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“Consider it the Graf-General’s farewell tour,” Captain Maria de Alba suggested as she looked over the list of things they were supposed to have had done already. In early December General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg would be making an “informal inspection” of the 58th Regiment of Foot, better known as the Global Defense Force’s British branch, forcing everyone to catch up on all those things they hadn’t had time to do because they’d been too busy doing what they were supposed to do.


The adjutant shook his head, “No, if it were a farewell tour there’d already be t-shirts for sale, and I haven’t seen an order form for the commemorative DVD.” The rest of the staff officers and their advisor groaned at the Israeli’s abysmal joke. Even Commander “Rachel Na Gael” managed a laugh and Moshe grinned even more broadly. He liked the one-eyed alien and he missed hearing her laughter and her wise-ass comments. Ever since the regiment’s return from Germany, she’d been growing quieter and quieter, and Captain Moshe ben David worried about her.


“Actually, this is his way of settling bets, since there was a large chunk of the pool that wagered he’d just fossilize behind his desk and get rolled out for meetings and receptions like Jeremy Bentham,” Colonel Tadeus Przilas, the executive officer, confided to the others, drawing another round of chuckles. He switched topics. “Commander, what’s this I hear about no Christmas crackers?” It had been a hard few months and everyone was looking forward to the Christmas holidays, even the non-Christians.


She snorted. “Utter codswallop, as usual. Someone decided that,” she mimicked the logistics officer’s tone, “‘out of concern for those suffering from PTS,’ we would only have crackers that did not make a popping sound. Which, of course, do not exist. Thus no crackers.” She leaned forward conspiratorially, whispering “or so Oatmeal thinks.” Captain Edward O’Neil, now branded “Oatmeal” because of his behavior during the Harz campaign, had earned the disgust of the rest of the officers, and they made no effort to hide their unprofessional snickers. Then the conference room door opened and Regimental Sergeant Major Sheldon Smith, Captain O’Neil, Father Mikael Farudi and Major General James McKendrick joined them.


“Remain seated,” McKendrick ordered as chairs began sliding back. He took his usual place, and once everyone but the chaplain had taken their customary seats, he started the briefing. Rachel gave her place to the Anglican priest and instead leaned against the wall. Father Mikael had a Most Secret clearance, so his attending the regular briefing was not a problem. “First things first,” the Scottish redhead rumbled. “Congratulations are in order for Maria and Edward. Both of you will receive promotions at the new year, Maria for her ongoing service and excellent work on developing the satellite use capabilities of the Branch, and Edward for his combat role in Operation Heart’s Blood.”


A round of congratulations flowed through the room and, as much as she hated to admit it, Rachel agreed that O’Neil had earned his major’s crown. “To spike the logical rumor, I put Moshe in for promotion as well, but the Israeli Defense Force informed me that he lacks time in grade. However, you will get a raise and I assume you will be fast tracked, Moshe.” The Israeli shrugged. The IDF was notoriously picky about what it demanded of career officers, so he wasn’t surprised by the denial.


“Now for our regular business.” McKendrick snorted a little as the others chuckled. The meeting went swiftly and finally the general announced, “Father Mikael has a request.”


The Lebanese priest smiled. “I need help. I need someone who can read Hebrew, and a Greek-speaker if at all possible, to assist with the Christmas Eve service. Just to read two passages of scripture—they can come and then leave again if they need or want to. And if any of you know of a good high-treble singer in your sections, let me know so I can try to persuade them to sing with the choir that night. Male or female will work. First Sergeant Lee will be gone on leave.” Rachel smothered a bit of a grin. Poor Tony—he caught hell for singing countertenor. That he remained single and never cursed fueled less amusing rumors and now she smothered a sigh.


Everyone agreed to ask, and an unusually cheerful McKendrick adjourned the meeting. “Ah, Commander, a moment please.” He let the others leave, then nodded for Father Mikael to shut the door. “Is something wrong, Rachel?”


She shook her head. “No, sir.”


The two men exchanged a glance. McKendrick didn’t press but just said, “I’m sorry you won’t be singing with us this year. And I’m sorry that Vienna has denied my request to award you either the Silver Cross or the Honor Medal.” Those were two of the GDF’s highest awards, one military and the other for civilians working with the Defense Force.


Rachel smiled a little. “Thank you for nominating me, sir.” She had nothing else to say so McKendrick dismissed his advisor. She walked out, her cane giving the familiar “step tap step” cadence as she returned to the laboratory.


The general and the priest waited until her steps had faded away. “PTS again?” Father Mikael asked.


“I don’t know. I just hope that General von Hohen-Drachenburg’s visit will improve things.” He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m told that they are very old acquaintances.” He replaced his spectacles. “I never thought I’d say this, Father, but I miss her bad jokes and wise-ass remarks.”


“As do I, General. I also miss her singing,” the priest sighed a little, worried about his unusual parishioner but not certain what to do for her.
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“Ten-SHUN!” RSM Smith bellowed as General Joschka the Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg, military commander of the Global Defense Force, stepped out of his car and accepted Major General McKendrick’s salute, then returned it. In a very rare show of formality, the regiment stood in ranks at attention for inspection. Even though it was cold and he was tired, Joschka returned the courtesy, studying the formation and the appearance of the men and women drawn up on the cloudy December afternoon. He made note of some people whom he would be seeing later that evening, then complimented the formation and the work the branch had done recently. As quickly as was seemly, he ended the inspection, and Joschka followed McKendrick and Col. Przilas inside the regimental headquarters. “Dismissed!” Smith ordered, and the ranks broke as people set new speed records getting inside out of the cold. Not that they begrudged giving the Graf-General the honor, but the wind chill was vile.


Commander Na Gael, who had been standing with the staff officers, watched the soldiers disperse before making her own slow way around the rear of the building to the rose garden. She checked a few of the cones covering her precious roses, making sure they were secure, adding more snow to the mounds protecting the Sweetbriar and Goldbusch. She wanted to see Joschka, but it was probably for the best if they didn’t spend any time alone. She didn’t want him catching her bleak mood, especially this year. As she made her rounds, she sang one of the suicide praises from Ilmto under her breath.


Meanwhile, inside the warm building, Joschka savored a hot coffee and made mental notes of what he’d seen. Not counting the September Disaster, it had been many years since he’d visited the British branch, and he approved of the changes he saw, both in the buildings and the personnel. The British branch was small as the GDF went, but its reputation and activity level made it stand out. To have served and survived a rotation here was a good mark for advancement and promotion within the other GDF divisions. Not that all the Branches weren’t excellent in their own way, and not that the British were without fault! But there was just something about them that made the Brits different.


After the initial professional talk was out of the way, General McKendrick decided to venture a question. “Sir, do you know much about Rachel’s background?”


With an understatement that would have done a native Briton proud, Joschka replied, “A little. Why?”


“We’re worried about her, my lord General.” The Austrian leaned forward, his bright blue eyes intent as McKendrick continued, “She’s not been herself since we returned from Germany. It’s been a difficult autumn, between the Vreenahlwee and the episode we had here, but Rachel’s been more subdued than I can remember since taking command.”


Joschka frowned, hiding a surge of worry for his oldest friend. “Is she still carrying out her duties?” She’d sounded fine in their occasional late-night phone conversations, but Joschka had seen her bluff before.


“Oh yes, sir, as admirably as ever, and I have no complaints about her performance, my lord General. But,” McKendrick’s voice trailed off. “She’s refusing to sing anymore, sir. She doesn’t give a reason and she won’t even participate in the Christmas Eve service.” McKendrick was not in an especially festive mood himself, but this was a very worrying development.


The Graf-General sat back in his seat in McKendrick’s tidy office. “General, what I’m about to tell you goes absolutely no further. You are correct—I know a fair amount about Commander Na Gael Ni Drako’s past.” At the Scotsman’s puzzled look Joschka nodded. “That’s her actual name, although she doesn’t use all of it.” And he told McKendrick the barest bones of Rachel’s personal story, omitting her ongoing service with the Azdhagi.


When the Graf-General finished, McKendrick didn’t know quite what to say. “Good Lord, sir. I’m surprised she’s still here and still sane. I knew that she was the winter Guardian, but the rest . . .” After a bit he concluded, “Thank you, sir. I’ll keep that in mind and see what I can do for her.”


