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Varian is missing, and the changelings are on the warpath. Will Ariel’s adoptive father find Varian, before the changelings make the boy another name to be remembered in a long-fought war?
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This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people, and neither it, nor other titles by this order may be used to train any kind of AI. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient, and if you would like to use this or any other title to train an AI, please contact the author-publisher to negotiate a contract for the purchase of the appropriate rights to do so. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to an authorized retailer and purchase your own copy, and if you are using it to train AI without the appropriate contract in place, please immediately desist and remove all the material you have used from your AI and its systems, until you have the author’s permission, and the appropriate contract in place. And, thank you, in advance, for respecting this author’s hard work.
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This is for all those who believed in me enough that, eventually, I had the courage to believe in myself.

Thank you.
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Editing this story for publication was an education in how far I’d come as a writer. Written toward the end of 1996, Treaty Time came into being almost twelve months after the short story,‘Nothing’ but for a different purpose. Whereas ‘Nothing’ was written to come in close to the 2,000-word mark, Treaty Time was written as a short story with the potential to become a young adult novel, although that has yet to occur.

Today, in 2026, I sat down and gave it a more complete ending, so that it stands as a story in its own right, and while the idea of a young adult novel is not out of the question, it’s not something I have in the planning stages. The earlier version of Treaty Time can be found in A Collection of Shifters, along with its predecessor, Nothing. Both stories play with the idea that shifters walk among the human population, and that they traveled to the stars when mankind took his first step into space.

The war between the two species forms a backdrop for both short stories, although Treaty Time stretches it to the possibility of a setting where peace is newly formed, and possibly still troubled. Both pieces are a reminder to me, of where I started, and that ‘new writer’ touch is still visible despite the tweaking I have done.

Welcome to this glimpse of a the world of Nothing, and a colony moving from the tragedy of its past to a future they strive to make better.
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Ariel had been frantic when she’d found Varian gone. She had searched the house, then the stables and the work sheds. She had searched the gardens and the kennels and then she had called Grey.

“What do you mean ‘He’s missing?’” Grey demanded.

Ariel took a deep breath and repeated her discovery of the morning.

“He was gone when I went to rouse him this morning,” she said. “I looked for him in the house, but he wasn’t there. He doesn’t seem to be in the compound at all.”

Grey glared at her, but Ariel didn’t flinch. Grey wasn’t angry with her. He was just angry. This wasn’t the first time Varian had wandered off.

It was the first time he’d gone so early though. The boy had managed to avoid the watch droid they’d stationed outside his door as well. Ariel frowned, trying to think where Varian might have disappeared to, this time, but Grey interrupted the half-formed idea and it vanished before she could grasp it.

“This is no excuse for sitting idle, girl,” he snapped. “Fetch the lads their breakfast and get on with your chores. I’ll take Francis and Drake with me and go looking. Varian can’t have gone far.”

“All right, Grey.”

Some of the doubt she felt must have crept into her tone, because Grey stopped his scan of the compound to look at her.

“Don’t worry, Az,” he assured her. “We’ll find him.”

Ariel didn’t reply, just nodded and hurried toward the kitchen. The first of the hands were appearing in the doorway of the barracks. She lit the griddle and took the pancake mix from the bench.

By the time the pancakes had cooked and the men had eaten their fill, the sun was high enough to send a tentative shaft of light into the compound’s center. Ariel saw Grey talking with Francis and Drake in front of the stables, and wondered why they hadn’t begun their search.

She watched Grey cross to where the farmhands had gathered for their morning brief and tried not to think of how far Varian could have travelled since his departure. She prayed Grey had not left the search too late.

Footsteps scuffed in the kitchen doorway behind her. Ariel turned, to see Drake, the oldest farm hand waiting, one hand on the door jamb.

“Can I help you, Drake?” she asked. “I’ve got some pancakes left on the griddle if you want some.”

Drake said nothing, just stared at her.

“There’s eggs. I can cook you some.” She shifted nervously. “I have bacon—”

“I don’t want your food, missy,” Drake interrupted.

