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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.

————————————————-
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Author Unknown
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​Chapter 1
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Ben shivered. He resisted the urge to scratch and ruin his carefully applied makeup and pulled at the waist of his black turtleneck for the fourth time. Now that the sun was finally high enough to cast a golden light on the dry grasslands of the Great Basin Desert, he hoped they could start the shoot. But the director continued to converse with the camera crew as a dolly grip realigned the track for the film sequence. Unlike the deserts of his imagination, there was no scorching heat and sand, only short grasses that bowed in the chill breeze. 

Longingly, he looked at his jacket slung over a folding camp chair behind the cameras. Unfortunately, it was not part of the take that was supposed to feature him running after his nemesis, the Goblin. Each time they had tried to shoot, there had been problems. Either the cameras and track were not cooperative, or the lighting was wrong, or the props broke. For Ben it meant a lot of standing around in the mornings and working out in the afternoons with a physical trainer or fight choreographer to match the physical shape and endurance of the character he portrayed. He was beginning to wish he had taken the role in the romantic comedy he had been offered six months earlier... and he hated romantic comedies.

They had been in the cold dry desert too long.

Finally the directive came. “Start sequence.”

“Sound? Camera? Roll sound. Roll camera.” Ben ignored the responses and positioned himself in a runner’s starting crouch. His goal was to sprint past the cameras set on their tracks, out across the tall dry grasses and disappear over the rise about a half a kilometer away. Having practiced at least a hundred times he could cover the uneven terrain with his eyes closed, but the action shot called for his eyes open. Taking a moment to compose himself, he lifted his head and looked toward his destination. Over the steam of his breath a glint on the pale horizon caught the attention of his deep blue eyes. Brow furrowed, he watched as the object grew closer. Expecting it to streak past, he hesitated. Whatever it was, it appeared to be slowing down. Goosebumps formed beneath his long sleeves. He stood to get a better look.

“What are you doing Ben? We have cameras rolling.”

He remained standing, straining to hear some sound from the jet that was now hovering. If it was a jet. It looked unlike any jet he had ever seen.

“Ben?” the director’s voice trailed off as he followed the actor’s gaze. Cameras still recording, the crew stood as well and shielded their eyes to track the erratic movements of the unusual silent aircraft, unable to decide if what they were seeing was real or just another surprise from an unpredictable producer with an ever changing script and indeterminate budget.

About two hundred meters from the crew, the aircraft hovering above the ground suddenly pitched forward and dove into the Nebraska turf, sending up a spume of dust and grass. Ben held up his arm and flinched as small particles of dirt pelted his cheek.

“Is that a drone?” one of the crew called.

“Biggest damn drone I’ve ever seen,” a cameraman replied.

Ben shook his head. It looked like a drone, except it was almost as big as a military jet. Solid gray, it appeared seamless and without markings. He was taking in the tapered wings and low tail when a crack appeared in the top and what appeared to be a canopy lifted and slid back.

A slight figure climbed unsteadily out of the cockpit and balanced with one hand resting on the raised canopy before stumbling down the smooth surface of the wing. Stepping off, the individual swayed as the wing rose off the ground.

Ben realized with shock that he was looking at a small woman simply dressed in a pair of jeans and a faded t-shirt.

Reassuringly she reached back and patted the wing, and the aircraft settled back into the dust. She staggered forward a few meters, then collapsed face first into the dirt.

Ben knew the aircraft had nothing to do with the production.

“What are you doing Ben? Don’t go near that, it could be dangerous.”

He heard the voices, but his feet moved of their own accord.

“Is it an alien?” someone asked.

Ben looked down at the still figure. She was smaller than he first thought. Kneeling and taking her by one shoulder, he gently rolled her over. She mumbled softly.

“You shouldn’t touch her, she could be radioactive.” The voices echoed in the distance behind him.

His heart constricted. Blood seeped through the dirt that covered a fresh red scrape on her forehead. Another cut crusted over just below her eye where a purple bruise marred her cheek down to a swollen spot on her jaw. Her skin was cool to the touch.

“We need the doctor. Someone get the doctor,” Ben called.

No one responded.

“I said we need the doctor.” Ben looked up. To his surprise a compact man in a pair of fatigues was fast approaching. Tufts of his short hair wafted in the breeze as he bent down to check her pulse. Ben looked at the name stitched on his shirt beside the familiar medical caduceus symbol he had seen on his doctor’s wall, but the characters in the name were unfamiliar. On his collar was a silver pin of a crescent moon with a star on the upper tip. He examined the woman briefly using some type of equipment Ben didn’t recognize before looking up at Ben. Deep green eyes peered out of the lined face, assessing Ben. One hand rested on her arm possessively.

Ben had never seen eyes like this man’s. There was a second slender ring around the iris, not quite touching the first, giving the appearance of a faceted jewel. Ben realized he was staring. He looked away, not quite sure what to say. The cast and crew stood at a distance.

“Can you help me carry her?” the medic asked Ben. “I want to get her inside to treat her.”

A fresh breeze reminded Ben it was chilly out and he nodded. Snapping out of his dumbfounded trance, he slipped his arms under the slight figure and lifted, nearly over-balancing himself. She seemed to weigh nothing. Cradling her to his chest like a child, Ben considered the medic. Despite his shorter stature, the man could have easily carried her.

“I don’t think I’ll need help,” Ben told the man.

“That trailer over there then.” Not waiting for a reply, he started off briskly with Ben in tow, heading toward the trailers that housed the cast and crew. As they crossed the grassy distance across the production compound, two men approached. Unlike the medic, they were dressed in gray uniforms and were armed with what appeared to be assault rifles. Without breaking pace, the medic pointed to where the cast and crew trailers were grouped. “Joe, get my kit and meet us there.”

One of the men, the shorter of the pair whose skin was dark as midnight, bobbed his head then sprinted back in the direction he had come. As he watched him run, Ben realized that there were two other ships now resting on the desert floor. They were unlike the crashed vessel, larger and with a different wing configuration, but just as alien looking. The second soldier, a tall lanky man of impressive height and build,  joined the medic in their march across the plain.

“I can carry her.” He addressed Ben in simple clipped words. Jet black hair flopped into his nearly black eyes, and his deeply tanned skin made Ben think of a Polynesian god. He towered over Ben, blocking the way with his arms crossed. His build did not broach argument. Despite his discomfort, Ben did not relinquish the woman in his arms.

“Josh?” the man asked the medic without moving his eyes from Ben. The medic hadn’t stopped moving.