Joschka smiled and stroked his beard. “You’re welcome. And I’ll try to see if she’s willing to talk to me. Now,” and he opened his briefcase and pulled out a handful of papers. “Walk me through some of these names, please, so I don’t embarrass anyone—including me.” He could get through most European surnames, but some of the others still gave him difficulty and Joschka didn’t want to make a mistake during the awards ceremony. It was too bad Rachel’s contract didn’t allow her to receive official recognition. At the time, restricting her because she wasn’t a native had seemed like a good idea and fair. Now he regretted Brigadier General Eastman’s decision.


He found a chance to talk to Rachel the next day. “Commander Na Gael,” he said at dinner, “If you have some time free, I’d like to see this glasshouse that I’ve heard stories about.” She looked up from poking at her baked fish and nodded. She’d not had much appetite since the end of the last mission.


“Certainly, my lord General. Whenever it is convenient for you.” Rachel wanted to show off the glasshouse, but wasn’t feeling good. I just need time away is all, she tried to tell herself. Come spring I’ll take a long decade and go to the Azdhag empire, go trading, maybe visit that wonderful spa that Zabet keeps gushing about. The Wanderer suspected that her problem went much deeper than simple fatigue, but she shoved the thought away.


“Fourteen hundred hours, unless you have anything I need to see?” he inquired of his hosts. McKendrick and Przilas both claimed to have nothing special planned—not that they would have admitted it if they had.


Ninety minutes later, Rachel opened the door for the Graf-General. “This way, sir.” Joschka noted the well-trampled path in the snow and followed it down the edge of the rose garden, then around a semi-ornamental hedge. He spotted the glasshouse and stopped, studying the simple glass and steel building, then continued forward. Rachel followed two paces behind him, then trotted ahead to get the door.


“I apologize for the mess, my lord General,” she began, but her old friend waved her off.


“No, I apologize for straying from the program and intruding on your personal retreat,” he said, reassuring her. She showed him the rose starts and winter herbs and vegetables, and he complimented her efficient use of space. “Where does the heat come from?”


She smiled conspiratorially. “You are standing on the thermal exhaust for the underground parts of the headquarters.” Joschka looked down, scuffed away a bit of the gravel, and saw very tight metal grating. “The heat vents here. That’s why General Whitehead accepted the engineers’ proposal for the glasshouse—it fits the overall plan of this sort of building complex, plus it camouflages the excess energy if someone were to do an IR scan.”


Joschka shook his head. “Was this all your idea?”


“Not entirely, but some.” She studied the ground, embarrassed.


“Very good thinking, Rada,” he switched to Trader. “Since you’re here and there are fewer eager rumor mongers,” he started. Rachel braced herself. He studied his old friend, noting how thin she seemed even compared to earlier in the fall, and watching her reaction to the news. “Pending approval by the Secretary, Colonel Rahoul Khan will return to Britain as commanding officer with a promotion to brigadier general.” Rachel bit her lip and swallowed hard. “What’s the matter?”


“I just,” she turned away and leaned on a potting bench. “Dear Lord, Joschka! I remember when you were a gawky corporal and when Rahoul was a wide-eyed lieutenant reeking of Sandhurst! And now you’re retiring from being the highest ranking soldier on this planet and Rahoul will be commanding here.” She hung her head. “And I’m still playing the resident wiseass and running from shadows.” To his vast surprise Rachel had tears in her eye, and Joschka pulled her to himself, holding her against his chest as she cried.


“Shhhh, shhhhh,” he soothed. “Truth, Hairball, what’s wrong?” But she didn’t answer, just fought to regain control of herself. After a bit, he tried a different tack. “McKendrick wanted to know if I understood why you aren’t singing at Christmas Eve mass this year. I hadn’t heard.”


Rachel pulled free and turned away, hugging herself. “I can’t sing anymore, Awful. The songs died inside the mountain. There’s nothing left but ash and shadow.”


“Not even ‘David’s Lamentation,’ or ‘Coventry Carol’?” he asked quietly. The Christmas after Johann’s death, Magda had asked Rachel to come to the Drachenburg and she’d mourned with and sung for the grieving family, helping ease some of their raw pain. “Not even for me?”


The small woman straightened up and he watched her shoulders rise as she inhaled. But instead of “Lulla, lullay my little tiny child,” what Joschka heard was “I’m sorry, sir. There’s nothing but darkness and silence where the music used to be.”


“What does the Gospel of John say? ‘The Light shone in the darkness, and the darkness overcame it not’,” he gently reminded his oldest friend. “Just promise me you’ll think about it, please?”


Rachel wouldn’t meet his eyes, and Joschka grew more concerned when she didn’t answer him. Instead, she opened the door so they could return to the lab. At last, moments before they reached the main building, she said quietly, “I promise.” That was all he’d asked, and he accepted her words. But Joschka’s heart hurt for the pain he sensed hiding below the surface and he worried for his friend and love.


The Graf-General left the next day, and soon it was December twenty third. Rachel grumbled as she finished her end-of-the-year financial report. She actually had almost a hundred pounds left over and needed to hide or spend it before December 31 or face having it cut from the next year’s budget. What to do? As she fretted, someone knocked on the door. “Oh, come in” she grumped.


“Ah, I’m not interrupting anything, ma’am, am I?” First Sergeant Anthony “Tony” Lee asked a bit hesitantly. Hesitantly, because chemicals and alien technology were not the only things that had been known to explode in the lab.


“No, just giving myself a headache is all,” Rachel grinned at the tall, lean NCO. Then she tipped her head to the side, studying his clothes. “Not your usual uniform,” she observed.


He looked down at the black tunic and trousers with brass buttons and red insignia. “No. I’m off duty and heading for home. Decided to go on and change, since as soon as I reach Manchester, mum’s going to put me on kettle duty.” It was not well known or understood, but Lee’s parents were both “Sally Anns,” as the British called members of the Salvation Army. Lee was one as well, although his was more of a reserve commission because of his military career and lack of wife.


Rachel stood up and grinned, extending her hand. “God bless, Tony. That’s hard work and much needed.”


The scout sergeant turned the handshake into a quick hug. “Thank you, ma’am. I just wanted to say Happy Christmas before I left.” He looked a bit shy, and the woman gave him a true smile.


“You too, and thank you. Have a wonderful leave.” She gently shooed him on his way. Rachel sensed a winter storm winding up in the Irish Sea, and the roads and rail schedules could get bad quickly.


After Lee departed, Rachel gave up on the bookkeeping and instead picked up a walking stick and made a slow trip down to the chapel. Her leg wasn’t bothering her too much, but she felt no need to hurry. The main hall of the office area was quiet since at least half the unit was on leave. Many were staying close enough that they could come in quickly if something arose, but London and Vienna had been generous with leave this year. God knows they deserve it, the Wanderer sighed. We didn’t suffer nearly the losses that the Germans and Poles took, but things have still been rough. She nodded to a few people, then poked her head into the chapel.


No one else was there so she slipped inside, genuflected to the Presence, and took a seat toward the front, where she could stare at the stained glass. Rachel let her defenses down with a relieved sigh, taking advantage of the chapel’s shields. It was the winter solstice, and Logres’s power surged through her, strengthening her own inborn gifts and skills. If her guard slipped the least bit, she felt every single person in the building, as well as everything going on in the grounds and woodland beyond the fences. That was one of the hazards of being a Guardian of the Isle of the Mighty, especially this time of the year. Tonight, she’d go out into the storm and revel in the power. For now she just wanted peace. The shadowy quiet of the chapel kept her interior shadows at bay—for the moment.


Well, she’d promised to think about darkness and light. Rachel tipped a kneeler down and settled onto it with a bit of a creak. She contemplated the flickering Presence candle and the snow-lit image of St. Michael Archangel descending from heaven, his sword half drawn as he prepared to do battle with evil in the form of a bilious green dragon at the bottom of the window. The warrior saint wore the original regimental uniform, and Rachel smiled a little. Then her thoughts returned to her current woes.


