattern we discovered is both unambiguous and frightening. Of the two thousand five hundred seventy-eight incidents which are either confirmed Dakh Hhargashian attacks or are events that are suspected to have involved them, three hundred two—”

“Skip the run down,” Jane said. “What’s the bottom line?”

Garcia looked up from his notes. “The Dakh Hhargash seem to have only one objective, and that’s to kidnap people.”

“People?” Lancaster said.

“Humanoids,” Garcia said. “They don’t seem to have any interest in the Valforthians, or the Pelmians, or any other aliens with non-human morphologies.”

“Yeah,” Jane said. “They call them ’quivs.’”

Garcia licked his lips. “Every incident has involved capturing a large number of people. The captives are taken into Dakh Hhargashian space, and they are never heard from again.”

“You don’t know what happens to them?” McDougal said.

The Mralan woman frowned. “We’ve inquired of the Dakh Hhargashian government, but they refuse to discuss it. We sensed this was something they rarely talk about even among themselves. However, we can say this: based on the biomass readings of our long-range scans, the captives are alive when they reach Dakh Hhargashian space. But within a few days of their arrival, the biomass quantities return to their previous levels.”

“So, either the captives are killed, or they’re transported someplace else,” Lancaster said.

“Precisely.”

Garcia continued. “Unfortunately, most nearby sources of humanoids have been cleaned out, including the entire population of the planet P-7650.”

Jane frowned. “Whoa.”

“Probably fifty to one hundred million people, taken over the course of thirty years.” Garcia’s mustache tilted in a wry smile. “They don’t seem to understand the concept of sustainability.”

“So, they’re looking for new hunting grounds...” McDougal said.

“My bet is the Dakh Hhargash will attack Earth again,” Garcia said.

Jane closed her eyes. The Dakh Hhargash in the library had been excited about finding more humanoids. He’d probably been hoping to learn about another planet populated with quivs. But very few planets had people. The danger to Earth hung over her like a dark cloak.

“We’ve tried to convince them that any attack on Earth would be strongly repelled,” Norwood said, “but we don’t know if they’ve bought it.”

“Is that what you want me to find out?” Jane asked. “How strong they think we are?”

Norwood shook his head, setting the skin on his neck into wavelike motions. “We’re looking for information of more long-term value. We want to know what the Dakh Hhargash do with these people after they kidnap them.”

Are you kidding? “Yeah, I may learn that firsthand.”

“No,” Norwood said. “We think that since you have this protection, you’ll be safe, free to investigate what happens.”

Lancaster shook his head. “We don’t know if the protection he offered was real.”

The alien woman shifted in her seat. “Based on the contact I once had with three Dakh Hhargashian soldiers.” She looked at Jane. “It was a very uncomfortable experience. I could feel their emotions, their states of mind, and even remembering it disturbs me.”

“Can’t be worse than risking your life,” Jane muttered.

The Mralan shook her head. “You have to understand what you’re dealing with,” she said. “Miserable creatures, unhappy to the point of being suicidal. They seem to have had childhoods filled with massive cruelty and neglect.”

Perhaps this explained why Krelg found it so easy to give up his life in an attack he couldn’t win. But right now, she needed a different behavior explained. “And you sensed something that relates to protection?”

The Mralan nodded. “I sensed a part of them that cared deeply... There was something they valued and would fight to defend… people, family.”

“You could have misinterpreted,” Jane said. Mralans only sensed feelings. It would take thoughts to confirm what all those feelings meant.

“I acknowledge that possibility.”

“What about your studies there on Valforth?” Norwood said into the camera. “Haven’t your people gotten anything from that library?”

“Nothing decipherable,” Lancaster said. “It’s all like a giant puzzle. And no mention so far of family.”

McDougal gasped. “Oh, hell. Maybe one thing.”

“What?” Norwood said.

“A proverb,” McDougal said. “It didn’t make sense when I first read it, but now...” He looked at Jane’s palm, covered with gauze.

“How’d it go?” Norwood said.

McDougal looked up. “Seek to be marked and shrink not from the pain. It is a blessing to be desired above all other things.”

Jane frowned. “That doesn’t prove anything.”

“No,” McDougal said. “But if you put it together…”

“Yes,” the Mralan said. “The protection it offers would be very valuable.”

Jane shook her head, remembering Krelg, his broad shoulders and brutish appearance. The thought of him as her protector provided a sense of safety, but as her husband... A cold sensation shimmered up her arms.