“Liam, he can carry her. Contact Alex and let him know we located the commander. See if we can get a transport,” the medic called over his shoulder. The man nodded his reply, absently brushing his dark hair out of his hard eyes, revealing a bumpy ridge that ran across his forehead.

Ben resumed his course, trying not to jostle his charge. Just before they reached the trailer, a movement in the air caught his attention. Another aircraft was hovering, similar to the second two. He studied the gray, triangular body with rounded wings that looked as if they had been attached to the aircraft backwards. Ben nearly tripped watching it lower to the ground. No visible propulsion explained its smooth maneuvers. Little sound accompanied its approach. No armaments adorned it, yet he got the impression it was built for combat.

The movie he had been filming seemed less fantastic, even after he had seen sample scenes with CGI added to the shots.

The medic impatiently held the door to the trailer open. Ben realized he was standing in front of his own assigned housing. Joe, the young man sent for supplies, had arrived at the same time as Ben, this time carrying a bag instead of a rifle. He briskly stepped up the metal stairs, causing the trailer to sag slightly. Ben checked his footing and followed behind him, ducking through the doorway and into the shadowy interior.

With the blinds down to keep out the sun, the combined living room and kitchen of the trailer seemed dark after the brilliance of the morning on the basin. Ben laid the woman on the couch then stepped back, blinking the dimness away. As his eyes adjusted, he could see his wife Clare holding her hands in the air, eyes wide as she stood in the kitchen doorway leading to the back of the trailer. He followed her horrified gaze back to the tall dark soldier that had preceded him inside and his blood froze.

“Whoa, you don’t need a gun. That’s my wife Clare.” 

“Joe, put your weapon down,” ordered the medic entering the crowded space. “For Pete sakes, she’s not armed. Both of you, help me fold out this couch.”

Joe holstered his gun. As he leaned down next to the medic to adjust the couch, Ben realized he too had a bumpy ridge spanning his forehead. With both men's help, Ben was able to tilt and pull out the couch into a narrow bed without lifting the woman. Watching, Clare wrapped her arms across her chest. 

“Not enough room to work with everyone here. Joe, out.” The medic pulled a stethoscope from his bag. “You two can stay.” 

Ben looked at Clare and nodded. The trailer sagged and lifted and he heard the quiet click of the door as Joe left.

“I’m going to want clean wash rags and hot water. Quickly please.” Josh checked for a heartbeat, tucking the end of the scope just beneath her shirt, then bent over the woman to examine her eyes with a pen light. “What the hell happened to you commander?”

Clare’s blond head disappeared into the back of the trailer while Ben moved through the cabinets to find a large mixing bowl. The smell of rotten eggs filled his nostrils as the water pump groaned.

“Will these work?” Clare returned, holding out an armful of towels and washcloths.

The medic nodded and continued to examine his patient. He had pulled her shirt up and was probing a dark shadow on her abdomen.

“Who did this to you?” The medic’s voice was soft with emotion. Dropping her shirt, he ran his hands along the arm closest to him, probing for injury, but stopped when he reached her left shoulder. He pushed up the sleeve of the faded t-shirt she wore, revealing a bulging lump beneath purple skin. A grim look settled into his rugged features. Pulling the stethoscope from his neck, he dropped it in his bag.

“She’s dislocated her shoulder. I’m going to need you to get behind her and put your arms around her and hold her tightly so she doesn’t move while I work the arm. Do you think you can do that?” He looked at Ben expectantly.

Ben’s mouth was dry. He nodded.

The medic turned to Clare. “While I’m putting her shoulder back in its socket, would you please pull out the scissors and bandage wrap out of my kit? I’ll need a fresh t-shirt too. Can you bring me one of his?” Josh waved in Ben’s direction. “Loose would be good.”

The smell of sweat and dirt mingled in Ben’s nostrils as he settled himself behind the unconscious woman. Her skin was cold and clammy. The medic administered a shot, then pulled out a small sharps container and dropped the syringe into it. Clare, returning with a t-shirt, rummaged in the bag for the rest of the supplies while Ben watched the other man kneel down beside the couch.

“Ready?”

“Ok.”  Ben wasn’t, but he braced himself. Pulling gently out and down, the medic manipulated the arm then pulled with a smooth, firm motion. Ben felt the joint move and held tightly as the small woman arched in pain, before she slumped back against him. The medic slowly lowered her arm and probed the joint with his fingers. Up close, Ben could see a series of small bumps behind Josh’s ear. He wondered what else was different about the strange medic.

“We got it. Hold her for a sec while I cut her shirt off.” The medic removed a small pin from the shirt, a silver crescent moon with a star in its center with what looked like a sword or dagger running through it. Pocketing this, he took the scissors Clare offered, cut through the unconscious woman’s shirt and pulled it free. Ben looked away as the medic removed her bra, but couldn’t help notice a tattoo on her chest just below her left shoulder as he shifted the woman forward.

“Damn. That bruise on her side looks vicious.” Ben could feel the medic probing as he continued to hold the woman. “Fractured ribs I think.”

Clare set a stretch bandage on the couch beside the woman.

“Hand me one of those cloths.” Josh spoke as if he was accustomed to getting whatever he wanted. Clare placed a towel in his upturned hand. The medic turned his attention to Ben. “You can lay her back down. Thank you.”

Ben eased out from beneath the unconscious woman. A slender chain brushed against the material of his long-sleeve shirt, catching his attention. On it was a simple silver cross and medallion. As he lay her back down, it came to rest beside her on the couch. While the medic busied himself cleaning his patient and wrapping bandaging around her shoulder with practiced movements, Ben pulled his pale wife into his arms and breathed in the scent of her lilac shampoo.

Fastening the bandaging to secure her shoulder, the medic laid the towel over the unconscious woman. Dipping the washcloth in the water bowl, he began to gently sponge the dirt from her battered face. Frowning, he turned and pulled a device out of his bag. It was the same equipment Ben had seen earlier.

Ben was unable to contain his curiosity. “What is that?”

“A scanner. I’m checking for fractures.”

“Who are you?” Clare asked.

Josh didn’t look up to reply. “Major Josh Thackery of the Mark, First Division Ramagonian Fleet under the authority of Lord Ameron.”

“Ramagonian?” Ben’s confusion was evident.

“Hairline fracture, but looks like it will heal okay,” Josh muttered as he ran the device along the woman’s jaw. He put the scanner down and dipped the washcloth in the basin again. “I’ll need fresh water.”

Clare took the bowl while Josh dabbed at the cut below the woman’s eye.

“Crap, this is deep. Can you give... no never mind. Here. Hold this while I get what I need to stitch this up.”

Ben switched places with the smaller man. Leaning over, he pressed the damp washcloth against the cut where it quickly began to turn a dark color. 

