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  Dedication


For those who still look up at the night sky and believe it holds more than darkness. 
For the ones who choose hope over fear, truth over comfort, and connection over division.
And for every reader who has ever believed that even across impossible distances, we can still find our way to each other.
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  Chapter 1: Ghost Run


The targeting array bloomed red on Mara’s tactical display. Three seconds to weapons lock. She rolled her fighter forty degrees and dropped thrust, watching the Vaelhari interceptor overshoot her position by exactly the margin she’d calculated. 
“Ghost Lead to Ghost Two.” Her voice cut through the comm static. Steady and dry despite being outnumbered four to one and her squadron was scattered across three klicks of burning debris. “Zara. Your six is clear. Take the shot.”
The space around Calloway Station writhed with fighter trails and weapons fire. What should have been a simple fuel depot raid had turned into a meat grinder the moment they’d dropped out of hyperspace and found a full Vaelhari defense fleet waiting for them. Coalition intelligence had missed that detail. Coalition intelligence missed a lot of details lately.
Mara’s fighter shuddered as a plasma burst clipped her starboard wing. She adjusted trim without thinking about it and locked onto the interceptor that had just revealed its position by shooting at her. The Vaelhari pilot was good—better than the sims had suggested—but he was flying standard evasive patterns. Predictable.
She put two bursts center mass and watched his ship go dark.
“Nice shot, Lead.” Zara’s voice carried the kind of grim satisfaction that came from watching your wingman do exactly what she was supposed to do under impossible circumstances. “Though I have to point out that we’re still completely screwed.”
“Details,” Mara said; already tracking her next target. “Seven, report.”
“Lead, this is Seven.” Mitchell’s voice cracked slightly. Nineteen years old. Two weeks out of flight training. And currently experiencing his first real engagement. “I’ve got three on me and my engines are running hot. I don’t think I can—”
“Copy, Seven. Break left and climb. I’m coming to you.”
Mara was already moving before she finished the sentence. Her fighter cutting through the battle space with the kind of precision that made people call her Ghost. Not because she was quiet—nothing about space combat was quiet when you were in the middle of it. Because she showed up exactly where you didn’t expect her to be and survived things that should have killed her.
The tactical display painted the battle in clean geometric shapes that didn’t capture the reality of flying through a debris field at combat speeds while people tried to kill you. Eighteen red contacts representing Vaelhari interceptors. Seven blue contacts representing what remained of Ghost Squadron. The fuel depot they’d been sent to destroy was currently expanding outward in a ball of superheated gas that would be visible from three systems away.
Mission accomplished. Now they just had to live long enough to report it.
She arrived at Mitchell’s position as two Vaelhari interceptors closed for the kill. Her first shot took the lead fighter center mass. The explosion lit up her canopy for half a second before the filters adjusted. The second interceptor broke off immediately. probably reconsidering its life choices now that Ghost Lead had joined the conversation.
“Seven, you’re clear. Form up on Ghost Two and head for the jump coordinates.”
“But Lead, you’re still—”
“That’s an order.” She switched to squadron frequency. Her voice carrying the kind of authority that came from being right more often than she was wrong. “All Ghost units, this is Lead. Primary mission is complete. RTB immediately.”
A chorus of acknowledgments came back. Some steadier than others. Lieutenant Chen sounded calm. Mitchell sounded like he was about to throw up inside his helmet. Par for the course.
“Mara.” Zara’s voice, private channel. Sharp with the kind of worry that came from flying together for three years and knowing exactly what the other person was thinking. “Don’t you dare.”
“Someone has to cover the withdrawal.” Mara was already turning back toward the main Vaelhari formation. Her tactical display showed the enemy fighters regrouping. Probably getting new orders from their command ship. Standard doctrine said they’d pursue the retreating Coalition force to the jump limit and try to pick off stragglers. “Get them home, Z. That’s your job now.”
“My job is flying wing for a pilot who thinks she’s immortal.”
“Your job is whatever I say it is. And I say it’s keeping my squadron alive.”
Through her canopy. She could see the distant flicker of engine burns as her people headed for safety. Two more minutes and they’d be clear of the gravity well. Two minutes for eighteen Vaelhari interceptors to catch them.
The decision took exactly two seconds to make. The consequences would last considerably longer.
“Z.” Her voice gentled slightly. “Take care of the kids. And tell Command that Intelligence needs to update their estimates of Vaelhari fleet strength in this sector. By about three hundred percent.”
“Mara—”
She cut the comm link and dove toward the Vaelhari formation.
