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​Ramagonian Proverb
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From the stars we come,

Radiant points of light spreading across the galaxy

Like glittering gems in the night sky.

Among the stars

We travel the folds of space

Where time and distance dare not go.

We long for the stars,

Beacons of light to guide our way.

When the darkness overcomes us,

To the stars we return,

Rejoining the cosmos from which we were formed.

We look to the stars;

Seeing those who have gone before us,

Their brilliance snuffed out all too soon.

Fallen comrades and lost lovers

Lighting the way to our journey’s end.

Author Unknown
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The ships sat silent, poised to launch into the vast expanse of the predawn sky. Ben leaned his head back and admired the brilliant tapestry above him. He had never imagined that one day he’d be looking at the stars from another planet, yet that was precisely what he was doing as he awaited his commander’s arrival.

Idly, Ben wondered if one of the points of light above him was Earth. There was no way of knowing–his grasp of galactic geography was tentative at best. In his defense, he’d only been enlisted in the alien military for less than a year and had much to learn. He supposed he could tether with his commander’s ship to find out, but for the moment he wanted to forgo the intimate biological connection that allowed his brain to link directly with the ship’s system. He had been through a lot in recent months, and both his mind and body wanted a break.

Ben sighed as he recalled the events that led him to his current position. Prior to Earth being attacked, he’d never seriously considered the idea of alien life, let alone the notion of more than one species. Then, while shooting a scene from the superhero movie he was starring in, a ship had crashed in the desert right in front of him. Without a second thought, Ben had rushed to offer assistance.

As a result, he’d become entangled in alien affairs. Right from the start, Ben was beset by difficulties. Even before he’d enlisted in the Ramagonian military, he was thrust into combat. It had been his first time in an alien ship, and his first time tethering to the unique AI system it contained. Despite being horrified by the atrocities he witnessed, he’d been both overwhelmed and beguiled by the ship. When the opportunity to enlist presented itself, he jumped feet first into the lifetime commitment. His wife hadn’t been happy. Nor had it been easy.

He had been sick, injured, left alone with a species of troll-like aliens, shot, assaulted, and nearly killed. If that hadn’t been enough, Ben had discovered that the lord whose army he’d joined was a slave holder. Depressed and dejected, he served as a personal attendant to the commander of the armed forces, a taciturn woman he didn’t understand and whose position he didn’t envy. Especially not after a long week of treaty negotiations that had nearly gone sour.

It wasn’t an illustrious beginning to his new career.

But the coming week promised a reprieve from the drama and drudgery. His commander had given the squadron a week of R&R. According to his new friends, it was the first time in a long time that the elite fighting force had been granted any leave. Although it wasn’t enough time for anyone to return to their homes, everyone was elated.

Ben just hoped he wouldn’t spend all of it convalescing in the infirmary. The injuries he’d sustained when assaulted, resulted in two surgeries, necessitating a strict regime of pain medications while nano-accelerators worked to speed the healing of his body. Painkillers required an authorized person to administer them as they were only available by injection. Simple drugs like ibuprofen and aspirin were banned as they were considered uncontrolled substances.

His captain promised she would maintain the schedule for his medication, enabling him to spend time outside the infirmary. However, Cenehard was also the commander of the elite squadron and head of the entire Ramagonian army. Ben knew from experience that duty often called her away and she could be unreliable. Although he was thrilled to be out of the infirmary, he secretly wondered if he might be better off there.

Cenehard leapt onto the wing and the ship began to ascend before she entered the cockpit. Ben gaped.

“Something wrong?” she asked as the canopy slid over them.

“How...how are we taking off?” Ben stammered. “I’m not tethered...”

“I know,” Cenehard replied as she busied herself in the cockpit. “I can’t sense you.”

Ben assumed she tethered. When he had linked to the ship in the past, he had suspected she could read his emotions and maybe even his thoughts through the tether. He said nothing in response. Instead he scanned the screen in front of him to ensure that all systems were operating at full capacity.

“Why aren’t you tethered?” Cenehard asked as the canopy sealed.

“I wanted to take a break.”

“How bad is the pain?”

“Not too bad,” Ben lied.

“You’re not very convincing.”

“Good thing I gave up my career,” Ben said with a cynical laugh. He changed the subject, hoping she would let it go. “I didn’t realize the AI could fly the ship.”

“It can’t,” Cenehard replied.

“But ... you weren’t even inside the ship when we launched." Ben glanced outside the cockpit. The other ships in the launch field had joined them as they ascended.

“I don’t need to be–my microchip gives me remote access.” Cenehard banked the ship and did a slow roll giving him a view of the ocean below them.

“Microchipped?” Ben felt stupid. He couldn’t remember any conversation about a microchip.

His silence must have conveyed his question for Cenehard answered. “The microchip is located in the slit on the back of my hand. The slit doubles as an access port should I choose to connect directly with the ship.”

Ben recalled the tiny slit in her hand. Nicholas had an identical one, but refused to talk about it, so he had refrained from asking Cenehard about hers. “How does it work?”

“The same as the tether, but without the needle.”

Ben had seen the port lines in the other ships and had been told it was part of an interface system to control the ships, but none of the captains or lieutenants used it. Now he understood why. Aside from Nicholas and Cenehard, none of them had a slit.

“Why doesn’t everyone have one?”

“There is a stigma attached to the microchip.”

Ben supposed it explained why Nicholas didn’t talk about his microchip. “Is Nicholas able to control his ship remotely?”

“Ah, no,” Cenehard said quietly. “The scientists involved with developing the portline suspect that because I’d been biologically tethered to my ship when I was microchipped, the implant activated some latent ability to communicate telepathically.”

“You’re telepathic?”

“Only where the ship is concerned.” Cenehard sounded preoccupied. They were approaching the outer layers of the atmosphere. “You should tether.” 

Ben looked down at the wire tapping his wrist. “I would rather not just now.” He kept his voice light. “My arm is sore.”

Cenehard’s voice was quiet. “You’re not a very good liar.”

“I don’t know how I ever made a living as an actor,” Ben muttered.

“By expressing your emotions for everyone to see. You projected them on the characters you played.”

Ben was flabbergasted.

“I’ve seen a few of your movies,” she continued. “They were pretty good. It was only after I started to know you better, that I ascertained the emotions were genuine. It’s probably what made you so good. You didn’t have to try and fake it; you were the real deal.”

“I didn’t realize you saw any of my movies.”

“I’m partial to action flicks.”

There was a pause as Ben tried to formulate his thoughts.

“If you really want to know, I don’t like the idea of you reading my mind,” Ben admitted.