Nothing had been the same since that September, three years before. And now, after what had happened in Germany three months ago, Rachel didn’t know what to make of herself. She kept trying to believe that she’d done the right thing, but then she’d remember the bloodlust and rage, and how easily she’d killed who knew how many Vreenahlwee, granting deadly mercy to the parasitized humans she’d found. Thirty? Forty? And before then? How many hundreds, perhaps thousands, of lives had she taken over the centuries? “The wages of sin are death,” the Bible said, and she’d committed mortal sins how often? There was no forgiveness for that, was there? Scripture said there was, and Rachel hoped that God could forgive her, but more and more she wasn’t so certain. And yet, and yet . . . McKendrick and Joschka and Father Mikael never blamed her for what she’d done, never even commented on it. “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light.” The Wanderer searched her faith for some kind of hope and prayed.


As his advisor contemplated life, death, and sin, James McKendrick gave up trying to pretend he wasn’t depressed. First Jamie and then Mary had called to inform their father that they had other plans and wouldn’t be coming all the way down to central England to visit for the holidays as they’d said they would. There was more to it than that, James knew. The children blamed him for his and Ellen’s divorce, even though his transgression had occurred before they’d even been born. He’d been married for more than twenty-five years when she had reappeared and shattered what had seemed so solid and stable. Ellen had always insisted on hosting a holiday party for his command and their families this time of year, filling the house with light and color, guests and music. Despite his strict Calvinist faith, McKendrick had a special place in his heart for the holiday festivities, and relished them even as he heartily disapproved of the tawdry excesses that surrounded Christmas itself.


From atop the bookshelf next to the window, a raven squawked quietly, then stalked over until it could bounce onto his desk without much effort. The bird gave the man a sympathetic look.


“You are getting fat and lazy, Knox” the general informed his alter ego.


“Caw,” the corbie replied, before poking at the silvery computer mouse. McKendrick bought Knox off with a tidbit of dried meat and let the bird sidle up onto his shoulder. Normally Knox lived outdoors, but just this once the redhead was allowing the raven to come in and stay through the nights. Truth be told, he wanted the company. No family visits, no holiday festivities, nothing to mark the season except for the midnight service on the twenty-fourth. McKendrick let himself mope for a minute or two, then went back to work.


When he finished, he locked the computer and left his office, heading for his quarters before going to supper. To his surprise, he met Rachel leaving the chapel. She looked much more relaxed and peaceful than he’d seen her in months, and he wondered what had changed. She smiled at him and gave Knox a little salute. In turn, the raven bowed deeply—to McKendrick’s chagrin. “It’s the solstice,” she reminded him.


“Humpf. It is also two days before Christmas,” he grumped.


Rachel’s quiet smile broadened. “If you want to talk about it, sir, I’ll be up late tonight,” she offered, then went on her way.


Knox made a noise suggesting that it would be a good idea to accept the offer. “What do you know?” the unhappy Scotsman inquired, half-joking.


The raven shook and made another soft caw, as if to say, “More than you can guess, my friend.”


“I’m surrounded by insanity,” McKendrick groaned.


At 2000 hours McKendrick tapped hesitantly on the door to Rachel’s personal quarters, not even certain why he was there. “Come in,” a quiet voice called, and he pushed the wood farther open, then stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and blinked at the sudden darkness. Three or four meters ahead of him, a fire burned in a stone and tile fireplace, and he walked toward the cheery orange and yellow glow. As he got closer, the room opened out, and he realized that he’d been walking between bookcases, paired to form a short hallway and to provide a little privacy in a very small efficiency flat.


“Welcome to my lair,” Rachel offered from where she sat, curled up in an odd-looking wing chair, one of a pair in front of the fire. She’d taken her long braid down and the firelight shone red on the black-brown plait. “There’s hot water for tea and hot milk for cocoa here on the fire, and cold drinks in the icebox around the corner there.” She gestured with a mug. “Nibbles are in with the drinks, or here.” She picked up something from a plate piled high with snacks that sat on the petite coffee table between the chairs.


The Scotsman opted for cocoa and carefully settled into the very comfortable chair across from his advisor. Aside from the books, her quarters were even more spartan than McKendrick’s own, and he wondered a little. She seemed content to wait for him to speak, sipping her own cocoa and bundled up under a heavy blanket with what looked like fur trimming the edges. McKendrick finished about half his drink, had a handful of nuts and a “sugarplum?” he asked, looking at the dark-colored treat.


“Someone sends me a box every year. It’s a private joke,” she explained. “I’ve grown rather fond of them, but I’m not going to tell the sender that.” The brunette smiled and the officer found himself smiling in return. He ventured around the corner she had indicated and cleaned out his mug, then fixed a cup of tea. “Gourmet jerky?” she offered, holding out a box.


“I’m glad someone seems to be having a happy Christmas,” he said, then felt bad as he realized how bitter he sounded.


The alien set the box aside and drank more cocoa before observing, “Yes, I am. Because I decided to have a happy Christmas despite what the world says I should be feeling. My friends are alive and are doing as well as can be hoped for, no one is shooting at me, and I’m warm, dry, and clean, with a full stomach and warm hearth. That makes a very happy Christmas, in my experience,” the woman said, gazing into the fire with a small smile. “So why not enjoy it, savor it and remember the best of Christmas?”


McKendrick grumped. “Of all people, I’d think you’d be the last one to be a Pollyanna, Commander.” He couldn’t stand people like that, even when he was in a much better mood than he was just then. “And you’re alone,” the human pointed out, coming to the heart of his own bleak mood.


Now Rachel looked at him, still smiling a little as she got up, added a log to the fire, and excused herself for a moment. Her heavy wool skirts swished quietly as she rounded the other corner, and McKendrick used her absence to indulge his curiosity. To his surprise, there in the shadows, he saw what looked like an oversize cat basket! He stared at the bed-sized, wicker-lined, wooden box with its thick mattress, bed pillows, a heavy-looking duvet that draped over the back of the frame, and two or three fleecy blankets neatly folded and stacked at the foot of the box. Rachel’s pistol and a long knife hung within reach of the sleeping area, and McKendrick started shaking his head at his advisor’s paranoia, then stopped himself. She did have enemies, and if somehow someone came after her here, it would take time for help to arrive. The man returned to his seat and his tea just before Rachel emerged from the W.C.


She curled back up under her blanket, nibbled a bit of gingerbread, and sipped her drink. “I am alone, sir,” she agreed. “But I know that my friends are thinking about me.” She gestured to the treats and to some cards standing on the mantle. “And I believe that my family is at peace, wherever their souls have gone. So why not celebrate the birth of the One who brings us that peace and that hope?”


The human considered her words as they both stared into the crackling fire. He thought about her past and how grim the little bit was that he now knew: both parents murdered, child killed as she watched, and spending most of her life on the run from people who wanted her to die as agonizingly as possible. And yet she remained apparently sane, and could laugh, and kept her deep faith in the Lord. It made his own troubles seem small by comparison, and he felt ashamed for his bad mood. “I think you’re right, Rachel,” he admitted after much thought.


She laughed quietly. “I’ll go write it in the report book so I can prove that it happened at least once in my life,” she joked, as she got up and took their mugs to rinse while McKendrick visited the WC. When he finished, she was standing at the fireplace with a shaker of some kind in her hand. “Here,” she offered. “Add a little to the fire.”


He did and a rich scent, unlike anything he’d encountered before, filled the small room. It reminded him of clove and cinnamon, but also of spring’s life and of snow’s cleanness. Rachel took the shaker back and capped it tightly, then set it on a tiny sideboard next to the fireplace. “Happy Christmas,” she offered, extending her hand and a smile.


McKendrick took the hand, then pulled her closer, forgetting their positions and his problems for a little while as he hugged the small woman. “Happy Christmas,” he replied, as she returned his embrace. And it was.
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A wicked gleam lit Rachel’s eye as she surveyed the mess table two days later. Because so many people were gone on leave or visiting with family or friends nearby, the officers and senior NCOs had thrown both protocol and tradition to the winds and combined their messes for the evening meal. And there, at each place, lay a large, gaudy Christmas cracker. “Hey, where’d those come from?” Sgt. Tom Mackintosh asked. “And what are they?”


Colour Sergeant Morgan St. John shook her head and tsked. “Barbarian American! Those are Christmas crackers. It’s an old British tradition.”


“English tradition, Sergeant,” General McKendrick corrected. “My people look at such frippery as a corruption of the holy day.”


“Then may I have yours, sir?” Rachel inquired politely.


“Certainly not,” the Scotsman rumbled.


