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      Lieutenant Nick Adams strode across the carefully trimmed green lawns of the Headquarters of the Universal Star League. Located in the teeming city of New Atlantis on Earth’s North American continent, the white marble and glass edifice glistened in the morning sun. Twenty stories tall, the building’s footprint was immense, housing as it did the administrative offices of the Fleet, the Academy, and Nick’s own service, Military Intelligence.

      He jogged up the wide marble steps leading to the main entrance, his leather boots beating a clean, crisp rhythm against the stone. The gleaming glass doors whooshed open at his approach and he made his way briskly to the glide that would take him to Lieutenant Commander Popescu’s office on the twelfth floor.

      His superior officer had a new assignment for him, one she wouldn’t trust to the USL’s highly secure and very effective communications system. No, he’d been ordered to report in person this morning to receive a briefing on a complex and confidential assignment.

      Excitement buzzed in his brain and sizzled through his blood. Adventure was afoot… and he was definitely the man for the job.

      Whatever it was.

      Nick had graduated top of his class from the Academy a few months earlier. He knew himself to be brilliant, insightful, and diabolically cunning. His academic record proved him to be the most able analyst USL had ever trained. Now it was up to him to prove himself in the field, which he intended to do quickly and efficiently.

      After all, he was the best. If Nick Adams couldn’t see a pattern or discern a motive, then it didn’t exist.

      Jumping off the glide, Nick strode across the thick, USL blue carpet, past old-fashioned oak doors set in plasteel walls disguised as dark green painted plaster panels with oak wainscoting. Stopping in front of the door labeled Lieutenant Commander Elena Popescu, Military Intelligence, Nick tugged his USL blue uniform jacket straight and brushed imaginary lint from the silver USL insignia and lieutenant’s bars.

      Satisfied that his appearance was in good order, he tucked his cap under his arm and knocked.

      “Enter.”

      Nick opened the door, stepped through into a small, but neat office, boasting a large desk in front of a floor-to-ceiling view wall, a pair of visitor chairs, and a tall potted plant that might be some form of palm. Closing the door with a satisfying snap, he came to attention and saluted, calling out, “Sir. Lt. Nick Adams, reporting as ordered.”

      LCdr. Popescu, a petite woman in a neatly pressed uniform with her dark hair drawn into a sleek knot at the nape of her neck, glanced up from the document she was studying on a holoscreen embedded in the surface of her twenty-first century walnut desk. Nick felt sure the piece of furniture was actually made of plasteel. Lieutenant commanders weren’t high enough up the food chain to rate real wood… even in Military Intelligence.

      “At ease, Lieutenant Adams. Take a seat,” she said, indicating one of the two dark wood, padded chairs facing her desk.

      “Thank you, Commander.” Nick folded himself into the seat, but did not relax his vigilance.

      LCdr. Popescu blanked the holoscreen and leaned forward on her forearms, hands clasped. “What I have to tell you is not to be discussed outside this office.”

      Nick nodded, his pulse rate increasing.

      “Captain Caren Fielding of the USL Odyssey, a deep space exploratory vessel, has delivered an extraordinary asset to MI.” She paused, studying Nick’s face. Satisfied with what she saw, she continued. “Vice Admiral Zhou has assigned the asset to our section, though other sections, including linguistics, will have regular access to her.”

      Nick’s interest piqued. A female asset. With information valuable to linguistics. Interesting.

      “You will interview the asset, determine her native colony, and, if possible, her identity.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Popescu smiled. “So you haven’t heard any scuttlebutt regarding this asset?”

      Nick shook his head, frowning. “No, Commander. Should I?”

      “No, Lieutenant, you shouldn’t,” she said, relaxing back into her chair. “But, given your reputation, I thought if anyone had ferreted it out, it would be you.”

      Nick wasn’t sure whether to be complimented or insulted, but he kept his expression carefully neutral, and nodded, waiting for her to give him more information.

      LCdr. Popescu continued, “The asset, a young woman known as Zara, has been a captive of the Bug-Eyes since early childhood. As far as she knows, she is the only survivor of a colony that was attacked and destroyed when she was about four years old.”

      “A Bug-Eye captive?” Nick blurted, his eyes widening, pulse thundering. “Are you sure?” He fought to bring himself under control, schooled his expression, and apologized for his outburst. “Sorry, Sir.”

      “That’s quite all right, Lieutenant. Zara represents a huge question mark to the entire USL, which is why we have been assigned to research and check her story. She was young enough at the time of her capture that she has no idea which colony she belonged to.”

      Nick’s mind whirled with questions. Some he would ask this Zara in his interview, others he would have to discover for himself.

      “And Capt. Fielding believed her story?” he asked.

      “She found no reason not to,” Popescu responded. “The Odyssey rescued Zara from a remote moon where she had been placed by the Bug-Eyes.” She paused, watching his reaction, and seemingly satisfied, continued. “The young woman was used as bait. Only Zara’s warning and Capt. Fielding’s fast action saved the Odyssey.”

      Nick frowned, leaning forward. “I’ve never heard of the Bug-Eyes attempting to take captives before.”

      “Which is probably why their trap was so deficient.”

      “But why make the attempt now?”

      “According to Zara, the Bug-Eyes are concerned over the loss of their flagship at the Battle for Absaroka. They believed their new weapons would render them invulnerable to our species.” She smiled, though the expression was hardly a happy one. “We’ve risen in their esteem. They want to know more about us and our capabilities.”

      LCdr. Popescu rose, and Nick followed her lead. Walking around her desk, she extended her hand to him, he clasped it firmly and, after a single brisk shake, released it.