“Okay, move.” Josh took the cloth away and cleaned the laceration with an antiseptic wipe. Deftly he pinched the cut together and began to sew tiny neat stitches. Completing this, he tied off and cut his thread, absently dropping the excess on the floor as he dipped a fresh cloth in the bowl Clare had refilled.

“Little bleeding up here,” he remarked as he moved up to her forehead. “Though this is a recent scrape.”

“She fell face down in the grass,” Ben volunteered. He had taken a seat at the small kitchen table to watch the proceedings.

“Hand me that scanner, I’ll do a detailed check now for any other fractures.”

Clare handed Josh the requested device. The medic fell silent as he ran the scanner along her legs over her dusty jeans. Methodically he prodded with his free hand as he moved along. Upon reaching her feet, he undid the laces of an ancient pair of  hiking shoes and dropped them on the floor before completing his scan. Pulling up one pant leg, he revealed a nasty cut above her ankle, now scabbed over with dried blood. It was straight and appeared deliberate. Ben felt Clare’s hand press down on his shoulder and he reached up to stroke it with his own while Josh cleaned the area and applied a bandage.

Dropping the scanner in his bag, Josh dipped the washcloth back in the basin and began cleaning the woman’s right arm. Lifting it revealed a jagged scar that ran from elbow to wrist. 

“When did you get this? It looks as if it has been cauterized recently.” Tenderly the medic brushed his thumb along the angry red welt, pausing at the wrist to finger a tight, seamless silver band. His face took on a pained look. “And who put this here?” Gently he wiped her arm and laid it back on the couch.

“Do you have ice packs?”

“Yes, several in the freezer,” answered Ben.

“You seem to be well equipped to handle first aid.” The medic eyed Ben.

“This production has called for a lot of first aid,” Clare remarked. She opened the small freezer. 

I’ll need blankets too. Her overall temperature is still too low.” Josh shook his head. “Damned if I do and damned if I don’t.”

Clare nodded as she gave the man the ice packs. “I’ll get you a blanket.”

“While she gets a blanket, help me sit her up. I want to put a fresh shirt on her.” The medic reached for the t-shirt Clare had left on the table.

Ben avoided looking at the woman’s small exposed torso as Josh pulled off the towel. Instead he focused on her face as he moved around the couch and eased her up. The corpsman expertly pulled the t-shirt over her head and threaded her good arm through the arm hole. The other he left bound beneath the shirt.

“You look like you’ve done that before,” Clare remarked, returning with the blanket. “I brought a pillow, in case you wanted one.”

“Thank you,” the medic murmured.

Ben helped lay the woman back down and positioned the pillow under her shoulder. A small pale figure lying on the makeshift bed, she looked lost in his shirt with the production logo on the front. One at a time, Clare handed the medic ice packs to arrange around his patient’s shoulder and on her abdomen. Satisfied with his work, Josh covered her with the blanket, then reached in his bag and pulled out a packet of syringes.

“What are those for?”

“Antibiotic to help ward off infection. Another for pain. The last should help bring her temperature up.”

Ben noted that the man’s hands shook as he administered the series of drugs.

Finally satisfied, Josh stood and ran his hand through his short brown hair. He crossed the small space and placed the sharps box on the table, then sat heavily in a dining chair, placing his face in his hands. Unlike the other uniformed men Ben had encountered, he had no ridge on his forehead.

“Oh God.” His voice came out in a jagged whisper. In the silence that followed, Ben and Clare could hear him struggle to keep his breathing steady. “She doesn’t even have defensive wounds.”

Ben didn’t know how to answer or comfort the man.

It was almost ten minutes before the medic spoke again, his tone calmer and more controlled. “I don’t want to move her,” he said. “She has a fractured jaw, two fractured ribs and most likely bruised organs. Scanner readings were unclear. Too bad my damn port is broken.” 

He closed his fist over the remains of the woman’s shirt discarded beside the sharps container. “I need to ask some questions and get some additional supplies. Can you keep an eye on her for me?” He looked up at Ben and Clare. Grief and anger warred on his weathered face.

Clare nodded.

“I am going to leave my medical kit here.” With the remains of the torn shirt still clenched in his hand, Josh moved to the door, then turned, resting his intense green eyes on Ben once more. “I’d like you to come with me to carry more supplies.”

It was more of an order than a request. Ben followed him out of the trailer without a word. He wanted to ask questions, but now didn’t seem like the time.

#
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Ben noted several more of the alien looking aircraft as he and the corpsman made their way back across the production site. Arriving at the dining tent, they were eyed by two bulky soldiers dressed in dark gray uniforms under flack jackets, both with prominent ridges across their foreheads. Like the other men Ben had encountered, they were taller than him. They nodded to the medic and eyed Ben suspiciously as he ducked beneath the low entry flap behind Josh. Idly, Ben wondered why the production company had not adjusted the entry; it wasn’t like the tent didn’t have the clearance.

Inside, cast and crew sat huddled in groups of three and four at dining tables, some nursing styrofoam coffee cups while others fiddled with uneaten snacks. A coffee maker stood sentinel at the far end of the tent, surrounded by a small group of soldiers in the same dark gray uniforms as the guards.

“What’s going on Ben?” asked a platinum blond with an irritating tendency toward drama.

Ben didn’t answer.

Josh strode across the tent with purpose. Ben recognized the young dark soldier named Joe as well as the tall lanky soldier he had encountered on the way to the trailer. On closer examination, the young black soldier’s ridge was slightly different from his associates–less even across his forehead. Beside them stood another man with sandy hair and tanned face that bore the same distinguishing forehead feature as his companions. Ben considered himself tall, but now felt he had to redefine the term. Among the soldiers he felt dwarfed. 

Near the coffee dispenser stood a medium-built individual dressed in a bluish gray uniform which sported four stars on the front of his stiff uniform. Ben assigned him the title of general. Beneath his severe salt-and-pepper military cut ran a ridge that spanned the length of his forehead. Ben’s assertion that the ships were UFOs seemed justified.

Stopping at the table closest to the buffet, Ben studied the group. An Asian woman with thick dark hair braided down her back, rose from a nearby table and joined the others as Josh bore down on them. Like her companions, there was a ridge on her forehead, though less defined. With the exception of Joe and the formidable graying man, all wore silver pins on their collars, similar to the one that the medic had removed from the woman’s t-shirt, but without the star. Ben wondered what the difference in the pins could mean. 

“Someone tell me what the fuck happened!” Josh’s face grew redder as he threw the tattered remains of the t-shirt. Ben watched it hit the starred jacket before it fluttered to the ground.