“I can’t exactly read your mind,” Cenehard chuckled. “But Thistle does share just about everything with me, including your emotional state.”

“It’s invasive.”

“It’s part of the deal flying with me.”

Ben sat quietly, staring at the line that coiled around his wrist.

“You still haven’t tethered. Do I have to make it an order?” There was no longer a trace of humor in Cenehard’s voice.

“No, sir.” Ben pulled up his sleeve. The line tightened around his wrist before probing his flesh. Ben drew in a breath and winced when it pierced the skin.

“Are you okay?” Cenehard asked.

“Fine.” Ben wondered why she bothered to ask when she could get feedback through the ship. As the darkness grew around the ship, the transport came into sight. Ben’s eyelids felt heavy. He yawned and blinked in an attempt to ward off the sudden drowsiness. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Relax, there is nothing you need to do,” Cenehard told him.

“Prepare or jump,” the voice over the comms instructed.

Ben never heard the reply.

#
[image: ]


“THIS IS CAPTAIN BENSON of Transport One. We are clear of jump.”

Ben blinked at the sound of the comms. He wondered how long he’d been out. Above him a large blue and white planet drew near.

“Alstos IV?” he asked.

“Yes,” Cenehard replied before activating her comm and speaking into it. “All ships fall into formation for entry into the atmosphere.”

“Ships in formation.” Ben could hear Alex’s voice. Still feeling groggy, he watched as the atmosphere around the ship grew orange, then yellow, his body warming with the hull. Clouds briefly obscured his view before the ship broke free, revealing a vast ocean beneath. “Atmosphere cleared. Landing coordinate points set.”

Cenehard veered off from the formation and rolled Thistle. It was as if she was rolling the kinks out of her neck. “Maintain formation to the landing site,” she instructed. “Alex, you’re in charge. Set up residence at the base and make sure we have accommodations for our new troops. Anyone who wants to spend time in their cockpit is welcome to do so, but limit scouting and maneuver practice areas–say 250 segments.”

“Commander?” Alex sounded puzzled.

“We are on leave,” Cenehard reminded him. “Is there a problem?”

“That is limited to one quarter of the planet's coverage.”

“Maybe I would like some privacy.”

“Aren’t you joining us?” Alex’s voice was hesitant. Ben could feel gooseflesh rise on his arms.

“No Captain Doorne. My gunner and I will be landing elsewhere. Josh said Ben needed rest with no interruptions. I intend to see that he gets it.” Cenehard’s voice was even. “Do you have any questions before we depart?”

“No sir. Where might we reach you?”

“You won’t need to reach me.” Cenehard cut the communications. Pulling the ship into a low dive, she picked up speed. It wasn’t until Ben could make out the individual leaves on the trees that she leveled out.

“Where are we going?” Anxiety pushed through the fog clouding his brain.

“What’s the matter Ben, don’t you trust me?”

“It’s not that—I just wanted to know.”

“Someplace where you can get some rest and I can breathe. We both need a break.”

“I thought I was being monitored by Josh.” They left the forest behind and crossed into open airspace over a large body of water.

“You’re my gunner. I’ll do the monitoring.” Ben tried not to groan as Cenhard banked them inland.

“Of course,” Ben said automatically. He hoped the ship didn’t relay information otherwise.

“Don’t worry, your personal belongings and kit are in the ship and I made sure I have the medical supplies you might need.”

Ben considered her statements. “Alex seemed to think that you gave them a pretty limited range.”

“I did. Don’t worry; he won’t listen.” Cenehard chuckled at a private joke. “But he won’t find us either.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re supposed to be resting, not worrying.”

With her last statement, Ben felt darkness wash over him.
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When Ben opened his eyes again, Thistle was on the ground with the canopy retracted. A refreshing breeze blew the fresh scent of pine through the ship. No longer tethered, Ben pulled himself out of the cockpit and sat on the cool metal surface of the wing. His side twinged, but the astounding view made up for the pain.

From his perch, he looked over a wide valley, dotted with forests and grassy meadows. A slender ribbon of river wandered around, winding around low hills and disappeared behind groves of trees only to reappear again. He estimated that they’d landed about two-thirds of the way up a mountain. Looking upward, he could see that the ship was tucked beneath the outstretched boughs of lofty pines. Wandering eyes in the sky would not easily see them beneath the green canopy of needles.

Sliding down the wing, Ben eased to the ground. To his relief, gravity was not heavy and his landing was light. Moving carefully not to jostle his side, he ducked under the ship where he could see a small encampment had been set up. His worn duffle rested against one of the landing gear and the thermodynamic generator was set out, along with bed rolls, blankets and pillows. Only two sides of the tent had been erected as a wind break. If they were camping beneath the wing, Ben supposed they didn’t need anything more.

A medical kit sat alongside Cenehard’s gear bag, but the commander was nowhere in sight. Evidently her idea of a watch was a little looser than that of the captains. He sighed, hoping she wouldn’t be gone too long and the pain medication wouldn’t wear off before her return.

He sat beside his duffel and began to rummage through it in search of an energy bar. Because of the pain medication, it had been two days since his last meal and he was beginning to think he’d forgotten how to chew. Ben’s fingers brushed against his coupler, a small circlet biologically bound to him and intended to aid in the use of Ramagonian technology, communication–and other more personal applications. Unfortunately, the device did not work as intended.

Avoiding prolonged contact with the coupler, he continued his search until he came across the blue gemstone, a gift from the Hardorn. He studied the small stone a moment before his stomach growled a reminder, then pocketed it. Since his blind search yielded no results, he began to unload the duffel. As he pulled out a T-shirt, an object fell out of the folds and landed on the grassy ground with a soft thud.

It was his phone. The case showed evidence of repair, with small silver threads running along the numerous cracks. The shattered screen was gone, replaced by a new one with a glossy surface that glistened as if wet. Tentatively, he pressed the power button.

The phone glowed to life and he was greeted with a picture of a smiling Clare holding Christopher. They looked almost three dimensional. It wasn’t the screen saver that he remembered leaving on his lock screen. Ben thumbed across the picture and it shimmered, changing to his home screen. There was no password to enter. As he looked through his repaired phone, one screen seemed to melt into the next. He found old apps that had been deleted when his phone had been confiscated but none of them responded.

After a moment’s hesitation, he tapped the icon for the photo gallery and to his relief it opened smoothly. Selecting the first picture, he frowned slightly as an image of St. Stephens pulled up. Swiping through the gallery, he discovered photos of the bazaar and the waterfront. There was also a photo of Thistle on the deck of the carrier.