Her weapons cycled to full charge as she approached. The math was elegant in its simplicity: eighteen enemy fighters focused on her meant eighteen enemy fighters not shooting at her squadron. She could hold their attention for two minutes. Maybe three if she was good and very lucky.
She’d been both before.
The lead, Vaelhari interceptor came at her head-on, weapons blazing. Brave, but stupid. In a head-to-head engagement. Victory went to whoever had better reflexes and less concern for their own survival. Mara had excellent reflexes and had stopped worrying about dying sometime around her third tour.
She waited until the last possible second before rolling inverted and diving below the enemy’s fire corridor. Her return shot caught him in the engine housing. He tumbled away. Atmosphere venting from his cockpit in a glittering stream.
“Attention Coalition fighter.” The voice on the emergency frequency was crisp, controlled, and spoke Terran Standard with an accent that made each word sound like it had been measured before being spoken. “You are outnumbered and alone. Power down your weapons and prepare to be taken aboard.”
Mara glanced at her tactical display—no friendly contacts. Her squadron had made the jump. Mission accomplished.
“Attention Vaelhari fleet.” She keyed the emergency frequency and allowed herself a small smile. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to have to decline. Nothing personal.”
The next engagement was more challenging. Two interceptors working in coordination. One high and one low. Trying to bracket her in a crossfire. She rolled through their attack pattern. Feeling the heat wash from a near miss. And came up behind the lower fighter. Her shot took him clean through the cockpit.
The surviving pilot immediately broke off and climbed for altitude—smart. He was learning.
“Coalition pilot.” The voice again. Same careful precision. But with an edge now. Professional irritation, maybe. “Your tactical situation is untenable. Surrender and you will be treated according to the conventions of war.”
“Sorry,” Mara said, tracking another target. “I’m still busy.”
She killed her third interceptor with a deflection shot that her instructors would have called technically impossible. The pilot had been running a spiral climb to escape her weapons envelope. Unfortunately for him, she’d calculated his trajectory three seconds before he’d started the maneuver.
Her fighter shuddered as return fire found its mark. Port engine down to sixty percent and dropping. Weapons system switching to backup power. Life support stable but registering increased power draw from the environmental systems working harder to compensate for hull microfractures.
She had maybe five more minutes before her ship would be flying in a straight line and hoping for the best.
The remaining, Vaelhari pilots had learned from watching their squadmates die. They weren’t coming at her individually anymore—Instead; they were forming coordinated attack groups. Using superior numbers to limit her maneuvering options.
It was exactly what she would have done in their position.
She managed to damage two more fighters before her port engine finally gave up entirely. The fighter lurched. Compensated through its backup systems. Then settled into the kind of wallowing flight profile that meant she was done being dangerous to anyone but herself.
The remaining interceptors formed a perfect sphere around her position. Professional, careful. And completely unnecessary given that her ship was now about as maneuverable as a cargo hauler with a broken hyperdrive.
“Coalition pilot.” The voice carried a note of what might have been respect. “Your ship is disabled. You have fought well. Surrender now and you will not be harmed.”
Mara considered her options while her ship drifted through the debris field. She could trigger the self-destruct. Which would take out a few more enemy fighters and deny them any useful intelligence. She could try to ram the nearest interceptor. Which would accomplish roughly the same thing with a higher probability of success. Or she could power down and see what these particular aliens wanted with a Coalition pilot.
The first two options were cleaner. They were also final.
The third was more interesting.
She powered down her weapons and cut her engines. Her fighter went silent except for the hum of life support and the occasional ping of cooling metal.
“This is Wing Commander Mara Voss, Terran Coalition Navy, service number 7749-Delta-Seven.” She kept her voice level, professional. “I am your prisoner.”
The response was immediate. Tractor beams locked onto her fighter from three different directions. And she felt the artificial gravity of a much larger ship take hold. Through her canopy. She could see the vast bulk of a Vaelhari heavy cruiser growing larger as they hauled her in.
She’d expected to die today—Instead; she was about to meet the enemy face to face.
That was either good luck or bad luck. With Mara’s track record. It was probably both.
The cruiser’s hangar bay opened ahead of her like a mouth lined with lights. As her fighter was drawn inside. She caught glimpses of Vaelhari crew moving with efficient purpose across the deck. Tall figures in form-fitting uniforms. Moving with a quality of controlled grace that looked almost choreographed.
The tractor beams set her fighter down with surprising gentleness. Through her canopy. She watched a squad of what were security personnel take positions around her ship. They carried weapons she didn’t recognize. But their body language was universal enough. Don’t try anything stupid and nobody gets hurt.