“You need to calm down,” replied the soldier with sandy hair. His bearing was formal and stiff.

“Calm down? Calm Down? Alex, those injuries, they weren’t from aerial combat and they sure weren’t the hell from that crash landing. Someone beat the living shit out of our commander. And from the looks of it, she did nothing to stop them. And while we are on the subject, why is she here in the first place?”

Silence hung over the dining tent.

The Asian woman handed Josh a styrofoam cup. “I’ll explain as best as I can. But you had better sit down.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2
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Cenehard looked out into the darkness past the rain soaked window and watched lightning flash in the distance. Behind her, loud conversation and laughter filled the room and a TV silently flashed news reports of armed conflict.

“They look like UFOs,” Lori commented beside her.

Cenehard glanced at the TV, but said nothing.

“You’re kinda quiet tonight.”

“The rain,” Cenehard replied. She fingered the necklace under her faded t-shirt.

“Cenewyg seems to be enjoying herself. It’s too bad Drew couldn’t be here.” Lori spoke in a wistful tone. She brushed her brunette hair from her eyes.

“He had to work.”

Cenehard looked across the family room where her daughter sat huddled with two other children. One held a clarinet, another a toy drum, while Cenewyg balanced a violin on her knee. After some discussion, the girl began to tap on her bright orange drum. Cenewyg cocked her head and set the bow to the violin, starting up a cheery jig to which the young boy began to play the clarinet. Two other children joined the merry group and danced along. As the adults in the room began to clap, Cenewyg picked up the tempo. Soon the room was filled with laughter and giggles as the dancers struggled to keep up with the increasing pace.

“She really is quite good,” Lori laughed as she too began to clap. “I’m glad she doesn’t mind playing with the younger ones.”

“Well don’t tell her or she’ll never get a hat on again.” Cenehard smiled. “And as for playing with the kids, she’s not quite ready to stop being a kid herself.” Her smile faded as thunder rumbled outside.

The dancers collapsed, and the music stopped. The adults cheered and encouraged more music.

“My turn to start,” said the blond haired boy brandishing his clarinet.

“It will have to wait. Cake time,” called a man from the kitchen at the far end of the family room.

“Cake!” repeated the group of youngsters as they jumped up from their seated positions.

“Put the violin away first,” ordered Cenehard.

“Okay, okay, mom.”

“You got that right, I don’t want anything happening to that while you’re here. I can barely afford the clarinet!” a male voice laughed from behind Cenehard. She turned to see her brother-in-law Tom putting his hands on his wife’s shoulders.

“Having fun Lori?” he planted a kiss on her cheek.

“Good party Tom.” She looked up at her husband affectionately.

“Raine seems to like it all right. Thanks for having Cenewyg bring her violin. Raine and Jasper have been plotting all week to make this a music party, and he’s been practicing his clarinet to get ready.”

“Cenewyg likes to show off,” smiled Cenehard.

“I thought we were having cake,” whined Raine from the kitchen table. “Come on, daddy, light the candles.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming! Everyone to the kitchen!” Tom lit five candles on a drum-shaped cake. Adults and children gathered beneath low-hung streamers and a sparkly banner that spelled out “Happy Birthday.” The lights dimmed, and the family sang to the little girl who beamed in the glow of the candles. When they finished, she stood up and blew out her candles to thunderous applause.

Outside, lightning flashed and thunder shook the house. Cenehard glanced at the windows.

“Who wants ice cream with their cake?” asked Lori as the kitchen brightened again.

Cenehard took a slice of the chocolate confection out to the living room where she found a free space on a spotted ottoman near the front picture windows. Absently she stared out the sheer, lacy panels as conversation swirled around her.

“Kids are banished to the basement.” Lori dropped down into the easy chair next to the ottoman and took a bite of the frosted heap that filled her plate. “So we can get some peace and quiet for a few moments,” she said through a mouthful.

A loud rap on the front door interrupted their conversation.

“Who the heck could that be?” Lori set her plate on the arm of the chair. “We aren’t expecting anyone else.”

“I got it,” Tom said as he breezed past. He snapped the porch light on and opened the door. “Can I help you?” he asked tentatively.

At the tone of his voice, Cenehard turned. Blood drained from her face. The forgotten cake splattered on the floor.

“Are you okay?” asked Lori. The room grew quiet and only the sound of children laughing could be heard through the basement door.

“I’ve come for the commander,” stated the uniformed man at the door. His dark hair was wet and hung in his eyes. He looked directly at Cenehard.

Tom looked at Cenehard, then back at the soldier whose lanky figure filled the doorframe. “I think there’s been some mistake.”

“There’s no mistake,” the soldier replied, not taking his gaze from Cenehard’s still form on the ottoman. She rose, still staring at the soldier.

“Do you know him?” asked Lori. She put her hand on Cenehard’s arm.

In a trance, Cenehard walked to the door. “Stay inside and keep the children in the basement.” She stepped past her host into the misty night. 

The lanky soldier backed off the porch. Behind him were more soldiers. Lightning flashed, revealing several odd ships parked in the darkness of the field beyond the rural road that ran past the house. Lori recognized the ships from the news program on TV and she shuddered as she joined her husband in the doorway. Tom gave instructions to someone inside and closed the door behind him.

Cenehard moved into the darkness. “There is no commander here,” she said in a low voice. A rumble of thunder accented her words.

A female voice answered: “The Bata are here.”

Cenehard remained unmoved.

“Please. We’ve lost a battalion. Our former commander perished shortly after we arrived on the planet and we’ve barely addressed the attacking force.” The female voice paused as thunder rumbled once more. “We need a new commander. We need you.”

Cenehard moved away from the house toward the voice in the dark. “You shouldn’t be here. I can’t help.” Unconsciously she rubbed the back of her hand.

“You led us before,” spoke the lanky soldier. “We will follow you again.”

“Who are they?” asked Lori.

When Cenehard didn’t answer, a tall uniformed woman stepped forward, her asian features just discernible in the porch’s misty light. “We’re losing,” she said. 

“It’s been too long,” Cenehard quietly replied.

“That’s not true and you know it.” Thunder rumbled. “You’re the best there ever was. We’ve summoned Ameron and advised him of our choice. He is on his way.”

“You need to leave.” Cenehard’s body was stiff. “Find another commander.”

“They said they needed you.” 

Cenehard spun around and faced a large, muscular man flanked by an armed guard. “Ameron.”