      “Good luck, Lt. Adams. My aide will assist you in scheduling your first meeting with Zara. Be discreet, and be careful in your dealings with her. Remember, if what she tells us is true, this young woman has had very little contact with humans. She is unfamiliar with our customs and our history. You may find her very difficult to read.”

      “Understood, sir,” Nick replied. “And, sir?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant?”

      “Thank you for trusting me with this mission.”

      LCdr. Popescu nodded and motioned to the door. “You are dismissed, Lt. Adams.”
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      Two days later Nick Adams entered one of the posh apartments in the headquarters building that were kept in ready for visiting planetary dignitaries. One had been set aside for the asset’s use. When the female ensign assigned to act as her aide ushered him into the living area, he noted appreciatively that Zara had been given one of the best suites. Rose-brown carpet so plush his boots sank into the pile, tasteful furnishings that spoke of old world elegance, actual paintings on the walls instead of the more standard changeable holoscreens, and floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the great forested park behind the gleaming edifice.

      Someone wanted to ensure this woman’s comfort and contentment among her own people.

      Nick understood the impulse.

      He’d spent the intervening time refreshing his knowledge of the Bug-Eye incursions into human occupied space in general, and the Battle for Absaroka in particular. The enemy had chosen that lightly populated, and to its mind lightly defended, planet to experiment with a new and deadly weapon. Only the intuitive grasp of the situation on the part of the planetary war chief, coupled with her willingness to sacrifice herself for her people had won the day. Absaroka had lost a valiant warrior, but the planet had survived to provide valuable information to USL Command.

      That defeat had also led to Zara’s recovery, and from the reports Nick had read, her knowledge of the Bug-Eyes and their social systems was unparalleled, and therefore priceless.

      He had read Capt. Fielding’s report on Zara’s rescue and their subsequent interactions. And he had viewed the holograms of her initial intake screening. The young woman had arrived on the Odyssey naked, bruised, and scarred. She had also been entirely hairless: her head shaved, her eyebrows and lashes removed, and her pubic ridge denuded.

      Nick, who prided himself on his emotional detachment and a certain worldly acceptance of the times he found himself in, had been appalled. Zara might be a spy, brainwashed by the enemy and allowed to be rescued in order to wreak havoc among her own kind, but there was no doubt she’d been captive, poorly treated, and tortured.

      Even with advance preparation, Nick failed to stifle a gasp and the automatic reaction of turning his eyes away when she entered the room. Flushing and swearing silently, he mastered himself and came to attention.

      “Lt. Nick Adams, ma’am. LCdr. Popescu has asked me to assist you in finding your identity.”

      Zara smiled, a wistful expression that did nothing to diminish the power of her presence. For even before she uttered a word, the strength of her personality pervaded the room. She was casually dressed in dark leggings, a pale green tunic, and a paisley scarf of muted colors. Her feet were bare. Of average height, perhaps five-six or five-seven, she was slender and lithe and bore herself with dignity.

      Nick wondered where the captive had learned that innate self-respect.

      Her hair had begun to grow out, honey blonde and perhaps two inches in length, the bones of her facial structure were fine, her eyes a clear blue.

      She would have been a beautiful woman were it not for the scars crisscrossing her face and every other portion of exposed skin. Their evidence even carried into her soft hair, causing streaks of premature white amid the honey blonde strands.

      “Please be seated, Lt. Adams. I have been briefed on your assignment and am ready to assist in any way I can.”

      Nick forced his eyes away from his scrutiny of her person and met her gaze. “Thank you, Zara. May I call you Zara?” He selected a comfortable looking padded chair and sat.

      “You may,” she said quietly, seating herself on a creamy blue sofa across from him. “You may also continue your scrutiny. I am accustomed to being observed.”

      “Forgive my rudeness,” he said, flushing yet again. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “No offense was offered,” she said, inclining her head, “and none was taken. I have learned that humans find my appearance… disconcerting. I accept that fact.”

      Nick released the breath he’d been holding and nodded. “You were tortured, then.”

      She frowned, her newly grown eyebrows drawing together. “Tortured?” she asked. “Not intentionally, no.”

      Nick’s eyes widened in surprise, his own eyebrows shooting toward his hairline. “Then how…”

      “Forgive me,” she said, thoughtfully. “I am still learning to interpret your meanings, to understand your ways. Perhaps I am mistaken. Does torture not require a certain malice? An intent to do harm to the person undergoing the torture?”

      Nick nodded. “Yes. Those things were not present when you were… mistreated?”

      Her full, lovely lips curved upward in the smallest of smiles. “No. My keepers, while not precisely concerned with my comfort, were nonetheless making an honest effort to care for me. Being a species with a nearly indestructible exoskeleton, they found my tender skin mystifying.”

      “Then all the scars on your body…”

      “Came from their attempts to cleanse me and make me presentable. They were horrified by how easily my skin tore, by the dark colors that would appear for no apparent reason.”

      “For no apparent reason?” Nick echoed, unbelievingly.

      She laughed at his confusion. “Certainly for no reason they understood. The taps which caused me to bruise wouldn’t even be felt by one of their kind.”

      Nick closed his eyes. He couldn’t imagine a small child enduring the amount of abuse this woman must have borne.

      “I am sorry for your suffering, Zara,” he said quietly, searching for a question that would move the interview to a new topic. He asked the first thing that occurred. “You speak standard very well for someone who has been away from it so long. May I ask how you kept the language fresh in your mind?”

      Her expression brightened. “Of course! It was my educational device.” At his blank look, she jumped to her feet, moving quickly away
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