Supper consisted of far too much roast goose and turkey, stuffing and dressing, carrots, turnips, potatoes beaten with real butter, hot fresh bread, mince pie, and plum pudding. The cooks even managed kosher and halal options for Captain ben David and the other Jews and Muslims in the group. After everyone ate what they could manage, and the volunteers on mess duty had cleared away the dishes, McKendrick sat back and picked up the brightly colored tube next to his plate and offered the end to Lieutenant Van Doren.


The South African took it and pulled. With a loud pop! the cracker exploded in a shower of confetti to reveal a silver watch fob, a toy whistle, and a whisky-filled chocolate, along with a riddle involving an appallingly bad pun. She, in turn, offered him an end of her cracker, and pop! out fell a piece of honey candy, a plastic crocodile, a knock-knock joke, and a charm in the shape of Africa. The black woman smiled at the strange mix of items and decided that, indeed, the British were crazy. Soon the room filled with laughter and popping as the crackers revealed their trinkets and treasures. Rachel’s held a paper dog mask, a heart-shaped silver charm, another horrible pun, and a stick of jerky. Captain ben David got a plastic dreidel, a blue-and-red paper crown, and chocolate coins. About half the crackers had chocolate coins in them, as it turned out. “I suppose this is our end of the year bonus,” someone quipped, generating more laughter.


Soon the men and women broke into their usual officer and NCO groups, each heading to their respective place to continue the celebration. Rachel spent time with both sets of personnel, as was her custom, and then retreated to the lab still wearing the dog mask. She took it off, folded the delicate tissue paper, and tucked it away in a drawer. As she did, she noticed a small red-and-green box in the middle of her desk. There was no name on the box, piquing her curiosity. Inside she found a note saying that two donations had been made in her honor to the Salvation Army—one by Anthony Lee and one by James McKendrick. Touched, she smiled, and took the box and note up to her quarters to add to the collection on the mantle.


When Joschka finally escaped momentarily from his horde of grand and great-grandchildren and checked his phone messages later that week, he found one from Commander Na Gael saying only, “I kept my promise. Happy Christmas.” Two weeks later, a CD arrived from England. It was a recording of the Lessons and Carols from the British Branch. Curious and hopeful, Joschka put it in his computer and hit play. First he heard a hand bell chiming, then a sweet, clear voice singing “Once in Royal David’s city / stood a lowly cattle shed . . .” He smiled. Perhaps her shadows would stay away now.
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Two months later, Rachel regarded the item on her desk with a combination of amusement, trepidation, and concern. It was a box, covered in crimson taffeta and shaped like a heart. A gray bow decorated one corner and white lace outlined the top of the box. In short, it strongly resembled one of the containers of chocolates that Terran males gave to their preferred females on the Feast of St. Valentine. Since the Wanderer did not have a mate, fiancé, sibling, or “just a friend, really,” she frowned at the puzzling item intruding on her world.


She poked it with her pen. The box scooted and rustled a little, suggesting that it was not very heavy even though it had something inside. Rachel decided to ignore it for the nonce. Perhaps it had gone to the wrong place, although that was unlikely. Just to be certain, she wanded it with a small metal and electronics detector to rule out explosives. Well, that’s a relief. She pushed the heart to the back of her desk, out of the way. She frowned and opened up her portable supercomputer, entering the codes to connect it to her timeship’s central processor and secondary computer. She needed to look more closely at the Dark Hart’s logs. Something about the timeship visits it had noted and a news story, what was it?


Four hours later, she was reminded of the mysterious item when she reached for a binder on the shelves above her work desk. Oh foo, might as well see what it is and if there’s a note or something. Rachel dragged the box to the front of her desk and popped the top open. “Whee!” Someone had replaced most of the traditional contents with no less than five kinds of dried meats in bite-sized portions, neatly interspersed with a few remaining gourmet chocolates. And there was a note in a standard computer font that read in English, “For Commander Na Gael.”


Later that day, she called Joschka to check in and update him on any new developments he needed to be aware of. She also told him about the box and they both wondered whom it could be from. He wanted to know if she’d taken precautions, testing it for poison and so forth, and she assured him that she had and had found nothing besides dried meat, vanilla and chocolate creams, and caramels. The Austrian didn’t offer any suggestions, but after he rang off he smiled and helped himself to one of the chocolates he’d dumped into a small container in his desk drawer. He rather liked the ones filled with liqueur, and was glad that Rachel didn’t care for them.
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“If we fall in the race, though we win, the hoof-slide is scarred on the course; Allah and Earth pardon sin, but remaineth forever remorse.”


Rudyard Kipling, Certain Maxims of Haifitz






It began one night at supper when Commander Na Gael joined the others in trying to identify the mystery meat. It was Lent, and Friday, so most guesses centered on fish or seafood. “Maybe lobster,” Major Maria de Alba y Rodriguez speculated, drawing laughter.


Lieutenant Pedro Bustos, from Chile, poked the item in question and decided, “Capybara. It is a fish during Lent, after all.”


Neither guess was at all likely, but both were possible, Rachel mused as she chewed. Given the absence of bones and texture, she suspected a soybean something or other, and made a note to get more of her dried beef the next time she ventured into the town near the base. At least the cooks had stopped stewing the vegetables into submission. She had unpleasant memories of English cooking from the mid-1980s. “When in doubt, boil,” had been the motto, or so it had seemed, and every non-bread, non-meat item emerged from the kitchen mushy, bland, and unappealing. The thankfully brief dietary lurch towards vegetarianism in the late 1990s had also been rough for a near-obligate carnivore.


She returned from her mental wanderings in time to hear Edward “Oatmeal” O’Neil asking Major de Alba, “What are you giving up for Lent?”


The woman shook her head. “That is between me and God.” Her eyes narrowed a little, “Although if you’re looking for suggestions, not talking without thinking might be a good place to start.”


The round-faced Englishman ignored the jab and turned to Rachel. “Are you giving up anything?”


“Oh, probably smoking cigars and drinking beer,” she joked lightly, collecting her tray and starting to leave.


O’Neil wouldn’t drop it and suggested, “What about a real sacrifice, like not killing anyone until after Easter?” The others at the table hissed, but the Wanderer kept walking as if she hadn’t heard the comment, put her dishes in the washing-up area, and left the dining hall to the humans.


His words cut to the bone. She’d been depressed even before he’d spoken, and as she returned to the laboratory her old ghosts emerged from their holes and fluttered around her. Rachel wondered again just how many people had died because of her, and how many lives she had taken over the centuries. Too many, probably. But she was a soldier. And she’d never committed murder as the humans defined it. Killed in combat, yes, and for self-defense on several occasions. She’d executed a few individuals and felt little or no remorse at ridding the universe of their presence, and she’d also granted mercy more than once. But never murder.


Rachel wanted to talk to an old friend about it, but pestering him was the thing she’d actually given up for Lent. Besides, he had more than enough on his desk as it was without her bothering him, despite being officially retired. So she did her best to drag her mind back to more important matters, and to things she was supposed to be doing, instead of brooding over old history.


A few days later, headquarters in Vienna started issuing a new series of training scenarios and simulations for the staff officers and senior NCOs. These were conducted without certain key staff members present, so as to force the rest of the unit’s leadership to adapt to, and deal with, the situation. Rachel grinned inside when she saw that the most recent one omitted the xenology specialist. While the others sweated figurative blood, she used the time to launch a counterattack on the dandelions attempting to infiltrate part of the gardens behind the main headquarters building. The small weeds went into a basket for the cooks, who used the greens in salad, while the older, bitter plants got shredded and composted.


After Rachel washed up and delivered her produce to the kitchen, she took her time wandering back to her “lair.” On the way, she heard O’Neil and someone else discussing the simulation she’d missed and she decided to eavesdrop. The Englishman asked, “So this was close to what happened three years ago?”


Captain ben David replied, “As far as I can tell, yes sir, although I’m sure the details are different.”


Now very interested, Rachel eased closer to the door. “Damn! All those casualties for one person—what a waste.” Her heart almost stopped as the speaker continued. “What ever became of expendability? We would have come out of the scenario a lot better if we’d just let things run their course, given that the aggressors didn’t want information, and I wager the same was true for the real event.”