Ameron towered over her, his menacing features accented by a jagged scar that ran diagonally across his face from the sharp ridge on his forehead to the square chin beneath his thin lips. A short dark cape hung from his shoulders, clasped with a brooch in the shape of a half moon. Tall black boots of supple leather hugged his calves. The soldiers who had come to speak to Cenehard stepped back and lowered to one knee. The armed guards accompanying Ameron formed a barrier between them and Cenehard. 

“You wouldn’t abandon them when they need you?” the muscular man sneered.

Cenehard dropped to one knee and bowed her head. “My Lord.”

The blow that hit her across the face sent her sprawling. Someone cried out.

“How dare you address me that way.”

Cenehard worked her jaw and blinked back tears as she struggled back to one knee in the slippery wet grass. “You are my liege, lord.”

“What allegiance do you owe me?” snapped the caped man stepping toward her. “You were exiled.”

“I swore an oath.”

“Your oaths are worthless to me,” snarled the man. “You’ve stolen my command codes, taken classified information across enemy lines, defied direct orders and rendered a specially designed AI command ship inoperable.” He finished his list with a furious kick to her stomach. Cenehard curled up against the blow but made no effort to move away. She could hear sounds of a scuffle through the rain. 

“I bear the marks of your treason for all to see,” he continued. “After you took my family from me, I thought I had disposed of you, but it appears that you have come back to steal my elite force as well.” The caped lord stepped back. “I am loath to execute them all for treason.”

Another blow prevented her from answering. As she was sent sprawling in the wet grass, she felt her left shoulder wrench beneath her.

“Stop. Leave her alone!” Tom moved to help but was grabbed by a burly guard and shoved to the ground. 

Ameron gave him a cursory glance. “Friend of yours?”

“Acquaintance.” Cenehard didn’t look at him. “They were allowing me to live in a spare room.” She shook her head and tried to push herself up using her good arm. “Our arrangement was nearly up. I’m sure they will be glad to see me go.”

“As will I.” With a flick of his wrist, Ameron sent a dagger spiraling through the air toward Cenehard’s prostate body.

Cenehard rolled at his words, struggling unsteadily to one knee. The dagger planted itself firmly in the ground where she had lain a moment before.

“I could be of use to you.”

“I can’t imagine how.” The lord’s voice had a musical quality to it.

“I am Fortiter et Fideliter.”

The caped figure looked down at her and spat. “So you claim.”

“At the request of the Mark, I offer my service.” Cenehard angled her head toward the soldiers kneeling on the other side of Ameron’s guards.

“You have no family to offer as ransom. How can I be assured of your loyalty?”

Averting her eyes, she held out her right arm with her exposed forearm turned upward, while she balanced her left hand on her knee. “I offer myself and my title.”

Ameron considered her proposal. He glanced once more at the woman on the porch and the man on the ground before dismissing them. “I imagine your allies would still rally to your side.”

“They would,” Cenehard affirmed.

Leaning forward, he plucked the jeweled dagger from the ground. “Is this what you really want?”

The cold metal blade slipped beneath her chin and tilted her head upward until she was forced to look into his dark eyes. “I await your will,” she whispered.

He poked the dagger into her offered arm drawing a bead of blood. “You will never look at me again as your liege nor find space at my table.”

“I will serve you well.”

The dagger dragged down her forearm. “This will be binding and irreversible.”

Cenehard lowered her eyes to the ground. She could feel blood drip down the side of her arm. “As it will be, I will be bound.”

The dagger tore down her arm to her wrist. Cenehard clenched her teeth and sucked in a painful breath, but did not look up as the blood seeped out the deep gash left behind. Shifting the dagger in his hand, he held the hilt out toward her. Without retracting her blood soaked arm, she kissed the jeweled hilt and his hand.

“You have witnessed her submission.” With a grand gesture, the lord addressed the soldiers. “It is sealed. Bind her. Let it be known by rank she is Captain of my Mark and Commander of my forces until I recall her. Let it also be known she is bound to me and has no entitlement.” 

A guard stepped forward and clamped a silver band around her extended wrist. Another yanked up her pant leg and drew a dagger along the exposed skin. Cenehard buckled and fell forward gasping. Tears mingled with the cold wet mist that coated her face. The first guard checked the band, then released her arm. The cold metal glowed against her skin, and she shivered violently. 

“Should we bind her friends?” the guard asked, holding up more of the silver bands.

“No, not at this time.” Ameron threw a small metallic object to the ground in front of her. “As for you, commander, I suggest you get your troops in order.”

Lightning flashed and it began to rain in earnest. 
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“Are you okay?” Tom’s face loomed in front of her. “My God, you’re bleeding.”

The guard and their leader were gone.

“It doesn’t matter.” Cenehard picked up the silver pin that lay in the damp grass in front of her and looked up at Tom. “I have to go. Take care of Cenewyg.” With one hand, she fastened it to her damp t-shirt.

“Where are you going? What should I tell Drew?”

“Tell him to keep Cenewyg hidden. I will do everything in my power to protect all of you.”

“I don’t understand.”

Cenehard struggled to her feet as Tom braced her. Her left arm throbbed and dangled beside her. “Lord Ameron cannot know of Drew or Cenewyg.” 

Tom gaped at her, trying to understand what she was telling him, but she had already turned her attention to the soldiers gathered. “You are to scramble immediately and move into squadron formation. We will engage the Bata in offensive maneuvers. I will need my own transport.”

The soldiers placed a fist to their breasts and bowed slightly.

“Commander?” asked the soldier nearest to her. He dwarfed her, a tall shadow in the darkness.

“I did not ask you for input. I trust you will ensure knowledge of my family remains silent as well.”

He melted into the darkness with the others who were making their way back to their ships.

“You should sit down. Let’s get you inside,” Tom insisted.

“No, Tom.” Cenehard looked at the doorway. “It’s better this way. I don’t have time to explain to Cenewyg. I’d rather she didn’t see me.”

“But you’re hurt.” Tom held up her sliced arm and touched the silver bracelet. “What is this thing he put on you?”

“This is my destiny now.”

Lori moved next to Tom. “This storm isn’t a storm, is it?” she asked quietly.

Cenehard turned away from the house and limped into the darkness. A soft vibration filled the air and a shadowy shape lowered before her. A flash of lightning outlined its triangular shape. She could feel the rain soak into her clothes as she raised her lacerated arm into the air and reached out to touch the shadow that loomed before her.

“So you are still here after all this time. I wondered.” She patted the aircraft. “You are going to have to help me a little; I’m afraid I’ve had a rather rough night.”

The aircraft dipped until one wing nearly touched the ground. Cenehard placed one foot onto its dark surface, hesitated, then stepped up. With measured steps, she walked up the wing to the open cockpit and gingerly lowered herself in as the aircraft leveled itself and rose into the cool night air.