“Oh,” Ariel looked at the floor for inspiration.

She could feel Drake studying her. The silence continued, long and uncomfortable, until Ariel moved.

“If you don’t want anything, I’ve got the dishes to do,” she murmured, moving to the sink.

“I’ll have a mug of coffee,” Drake said.

Ariel nodded and turned to go inside where she’d left the coffee pot on the top of the still-cooling stove.

“I’ll get it for you.” Drake’s voice made Ariel start.

“No, just sit down and I’ll fetch it,” Ariel said. “I’ll be right there.”

Drake sat, and Ariel felt some of her fear drain away. She couldn’t explain why, but Drake was making her afraid. It wasn’t that he hadn’t made her feel welcome, as the other hands had done when she’d first been found. Gruff and aloof was just his way. It was just he’d never made her feel afraid before. She poured his coffee and took it to him.

He accepted it, but trapped her hand around the cup as she handed it to him. She gasped. The cup was hot.

When he didn’t release her hand, Ariel glanced up at him in alarm. He was watching her, a strange look of pity in his eyes. When their gaze met, Ariel winced at the expression and looked away. Drake sighed.

“You don’t know what you are, do you?” he asked.

His hand released hers and Ariel pulled away from him.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she answered, pressing the cool of her other hand against her burning palm.

Drake sipped his coffee and eyed her thoughtfully.

“There should be peace between your kind and theirs,” he said at last. “There should be peace. It’s a new world. We should start anew.”

Ariel took a step away from him, the fear beginning to rise again. Drake made no move toward her, just watched her with that odd pity in his eyes as he sipped his coffee.

“We should be friends,” Drake said. “We should talk to one another. We should discuss ...”

“Discuss what, Drake?” Grey was standing in the mess hall outside the kitchen.

“Discuss with Them. Talk about the land,” Drake began, but Grey wasn’t listening.

“It was them that started it, Drake,” he said, and Ariel could hear the determination in his voice, sense the decision he had already made. “There are no grounds for negotiations. This is war, here.”

Drake didn’t argue with him, just tilted his head back and drained the rest of his coffee in one smooth gulp.

“Here girl,” he said, holding the cup out for Ariel to take.

She crossed to him warily, aware of Grey watching her.

“Hurry up, girl. He isn’t going to bite,” Grey snapped.

Ariel leapt forward to take the cup, her fear of Grey greater than her fear of Drake. She needn’t have worried. Grey was already turning, moving for the door.

“Shift it, Drake. We’re leaving as soon as Francis has checked the skimmers.”

“Yessir,” Drake answered then, turning to Ariel. “I’ll have whatever you’ve got left on the griddle, girl. Got a feeling I’ll be needin’ it.”

Ariel hurried to fill his order.

“Could you stuff ’em too, please?”

Puzzled by his request, Ariel obliged. She could feel him watching as she spooned a savory filling into the pancakes, rolled them and wrapped each one in paper towel.

Drake stood there watching, all the while watching. Ariel was glad when she secured the last wrapper in place. Taking a bag from the kitchen drawer, she laid the pancakes inside it, then, on a whim found a piece of fruit to go with them. Almost shyly, she handed the bag to Drake.

Again, he trapped her hand so she couldn’t move away. This time his grip was gentle as he looked at her.

“Remember, old Drake was ready to negotiate. Tell them that when Varian leads them here. Tell them old Drake’s not the only one who’ll talk to them. Tell them not all of us want the war to go on.”

“Drake!”

Grey’s roar made Ariel jump. Drake glanced toward the door, guilt writ large on his face. Releasing Ariel’s hand, he crossed the mess hall. At the door leading to the compound, he hesitated and looked back.

“Remember what I said, missy. Please?”

Ariel nodded.

“Promise?”

It seemed so important to him and his need so urgent that Ariel nodded again.

“I promise,” she agreed.

Drake paused once more.

“Don’t forget me, missy,” he said. “You’re the only one left within my realm.”

Ariel watched him leave. They
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