“Don’t worry, McKenzie said all your photos and data are there.” Cenehard walked beneath the wing and glanced down at the screen. “Seems Mi Lee couldn’t resist trying out some of the features she found.”

Ben looked up at Cenehard. “It was destroyed.”

“I gathered.”

“I never meant for anyone to see it.”

“I didn’t suppose you did. McKenzie told me the story. You have some interesting music choices.” She crouched next to the medical bag. “Little Red Caboose?”

“Christopher’s playlist. Clare uploaded all of their music on my phone after her last phone died. I never bothered to take it off.” Ben thumbed through more photos, stopping on one of Cenehard in full dress uniform, a saber on her hip. Regal and imposing, she was looking away from the camera. He wondered if she knew the picture was on his phone. As she turned back toward him, he closed the gallery. “What’s this?” He eyed the syringe she carried warily.

“A pain medication and antibiotic combo, specially mixed for you by Josh.” She knelt and pulled the cap off the syringe. “Ought to hurt like hell. Pull up your sleeve or bend over, your choice.”

Reluctantly, Ben pulled up the sleeve to his T-shirt. He drew a sharp breath as she injected him. “You’re right. Hurts like hell.”

“He promised to make it grape flavored.” She recapped the needle and snapped it off the syringe as she stood. Due to her short stature, she didn’t have to duck as she moved back to the med bag to dispose of the used needle in a small sharps container.

“I don’t taste anything,” he complained. “Maybe dinner will compensate.”

“Not today,” Cenehard told him. “No food until tomorrow. Doctor’s orders. Don’t bother looking for the energy bar, I took it out of your bag. Josh and I don’t see eye to eye on a lot of things, but I won’t cross him on this. Water for dinner.”

Ben groaned. “My life has turned into one long line of meals without food.”

“I promise not to eat your energy bar in front of you.”

“Thanks. You have my undying gratitude.”

“And apparently your sarcasm.” Cenehard tossed him a canteen. “Drink some water. I haven’t seen you drink all day today.”

“I’ve been unconscious all day.”

“Is that insubordination I hear?”

“No, sir.” Ben did a mock salute and opened the canteen. The water was warm, but tasted good. Still his stomach clenched.

“Pain?” Cenehard studied him.

“Not exactly. More like queasy. Maybe from the shots,” He yawned.

“Try getting some rest.”

“All I’ve done today is sleep.”

“It’s the pain meds. Your body is trying to heal Ben. Let it.” Cenehard tossed him a pillow.

“I shouldn’t leave you to stand guard all the time. You need to rest too," he argued.

She shook her head. “We don’t need to set a watch here.”

“In training I was taught that you always set a watch.” He yawned again despite his best effort.

“Not here,” she assured him. “Go to sleep.”

Ben tucked the pillow under his head and lay back. He felt lethargic and groggy again. “Was there more than painkiller and antibiotic in that shot?”

“Maybe.”
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DESPITE HER PROMISE he could eat the next day, Cenehard only allowed Ben water with a broth additive. He remained on the liquid diet and did little but drink and sleep for the next several days. True to her word, she didn’t eat in front of him or while he was awake. He wondered if she ate at all, which was beginning to worry him. For that matter, he questioned whether she slept. No matter what time of day or night he awoke, she seemed to be up. Sometimes she was reading from a tablet. Other times, she appeared lost in thought. Twice he woke to find her studying him. It was unnerving, but he didn’t have the courage to ask what she was thinking. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

They camped in the open beneath Thistle, using the thermodynamic generator to ward off the cool mountain air at night. But during the day, Ben found that he was more comfortable stripped down to his T-shirt and fatigues. Each day, his side hurt less and the dark purple bruising began to fade. Cenehard used a hand scanner to check on the progress of his healing, which seemed slow and laborious. Still not at ease with their close contact, Ben was embarrassed whenever he had to unfasten his pants so she could get a clearer reading of his hip.

On what he estimated to be the fourth day after their arrival, he woke up at dawn to the sound of water. Opening his eyes, he searched for its source. Near the end of the wing farthest from where he slept, he could see Cenehard’s silhouette against the rising sun. She stood under a curtain of water emerging from the wing of the plane. Steam rose around her as she rubbed her hands through her hair and stretched lazily. The water slowed to a slow drip, then ceased to fall. She shook herself and reached for a towel hooked on the tip of the wing. Hastily he snapped his eyes shut and turned his head, listening as she moved around.

“It’s safe now: you can open your eyes again.”

Ben turned his head and reopened his eyes. She now stood on a boulder sunning herself as she looked out over the valley. She was dressed in a pair of jeans he was pretty sure were the same ones she’d worn the day they met. Beneath her rolled jeans she was barefoot and a gray tank top fell loosely about her, ending in soft folds around her waist. When she turned to face him, he could see her mark badge fastened to her tank top.

“How did you know I was awake?”

“Thistle told me.”

“How the hell did Thistle know I was awake? I’m not tethered.”

“You are. I ran a tether down the landing gear to monitor your biosigns.”

Ben looked down at his arm. Sure enough, a tether was attached. “Thistle’s a snitch.”

Cenehard chuckled. “Looks like you could use a shower. Get washed up while I put together breakfast.”

“Real breakfast?” Ben was hopeful.

“Real breakfast,” she assured him.

As Ben sat up the tether disconnected and snaked into a tube alongside the landing gear. Folding his blanket and setting it on his pillow, he grabbed his duffel and stood, being careful not to bump his head. Cenehard opened a hatch along the smooth underside and pulled out ration cans and packaging. He watched her select items and put them near the thermodynamic generator.

“Something wrong?” she asked without looking at him.

“I have no idea how you got the shower to work.”

“The ground is already wet where I was standing and slopes away from our campsite. Just undress there and tell Thistle to run you a shower. I have voice command activated. She’ll do the rest. Careful though, you may have to tell her to adjust the temperature. I tend to take hot showers.” Cenehard pried the lid off a can with a wicked looking knife.

“How does she do it? Is there a storage tank?”

“No. Utilizing temperature modulators within the wing, she creates an atmospheric disturbance to produce rain. With her sensors she can control the temperature.” Cenehard dumped the contents of a can into a pan on top of the generator. “Don’t make her mad or you might get a cold shower.”

“I had no idea Thistle had that ability.”

“Technically, all the ships do, Thistle is not special in that aspect. All our ships manipulate the atmosphere and mass particles around the planets we visit. It’s how they generate power, charge weapons, and even fly.” Cenehard said in a matter of fact tone.