She wasn’t planning to try anything stupid—Yet. Her instruments registered the hangar bay pressurizing. Standard atmosphere. Slightly higher oxygen content than she was used to. Breathable, assuming the Vaelhari weren’t planning to poison her immediately.
A figure approached her fighter. Taller than the others. Moving with obvious authority. Through the distortion of her canopy. She could make out silver-gray skin and eyes that seemed to glow with their own light.
This was it, then. First contact with the enemy she’d been fighting for three years.
She popped her canopy.






  
  Chapter 2: The Architect


The first thing Mara noticed about Kael’Veth’Veth was that he didn’t blink. 
The second thing she noticed was that he was studying her with the focused intensity of someone trying to solve a particularly complex tactical problem. Which, she supposed. Was exactly what she was.
He stood beside her fighter in the Vaelhari hangar bay. Surrounded by security personnel who managed to look both professional and deeply uncomfortable with the entire situation. Up close. The differences between human and Vaelhari anatomy were more pronounced than Coalition intelligence files had suggested. He was tall—easily six and a half feet—with the kind of lean. Angular build that suggested strength without bulk. His skin was pale silver-gray. And those eyes that had seemed to glow were a solid deep amber with no whites at all.
Unsettling didn’t cover it.
“Wing Commander Mara Voss.” His voice was the same one that had offered her surrender over the comm. But hearing it without static revealed the careful precision of each syllable. “You are responsible for the destruction of three of my ships and the deaths of seven of my pilots.”
Mara climbed out of her cockpit and dropped to the hangar deck. Her legs were steadier than she’d expected, which was good. First impressions mattered. Even when you were the prisoner.
“That’s what happens when you start a fight,” she said. “People get hurt.”
Something flickered across his features—too quick to read. But definitely a reaction. Behind him. One of the security personnel made a sound that might have been amusement hastily suppressed.
“We did not start this engagement,” he said. “Your forces attacked our fuel depot.”
“Your fuel depot in human space,” Mara pointed out. “Which makes it our fuel depot that you stole.”
Another flicker. This time it was accompanied by a faint shift in the patterns along his jaw—barely visible lines that seemed to pulse with a subtle golden light. Bioluminescent markings. According to the intelligence briefings. Supposedly they indicated emotional state. Though nobody had figured out what the different patterns meant.
“You are correct,” he said after a pause that stretched just long enough to be noticeable. “The depot was constructed in what you consider your territory. However; your people established no presence in this sector until after our arrival. By our understanding; the depot was legally established in unclaimed space.”
“And by our understanding, you’re invading.” Mara kept her tone conversational. “Funny how perspective works.”
The golden flicker along his jaw intensified slightly. Definitely a tell of some kind, though she couldn’t determine whether it indicated irritation, interest. Or something else entirely.
“You are not what I expected,” he said.
“I get that a lot. Usually right before people try to kill me.”
“I am not planning to kill you.”
“How refreshing. What are you planning to do with me?”
He considered the question with the same focused attention he’d been giving her since she’d climbed out of her fighter. Around them. The hangar bay continued its controlled bustle of activity. Vaelhari crew members moved with purposeful efficiency. But she caught several of them stealing glances in her direction. Probably wondering what their commander was going to do with the human pilot who’d just cost them a third of a squadron.
“That depends,” he said finally, “on several factors.”
“Such as?”
“Whether you intend to cause additional difficulties while aboard my ship.”
Mara made a show of looking around the hangar bay. Her fighter was surrounded by armed guards. The hangar exit was blocked by more security personnel. Her weapon had been confiscated during the few seconds between her canopy opening and her feet hitting the deck.
“I’m thinking my difficulty-causing options are limited at the moment,” she said.
“That is not an answer.”
“It’s the best answer you’re going to get without a more specific question.”
The marking along his jaw flared brighter for just an instant before settling back to its previous level. Definitely irritation, she decided. Or maybe frustration. She was having an effect, at any rate.
“Very well,” he said. “Will you attempt to escape custody, sabotage my ship. Or harm my crew?”
“Well. When you put it like that…” Mara pretended to consider the question seriously. “I assume you’re planning to torture me for information.”
“We do not torture.”
“Right. What do you call it when you ask someone questions they don’t want to answer?”
“Interrogation.”
“And if they still don’t want to answer?”
“We ask more persuasive questions.”
“That’s torture.”
“It is interrogation.”
Mara studied his face. There was no deception there that she could detect. Just the same careful precision that marked everything he said. Either he genuinely believed there was a meaningful distinction between interrogation and torture. Or he was a better liar than anyone had a right to be.
“Let me ask you something,” she said. “Do your persuasive questions involve pain?”
“They involve consequences.”