Sickened, Rachel didn’t stay to hear Moshe’s reply. Instead, she fled as all the doubts and guilt she’d been fighting so hard to be rid of bubbled up from her memory. The humans heard the distinctive “step-tap-step” retreating down the corridor outside the office as the Israeli exclaimed, “In the name of all that’s holy, sir, how can you say that? We always look out for our own! And who’s to say they wouldn’t force information from her, to pass on or to use against us themselves?”


Once she cleared that part of the hall, Rachel managed to get herself back under control, and she continued on as if she hadn’t heard. She nodded to a few people as she walked briskly, taking a side door outside and cutting through the grounds on her way back to the lab. O’Neil was right, Rachel thought bitterly. If she’d been left to die, none of the GDF personnel would have been injured or killed, her business partner Zabet wouldn’t have been hurt, and her few friends could have moved on without having to worry about her afterward.


“Oh, stop this,” she hissed, trying to regain command of her own mind. “Don’t look at it that way—don’t even think that way!” She fought for control, trying to push the buried feelings and memories back to where they belonged. The Traders might well have killed Evelyn Jones anyway, and Zabet too, for helping the “half-breed bastard.” Joschka and Rahoul would have mourned, and things might have gone differently for them, had she not lived. “How many lives did you protect by continuing to serve, here and in the Empire?” she demanded of herself. There was no way to know, but it was a valid question, and one that helped push the darkness back for a while.


Rachel tried to suppress what O’Neil’s remarks had stirred up, and she did fairly well until after the GDF got called out on a mission. It proved to be unusually mild and straightforward, and she’d been able to simply advise and observe, rather than getting in the middle of things as she often did. All in all, Rachel mused as she dictated her reports, the humans had done well, and probably could have carried the day without her. That was good—they needed to stand on their own feet and not get dependent on her. As an added bonus, the weather had improved markedly, turning soft and warm, even though the calendar warned that March remained firmly in place. A few roses swelled and budded, and when she finished the first batch of paperwork, Rachel waded into the fray, pruning shears and hacksaw in hand.


She was finishing tying up the last recalcitrant cane when her communication link, a device resembling a cell phone, began chirping. Since the ringtone didn’t signal a call from the Palace Guard, General McKendrick, or Graf-General von Hohen-Drachenburg, she ignored it and continued with her task, bundling up the winter-killed rose canes and carrying them to the burn stack and compost collector.


Rachel hauled the last pile to the bins, put away her tools, and sat down, listening to the message. Brigadier Eastman, the first commanding officer she’d worked with in the GDF, had died from complications following hip replacement surgery and would she sing at the funeral? She hung her head as sorrow and guilt crashed down onto her. He’d called her just before the procedure, checking to see how she and his cousin, a junior officer, were doing. General Johnny had told her how to find him in the hospital. “Come see me afterwards. I’m going to be bored out of my mind, I can tell already.”


But she hadn’t, and now he was gone. I would have known. I could have caught the problem and saved him, or helped him heal faster so he wouldn’t have been in long enough to get a clot. Or I could have stopped the clot. Another death on her head, this one from neglect.


That evening, Rachel ate alone in her quarters. O’Neil had been right, she decided. She had taken so many lives that dying that September would have been better. She stared into the darkness of her room, mourning her own survival. Something moved and, as the Wanderer stared, shapes emerged from the walls—shadows darker than the night’s blackness, gory figures that glared and pointed, whispering “killer,” “murderer,” “selfish half-breed.” She closed her eye and covered her ears but the whispers and chants continued. Despair, remorse, and sorrow overwhelmed her and she cried out, “You aren’t real! And I tried, I tried! You are not real, you’re dead!” But the shades swirled and circled around her, whispering and condemning.


Rachel managed to snatch bits of sleep that night despite the ghosts haunting her. Although she had no appetite the next morning, she made herself eat a little and went back to working as she usually did. But all day long she kept seeing hints of motion in her peripheral vision and hearing hisses and faint whispers. She managed to get through Jonathan Eastman’s funeral two days later without anyone noticing a problem, and it was soon obvious that no one else saw or heard anything amiss. The Wanderer felt a bit of relief for that. Her guilt was thick enough without her fears driving anyone else mad. Because that’s what was happening, Rachel knew—she was going insane.


She tried to leave, to go someplace where she wouldn’t endanger anyone if she lost control of her talents. But the psycho-symbiote in the Dark Hart refused to engage. Since she couldn’t tell what was real, neither could it, and as a result the ship’s self-protection programming blocked her escape attempt. She was trapped on Earth, in this time and place. And Rachel’s promise to Rahoul and Joschka closed off her only other possible escape route. So she did the one thing she could to protect the others.


Rachel isolated herself from the humans around her, emerging from the lab just long enough for briefings and meetings. She stopped visiting the messes or socializing in the evenings. Personal messages from Austria appeared on her e-mail but she ignored them after the first one or two, and she stopped answering her com-phone. There was no point in worrying her friends or causing them more pain, she decided. As a further precaution, Rachel hardened her mental shields and locked them in place, walling her mind off from those around her. It hurt her, but she didn’t see any other option.


Although the roses had come into their first glorious flush of color, the gardens held no appeal for the haunted Wanderer, and she didn’t even look out the windows of the lab or venture out of doors. Her ghosts drew closer and closer, and Rachel’s memory summoned up more and more images of the creatures she’d killed, of battles fought centuries before, of all the deaths that surrounded her. She could no longer sleep, and instead stared into the darkness, waiting for dawn. And waiting for death to finish her journey into Hell.


It was Colonel Tadeus Przilas who finally asked. “Have you seen Commander Na Gael around, outside of briefings and simulations?” He’d been away on leave and noticed her absence almost as soon as he got back.


Moshe ben David shook his head, running a hand over his freshly trimmed black hair. “No sir, now that you mention it. I assume she’s been eating with the NCOs, but I’ve not seen her in the officers’ mess for the last two weeks or so, and she hasn’t been around in the evenings.”


First Sergeant Anthony Lee and Colour Sgt. Morgan St. John hadn’t seen much of Rachel, either. “She’s not been messing with us, sir,” St. John told the executive officer.


“Commander Na Gael did requalify earlier this week, but she didn’t stay to chat, sir. Came in, shot her minimum, and left.” Lee frowned. “That’s not like her at all, sir.”


“No, it isn’t,” the American agreed, growing concerned. “And she hasn’t been in the gym recently, either.”


St. John hesitated and then offered, “There’s this too, sir. Look at the rose garden—it’s getting weedy.”


That brought Przilas up short. “That’s not good, Sergeant. Thank you.” He hurried off to talk to one more person.


He found Father Mikael Farudi checking on some things in the chapel in preparation for evensong. Przilas genuflected and approached the priest. “Father, do you have a moment? I’m worried about Commander Na Gael.”


“So am I, Colonel. She’s not been to services for over three weeks, and that never happens if she’s here.” The priest was fond of his unconventional parishioner and was deeply concerned about her. “I noticed that she looked ill the last time she came, but I’ve not seen her outside briefings since then.” The Lebanese Anglican shook his head. “And when I tried to draw her out, she had work to attend to. I hope she’s not sick—in body or in spirit.”


“The sergeants say that she’s acting odd, not eating with them and that she’s neglecting the rose garden,” Tadeus advised Fr. Mikael. “And she’s not eating with the officers either, or socializing in the evenings. Something must be wrong with her,” he continued, thinking aloud.


A Scots’ accented voice said, “Something is.” Priest and colonel turned as General McKendrick closed the door to the small chapel. “I’m glad you’re both here. I just got a phone call from Vienna, from Colonel Rahoul Khan. Both he and General Eszterházy have been trying to contact Rachel. She’s not answering her private ‘cell phone,’ and she’s not responding to e-mails from them, either.” The stocky redhead walked up the side aisle to where the two men stood. “So they called to see if she’d gone on leave, or if she’d been injured or was otherwise out of contact.”


“She’s withdrawn completely, General,” Father Mikael said. “From us and from the gardens.”


A puzzled expression crossed McKendrick’s ruddy face. “Rachel seems like her normal self when I’ve seen her, if a bit quiet.” Which was quite a change from her customary eruptions of wise-assery, McKendrick thought. “But I’ve only seen her at briefings or presentations recently.”


“Sir, perhaps someone should check on her in the lab,” Przilas offered. “If she’s having trouble and trying to cover it up, she might have her guard down on her own turf.”