Ben padded over to the wing and hooked his towel over the edge the way he had seen Cenehard place hers. He stripped to his shorts and stood a moment with his back to his commander, working up the nerve to finish undressing.

“Oh for crying out loud, I’m not ogling you,” Cenehard snapped. “You need to get past this. It’s not like I haven’t helped Josh with you when you were down with injuries. Water on.”

Ben yelped as hot water streamed down from the wing.

“Cooler temperature, cooler temperature!” he gasped, dancing from one foot to the other to pull off the soaked boxers that clung to his skin. As the water cooled slightly, he tossed them. Pulling soap from his kit, he quickly washed from head to foot, making sure his body was angled away from his commander.

It wasn’t until he rinsed that Ben realized he was standing upright without his head hitting the wing. He hadn’t heard Cenehard give a verbal command so she must have communicated with her microchip. Letting the water wash over his shoulders, he scanned the valley below. It was the first time he felt relaxed on an alien world.

“Finish up, breakfast is about done,” Cenehard broke his thoughts.

“Water off,” Ben instructed Thistle. As when Cenehard had finished her shower, the water tapered down to a trickle, then stopped. He quickly toweled himself dry and dressed in fresh fatigues and a T-shirt. Behind him, the aroma of food cooking made his stomach rumble.

Leaving his duffel behind, he joined Cenehard on a rock outcropping just beyond the trees. Sunlight poured over two steaming plates; two cups of coffee beckoned for him.

“Is that biscuits and gravy?” he asked, sitting across from her.

“Yep.” She folded her hands. He waited while she said grace.

“Smells terrific.” Ben stuffed a bite into his mouth and groaned. “This is wonderful.”

“You haven’t eaten in days. I expect shoe leather would taste good now.” She was eating heartily, as if she hadn’t eaten in days as well. “Sorry the coffee’s black. I didn’t pack cream and sugar.”

“Works for me.” Ben ate with relish. The bitter coffee contrasted with the sweet gravy coating the soft biscuits. “Is this standard rations?”

“It is when the stock clerk isn’t looking,” she replied impishly. “How’s the side today?”

“Better. I think I could do without pain meds for a while.”

“Nope, not happening.”  Ben groaned inwardly at her response. “Josh said to expect some tenderness.”

Cenehard pushed her empty plate away and kicked her legs over the ledge, letting her bare feet dangle. While it made Ben nervous, he couldn’t help but notice it seemed natural to her. “I’ll take a look at your side more closely when you’re done eating.”

“Has Josh been in contact with you?” Ben recalled finding his communication ring in his duffel, but it had been cold and lifeless to his touch. He had no more clue as to how to use it than the day the supply clerk had handed it to him.

“No. He has no way of contacting us here. No one from the Mark does.”

“They haven’t tried to find us?”

Cenehard snorted. “They can try, but they won’t succeed.”

Ben looked at Thistle. “Liam once mentioned that Thistle can be hard to locate when she doesn’t want to be found.”

“He’s correct. The ship holds a lot of secrets.” Cenehard drank her coffee.

“I haven’t figured out much.”

“You know more than you think.” Ben looked at her in surprise. “Just remember, this knowledge is not necessarily to be shared.”

“How many people have ever flown in Thistle?”

“And survived?” Cenehard considered Ben thoughtfully over her coffee. “You’re looking at them.”

“There have been others then.”

“When Thistle was first upgraded with AI, there were test pilots. Initially things went well. But once the pilots tethered to Thistle, they encountered control problems. Two pilots and a gunner died during the trials.”

“Not you.”

“No, I was able to tether smoothly.” Cenehard tossed the dregs of her coffee over the cliffside. “My body didn’t fight the connection–almost the opposite.” She shrugged. “Maybe because Thistle was my ship before I joined the Ramagonian forces.”

This was news to Ben. It explained why Thistle looked different from the other ships. He considered his line of questioning before he spoke again. “The ship accepted me.”

“She did. When Thistle requested to tether with you. I thought I might satisfy her curiosity. I admit, I was curious as well. There have been other people in the cockpit during ground maintenance, but she never expressed an interest in them.”

“You were surprised when I agreed to the tether?”

“Yes,” Cenehard admitted, “but even more so when she gave you control of the weapons.” Cenehard looked in her empty coffee cup.

“Was I in danger?”

“I would have yanked your connection if you were. Thistle has artificial intelligence, but I’m in control at all times.”

Ben recalled Thistle not returning weapons control to her when he first tethered but decided not to comment on it. “Why didn’t I have any issues?”

“I thought about it.” Cenehard spoke slowly. “I think because you submitted to the ship’s intrusion into your mind. It takes a special kind of person to be able to give themselves over to another, even if it’s an artificial intelligence.”

“Never thought of myself as special,” Ben mused.

“You are. All the Mark are in their own ways.”

“How long did you have the ship before you joined the Ramagonian army?”

“Are you done with your breakfast?” Cenehard rose without answering his question.

Ben decided to drop his inquiry and looked at his half eaten breakfast. “It was good, but I can’t eat any more.”

“Don’t rush things Ben, your body is healing. Put your plate next to mine and go make yourself comfortable. I’m going to give you a complete examination before I give you your meds.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3

[image: ]


It was a long time before Ben woke again. His existence had been reduced to long periods of slumber interspersed with spells of drowsy wakefulness, but since there wasn’t anything he could do about the situation, he decided to relax and let his body heal. He took his time before opening his eyes, assuming by the quiet that Cenehard was away again.

When he finally opened them, he was surprised to find Cenehard was sleeping a few yards away on his left. Ben studied her. Small and muscular, she looked like a cat stretched out to catch the sun on her browned skin. Her bare feet had pine needles stuck to their bottoms, and a smudge of dirt ran across the lower end of her jaw. The necklace and the medal she always wore lay nestled on her chest. She looked young and vulnerable as she lay under the dancing shade of the pines.

Only the scar that ran down her arm to the small silver band around her wrist reminded him of the difficulties she had already faced. The Mark badge, with its silver moon and star pierced by a sword, glinted in the sun as if warning of the problems awaiting her. But for now, he would let her sleep, something she seemed to do very little of. He had no idea if the stresses of command had shaped her current schedule, or if the pattern was normal for her. Much of her was a mystery to him.

His eyes rested on her exposed shoulder where he could see her tattoo peeking around the strap of her tank top. It was simple but intricate. A detailed feather dominated the tattoo, making it look almost three dimensional. Each barb of the feather stood out, inked in a silver-grey that matched her eyes. On closer inspection, he could see a small dragon etched into a sword that pierced the feather. He was amazed at the clarity of the markings on such a small inking. He wondered if she would tell him about it if he asked, or would avoid the subject as she did so often?