“What kind of consequences?”
A pause. “That would depend on the importance of the information and the resistance encountered.”
“So yes, they involve pain.”
“Pain is not the objective.”
“But it’s on the menu.”
Another pause, longer this time. The golden markings along his jaw had settled into a steady, subdued glow. She was definitely having an effect on him, though she couldn’t determine what kind.
“You argue semantics,” he said finally.
“I argue accuracy. There’s a difference.”
“Is there?”
“You tell me. You’re the one with the interrogation protocols.”
Something changed in his expression—a subtle shift that suggested he was reevaluating her in some fundamental way. Around them. The hangar bay activity continued. But she had the distinct impression that the security personnel were listening to every word of this conversation.
“You are not afraid,” he said.
“Of course I’m afraid,” Mara said. “I’m just better at hiding it than most people.” She paused. “Also. You should know that was a compliment. To me. About myself.”
The golden flicker returned, brighter this time. Definitely amusement, she decided. Or maybe confusion. With an alien face. It was hard to tell.
“I do not understand your meaning.”
“I was making a joke. About my own competence under pressure.”
“A joke.”
“Yes.”
“You are imprisoned aboard an enemy vessel. And you choose this moment to make jokes.”
“Seemed like as good a time as any.”
He studied her for another long moment. The markings along his jaw were doing something more complex now—not just the golden flicker. But a subtle shifting pattern that reminded her of breathing.
“You are either very brave or very foolish,” he said.
“I prefer to think of myself as practical. Panicking won’t improve my situation. So why waste the energy?”
“And what would improve your situation?”
“Tea would be nice.”
The words were out of her mouth before she’d thought about them. It was the kind of sarcastic comment that usually earned her a lecture from her commanding officers about taking things seriously. She expected the alien to ignore it or take it as evidence that humans weren’t worth the trouble of keeping alive.
Instead. He turned to one of the security personnel and said something in what she assumed was his own language. The response was immediate—a crisp acknowledgment followed by rapid movement toward what looked like a comm panel built into the hangar wall.
“Tea will be provided,” he said. Turning back to her.
Mara blinked. “I wasn’t being serious.”
“You requested tea. Tea will be provided.”
“That was sarcasm.”
“I do not understand.”
Oh. This was going to be interesting.
“Sarcasm is when you say one thing but mean something else,” she explained. “Usually the opposite of what you said.”
“That seems inefficient.”
“It’s not about efficiency. It’s about…” She paused. Trying to figure out how to explain human humor to someone who apparently had no frame of reference for it. “It’s a way of expressing frustration or disbelief without being directly confrontational.”
“So you did not want tea.”
“Well, no, I do want tea. I just didn’t expect you to provide it.”
The golden markings brightened. “You said one thing while meaning another thing. But both things were true simultaneously.”
“That’s… not exactly how sarcasm works, but it’s close enough.”
“Your communication methods are complicated.”
“You have no idea.”
A new figure approached from across the hangar bay. Female, Mara thought. Though with aliens it was hard to be certain. Shorter than the commander but with the same silver-gray coloring and amber eyes. The markings along her jaw and temples were silver than gold. And they remained steady as she moved.
She spoke rapidly in the Vaelhari language. The commander—whose name she still didn’t know—listened without interruption. Then responded with what sounded like a series of precise instructions.
“Vel’Sharath will escort you to quarters where you will remain until we determine how to proceed,” he said, turning back to Mara. “Tea will be brought to you there.”
“And you are?”
“I am Kael’Veth’Veth-Aur, Architect of the Fourth Fleet.”
The Architect. Coalition intelligence had files on him. Though they were frustratingly thin on details. What they did know suggested he was one of the most effective Vaelhari military commanders they’d encountered. The fact that she was still breathing instead of floating in the vacuum outside probably said something significant about his character.
The question was what.
“Pleasure to meet you,” she said. “I wish it were under better circumstances.”
“As do I.”
The female—Vel’Sharath—stepped forward with the kind of purposeful movement that suggested this conversation was over whether Mara wanted it to be or not. Up close. Her markings were more complex than the commander’s. Forming intricate patterns along her temples and the line of her collar.
“Commander Voss,” she said. And her accent was different from Kael’Veth’Veth’s—crisper, with harder consonants. “You will come with me.”
It wasn’t a request.
Mara looked back at Kael’Veth’Veth. The golden glow along his jaw had faded to almost nothing. But she could still detect it if she looked carefully. He was watching her with that same focused attention. As if she were a problem he was still trying to solve.
“Thank you for the tea,” she said.
“It has not been delivered yet.”
“Thank you in advance for the tea.”