The general grunted. “See to it then, and let me know what you find.” He turned and left the chapel.


“Father Mikael, will you . . .” the American’s voice trailed off as the priest shook his head.


“No, Tadeus. As soon as she sees me, she’ll know we’re checking up on her,” the Anglican explained. “Try Major de Alba or Captain ben David—I’m told that the two of them have gone with her on garden tours once or twice.”
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“Commander?” ben David called as he pushed the lab door open and looked around. There was no response, but he saw a familiar profile across the room, standing at the window and staring into the late afternoon rain. “Commander Na Gael?” Only silence answered and Moshe signaled “caution” as he walked in, followed by Major de Alba. Together they threaded their way between worktables and equipment to where their advisor stood.


The pair approached from her blind side and the Wanderer showed no sign of noticing their presence. “Rachel?” Maria asked, reaching out and touching the other woman. At last Rachel gave a sign of life, turning slightly so she could see the humans. “Blessed Mary!” the Spanish communications officer breathed, grabbing the advisor. “Rachel, what’s wrong?”


The alien looked horrible. No color remained in her face. Normally pale, her skin now appeared almost transparent, the long scar prominent on her sunken cheek. Rachel had never been heavy, despite the amount of food she ate, but Maria felt only bones as she gripped the xenology specialist’s arm. Loose bits of brown-black hair escaped here and there from the woman’s braids and bun. And worst of all was the gray eye, as dead as the blind one. All the fire, energy, and life that Maria had come to know were gone, leaving a Rachel-shaped shell. The Wanderer rasped, “Is there a mission?”


“No, but you need help,” Moshe replied.


Rachel shook her head, turning away again. “No, thank you. Just let the darkness come. It’s overdue.” The soldiers looked at each other and de Alba pointed toward the desk and its intercom. Moshe nodded and ran across the room, dialing first the infirmary and then General McKendrick’s office number.


“Sir? It’s Captain ben David. Something is wrong with Rachel.” He heard Maria gasp and turned around to see her trying to catch the xenologist as Rachel sank to the floor. “I think she’s dying!”


An hour later Dr. Tomasso Albioni emerged from Rachel’s personal quarters. It had been decided to keep her in familiar surroundings, despite the difficulty of getting her up the stairs. McKendrick waited below, very worried about his advisor, and Albioni told him, “Dehydration and starvation caused her collapse, General. But otherwise I don’t know what’s wrong. She accepted fluids but won’t respond to my questions, except to ask me to ‘let her go’ because ‘it will be better for everyone’.”


It soon became apparent that something had happened to Rachel’s mind. She no longer slept, as far as the people watching her could tell. Instead, she stared into the shadows of her quarters or covered her eyes with her hands. “She keeps going on about ghosts and shadows and asking to be left alone and for us to let her go, whatever that means,” the nurse-paramedic reported to the gathered staff officers two mornings later. “Commander Na Gael now refuses to eat or drink anything,” he added.


“Thank you, Sergeant Patel,” McKendrick said, dismissing him. The general sat back in his chair, arms folded. “Do any of you have an idea when this started? Dr. Albioni thinks if we can find out when, he might be able to puzzle out what led to her collapse.”


The humans wracked their memories. “The last time she ate in the officers’ mess that I remember was, hmmm, late March, I think. Just after we had the last mission,” Edward O’Neil, suggested.


Capt. ben David nodded energetically. “That’s right, because it was the day before she asked for leave to go to a funeral.” He scrolled through a computer file. “Yes, here we go, March 22 she made the request, so it was the twenty-first.”


“Funeral?” de Alba asked.


“Brigadier Jonathon Eastman’s service,” the adjutant explained. “Apparently they had kept in touch after his retirement and she went to his funeral, along with Lieutenant Eastman from the motor pool.”


“I remember now,” the Spaniard said, nodding. “That’s also the last time she dropped by the lounge. I’d assumed she was spending the evenings out in the garden or the greenhouse,” she admitted, ducking a little guiltily.


“That’s what everyone thought,” McKendrick rumbled. “Until Tadeus realized something was wrong.” Looking back, it was obvious that they should have been checking on her more closely. McKendrick had learned the full details of her previous “difficulty” after reporting the Wanderer’s collapse to Vienna. All the warning signs had been there, he sighed, but none of the officers had recognized them, and Na Gael had avoided the long-time NCOs who might have caught the situation.


“Well, one thing is clear: we have to keep better eyes out for each other,” he continued aloud. “I told her a year and a half ago that she wasn’t the only person in the GDF to have PTSD, and that still holds true.”


He flipped some pages on the table in front of him. “So March 21 and 22 are the probable start dates,” and the others nodded their agreement. “Ben David, tell Dr. Albioni, please.”


“Yessir,” the adjutant replied.


There were no other major administrative matters for the staff to sort through or discuss, so McKendrick relaxed as he broke the next bits of news. “On a completely unrelated topic, the warrants for Col. Przilas’ arrest have expired, so he will be returning to North America, likely followed by a staff assignment.” It took the others a moment to realize that their commanding officer was joking. When they did, quiet laughter flowed around the table, and the American executive officer grinned.


“And if that is not enough to cause an eruption of total chaos, I’m leaving in two months to return to the real world and take command of the Black Watch,” the Scotsman continued, smiling and acknowledging the congratulations. “Colonel Rahoul Khan will be returning to take over here and to receive a promotion to brigadier general. He will act as executive officer until I leave to enjoy a few moments of tranquility before my next assignment.” So much for a quiet posting after his unexpected time with the GDF, McKendrick had sighed when he read the letter.


“Sir, wasn’t he the senior surviving officer back three years ago?” O’Neil inquired.


The redhead nodded. “Affirmative. No offense intended Przilas, but I had wanted him to stay on afterwards. But Vienna, in their infinite wisdom, decreed otherwise, and so he went on a staff rotation at headquarters. They liked him so much that they wanted to keep him an extra year, but he’s being released on time served.” McKendrick chuckled at the officers’ response to two jokes in one meeting. “Khan will arrive on Friday, with his family following later, so that we can have as smooth a transition as possible.” With that, the meeting concluded.



[image: * * *]



Rahoul Khan took a deep breath of the warm spring air and smiled at the faint scent of roses. It had been almost two-and-a-half years since he, Panpit, and their children had moved to Austria, and while there was much to like about Vienna, he preferred England. Not much seemed to have changed around the GDF’s British headquarters, he thought as he stepped out of the car. Then he remembered what waited for him, and his smile faded abruptly.


He’d first met Commander “Rachel Na Gael” when Jonathon Eastman had been in command, shortly after she’d been hired. Rahoul had volunteered for a tour with the GDF after graduating from Sandhurst, and had ended up making the Defense Force a career. Rachel had mentored him in her own way, and he’d come to admire her, as well as learning a lot from her over the years. He’d returned to the GDF as executive officer, first under Brigadier Andrew Whitehead, and then the ill-fated Evelyn Jones. Now he and Rachel had come full circle, and Rahoul wondered what had happened to her to break her so completely.


As it turned out, almost nothing had changed as far as the Headquarters building was concerned, so Rahoul opted to skip a tour and report directly to Major General McKendrick. The heavy-set Scotsman smiled broadly and extended a strong, beefy hand. “Welcome home, I dare say,” he offered a few minutes later, after the requisite formalities.


“Thank you, sir. It’s good to be back in England,” Khan replied, taking the offered seat.


They discussed basics, and Rahoul caught McKendrick up on the changes in Vienna. “There’s been something in the water, sir. General von Hohen-Drachenburg retired in January, now the shuffle here, the creation of a Central African Branch, and to top it all off, the Secretary will be leaving in August!”


“At least we’re spared early elections here,” McKendrick grunted.


“There’s that, sir,” his successor agreed.


The redhead sat back and smiled a little. “Well, GDF shuffles mean nothing to me after June first. I’m glad I’ve had this assignment, Khan, but it will be good to get back to the regular Army and regular Army problems to deal with.”


The South-Asian officer smiled, teeth white against his medium-brown skin. “It’s funny, sir. When I was with the Irish Guards in Iraq and Afghanistan, I kept thinking how confusing and frustrating it was to deal with human opponents. I’d managed to get used to extraterrestrial enemies.”