He nearly jumped when she spoke but realized she was talking in her sleep. After a few words, he recognized the language was one she used when she’d spoken with the Hardorn. Unlike the now familiar Ramagonian speech, it was more fluid with a slight lilt, reminding him of Gaelic he once studied for a movie.

The afternoon slowly passed and clouds began to fill the blue sky with the threat of rain. Ben reluctantly woke Cenehard. When she opened her eyes, they were serene. “How long have I been asleep?”

“A few hours maybe? It’s starting to cloud over.”

She rolled to a sitting position and inhaled deeply. “A storm is coming. I’ll want to stow some of the gear and make sure the canopy is closed.”

“I can help,” Ben offered.

“Nope. Not today.” She stood and began gathering supplies. Among the items she collected were a homemade bow and a set of arrows. He frowned and wondered just how long he’d been asleep. He couldn’t recall seeing them the last time he had been awake and wondered what else it was she’d been doing during his long naps.
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BEN SAT UP SCREAMING. He flinched at a sudden bright flash and tried to scramble backward but collided with something solid. Before his eyes a pilot reached out his burning hand wielding a long, ugly knife. Behind him, lightning bolts descended from Bata ships. A damp breeze brushed his sweaty cheek like a dead hand reaching up from a rotting field of bodies. He shook violently. His side throbbed and burned. Unseeing, he tried to stand, banging his head and falling back on his butt.

Light flashed as another peal exploded around him. In the blackness, his eyes strained to see the assailant that hit him, and he reached for his missing sidearm. His body shook and trembled.

“Easy. Take it easy. It’s just lightning.” Cenehard’s voice sounded lost in the darkness. He continued to breathe hard as thunder rumbled shook his entire being once more. “Only a storm.” A warm hand touched his bicep, making him jump. “Just a rain storm.”

Ben couldn’t get his bearings. He began to breathe harder, and it became more difficult to get air. 

“Stay with me, gunner. Are you with me?” Her voice was near, but he could see nothing. “Ben, are you with me?”

He nodded his head, unable to form words.

“Ben, I need to hear you. Talk to me.”

Another flash of lightning followed by an immediate crack made him jump. The flash of light revealed Cenehard hovering over him. His heart racing, Ben slammed his head into the landing gear trying to back away from her.

“Ben, I need you to do something for me.” Ben felt her hand grasp his own. He knew it was his commander, yet he couldn’t respond. She pried his clenched fingers open, and his brain registered that she was putting something in it. It felt metal and jumbled. “I need you to untangle this for me. The chain is knotted. Can you untangle it for me?”

Ben looked down at his hand, and another flash of lightning, this time farther away, illuminated a small chain lying in a knotted heap in his hand. He moved his thumb over the tangled mess and felt the flat of a medallion and something else that projected through the bunched chain. Pushing through the fog of his mind, he realized it was the crucifix from the chain she wore around her neck. He struggled to hold on to the intertwined reality of her voice and the chain in his hand. Another loud peal of thunder made him shake harder than before. Darkness alternated with flashes of light.

“I can’t. I can’t see it.”

“You can do it,” she coaxed soothingly. “You don’t need to see. Just use your fingers to feel the knot.”

Ben moved the chain through his fingers. His body responded violently to another flash. Thunder rumbled its way through the air till it filled the underside of the aircraft. He felt tears roll down his cheek. “No, I can’t.”

“Take it slowly. Feel the chain and work it loose.”

Ben peered into the darkness, straining to see the chain. Near him, Cenehard began to hum. It sounded familiar, yet he couldn’t place it. The tune seemed to keep rhythm with the falling rain. As the flashes grew more distant, Ben fingered the tangled metal with his thumb, then began to manipulate it with his finger tips. He found that by squeezing it together, the ends began to loosen. He leaned back against the landing gear and held the knotted chain with both of his shaking hands. Working at the knot, he stared into the darkness, watching the lightning through the dense trees. As he listened to Cenehard’s soothing humming, he felt the delicate links begin to unravel.
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HE DIDN’T KNOW WHEN he fell asleep, but when he woke, the sun was high in the sky. Water dripped from the trees, and the air smelled earthy and fresh. The three sides of the tent Cenehard had erected the evening before hung from the far wing, flapping in the breeze. Ben shrugged off the blanket tucked around his shoulders and took a deep breath. As he moved his hand, something slipped between his fingers. Looking down, he saw the necklace. In the center of his palm was Cenehard’s crucifix and medal. The tarnished figure on the small cross seemed to hold his arms open to him.

Cenehard was nowhere to be seen.

Standing, he bumped his head on the underside of the ship. He guessed that Cenehard must have lowered the landing gear, bringing the aircraft closer to the ground in order to unfasten the tent sides to dry. Careful not to hit his head again, he made his way out from under the aircraft and stepped out into the sunlight.

He wiggled his toes in the lingering dampness clinging to the grass. He was pretty sure he’d fallen asleep with his boots on. Looking back, he could see them beside the landing gear, his socks hanging over the silver letters indicating his blood type. Padding out to the rocks overlooking the valley, he took a deep breath. The exposed rock of the lofty peaks before him appeared etched in the clear blue sky. Below, bird calls ascended from forested slopes that gave way to grassy meadows and rolling hills.

He spied her standing a little way down the mountain side on a rock outcropping. She was dressed as she had been the day before, only today she had her sidearm strapped to her side. In her hand she held the curved wooden bow. Curious, he began to pick his way down, remaining careful of sharp rocks. He wondered if her feet were made of leather to enable her to go about barefoot.

Hearing him approach, she turned. Her features were relaxed. “How are you this morning?”

“Better,” he answered. He held out the silver chain with its cross and medal. “This helped. Thank you.”

She took the chain and fastened it around her neck. It slid down the folds of her gray tank. “I thought it might.”

Ben toed what looked like two rabbits at her feet. “You’ve been hunting.” 

“I have.” She glanced down. “Not as successful as I would have liked. I lost two arrows.”

“I can carry the rabbits back to camp, but I have no idea what to do with them.” Ben reached down and picked up both.

“Hold them by the rear legs,” Cenehard instructed as she scooped up her arrows. When she bent, he spied her boot knife peeking out from under her jeans. The long dagger was at her hip. Adjusting his hold on the rabbits, he followed her back up to their camp.

The rest of the morning was spent with Cenehard teaching Ben how to skin and prep the game. As the meat sizzled on makeshift spits over a small fire, Ben allowed himself to be examined by his commander. She checked each of his injuries and cleaned his stitches with a soft cloth, before applying cream from the medical pack. Satisfied he was healing as he should be, she administered an antibiotic and packed away the medical supplies.