Within seconds it had disappeared. One uniformed figure remained standing in the darkness. She lowered her head and walked to the house where the onlookers stood silently.
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​Chapter 3
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Ben remained close to the assembled soldiers, listening quietly to the narrative given by Mi Lee. When she had finished, Josh sat at the table staring at his coffee. Across from him, the Asian woman kept her eyes on the medic, while the other soldiers shifted uncomfortably where they stood. Like Josh, her eyes had a second ring around the iris, giving them a jeweled appearance. They were different from all the other aliens Ben had encountered so far, and he wondered what it meant. He could feel the stares of the cast and crew boring holes into his back from where they sat scattered about the dining pavilion, a distance from the armed soldiers near the coffee station that prevented them from overhearing the conversation. At a glance, it appeared that nearly the entire production team was assembled in the presence of the unexpected company. Or was corralled. Ben decided this was not an accident on the part of the aliens. It occurred to him he probably wasn’t meant to hear the story either, and he tried to remain as motionless as possible so as not to draw attention to himself.

“We didn’t know she had a family,” the woman reached across the table and placed her hand on the medic’s arm.

“Would it have mattered?” Josh looked up, his face set in stone.

“Of course it would have mattered.”

“Mi Lee, she was one of your best friends. Why did you seek her out? Why now after all this time? And how the hell did you find her?”

“By accident,” she answered. “We weren’t actually looking for Cenehard, we were chasing the Bata, and we found ourselves in this sector. We didn’t think they knew of the planet. Within days, we were fighting droves of them to protect the planet and access to the resources available in the Kuiper belt just beyond the system. None of us could believe how fast their numbers increased. It was as if they were accessing the planet from many different jump points. They began attacking the southern hemisphere with vengeance, and their numbers were growing daily. At least two bases sprung up in the first week. We called for backup, but before they arrived the entire Twelfth Division was lost, and Commander Amaysa was dead. We were forced to retreat to a base on this continent where the fighting hadn’t yet started. While we were licking our wounds and regrouping, we found Thistle on base.”

“Her ship was here?” Josh choked out.

“Yes Josh. And where the ship was, we knew Cenehard had to be. It was as if the solution to our problems presented itself.”

“The solution?” The medic’s voice dripped with scorn.

“Alex and I ran the numbers,” Mi Lee continued. “With the Bata attacks growing in Lord Ameron’s territories, we knew there was no way Ameron was going to hold the planet and defend the inner worlds without help, let alone protect this world and the resources he needed.”

“You think making Cenehard commander is going to magically change things?”

“I think Cenehard can rally the support Lord Ameron needs to push back this threat.”

Josh’s eyes narrowed. “Lord Ameron is very powerful. He has a great many allies.”

“Power is like sand in the desert, continually shifting,” the man with blue uniform and stars on his chest put in. “If you tend the grasses, the roots grow strong and latch onto rocks to hold it in place and great dunes will form. Without the rocks, the grasses cannot take hold. If you pick up the stones you don’t like and throw them away, you risk an avalanche. Lord Ameron has been throwing stones.”

Ben tried to keep up with the information he was hearing, but was still in shock to find his planet under attack. For the first time, he felt the sting of being out of touch with the world.

“We were already scouring the ranks to find a suitable commander before Lord Ameron could declare a choice. It was as if fate stepped in.” It was the sandy haired man who spoke, the one they called Alex. His cobalt blue eyes flashed, accenting the intensity of his words.

“Fate?” Josh looked incredulous. He pulled his arm away from Mi Lee’s grasp. “I don’t see what the hell fate has to do with anything. Or why Ameron needs outside help all of the sudden. The Bata have been raiding for years.”

“Josh, aren’t you listening? The Bata numbers have increased and their attacks are becoming more deadly. Both Coromont and Tarun have fallen,” Mi Lee said earnestly.

Josh looked startled. “Those planets are in the main quadrant. Were they able to evacuate?”

“There wasn’t much time,” Alex responded. “Those that could be evacuated are on the third planet in the system, which is still holding. But only because two other lords have a vested interest in that sector.”

“How many?”

“Only one million were evacuated before the Bata hit. About three million were lost.”

Josh blinked and looked away. Ben wondered if he had family or friends on the planets mentioned. The numbers were staggering.

Alex paused before he continued. “The Bata are not just raiding, they’re targeting resources and coming in numbers we’ve not seen before. Right now, most of the targets have been in Ramagonian territory, but it’s only a matter of time before the Bata branch out. If they aren’t stopped now, they may never be pushed back.”

“Lord Ameron will have to call a muster,” Mi Lee stated. “Moving troops from the inner worlds is risky. If he does, he will be spread too thin to protect them. If he doesn’t, he won’t be able to protect this planet and others like it.”

“We are losing the war.” Josh sounded as if he were coming to terms with a new concept. “And you brought the fight to the planet Cenehard now calls home.”

“We didn’t know she was here. No one knew where she was exiled.” Mi Lee reached for the medic’s hand. “Moreover, we didn't lead the Bata here, we followed them. We think the Bata discovered the jump here by accident and decided to see where it went. What they found was an undefended planet in a solar system surrounded by a huge asteroid belt rich with minerals.” Mi Lee paused to see if Josh was paying attention. “It wasn’t until after we arrived that we found Cenehard.”

“Quite the coincidence,” Josh scoffed.

“I would have never thought to look in this sector for her, although it makes sense Ameron sent her here,” Mi Lee spoke quietly. “It is an outlier world with no direct contact with the republic.”

Josh glanced around the tent, but without really seeing anything. “Why Cenehard?” He asked at last. “Ameron hates her.”

“We were looking for a strong leader who would be able to secure troops and successfully defeat our enemies,” Alex replied. “Cenehard is more than qualified. She also has allies outside the republic. Ameron is going to need outside help. We knew he would recognize her as an asset, despite her exile.”

“You blindsided her,” Josh said accusingly.

“There wasn’t time for negotiations and we didn’t want to risk another of Lord Ameron’s selections.” Alex’s voice was hard. “He shouldn’t have made the last one–it’s our right. The captains of the Mark are supposed to pick the commander.”

“Ameron would still have to approve your choice.”

“To do otherwise is against Republic laws,” Alex returned.

Josh shook his head. “Did you pick her to get revenge on Ameron?”

“No, it was nothing like that!” Mi Lee cried. “She is an incredible pilot, a phenomenal strategist, and an excellent leader. She cares about the people underneath her. She was what we needed. We didn’t know she had family and assumed she would be willing to regain her command.”