“I’m glad some people can.” McKendrick frowned, “Speaking of extraterrestrials, have you looked in on Commander Na Gael?”


“No, sir. As much as I would like to, there are other priorities,” Khan said.


James stood. “There are but we do have a few minutes to spare.” He looked at the wall clock and took off his glasses to clean the lenses. “She’s in her quarters. Go see her, Col. Khan. Maybe she’ll respond to you. And be back by 1430, so you can meet the rest of the staff.”


“Yes, sir.” Khan saw himself out and walked quickly and silently down the hall to the lab. He paused automatically to check the door light, then shook his head. The light was off —it could hardly be otherwise with Rachel out of action. He noted a few changes to the lab, then climbed the metal spiral stairs to his friend’s quarters, tapped on the door, opened it, and made his way between the bookcases. Rahoul stopped long enough to let his eyes adjust to the dim light, then turned left to find Rachel’s sleeping area.


Sergeant St. John was taking a turn watching Rachel, and she smiled a little when she recognized the visitor. “Welcome back, sir,” she offered after rising to her feet.


“Thank you, Colour Sergeant. Sit, please. How is she?” Badly off, that much he could tell at a glance. Rachel’s eyes were both closed, but she wasn’t asleep. Instead she murmured and whispered in a strange language. All Rahoul could see easily in the dim light was his friend’s dark hair, because her colorless face matched the white sheets that lined her wood and wicker bed-nest. He’d given her grief about her strange sleeping arrangements, Khan recalled, but Rachel had pointed out that it was none of his business if she wanted to be warm and cozy in winter. Now she lay motionless, all extra flesh gone from her face and from the one hand that rested on top of the duvet.


“I’m afraid Captain ben David was right, sir,” the mousy-looking Welshwoman told him, pale eyes sad. “Her body is dying, now that her mind is trapped away.”


Her words caught Rahoul’s attention. “What do you mean, ‘trapped away?’”


St. John thought hard. “Well, sir, even though it’s after the equinox, I tried reaching her through this.” She held up a piece of carved, smoothed wood. “All I found were the corpses and the ghosts of all sorts of creatures and people. They’ve surrounded Commander Na Gael and keep screaming and cursing at her. That’s what she’s seeing in her mind, and I was afraid to try to wiggle through to her, in case there’s nothing left behind the wall she’s built to keep the monsters inside.”


Oddly, her words made some sense to Rahoul, given what he’d seen of Rachel before, as well as her well-known concern for her fellow soldiers. “Thank you, Sergeant. I think your effort might be a clue toward what’s happened to her. Good work.” He smiled.


As he spoke, Morgan pointed, and Khan glanced over to see that Rachel’s good eye had opened and she’d turned toward them, her face a study in guilt and anguish. Then she shuddered, and the eye closed again. “Nothing but shadows,” a faint voice whispered harshly in Trader. “Only darkness left.”


Rahoul waited a few more minutes, but Rachel didn’t move again, so he excused himself. He arrived at the appointed conference room a little early, in time to meet a small man with black hair and olive skin. “Col. Khan?” he introduced himself. “I’m Major Tomasso Albioni, the medical officer.”


“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Albioni,” Rahoul smiled, offering a hand.


“General McKendrick mentioned that you know my current patient?” the Italian ventured as they shook.


“Yes. I was just looking in on her. You are aware that she’s hallucinating?” Khan inquired, leading the way into the briefing room.


“I suspected, but you’re certain?”


Khan nodded. “Sgt. St. John tried reaching her and got a glimpse of what Rachel is seeing. She said it was ‘corpses and ghosts’.”


Albioni considered the colonel’s news. “I wonder if that is why she kept asking me to let her die because ‘the shadows have won’, and that ‘it would be better’ for us to ‘let her go’.” The Italian sighed. “I wish I could sedate her and let her rest, but she’s hypersensitive to narcotics and other depressants—she’d die.” Khan filed the information away for future reference and echoed Albioni’s sigh.


The arrival of the other staff officers ended the conversation, but both men had a lot to consider that afternoon. Khan met and listened to Major de Alba, Captain ben David, Major O’Neil, Col. Przilas, and Regimental Sergeant Major Sheldon Smith, the senior NCO. As it turned out, a series of shuffles in the North American branch meant that Przilas would be leaving in two days, not the two weeks he’d anticipated, so he and Rahoul spent the rest of the afternoon and most of the evening comparing notes and getting things squared away. Despite his concerns, Rahoul fell asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow that night.


Meanwhile, somewhere in the darkness Rachel shivered and cried silently. Her victims clawed at the walls she’d built around them, trying to get out and hurt others. She tried to warn the people watching her to flee, to get away in case she lost control, but the humans wouldn’t leave her alone. Rachel needed to die, she wanted to die, had to die so that the ghosts would be content and find their own peace. Their hissing and cries tormented the Wanderer, and she begged for forgiveness and mercy. But she’d shown none and so she received none. “Let me go,” she pleaded weakly. “You’ve won, let me die!” Please may I die, oh why didn’t I die? She heard no answer beside the jeers and screams of the dead.


The next morning, Rahoul got up early and joined the other morning people working out in the recently expanded gym. He recognized First Sergeant Anthony Lee and a few others, but everyone was exercising, lifting weights, and otherwise in motion, so he didn’t do anything besides nod. After a brisk shower, Khan grabbed a seat in the officers’ mess and tucked away soft-boiled eggs, tomatoes, and toast. “No sausage or bacon?” he asked O’Neil.


“No sir, not on Fridays in Lent,” the nondescript Englishman reminded him. “Have some kippers,” he offered, reaching for the plate.


Khan speared one of the smoked fish and regarded it soberly, hearing Rachel’s voice in memory, complaining about kippers. He ate, then excused himself. The following week would be Holy Week, he remembered, and Passover as well. Khan was at loose ends for the next hour, so he decided to check his e-mail. There was a message from Panpit that included pictures of the chaos that was their flat as she tried to pack around Robin and Sita. “I hope you’re enjoying your holiday,” he read aloud and chuckled. A second message, this one from General Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg, asked about Rachel, and provided the Graf-General’s very private phone number. Once again, Rahoul wondered about the relationship between the Austrian and the alien. He wished that Joschka wasn’t tied up in a legal matter so he could come to England to see Rachel for himself. Khan grimaced at the mess, reviewed a few more notes, and sent the Graf-General an update before logging off.


Early that afternoon, an orderly found Rahoul helping Tadeus Przilas sort through materials in the latter’s overly-full office. “Sirs? General McKendrick wants you in the staff briefing room right now.”


“Mission?” Tadeus inquired as they rushed down the hall.


“No idea, sir,” the corporal said, holding the door for them, then leaving.


General McKendrick, Dr. Albioni, Moshe ben David, and Edward O’Neil were already in the room, and McKendrick looked like thunder. “We may have sorted out what caused Commander Na Gael’s collapse,” he informed the new arrivals. “Shut the door and lock it.” Startled, Przilas did as ordered, then stood beside the adjutant.


“It seems Sgt. St. John’s discovery jogged some memories,” the general said, glaring over his glasses at ben David and O’Neil. “Tell all of us what you told me, Captain.”


The Israeli took a deep breath, as if gathering his nerve. “Rachel began hiding on March 22, but her collapse really started before our last mission, sirs. I think she overheard Major O’Neil and me talking about a simulation that we ran without her. It was a partial replication of the September Disaster,” he said, looking at everyone but O’Neil. “We were discussing how hard it had been and how close it was to the actual events, and the Major asked what had become of expendability.”


Jaws dropped and O’Neil locked his eyes on the far wall, not meeting anyone’s gaze. “And what else did you say, Major O’Neil?” McKendrick demanded, furious at the man.


“I joked and said that she should have been left. That way there wouldn’t have been any other casualties and the GDF would have used less in the way of resources, since the invaders didn’t want information from her,” O’Neil said. “I was just kidding, sir; just trying to get a rise out of Moshe!”


David disagreed. “No, sir, that’s not what I understood. You were quite serious. And I think that the Commander overheard what we said—part of it, at a minimum.”


“God damn it,” Col. Khan swore under his breath as McKendrick fumed.


The general growled, “Major O’Neil, is there anything else you said to Ra—to Commander Na Gael—that might have upset her?”


The brown-haired Englishman shook his head. “No sir.”