The glow brightened. “You are welcome in advance.”
As Vel’Sharath led her toward the hangar exit, Mara caught herself wondering whether the Architect understood humor better than he let on. Or if he was just naturally suited to accidentally finding it.
Either way. This was going to be more interesting than she’d expected.






  
  Chapter 3: Inventory


Mara’s quarters were not what she’d expected from an alien warship. 
For one thing. They were larger than her cabin on the Coalition destroyer she’d called home for the past eighteen months. For another. They had a window—an actual transparent aluminum viewport that offered an unobstructed view of the star field outside. Either the Vaelhari had different ideas about prisoner security than humans did. Or they were confident enough in their ship’s defenses that they didn’t worry about one unarmed pilot causing problems.
She made a mental note to test that confidence at the first opportunity.
The tea, when it arrived, was good. A pale green liquid with a faintly floral taste that reminded her of jasmine but with an underlying complexity she couldn’t identify. The Vaelhari crew member who delivered it—young, nervous. With markings that flickered rapidly between gold and silver—set the cup on the small table beside her bunk and left without saying a word.
Mara sipped the tea and began her real work: mapping the ship.
The Vaelhari vessel was a heavy cruiser. Approximately eight hundred meters from bow to stern based on her observations during the tractor beam approach. The hangar bay had been located amidships on the port side. Which suggested a symmetrical design with similar facilities to starboard. The crew quarters were apparently located in the forward sections. At least one deck above the hangar level.
She spent the first hour cataloging everything she could see from her viewport. The star field provided a fixed reference point. Allowing her to track the ship’s rotation and approximate heading. They were moving at sublight speeds through what appeared to be empty space—no planets, no asteroid fields. Nothing that would explain why they weren’t jumping immediately to wherever Vaelhari ships went when they weren’t fighting Coalition forces.
The second hour was devoted to testing the boundaries of her confinement.
The door to her quarters was locked. But not with anything she recognized as a traditional security system. There was no keypad, no biometric scanner. No obvious control mechanism of any kind. Just a seamless panel that refused to respond to pressure, heat. Or the limited electrical current she could generate by shorting out the room’s lighting system.
Interesting. Either Vaelhari security technology was significantly more advanced than Coalition intelligence had estimated. Or they used completely different operational principles. Both possibilities were worth noting.
The ventilation system was accessible through a standard-looking grate near the ceiling. But the ducts beyond were too small for human passage. She could get her arm in up to the shoulder. Which was enough to determine that the airflow was coming from spinward and the ducts ran parallel to what she assumed was the ship’s main corridor.
More useful was voices carried through the ventilation system. Not clearly enough to make out specific words. But enough to get a sense of crew activity and movement patterns. The ship ran on what appeared to be a standard twenty-four-hour cycle. With shift changes at intervals that suggested three rotating crews. Normal for any military vessel.
By the end of her second day aboard. She had a rough map of the section of ship accessible from her quarters. A basic understanding of the crew rotation schedule. And seventeen different ways she could attempt to escape if the opportunity presented itself.
She had also determined that she wasn’t trying to escape—Yet. This was troubling for several reasons. Not least of which was that staying aboard an enemy vessel went against every piece of training she’d received since joining the Coalition military. The smart play was to gather what intelligence she could and find the first opportunity to steal a shuttle or fighter and return to Coalition space. Instead; she found herself genuinely curious about the ship, its crew; and the alien commander who had ordered tea brought to her quarters because she’d made a sarcastic comment.
On the morning of her third day, Vel’Sharath came to collect her.
“Commander Voss,” she said when the door somehow unlocked itself at her approach. “You will accompany me.”
Mara finished the last of her tea—the crew member had been bringing it regularly. Always the same pale green variety—and stood. “Where are we going?”
“The Architect wishes to speak with you.”
“Any particular reason?”
“He did not share his reasoning with me.”
Vel’Sharath led her through corridors that confirmed several of her assumptions about the ship’s layout. The walls were lined with what appeared to be organic curves than straight angles. Giving the passages a flowing. Almost grown appearance that was unlike anything in Coalition ship design. The lighting came from panels that seemed to be integrated into the wall surface itself, providing a warm. Even illumination that was easy on the eyes.
They passed several crew members during the walk. All of them were tall, lean. And moved with that same controlled grace she’d noticed in the hangar bay. Most had the silver-gray skin coloring. Though she spotted a few with darker tones that ranged toward charcoal. The bioluminescent markings varied as well—some gold like the Architect’s, others silver like Vel’Sharath’s. And a few in shades of blue and green she hadn’t seen before.
“Are the markings hereditary?” she asked as they walked.