Josh remained silent for several minutes before speaking again. “So how did you find her?”

“We asked the ship if it knew where she was,” Mi Lee said simply.

“You talked to a ship?” The medic’s voice was incredulous.

“You know Thistle is different from other ships. We were desperate,” Alex jumped in. “Mi Lee climbed into the cockpit and talked to the ship, the way Cenehard had years before, and to our surprise, it answered us.”

Ben could see the man in the blue uniform with the stars hadn’t known about their actions and was taken aback.

“The ship simply gave us a location on the readout. Nothing about her having a family,” Mi Lee continued, noting the general’s reaction. “We didn’t know the Bata ships followed us to the northern hemisphere.”

Josh glared across the table. “Your lack of leadership shows.”

The men standing shifted, not looking at each other.

“We thought we had things covered. Lord Ameron was already alerted in regard to our command choice. General Soran was pursuing the Bata with several divisions of the First Unit,” Mi Lee indicated the man with the blue uniform, confirming Ben’s suspicions that he was a general. “While they were engaged, we moved to the coordinates we obtained from the ship.”

“It sounded like you surprised Lord Ameron with your choice,” Josh said dryly.

Mi Lee looked down at the table. “When we sent a message to Lord Ameron requesting investiture of a new Commander of the Mark, we didn’t divulge who we had chosen.”

“It was in our rights as officers of the Mark,” Alex added defensively. He looked as if he were reciting his next words. “In the event of the loss of a Mark Commander, ranking officers may choose new leadership to be appointed by the ruling lord. We did nothing outside of regulations or the laws of the republic.”

“None of us intended for events to unfold the way they did,” Mi Lee finished.

“You forced Lord Ameron’s hand,” Josh’s voice was strained.

“We had no choice,” Mi Lee returned.

“You left Cenehard with no choice!” Josh swept his coffee off the table and stood shaking. “You defied his decree. You broke ranks and installed a traitor to take the command position. What could he do? What did you think he would do? Throw her a parade and give her a medal? He couldn’t just pardon her. It would have been the last thing he’d to do. And he couldn’t refuse you, not unless he sentenced all of you to death for treason.”

Mi Lee set her mouth in a tight line. Josh leaned across the table and lowered his voice.

“Cenehard knew that you risked your own positions to seek her out. Hell, you were risking your lives. She knew Lord Ameron was bound by his ruling all those years ago.” Josh took a deep breath as if to steady himself. “Your desperate actions were a declaration of mutiny. If he didn’t accept your choice of commander, he would have to eliminate all of you. She didn’t abandon you before, and she wasn’t going to abandon you now when you were in need. She gave Lord Ameron a way out.”

“I don’t understand,” the man named Joe shook his head in confusion.

Josh turned to the younger man. “What these captains seemed to have forgotten is that in the Ramagonian Republic, you cannot pardon a traitor. There is no forgiveness for someone who defies their liege lord. Not that Lord Ameron would want to forgive or pardon her, mind you, but if he did, he would be at odds with the laws and traditions that hold our society together. By subjugating herself to Lord Ameron, she gave him a way to allow her to serve under him again.”

“What did Cenehard do?” Joe asked.

“She defied a direct order,” Josh explained slowly. “You may have heard the stories of how she turned the tide at Strattonburgh, resulting in the original defeat of the Bata, but what you don’t know is that she did it against Ameron’s direct orders. Her actions resulted in his injuries and the scar he bears on his face. Not to mention what she did to his brother!”

Josh sputtered, and broke off, taking a moment to compose himself before he continued. “She committed treason. Treason is punishable by death. Due to extenuating circumstances, Ameron exiled her instead.”

Joe frowned. “But he granted her a new commission.”

“Yes, he did. But at great cost. When she offered up her arm, she was publicly renouncing her right to any titles she held. When he sliced her, it signified him stripping them away from her and making them his own, though I doubt the Dekkonians would recognize his claim.”

Ben puzzled over Josh’s last statement, but before he could voice a question, Josh was speaking again. “By being banded with that silver bracelet she now wears, she is bound to Lord Ameron. She has been excused, but it comes with a steep price.”

“What’s done cannot be undone,” the general said quietly.

“She is now Commander of the Mark, director of Lord Ameron’s armed forces and head of the Ramagonian forces,” Mi Lee stated.

“Unable to return to her home on Dekan. Unable to return to her family here on Earth,” Josh scanned the faces of each of the officers. “Thank God Ameron doesn’t seem to know she has made a family here.”

“And it will stay that way,” Alex said firmly.

“Hopefully.” Josh’s voice was skeptical.

“It will.” Alex’s cobalt blue eyes flashed. “She is now our commander and we will protect her.”

Josh tilted his head, his features laden with sorrow. “She may be commander now, but what happens when and if the conflict ends?”

The soldiers looked at one another. Ben wished they had given an answer so he could better understand what was going on.

“I’m sorry Josh. I know you still care for her.” Mi Lee reached out to the trembling medic.

“I’m the reason she committed treason in the first place. I should have been left on Strattonburgh to die,” Josh enunciated each word distinctly.

“Josh, you weren’t the only one who was rescued on Strattonburg.” Alex said flatly.

Josh glared at Alex. Ben worried the two men were about to come to blows. Alex continued speaking in a tight voice that indicated he was on the verge of losing control. “We were all there.”

“That makes this so much worse,” Josh returned.

Alex held his gaze. “It was my decision to demand her reinstatement. If anyone should shoulder the blame, it is I.”

“Yes, you should,” Josh snapped.

The general in his blue uniform stepped between Josh and Alex. He kept his voice at a low pitch. “Assigning blame is pointless. She’s commander now, fully aware of the enemy’s capabilities and what it means to both the republic and to her home here.”

“Why would you keep silent? You’re not one of the Mark. Gregory, as a general, your allegiance is to Ameron, not the Mark,” Josh asked.

“I too was at Strattonburg,” Gregory spoke softly. “She brought me out of that hell along with the others.”

The group grew quiet, as if uncertain what to say next. Whatever had happened at Strattonburg, Ben could detect haunted shadows lingering in their eyes.
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​Chapter 4

[image: ]


Ben stepped to one side as Liam poured himself a mug of coffee from the urn at the table. Murmuring among the production staff fell silent as the lanky man scanned the crowd from above his mug. Ben decided that the lanky man and the Asian woman were officers of some import, each captains of the alien ships, if he understood correctly. The one they called Alex was evidently a higher rank, but he was still confused as to how the general fit into the scheme of things.

“You realize what you’re saying could be considered treason?” Josh asked the general, breaking the silence that had fallen.