She shook off the image and turned to Norwood. “Why is knowing what the Dakh Hhargash do with their captives so important?”

“The government—the diplomats and negotiators—all think if we know what the Dakh Hhargash need these people for, that’ll somehow give us extra leverage in any peace negotiations or other dealings we have with them.”

“I see,” Jane said.

“Sounds weak,” McDougal muttered, and Lancaster tossed him an angry glare.

“For example,” Norwood said, “suppose they’re cannibals and they eat the captives. We could offer to supply them with other sources of meat.”

Unless eating your own kind has ritual or religious significance. But they would gain nothing arguing over a hypothetical scenario. The only way to know for sure was to come back with the information.

That meant risking her life.

The Mralan folded her hands on the table. “There was one other thing I sensed from the Dakh Hhargash. They are trying to fill a need—something important to them, something they have to have at any cost. Nothing short of death will stop them.”

“And the Dakh Hhargash aren’t afraid of death,” Jane said.

“Listen,” Norwood said, “we’ll do everything we can to help you survive this. The lab has come up with transponders we can implant—”

“No gadgets,” the Mralan said. “The Dakh Hhargash are very suspicious. If they find her with anything but what a purchasing agent would possess, they’ll conclude she’s a spy and they’ll kill her.”

“Oh,” Norwood said. “Then we’ll give her a code word to call for extraction.” He turned to Garcia. “What’s the code for this operation?”

“Saddle soap,” Garcia deadpanned.

“What?” How was she supposed to use that word in a normal sentence?

“Don’t use the code word unless you have the information we sent you there to get,” Norwood said. “And take your time on this mission. Don’t do anything to unnecessarily endanger yourself. It’s more important to get the information than to get it quickly.”

Lancaster leaned forward, waving at them. “Now wait a minute. She hasn’t accepted the assignment yet.”

She glanced at her desk, at a photo of her family, her little brother smiling at the camera, a tuft of dark hair flopping over his brow. “I’ll take the assignment,” she said, closing her eyes. God, please help me make it through.
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CHAPTER 7

Jane arrived at the shuttle parking lot, hand up to shield her eyes from the sun’s orange-yellow glare. Wispy white clouds floated in the ochre sky and a hot wind blew her hair. She clutched her duffle under her arm and walked around the doorway. A maze of sheds and walled-off storage areas spread out to her left. On the right, several hundred shuttles sat idle. She just had to find the Dakh Hhargash’s shuttle.

She heard noises, voices and the clanking of metal, toward the south, and she walked in that direction.

The asphalt reflected heat onto her face. She squinted. She still hadn’t come up with a plan for what she would do when she found them.

She remembered the advice McDougal had given her. “You’ve got a big problem.”

“I’ve been practicing my smile,” Jane said, and demonstrated the technique she’d learned in her training for this job, crinkling her eyes as she spread her lips in a phony smile.

McDougal shook her head. “You can’t fake your expressions for this one. The mission’s going to last too long. You try to fake it, he’ll see right through you. You gotta feel it.”

Jane huffed with exasperation. “How am I supposed to do that?”

“You look into his eyes and think about all the people you’re going to save—your family, your friends, and millions you don’t know. And then you think how grateful you are, because he gave you this opportunity to spy on his people. It wasn’t anybody’s idea but his. You think those thoughts, and your face will do exactly what it’s supposed to do.”

Jane shook her head as she rounded the corner of a storage shed, the hinges of its open metal door creaking in the wind. Any way this went down, it would be hard.

A hundred feet in front of Jane, a Dakh Hhargash leaned against a brick wall, staring into a datapad. Jane stopped walking.

Perhaps he can tell me where Krelg is. A jolt of fear twisted her stomach, and her hand throbbed. She didn’t have the courage to talk to another Dakh Hhargash. She couldn’t do this.

Think of all the people you’ll be saving.

She forced herself to approach him. “Excuse me,” she said.

His head jerked up and his posture straightened. He glanced around, as though looking for something.

“Can you tell me—”

He stepped toward her and slapped his hand over her mouth. His other arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her toward him. Oh, crap.

He sidestepped into the space between two small outbuildings, lifting Jane until her toes barely touched the ground, dragging her with him. There were no Valforthian security cameras here.