Vel’Sharath glanced at her. “They indicate rank and function.”
“Like insignia?”
“Among other things.”
“What other things?”
“Emotional state. Physical condition. Psychological compatibility.” A pause. “They are not under conscious control.”
That was interesting. If the markings did indicate emotional state, then Kael’Veth’Veth’s golden flickering during their conversation hadn’t been intentional. He’d been reacting to something—her words, her presence. Or possibly just the novelty of dealing with a human prisoner.
“Can you read them?” Mara asked. “The emotional states, I mean.”
“With sufficient familiarity, yes.”
“What was the Architect feeling when we spoke in the hangar bay?”
Vel’Sharath stopped walking and turned to face her directly. Up close. The silver markings along her temples were visible as complex. Branching patterns that reminded Mara of frost on a window.
“Why do you wish to know?” she asked.
“Curiosity. If I’m going to be stuck here, I might as well learn something useful.”
“You are not stuck here. You are being held here.”
“Is there a difference?”
“There is a significant difference.”
“Such as?”
“Someone who is stuck seeks a way out. Someone who is held waits to be released.”
Mara considered this. “And which one am I?”
“That,” Vel’Sharath said, “remains to be determined.”
They resumed walking. The corridor curved gradually to the left; and Mara updated her mental map accordingly. If her estimates were correct. They were heading toward what should be the ship’s command section.
“The Architect was interested,” Vel’Sharath said without preamble.
“In what?”
“In you. Your responses were not what he expected from a Coalition military officer.”
“What did he expect?”
“Aggression. Demands for repatriation. Threats regarding the consequences of holding a Coalition prisoner.”
“Should I have made threats?”
“Most humans do.”
“Most humans haven’t spent three years fighting Vaelhari pilots. I know better than to threaten someone who’s already demonstrated they’re better at violence than I am.”
Vel’Sharath’s markings shifted slightly—a subtle change in pattern that might have indicated amusement. Or approval. Or indigestion, for all Mara knew.
“You are pragmatic,” she said.
“I’m practical. There’s a difference.”
“Is there?”
“Pragmatism implies willingness to compromise principles for advantage. Practicality is just recognizing reality and adapting accordingly.”
“And your reality is that you are a prisoner aboard an enemy vessel.”
“My reality is that I’m a guest who isn’t allowed to leave yet.”
This time the shift in Vel’Sharath’s markings was definitely amusement. “An interesting perspective.”
“I find perspective is usually more useful than panic.”
They had reached what was clearly the command section of the ship. The corridors were wider here. With higher ceilings and more elaborate lighting. Crew members moved with increased purpose; and Mara caught glimpses of what looked like tactical displays through open doorways.
“Commander Voss,” Vel’Sharath said. Stopping before a door that was larger and more ornate than the others they’d passed. “The Architect has granted you unprecedented access to this vessel. I suggest you remember that such access can be revoked.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“I am providing you with information that may prove useful.”
The door opened before Mara could respond. Revealing a room that was clearly designed for both command and contemplation. The far wall was dominated by a massive viewport that offered a panoramic view of space. While the near wall contained what appeared to be tactical displays and communication equipment. Between them. The room was furnished with simple but elegant furniture that seemed to grow from the floor itself.
Kael’Veth’Veth stood near the viewport. His back to the door. He wore a form-fitting uniform similar to what she’d seen on the other crew members. But with additional markings that probably indicated rank. The bioluminescent patterns along his jaw and the back of his neck were visible from behind. A steady golden glow that seemed brighter than she remembered.
“Commander Voss,” he said without turning around. “Thank you for coming.”
“As if I had a choice.”
“You had choices. You chose to walk than be carried. You chose to respond to questions rather than remain silent. You chose to engage rather than withdraw.” He turned to face her. And she saw that the golden markings extended across his collarbone in patterns that were definitely more complex than what she’d observed before. “You make choices constantly. The question is whether you make them consciously.”
“That’s very philosophical for a military commander.”
“Command is philosophy made manifest through action.”
“That sounds like something they’d put on a recruitment poster.”
The golden glow brightened. “Do you find it inadequate?”
“I find it interesting. Most Coalition commanders would have started with demands for information about fleet strengths and base locations.”
“Most Coalition commanders are not responsible for the deaths of my pilots.”
The temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees. Mara felt Vel’Sharath shift position behind her. Moving closer to the door. The golden glow along Kael’Veth’Veth’s markings had intensified to the point where it was clearly visible even in the room’s ambient lighting.
“No,” Mara said carefully. “They’re not.”
“You killed seven of my people.”
“You were trying to kill me at the time. And my people.”