“I would like to hold off on the pain medication,” she told him, returning. “It would be good to see how you can fare without it.”

“Fine by me,” Ben replied. He was still rubbing the injection site from the antibiotic; he was growing weary of sleeping all the time. His body craved activity. “I really don’t want to sleep anymore, and I’m not in much pain. I’m mostly just hungry. The food smells good. Makes me homesick.” A wistful tone entered his voice. “I wish I could see my wife and son. Hold them in my arms.”

“You’re a long way from home.” Cenehard’s voice was quiet.

“I am, and I’m feeling it.”

“Do you want me to discharge you and send you back?” Her eyes were serene.

“I know that’s not possible. I signed on for life.” Ben shifted his legs so he sat more comfortably and leaned back against the pine tree they were under. “Besides, even if I could go back, what would I do? Sit and watch the Bata destroy cities?”

“Chances are, you’d be drafted,” Cenehard replied.

Ben shook his head. “I want to keep Christopher and Clare safe. My best chances of doing so are with the Mark.”

Cenehard nodded and prodded the fire, adjusting the logs under the dripping meat.

“Do you miss your family?”

She looked up at him sharply. “What makes you think I’m so different from you?”

Ben was taken aback. “I don’t. I mean, you just seem to be able to handle things...” Ben’s voice faltered. “I guess you seem different.”

“Do I?”

“Well, yes.”

“I’m not.” Cenehard’s lips twitched, and she gave a whisper of a smile.

“Tell me about your family.”

“My family?”

“Yes. Your husband. Your daughter.” Ben hesitated. “I know you had a family on Earth. I overheard the others talking when I first met you.” He didn’t mention that he was forbidden to talk about them.

Her face remained placid, but her silver eyes looked far away.

“What’s your daughter like?” he prodded gently.

At first, Ben didn’t think she would answer. “You mean, is she like me?” Cenehard tilted her head. “A little. She has my eyes and according to my husband, my temper. He spoils her rotten though, so it’s going to be his fault if she grows up unmanageable. He’s wrapped around her little finger.”

“Your husband sounds like a good father.”

“He is,” she agreed. “He’s a good man. She has his practicality and shares his love for history. She might make a good archaeologist, if she doesn’t become a musician, that is.”

“What instrument does she play?”

“The violin. He bought her a ridiculously expensive antique,” Cenehard scowled. “It has a wonderful sound, but she’s just a child.”

“Does she get her music talent from her father?”

“No.” Cenehard’s smile spread. “She gets her talent from my side of the family.”

“You play?” Ben thought about the tune she had hummed during the storm.

“No, not me. But my brother did and so did my grandfather. They were both very talented. Like her, they could play by ear. I wish she could’ve met them.”

Ben noticed that she now spoke in the past tense. He decided not to address this subtle change. “Does she know you’re not from Earth?”

Cenehard’s smile faded. “No.”

“Surely she must wonder about her eyes. They would stand out.”

“She’s been told it’s a genetic abnormality.”

Ben sat up. “Your husband, he knows though.”

“Drew could never accept it.” Cenehard got up and retrieved an open can of beans. Using a forked stick, she set the can among the hot embers on the edge of the fire. “The rabbit’s nearly done.”

Understanding that she no longer wished to continue the subject, Ben inhaled deeply and scanned the trees. They sat listening to the crackle of the fire and the sizzling meat. The beans in the can began to bubble.

“This reminds me of summer trips with my family,” Ben commented casually. “We would camp and cook over a fire. It was always someplace remote and wild, a far cry from the streets and sidewalks where I grew up in Iowa.”

“Iowa? I wouldn’t have pegged you for a country boy from Iowa.”

“We didn’t live in the city, but the town was big enough. Until I started growing up and wanted to pursue an acting career. Then it was big cities. I missed the wild. After I married, I tried to take my wife on camping trips to the national parks.” Ben played with the needles in his fingers. “It didn’t go as well as I’d hoped. It only took a few times before I gave up the tent and resigned myself to hotels.”

Cenehard didn’t respond. She looked lost in memory.

“What was it like where you grew up? Did you go camping?”

She pulled up one knee and hooked her arm around it. Her eyes wandered to the craggy mountains that loomed nearby. He couldn’t read her expression and hoped he hadn’t pressed his inquiry too far. Deciding to take a chance, Ben voiced another question.

“What was the name of the planet?” He knew but asked anyway.

“Dekkan.”

“Was it like Earth?”

“In the wild, unspoiled places, yes. There were not a lot of cities.” Ben realized she was talking in the past tense again.

“You said you had a brother,” Ben encouraged her.

“I had two. Cathel and Rhys.”

“What was it like? I never had siblings.” Ben cocked his head. He tried to picture Cenehard having siblings.

“A lot like having cousins. My daughter spends a lot of time with her cousins. When they play together it reminds me of the time I spent with my brothers. We did most things together. Cathel was athletic and good with a broadsword.” She spoke as if it were a commonplace skill. Ben hid his astonishment. “Like my father, he was fond of hunting. Rhys was more of a musician. He took after my grandfather and played the violin. They would play together late into the night. He took his instrument with him everywhere. I used to like to listen to him play.” Cenehard sighed. “It drove my father crazy.”

“Your father didn’t approve?”

“He loved the music, but he felt there were many other things we needed to learn and worried it took up too much of Rhys’ time. It was my grandfather who insisted we be educated in the arts. My father respected my grandfather deeply, so Rhys was allowed to play.”

“You don’t speak of your mother.”

“She died when I was very young. I don’t remember her.” Cenehard fell silent.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, I had my aunt. She always wanted a daughter but only had sons. We were close. She gave me the chain and the medal.”

“Did she teach you how to unknot it in the dark too?”

“No, my father did. To help me through the storms.” She contemplated the fire.

“Like last night.” Ben’s voice was dry. “I had nightmares.”

“Like last night.” She nodded. “I struggled with PTSD, although we called it something else. He taught me coping mechanisms.”

“A father should never have to teach his children those things.”

“Perhaps not.” Cenehard spoke softly. “My father taught me many things.  He taught me how to handle a sword and how to fly. He showed me how to fire a rifle and how to hunt. When to stand my ground in a fight and when to make sacrifices. It stood to reason he would have to teach me how to cope.” Ben thought he saw admiration in her eyes.

“My father was an English teacher, and my mother was a physical therapist. I learned how to ride a bike, tip properly in a restaurant, and when to use a semicolon. I may be able to pitch a tent and make a fire using matches, but I can’t imagine either of them teaching me stuff like that.” He gave a short laugh.