At the dead end in the alleyway, he pressed her back against the cold resin wall. The hand around her waist slipped to the front and reached down to her jeans, fingers fumbling with the snap.

With her right hand, she grabbed at his fingers, trying to push them away, and with her left arm she pressed against his shoulders. A sharp pain shot across her palm.

His fingers groped, sliding along the pant waist, touching the zipper, pulling on the snap.

Ha! He doesn’t know how to open human clothes!

He wrapped his hand around the waistband of her pants and yanked. Her body jerked.

She tried to kick him, but he pressed his hips against hers. “Open your clothes, now, before I kill you,” he said in a growling whisper.

She nodded, her head still pressed against the wall by his other hand. She hoped he would understand the gesture and let up. Then, maybe she could break free and run. Once she could get around the corner, she could find a spot where security cameras monitored everything.

He pulled away from her slightly, but his hand remained over her mouth, still pressing her head against the uneven wall. No chance to get loose.

His fingers curled, pressing hard against her cheekbones, as though he would crush her skull. She glanced at the arm, the massive muscles there. She dropped her hands to the front of her jeans and popped open the snap. As her fingers curled around the zipper tab, another pain stabbed her palm.

Wait a minute. What am I doing? I’m protected.

She found the tape that held the gauze on her left palm, ripped the bandage away and brought her hand up, turning it so the palm faced him, where he could see Krelg’s mark.

The Dakh Hhargash stiffened. “Feces!” He pulled his hand away from her mouth and glowered at her. “What kind of trick is this?”

“Where’s Krelg?” Jane demanded.

“How did you get that mark?”

“Take me to Krelg.”

The alien grabbed her by the wrist and stared at the scar, reading under his breath. “Hhargashna.” He turned her hand slightly, shaking his head. “Tranick. This has to be a trick.”

“You don’t believe me? Just ask Krelg.”

“He would have told us about this.”

“If it isn’t true,” Jane said, her voice even and steady, “you have nothing to lose by asking, do you? But if it is true and you ignore it…” She left the thought unfinished, unsure what consequences befell a Dakh Hhargash who attacked a protected woman.

The alien stared at her, then walked away, his hand still around her wrist, pulling on her skin. She followed him, trying without success to refasten her snap with her other hand as she walked.

They rounded a large, fenced area, and the Dakh Hhargash’s shuttle came into view. It looked like a turtle shell, an upside-down bowl of hexagonal plates, patterned with smaller hexagons nested inside each other. Two plates on the side created a doorway to the interior, one popped up, and the other swung down to the ground, forming a ramp. Six Dakh Hhargashian men worked around it, some loading items into a cargo compartment, others circling the craft pointing flashing probes at the shuttle’s metallic skin. Krelg stood at the nose of the craft, observing.

“Commander!” the Dakh Hhargash who held Jane’s wrist called out.

Krelg looked at them, and his frown deepened. Motionless, he stared at them as they approached.

A knot of fear in her gut roiled. He looked furious, and she had no idea how to placate him, how to get on his good side—if he even had such a thing.

The Dakh Hhargash who held Jane’s wrist stopped several hundred feet from Krelg. “Is this true?” he said, a slight waver in his voice. He held up Jane’s hand so Krelg could see the scar.

Krelg walked toward them. The other Dakh Hhargash released Jane and moved away.

Stopping several feet in front of Jane, Krelg stood with a face like an unmoving mask of anger. His eyes seemed to spit flames at her.

“I’m sorry about what happened,” Jane said. “That wasn’t my idea.”

Krelg said nothing.

“I want you to know I appreciate what you’ve done for me... the protection. I know it’s very valuable.”

He lifted his chin slightly. “Why are you here?”

“You said I was supposed to come with you. Right?”

She hoped his anger would soften, but his expression didn’t change. He pointed to another Dakh Hhargash who stood nearby. “Put her in the shuttle.” Then he walked away.

The other man stepped toward her and indicated the vessel door.

A voice inside her screamed at her to run. Only a crazy person would do this. How could she go through with it? But running would only make Krelg angrier, and certainly wouldn’t enable her to get away. Any one of these aliens could outpace her and bring her back.

Besides, she had her mission. She took a deep breath for courage, then followed his direction, climbing the short ramp. Stealing one last glance at Krelg, she stepped through the opening into the shuttle. She stopped. The open floor supported no seats. She looked around for handholds, rails, anything to use for bracing against the inertia that always roughed up untethered space travelers, but she could see nothing. The walls curved toward the nose of the craft, like the inside of an egg, solid colored and smooth.