“That is the nature of war.”
“Yes, it is.”
He studied her for a long moment. The markings along his collarbone were doing something she hadn’t seen before—a slow. Rhythmic pulse that reminded her of a heartbeat.
“Do you regret their deaths?” he asked.
“I regret that they were necessary. I don’t regret defending myself and my squadron.”
“An honest answer.”
“It’s the only kind worth giving.”
“Is it?”
“In my experience. Lies require more energy to maintain than they’re usually worth. Truth is more efficient.”
“Efficient.” The pulse in his markings slowed. “An interesting way to frame morality.”
“I didn’t say it was moral. I said it was efficient.”
“Are they not the same thing?”
“You tell me. You’re the one holding a prisoner without formal charges or communication with her government.”
The markings flared. “You are not a prisoner. You are a guest.”
“A guest who isn’t allowed to leave.”
“A guest who has not asked to leave.”
That stopped her. Because he was right. In the three days since her capture. She had spent considerable time and effort mapping the ship and identifying potential escape routes. But she had not asked to be released or returned to Coalition space.
“Would you let me go if I asked?”
“That would depend on several factors.”
“Such as?”
“Whether your departure would compromise the security of this vessel or its crew. Whether you possessed information that could harm my people if shared. Whether alternative arrangements could be made for your continued welfare.”
“Alternative arrangements?”
“This war will not continue indefinitely. When it ends. The status of military personnel captured during the conflict will need to be resolved.”
“And until then?”
“Until then, you are here.”
Mara looked around the room. Through the viewport. She could see the star field slowly rotating as the ship maintained its course toward whatever destination the Vaelhari considered important enough to travel to at sublight speeds.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“That information is classified.”
“Of course it is.” She paused. “Can I ask why you’re not jumping to hyperspace?”
A longer pause. The markings along his collarbone had settled into a steady, subdued glow.
“There are hazards in this region that make hyperspace travel inadvisable,” he said finally.
“What kind of hazards?”
“The kind that have destroyed seven Vaelhari vessels in the past six months.”
Mara felt a chill run down her spine. Coalition intelligence had reported unexplained Vaelhari ship losses in several sectors. But command had attributed them to equipment failures or internal conflict. The possibility that something else was responsible had been considered and dismissed as unlikely.
“Something’s hunting you,” she said.
“Something is hunting all of us,” Kael’Veth’Veth corrected. “Your people simply have not encountered it yet.”
Before she could ask what he meant. Alarms began sounding throughout the ship.






  
  Chapter 4: Worth


Kael’Veth’Veth stood at the primary tactical display in his command center. Studying the intelligence profile that had been compiled on Wing Commander Mara Voss over the past seventy-two hours. The data was both comprehensive and troubling. 
Service record: exemplary. Combat effectiveness: exceptional. Psychological profile: dangerously competent.
Three pilots and two crew members. That was the cost of her final engagement before capture. Seven Vaelhari lives reduced to entries in his casualty record. Which lay open on the desk beside him. He had updated it immediately after the battle. As was his custom. Each name inscribed in the flowing script of his people’s formal language. Each representing a family that would never see their loved one return.
He did not minimize this cost. The human pilot was skilled. But skill did not erase responsibility.
The tactical report made for equally uncomfortable reading. Commander Voss had identified and exploited weaknesses in standard interceptor formations that should not have been apparent to someone operating under extreme stress. Her target selection had been precise than opportunistic. Her final maneuvers before engine failure suggested she had been calculating probability matrices for multiple simultaneous engagements.
In short. She was exactly the kind of adversary the Vaelhari could least afford to face in large numbers.
“Architect.” Vel’Sharath’s voice carried the careful neutrality she used when preparing to offer advice he might not want to hear. “The disposal order from Command requires a response.”
Kael’Veth’Veth did not look up from the tactical display. The disposal order had arrived six hours after the prisoner’s capture. Transmitted through secure channels with Command’s highest priority coding. Extract useful intelligence and eliminate the security risk. Standard protocol for captured enemy personnel with significant operational knowledge.
He had filed a delay. Operational necessity. Pending completion of interrogation. It was a legitimate response that bought him seventy-two hours to determine how to proceed.
The problem was that he was not entirely certain why he had filed the delay.
“The interrogation is proceeding,” he said.
“No formal interrogation has begun,” Vel’Sharath pointed out. “You have spoken with the prisoner twice. Both conversations were conducted in quarters more comfortable than those provided to our own junior officers.”
“The prisoner’s comfort level is not relevant to intelligence extraction.”
“Then why provide comfort?”