“Different worlds. In the end, we want the same thing.” She looked directly at Ben. “To protect our families.”

Ben sat in silence for a time, surprised at how much she had revealed about herself. Cenehard retrieved two bowls and tipped the contents of the beans into them. Handing one bowl to Ben, she pulled a skewer of meat and set it on the rocks to cool.

“Lunch is served,” she announced. He waited for her to say grace before he picked up his fork and started on the beans. Silently he watched her pull hot meat from the skewers and dump some of it in her bowl. When she set the rest down on a flat rock, he helped himself. The meat was tender and juicy, and he groaned as he took his first bite.

“I take it you like rabbit,” she said between bites.

“I’ve never had it before. It’s good.”

“It’s a little greasy but not as bad as when you fry or stew it. Overall, it tends to be lean meat,” she told him between mouthfuls. “I haven’t had fresh rabbit in years.”

“Didn’t hunt much when you were married to Drew.”

Cenehard gave him an odd look. “I’m still married.”

Now he had put his foot in it. “I-I didn’t mean it that way.” He set his fork down, not sure what to say.

She resumed eating, but they ate the rest of the meal in silence.
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​Chapter 4
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After lunch was cleared and all their gear was stored, Cenehard announced she was hiking into the valley. It took some time before Ben was able to convince her he was up to the task and she insisted on checking his wounds once more before she would agree. She also insisted Ben bring  his boot knife and side arm in case he tired and she wanted to continue, making her earlier assurances of their safety less convincing.

While she donned her boots, Ben selected a suitable walking stick. Although he felt stronger, it seemed prudent to bring some support after days of inactivity. When he returned to the clearing, she had scooped up her bow and slung a pack over her shoulder, indicating she was ready to proceed.

Ben felt little discomfort as he made his way behind his silent guide, both because the path she chose was moderate and because he was starting to heal. He was content to listen to the sounds of nature. A creek that bubbled down the mountain alongside them. As they descended into lower altitude, the forest grew thicker, and the air filled with birdsong. Hardwood replaced the pines, and he began to see an increase in small animals moving about in the underbrush. From time to time they wandered away from the ferny slopes of the widening creek, but inevitably they returned to the sweet melody of the brook’s splashing water.

Cenehard moved at a relaxed pace. Ben got the feeling that she was following a path of some sort, though he couldn’t discern one. Twice she asked if he still wanted to continue and performed a cursory check of his injuries. Each time he felt more determined to see where their journey was taking them.

Only once did he attempt conversation beyond his well-being.

“You seem at ease in these mountains,” he remarked casually during a break.

“I grew up in the mountains,” she replied. Something in her manner told him he would get no more.

It wasn’t until he stepped into a sunlit clearing and saw tumbled-down stone walls overgrown with foliage that Ben began to feel uneasy. Cenehard slowed as they walked through a weed-infested garden where sad flowers clung to thorny vines. Skirting the remnants of a walking path, they passed under an archway and up a broken staircase leading into the main structure. The ruins were immense.

“Commander, what is this place?” Ben asked. She didn’t answer and his disquiet grew.

Rooms were distinguished by partially collapsed walls, and weeds grew between the flagstones under his feet. Rotting wood doors hung on broken hinges, and tangled vines draped through open windows. One room was filled with the debris of a collapsed ceiling, its stone arches still evident in the damaged masonry heaped on the floor. In another, the remains of a staircase rose partway to the open sky. It reminded Ben of an old castle, long abandoned and forgotten.

Cenehard moved from room to room without speaking, the homemade bow now gripped tightly in one hand. She stopped at intervals to examine a chipped segment of wall or touch a worn carving worn beyond recognition in a crumbling archway. Ben wondered what the ruins meant to her, but dared not break their solemn silence. Instead, he followed her at a respectful distance, trying to discern what it was she sought.

A hard knot formed in Ben’s gut as they passed through a doorway into a smaller room boasting three nearly complete walls and an intact fireplace. A mantle of green marble made the fireplace stand out from its stone surroundings. On the corners he could  make out a pair of dragons flanking its chipped edge. Cenehard stopped before the fireplace and closed her eyes. Ben remained in the doorway, unable to see more than her profile.

At length, she opened her eyes, then crouched in front of the hearth and laid the bow beside her. Her pack fell from her shoulders, creating a small cloud of dust where it landed. Reaching up inside the chimney, she ran her hand along the stone. She paused, and Ben felt the hairs on his prickle. A single stone landed with a thud on the darkened base of the hearth.

She pulled out a wooden box and set it on the ground in front of her. Despite the dust coating it, Ben could see a small dragon carved into the lid. Reverently Cenehard brushed it with her hand before opening it. Ben moved closer to see. Inside lay a tooled leather sheath. Mesmerized, he watched as she drew out a silver dagger, nearly the length of her forearm and held it aloft in the sunlight, illuminating the roofless room. It gleamed as if it had just been polished rather than just being uncovered from a crumbling firebox. Balancing the sheath on her knees, she ran the blade lightly over her palm, leaving a trail of blood behind. Horrified, Ben watched as the blood trickled down her forearm. She closed her fingers over the wound, then straightening her forefinger drew a line across her cheek from beneath her eye to her ear.

“Commander?” Ben asked.

She didn’t answer, and the bloody line she drew on her face dripped down her cheeks.

Ben swallowed. “Where are we?”

Her silver eyes turned to him. Never did she look more alien to Ben. Returning her attention back to the blade, she turned it over, sending a trail of blood down the hilt before wiping it on her jeans and returning it to its sheath. Using her good hand, she tied the sheath to her bare left arm with deft movements that reminded him of Josh stitching a wound. Ben felt chills run down his spine. There was something he was missing, but whatever it was eluded him.

Focusing her attention on the remaining contents of the box, Cenehard removed a faded ribbon. The remains trickled through her extended fingers before she leaned forward and placed her injured hand on the stone fireplace. Her shoulders bowed forward.

“We’re not on Alstos IV, are we?” Ben asked.

Again, Cenehard didn’t answer. He wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t really a question, but more of a confirmation of his own conclusion based on his lifeless engage-coupler. It had never ceased to swirl before, something that he suspected had to do with being around other couplers, and since their arrival his had become inert. Cenehard didn’t have one and the lack of activity could only mean that there wasn’t another within hailing range. And based on his experience, that was a long range.

Her hand slid on the wall, leaving a red smudge behind it, but she didn’t straighten. 