“While I swore fealty to Ameron, I also swore an oath to defend the Republic. The armed forces of this sector might belong to Ameron, but the Mark directs them. Ultimately, we both answer to Ameron, but when we are engaged with an enemy, my orders come through the Mark. I owe them my loyalty.”

Josh bowed his head and remained silent for several minutes as he considered the man’s earnest remarks.“When was she given command?”

“Three days ago,” replied Alex. 

Josh was quiet as he calculated the time frame. “So just after I arrived on the planet.”

“I had no idea what was going on,” the general said defensively. “Lord Ameron and I were on Tarun’s moon Ordun to direct the reassignment of divisions to other locations when Lieutenant Commander Doorne and Captain Lee sent word of the extent of the trouble here.” The general glanced at Alex as he spoke. “I didn’t know the Mark officers were planning a coup. They circumvented me.”

“General Soran, we couldn’t involve you,” Mi Lee responded using the man’s formal title. “The Mark is a stand alone elite division of Lord Ameron’s military forces, but we are responsible for the safety and protection of the Republic, not just Lord Ameron’s territories.”

“I know how elite forces work,” Soran cut her off.

“Then you understand why we didn't include you in our decision,” Mi Lee replied. “We didn’t want you culpable for our actions.”

“I am currently the ranking officer in command of the First Unit. We are supposed to be a team,” Soran growled, his anger showing for the first time. “Teams work together. We’re on the same side.”

“Three days? You let her walk around for three days with injuries,” Josh accused the group. It seemed he had stopped listening to the conversation after being given the timeline.

“Let?” Liam’s head snapped up causing his dark hair to fall in his eyes. The tall lanky man had been standing quietly throughout the conversation, drinking his coffee. Ben was grateful the man didn’t seem to pay him any attention as he was sure Liam would eject him. Ben doubted that Josh would interfere the way he had when they brought Cenehard to the trailer.

“Since when could we tell Commander Cenehard what to do?” Alex spat the words at Josh. “We had no idea how badly she was injured!”

“How could you not know?” Josh demanded. “You were there. Hell, she has a dislocated shoulder, broken ribs, and possibly a concussion, not to mention the lacerations. Someone cauterized the one on her arm!” The officers looked at Josh blankly. Ben realized they didn’t know what the medic was talking about. Only the man called Liam seemed to pale.

“We knew she suffered from her encounter with Lord Ameron, though we could not see everything after the guards pushed us back,” Mi Lee replied quietly. Her eyes were wet. “Her arm hung wrong, that much I could see, but as to how badly she had been hurt, there was no real way to tell in the dark. I don’t have Dekkonian night vision.”

“The Bata were approaching fast and she gave the order to scramble. We scrambled. You know damn well that she never tolerated any argument,” Alex said defensively.

Josh didn’t take his eyes from Mi Lee. “You stayed and talked to her family.”

“I did,” Mi Lee admitted. “Liam said something wasn’t right, so I delayed my takeoff to investigate. Since I’m a scout, I knew I wouldn’t be missed. That’s when I learned who they were. I reported my findings back to Alex on a secure channel.”

“We were in combat,” Alex picked up her narrative. “Cenehard flew the same way as she had years ago. It was as if she never left the cockpit. Strong, powerful, in control. Her orders were crisp and sharp and gave no indication of any problems. I told Mi Lee to remain silent. I thought we could get her to see a medic once we landed.”

Josh waited, impatience written all over his face.

“After we defeated the Bata in the immediate vicinity, we didn’t land. Instead, Commander Cenehard ordered the Mark to join the troops from the First Unit where there was heavy fighting over a place called Salt Lake City. It wasn’t until the Bata beacon ships were obliterated and their troop carriers destroyed that we headed west to refresh and regroup.”

“Alex was going to insist she get a medical evaluation,” Mi Lee put in.

“She flew ahead of us as she often did. I hadn’t assigned her a wingman yet, so she was alone. It wasn’t until we got to the base that we knew something was wrong,” Alex continued. “When we discovered she hadn’t arrived, we scrambled to put together a search and rescue mission. Transports are too slow, that’s why we used our fighters to conduct the search. Even so, it took a day and a half to find the ship.”

“Thistle can be hard to find when it doesn’t want to be located,” Liam’s deep voice sounded worn. He set his empty mug down on the counter and pushed his dark hair to one side as he met the medic’s eyes. “We only found her because the ship broadcast an SOS just before it went down.”

“Funny, but no one mentioned who we were looking for.” Josh stared Liam down.

General Soran sought to diffuse the situation. “No one had direct contact with the commander since her command was reinstated. I never knew she was injured, something the captains failed to report to me. Nothing on comm indicated a problem when she joined us in battle. Otherwise I might have alerted Lord Ameron and suggested he pull her from active duty.”

Ben studied the man thoughtfully. He hadn’t fully understood the command structure the officers spoke of, but he got the impression that the general had some sort of temporary authority due to the death of the previous commander. It was clear by the casual way they addressed one another that they had known each other for a long time.

“Back up. How did her ship get to the house?” asked Josh, breaking Ben’s musing. “You haven’t explained that part.”

“We don’t know,” Alex responded. “We think it followed us.”

Josh’s eyebrows shot up. “By itself?”

“Possibly,” Soran interjected. “Before I was promoted and transferred, I was head of the squadron that had orders to destroy her ship. Attempts to dismantle it had been unsuccessful. It was a prototype ship containing AI and deemed unfit for continuation. There was a rumor it could fly itself. Before it could be substantiated, the ship disappeared.”

“How did it get here? Jump itself?” Josh scoffed.

“We don’t know,” Mi Lee picked up the narrative. “The airbase where we found it was forty kilometers from Cenehard’s location. I don’t think she knew it was here, but the ship knew where she was. It was keeping track of her.”

“No one noticed an alien aircraft on base?” Josh clearly didn’t believe what he was hearing. “It’s not like the inhabitants of this planet see alien ships every day!”

“It was in a hangar in an unused section of the base. If Liam and some of the other captains hadn’t been searching for parts to repair ships, we might have never found it,” Alex explained.

“So let me get this straight.” Josh took a deep breath and licked his lips. “She has been flying an aircraft that hasn’t been active in fifteen years, with injuries and no food or water for what, two days?” Running his hands through his hair, he squeezed his eyes shut.

“I read the specs. The ship is equipped with life support.” Liam shifted his stance. “She’s microchipped and can tether with the ship. I’m sure that’s how she was able to fly even though she was injured. Her tether would have sustained her.”

The medic wheeled about to face the lanky man. His nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed.

“Liam, life support means life sustaining in average
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