No windows, no control panels... How did they fly this thing?

“Stand on that generator,” her guide said, pointing to a circle on the floor toward the front of the tiny room. She counted four circles in her row, and only one row in front of hers, with two circles.

She waited on her spot, wishing for a chair, then chiding herself for such mundane desires. She had more serious problems to worry about.

A pair of aliens clomped into the shuttle and stepped toward Jane, looming over her. She tensed, and her shoulders pulled in toward her neck, as though she wanted to roll into a protective ball. Reminding herself that she was protected didn’t help.

The alien nearest her, a man whose hair was so straight it poked in all directions, looked into Jane’s eyes with a cruel smile. “So, it’s the woman with a very short future.”

She lifted her hand to point the palm at him. “Why do you say that? I’m protected.”

The Dakh Hhargash looked at the man standing next to him, and they both laughed. “Sure, you’re protected from me, from him,” he said, pointing to his companion, “from everyone but Krelg himself.”

Oh, hell. “I see, but—”

The Dakh Hhargash cackled. “You don’t think he’ll let you live, do you?”

“Why wouldn’t he?”

The man leaned toward her. “Krelg has a reputation.”

She swallowed. “I didn’t know.”

“Yeah. I’ll bet five or six of his tassels are from his former wives.”

“No, seven,” his friend said.

The skin on Jane’s face turned cold. “You mean the tassels represent people you’ve killed?” Talk about ominous. But it didn’t add up. “Krelg only wears five tassels.”

The Dakh Hhargash laughed. “When you get enough brown tassels, you can trade ten of them for a green.”

Shit. Jane recounted his tassels – one green, three brown, and one red. “How many do you need for a red?”

“Five green.”

“Jesus.” That added up to sixty-three. Krelg was a mass murderer, a serial killer, a wife killer… I’ve got to get out of here.

She turned toward the exit, but then Krelg climbed into the ship, and all the other Dakh Hhargash followed him, each taking a spot on a circle. Krelg placed himself on the front row, while another man stood beside him. The two who talked to her earlier stepped onto the next row back.

Like standing in a small elevator with twenty people, they all pressed against each other, shoulder to shoulder, and heat rose as the door closed with a thud behind her.

Krelg and his co-pilot each slipped datapads from slots in the walls beside them and manipulated them with thumbs and fingers. The overhead lights went off, leaving everyone in complete darkness, and the walls and floor faded away, appearing to dissolve before her eyes. My gosh. Just like the bridge in Colonel Sullivan’s report.

Outside, the rows of shuttles glistened in the orange light, and a brown leaf summersaulted across the pavement. Jane looked down. The floor had also vanished, and yet she still stood in the same place, three feet above the ground, a sense of solid metal holding her up.

“Force fields?” Krelg said.

“Force fields on,” the co-pilot responded.

Something wrapped itself around her body from all sides like the gentle pressure of water. She could hardly feel the floor anymore.

A soft glow enveloped everyone. The man next to her closed his eyes and snored. Krelg moved his thumbs over his controls.

She experimented with the restraining fields, until she determined that they worked much the same as the technology on Mralan and Earth ships. Fingers and wrists had complete freedom of movement, but the rest of the body could only move slowly.

She smiled. The lack of a chair wasn’t such a problem after all.

“Clear one thousand feet,” the co-pilot said.

Krelg’s thumb slid over the handheld device. Jane gasped as the pavement grew distant and the many storage sheds and hovercraft shrunk rapidly.

The men in the front stared at their controls. “Mother ship located,” Krelg said. “Flight path calculated.” He pressed another button, and the shuttle rotated horizontally, so all the passengers looked up into the dirty yellow sky.

“Flight path clear,” the co-pilot said.

“Launching.”

Jane’ stomach slid into her spine as the craft accelerated upwards. In a flash the clouds grew and then disappeared, the faded yellow sky gone black and filled with glowing diamonds. A thin ring of gray clutter appeared in front of them, expanding until it resolved into a thousand ships, satellites and guide buoys, orbiting the planet in an array of crisscrossing lines.

Jane watched for the configuration she had seen of a Dakh Hhargashian vessel, and spotted it a few seconds later, looming overhead, a lumpy mass of metal, scarred and blistered.
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