Ben stepped closer and looked down into the box before her. Among bits of rotted fabric was a silver brooch shaped like a thistle with a single purple stone set in the center. Squatting, he brushed his fingers over the brooch, revealing a polished surface beneath the white powdery dust and rotted fabric. Two small red vials caught his attention.

“We’re on Dekkan, aren’t we?” he guessed. It was Cenehard’s homeworld, but he had no idea where the planet was located in the universe or how they could have traveled the vast distances of the galaxy without a transport to initiate a jump bubble.

Cenehard slowly turned her head until he could see her face. Anguish pooled in her silver eyes.

“What happened here?” Ben could barely muster a whisper.

“The Bata.” Her voice was accented, unfamiliar.

The pockmarked walls and decimated gardens took on new meaning.

“What is this place?” he asked again. Ben was fairly certain he already knew the dreaded answer, but he needed to hear from her lips.

Cenehard, however, didn’t appear to be ready to answer. Instead, she removed one of the vials and uncapped it. He watched aghast as she drained the crimson contents. Replacing it, she removed the second vial and uncapped it. Pressing it against her palm, she squeezed her fist to force her blood to flow into the clear vial.

Cenehard remained silent during the process, raising the vial to view the contents against the backdrop of the sky. As if satisfied, she capped it, and replaced it in the wooden box before tucking it back in its hiding place. Lifting the dropped stone from the hearth, she fit it back into place. Standing up, she looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time.

Her silver eyes had become hard and menacing, and Ben could see the detailed tattoo peek from under the strap of her shirt. Gone was the commander he’d become familiar with, replaced by the wild alien that stood before him, cold and calculating. Without a backward glance, she scooped up the pack and bow and left the room, leaving Ben squatting in front of the fireplace. 

Whatever the place meant to Cenehard, Ben couldn’t fully fathom. The significance of the box and its contents remained shrouded in mystery. Standing, he fingered one of the damaged dragons carved in the mantle.

Josh’s words echoed in his head. Unable to return to her home on Dekkan. Unable to go back to her family on Earth. A hawk landed atop the broken chimney, interrupting his reverie. Its sharp brown eyes fixed on him accusingly. He knew he should be with his commander. Glancing at the green dragons, he mentally bid the hawk adieu. As if reading his mind, the great bird unfolded his reddish brown wings, stretched his neck, and took flight once more.

Ben found Cenehard sitting in a shady patch of grass beside a solid section of the wall enclosing the spoiled garden. Tree branches hung low, casting dappled shade across a stream that disappeared beneath a twisted grate. Rations lay beside the pack at her feet, and she chewed on an energy bar with her eyes closed, head reclined against the rough surface of the wall.

Sitting gingerly across from her, he selected a bar for himself and unwrapped it, studying her closely. The blood on her face had dried to a brown streak, and her hair stuck up from where she’d evidently run a wet hand through it. Her discarded boots were beside the stream, as was the bow. Despite her bare feet and odd attire, she looked like a soldier taking respite from a long campaign. Ben wanted answers, but at the same time didn’t want to disturb her.

She drank without opening her eyes, then left her hand resting on the canteen. After a while, it slid down into the grass and lay relaxed by her side. Ben had seldom seldom seen her asleep and was again struck by how vulnerable she appeared. Resisting the urge to wipe her face, Ben watched over her as she slept in the lengthening shadows of the early evening.

The air was beginning to cool when a noise made him jump and reach for his sidearm. Something on the edge of the overgrown yard moved.

“It’s a fox.”

Looking back he could see Cenehard regarding him with her silver eyes. They reminded him of the mercury pools he’d studied in a lab when preparing for his first role in an action movie. He recalled the scientist cautioning him: “It’s beautiful, but deadly.”

“He won’t disturb us.” Her voice sounded almost normal, though it still carried traces of her earlier accent. Ben glanced at the fox who paid them no heed, and relaxed slightly. “Did you eat?” she asked him.

“I had an energy bar.”

“You need more than an energy bar.”

“So do you,” he countered.

“Careful, gunner, that could be construed as insubordination.” Still the accent, but more controlled. Ben wondered if she was aware of it.

“I meant no disrespect,” he replied with a nod.

Bending forward, she reached in the pack, lifting out something wrapped loosely in wide leaves. Laying it on the ground, she spread the leaves, revealing leftover rabbit meat from lunch. His mouth watered at the sight.

“You’re hungry. You need to eat.”

Knowing it was useless to argue, he reached across and took a hunk. Surprisingly, it was still juicy. As he chewed, he watched Cenehard take the canteen to the stream and refill it. After a long drink, she submerged it again, then capped it and tossed it into the grass beside Ben. Stepping into the water, he could hear her intake of breath.

“Cold?” Ben asked, though he knew the answer.

“There’s still snow farther up on the mountain.” She tilted her head up and studied the sky but didn’t step out of the stream. “I think we'll camp here tonight. It’s getting too late to make the hike back to the ship. The weather should hold and there’s plenty of brush to make a fire.” This made Ben uneasy. As if reading his thoughts, she continued, “I brought pain medication should you need it.”

“I’m doing fine,” he lied. He didn’t relish the thought of being drugged so close to the ruins.

“I’ll take a look at you when you’re finished eating.”

Ben watched the hawk lazily circle above them. “I wonder if it’s the same one I saw earlier. There was one perched in the room with the fireplace.”

Cenehard followed his gaze. “Possibly. They’re solitary creatures and have individual territories. They don’t tend to allow others into their space.” She paused. “They’re difficult to train, but once they’re tamed, they’re loyal.”

“You studied them?”

“I had one.”

Ben stared at her as he continued to eat. “Why am I not surprised?”

She ignored his comment. “She was a beauty. Could catch prey twice her size.”

“What became of her?”

“I let her go.” Cenehard stepped out of the stream. “Now, if you’re done eating, you can gather some firewood before I examine your injuries. It gets chilly fast after dark, and the sun will be setting soon.”

Ben looked down and realized that he had eaten all of the rabbit meat and left her none. “I’m sorry.”

“You were hungry.” Her reply was distant.

Ben glanced at the ruins. “What is this place?”

“Don’t worry,” Cenehard assured him. “The ghosts that walk these halls will leave us in peace tonight.”

Ben wasn’t comforted, but he got up and gathered the wood as she requested. Soon there was a merry blaze casting dancing shadows on the wall.

After checking Ben’s wounds, Cenehard administered medication. Rubbing his arm, he felt his eyes grow heavy and silently cursed as he realized she had given him something in addition to the pain killer.

When he awoke, the fire was glowing embers. Sitting up stiffly, he rubbed his arms to ward off the chill
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