It was a reasonable question. Protocol suggested that prisoners should be housed in secure facilities designed to encourage cooperation through controlled discomfort—Instead. He had ordered that Commander Voss be given standard crew quarters with full amenities. When she had requested tea. He had authorized its provision. When she had made additional requests during her confinement. He had approved those as well.
None of this served any tactical purpose he could readily identify.
“The prisoner responds poorly to traditional pressure techniques,” he said finally. “Alternative approaches may prove more effective.”
“Alternative approaches such as hospitality?”
“Alternative approaches such as establishing rapport that can be leveraged for information extraction.”
Vel’Sharath moved to stand beside him at the tactical display. Her expression was carefully neutral. But the silver markings along her temples had shifted into patterns he recognized as skepticism mixed with concern.
“Architect,” she said, “your jaw markings flare when you review the prisoner’s file.”
“That is not accurate.”
“I have observed this response on four separate occasions since her capture.”
“Your observation is mistaken.”
“Is it?”
He turned to face her directly. Vel’Sharath had served as his second in command for three years. She was an exceptional tactical officer, utterly loyal. And possessed of the kind of analytical mind that made her observations difficult to dismiss even when they were inconvenient.
“Explain your concern,” he said.
“The prisoner represents a significant intelligence asset. Her knowledge of Coalition fleet dispositions, tactical doctrine. And operational planning could provide substantial advantage in future engagements.” Vel’Sharath paused. Her markings shifting to patterns that indicated careful consideration of words. “However. She also represents a potential liability if her presence aboard this vessel compromises your judgment.”
“My judgment is not compromised.”
“Then why have you not begun formal interrogation? Why has she been provided with accommodations typically reserved for diplomatic visitors? Why do your markings respond to visual contact with her file in ways I have not observed in three years of service together?”
The questions were precise, logical. And exactly the kind of analysis he would expect from his second in command. They were also questions he could not answer in any way that would satisfy either Vel’Sharath or his own sense of tactical propriety.
His markings were responding to the prisoner in ways he had never experienced before. When she spoke. The patterns along his jaw brightened without conscious intent. When she displayed the particular combination of intelligence and irreverence that seemed to characterize her approach to conversation. The glow intensified to the point where crew members were beginning to notice.
He had initially classified this as a stress response related to the tactical challenge she represented. Competent adversaries required heightened attention. And elevated attention naturally produced physiological responses. This explanation had proven inadequate when the markings continued to respond even when reviewing her file in private.
“The prisoner’s case presents unusual factors,” he said carefully.
“Such as?”
“She has made no attempt to escape.”
“Her quarters are secured.”
“She has not requested communication with Coalition forces.”
“She is not authorized such communication.”
“She has not demanded repatriation or threatened consequences for her continued detention.”
“Standard pressure tactics to encourage cooperation.”
“She requested tea.”
Vel’Sharath’s markings shifted to patterns he couldn’t immediately identify. “She requested tea,” she repeated.
“During our initial conversation. She made a request for tea. When I authorized its provision. She claimed the request had been sarcasm. When I explained that I did not understand sarcasm. She attempted to explain the concept while simultaneously expressing appreciation for the tea itself.”
“You find this significant.”
“I find it unexpected. Coalition military doctrine emphasizes resistance to interrogation through non-cooperation and psychological pressure on captors. Commander Voss appears to be following no recognizable protocol.”
“Perhaps because she is not following Coalition protocol. Perhaps because she is following her own protocol.”
That was an uncomfortable thought. If the prisoner was operating according to personal than institutional guidelines. It suggested a level of individual agency that made her significantly more unpredictable. It also suggested that traditional interrogation methods might prove less effective than anticipated.
“Recommendation?” he asked.
“Begin formal interrogation immediately. Extract whatever intelligence she possesses and implement the disposal order before her presence creates additional complications.”
“What additional complications?”
Vel’Sharath studied him for a long moment. The patterns along her temples had settled into configurations that indicated careful evaluation of multiple factors.
“You have filed two delay responses to Command regarding this prisoner,” she said. “You have provided her with accommodations that exceed protocol requirements. You have personally conducted conversations that serve no apparent intelligence gathering function. Your physiological responses to her presence indicate elevated emotional engagement of a type I have not previously observed.”
She paused. Allowing the implications to settle.
“If Command determines that your judgment regarding this prisoner has been compromised. They will remove you from command and assign another Architect to complete the interrogation and disposal. That Architect will not share your apparent reluctance to proceed according to established protocol.”
The observation was accurate and tactically sound. Command tolerance for deviation from protocol was limited. Particularly when such deviation involved enemy personnel who possessed potentially