Keith Przilas’s eyes narrowed. “What about the comment that drove her from the supper table, Major?”


At McKendrick’s raised eyebrows, the Englishman shrugged, “It was just another joke, about a month ago at supper. We were talking about giving up things for Lent, and I suggested that she stop killing people for a while. But everyone knew I was just winding her up, like we all do.”


A cold chill ran down Rahoul’s back. Oh Lord. That started it. No wonder St. John said Rachel saw dead bodies and ghosts, especially after what she had to do in Germany last year. Khan wanted to strangle the man. He glanced to McKendrick, who nodded permission to speak. “Well, Major O’Neil, between your ‘jokes’,” Rahoul glared, “and her own sense of guilt, we may just have lost Rachel completely. Congratulations, Major. You’ve accomplished what even the Tarqi da Kavalle failed to do. You’ve driven her insane.”


“Or, more precisely,” Dr. Albioni snapped, anger clipping his words short, “into a depression so deep that even pharmaceuticals won’t help—assuming we knew what to give her. Commander Na Gael is catatonic—locked in her own mind. She doesn’t respond to stimuli, won’t or can’t move, and will probably die unless I put in a feeding tube.”


O’Neil bristled. “With all due respect sir, Doctor, it’s not my fault! If the stories are true, a few jokes about killing people shouldn’t have bothered Rachel, since she’s done it so often. And you said that she already had mental problems. Sir,” he nodded towards Col. Khan, “so how can a few jokes have anything to do with her going ‘round the bend if she was at least half-crazy to start with?” The Englishman looked at the others for support and found only anger and contempt.


McKendrick stood up and the men shifted out of his path as he approached Major O’Neil. “Gentlemen, you are dismissed. Not you, Major.” Khan, ben David, Przilas, and Albioni wasted no time clearing the room. As the door shut they heard, “All right, Major. Just what did you think you were doing?” The reply was inaudible, but McKendrick’s response was clear, even through the heavy wood. “It was not funny! No funnier than asking Dr. Albioni how many patients he’s killed. I know you don’t care for Rachel, but this was beyond the pale! Let me be clear just what your cruelty has done.”


“Perhaps we should move to the lounge?” ben David inquired sotto voce.


Albioni nodded, and the four men eased out of earshot of the furious general’s speech.


“Is there anything that can be done for Rachel?” Przilas asked.


The medical officer shrugged. “I hope so, but I doubt it.” He took off his glasses and waved them for emphasis, perching on the sofa arm. “I’m not a mind specialist, but it seems as if she thinks she should die for what she’s done. But since she apparently won’t or can’t kill herself outright, the tension has broken her mental defenses apart and her ‘ghosts and shadows’ have overwhelmed her.”


Moshe studied the carpet. “When I heard her in the hall, I should have stopped her and made the Major apologize.”


“We can ‘could have, should have’ all day,” Przilas snapped. “The question is: what do we do to get her back?”


Albioni gave the executive officer a questioning look. “I’m not certain we can, sir. And given what she seems to be going through inside her head, it might be kinder to let her waste away. At least her suffering will end.”


Rahoul Khan had been thinking hard. “Actually, I may have a way, Tadeus. When McKendrick told General Eszterházy about her collapse, it reminded me of what the Graf-General did that pulled her back after the September Disaster. Apparently Rachel is conditioned to respond to a specific verbal cue, no matter what else is going on or how lost she is in her own thoughts. Drachenburg told me what it is and I’d like to try it.” He turned to the medical officer. “With your permission, Dr. Albioni.”


“It can’t hurt, Colonel Khan. But keep in mind that Commander Na Gael’s body is already failing. Even if you can bring her mind back, there might not be enough left of her physically to keep her alive. And she still may be so wrapped in her ‘shadows’ that she’ll remain non-functional.” It was obvious that Albioni didn’t like offering such a bleak prognosis but wanted to give Rahoul and the others fair warning.


“I’m willing to chance it, Doctor,” Khan said, walking towards the door. I can’t stand by and watch my friend damn herself.


After he left, ben David paced back and forth a little. “Do you think Col. Khan will have any luck?” he asked the air.


“From what I’ve heard, he’s one of very few people who might have a prayer of reaching her,” Przilas answered. “But that’s just rumor and guessing.”


The Israeli captain stopped pacing. “In case he can’t, I’ll go pull her file, sir, so we can contact who ever needs to know.” At Przilas’ nod, Moshe excused himself. Actually, it was to give him something to do, the Israeli sighed quietly. He already knew what he’d find, because he’d checked her personal disposition papers immediately after she collapsed. That’s sad, he’d thought, looking at the blank spaces. Rachel had no friends or next of kin—no one who needed to be informed if she died, no one to sit shivah for her, no one to pray for her soul’s rest. All the form said was to cremate her remains, if there were any, and to “dump the ashes somewhere out of the way and give the Survivors’ Fund any money raised by selling my personal items. There’s a list in my quarters—first drawer in the kitchen.” Well, I’ll pray for her, even if she is a goya, ben David decided.


Meanwhile, Rahoul Khan crouched beside Rachel’s bed-nest, heartsick. His friend stared at the dim ceiling, unresponsive to voices or touch, and unable to hold off the darkness. When he took her hand and extended his own Gift, Rahoul could vaguely “see” the wall she’d built in her mind. Behind it, he dimly sensed Rachel’s guilt, remorse, and anguish, as the woman relived all the times that she’d killed, all the deaths she felt she had caused, and all that she’d suffered over the centuries. He wondered if even Joschka’s cue would break through the swirling memories to reach her core, to the heart of the generous, clever, wise-ass, courageous friend he so valued and trusted. Joschka believed that it could and Rahoul was determined to try. “Rakoji?” he asked quietly. She blinked. “Rakoji da Kavalle, can you hear me?” Khan ventured in Trader.


The deathly-pale face turned towards him, the first sign of a response she’d given in days. “I can’t fight anymore,” she whispered. “I should have died. They’re too strong; I can’t hold them back much longer, sir. Give me mercy, Colonel. Please give me mercy!”


“What do you mean, Rakoji?” Khan took her head in his hands. He had a sickening feeling that he knew exactly what she wanted of him, but asked anyway. “Do you want me to call Father Mikael?”


Her head shook ever so slightly. “Kill me, sir,” she begged. “Please, kill me before the shadows take you too. I should have died years ago.”


“Rakoji, I can’t do that.” He tried to conceal his horror that she would even make that request. “There’s still time, Rada! Fight through to me—as long as you live there’s hope!”


“I’m sorry sir, but you’re wrong. I’m already in Hell, Colonel. It’s where I belong—I was damned at my birth. There’s nothing but darkness . . .” Her voice trailed off and she tried to turn away again.


“Dammit, Rachel, no!” Khan released her long enough to go over beside the fireplace and open the hidden second door to her quarters. He came back, knelt, and worked his arms under the slender form, somehow managing to lift her out of her bed-nest. She’d never been that heavy, and without as much effort as he’d anticipated, Rahoul carried her down the pitch-black stairs, fumbled with the outside door, and took her into the warm spring afternoon. He caught sight of someone out of the corner of his eye, but they vanished, and he concentrated on getting Rachel as far as the stone bench at the end of the rose garden.


“Look around, Rakoji, and see what’s real,” he ordered, holding her head up. The silvery-grey eye squinted at the brightness, blinked, and tried to focus. “None of this would be here if it weren’t for you. The shadows didn’t bring this beauty into the world—you did.”


“So? A hundred roses don’t balance hundreds of lives.” She tried to lift trembling hands. “Can’t you see the blood, Colonel? I need to die, sir! Why won’t you let me atone?”


Now or never, he thought. “Because someone already has atoned for you, and for all of us, Rakoji. Someone who loves you and everyone else more than we can imagine and who doesn’t want you to suffer like this.” Rahoul fished a compact item out of his pocket. “Joschka sent these as a reminder of that, and so you’d have them for Easter.” He wrapped a string of age-smoothed wooden beads around her icy hand.


Rachel blinked and fingered the rosary, shaking her head. “I’ve killed too many, caused too many deaths and too much pain. There’s no forgiveness anymore.” She tried to push the beads off her fingers, but her friend stopped her.


“Rakoji, ‘all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God’,” he quoted. “You have, I have, so has Panpit, so have we all. Every one of us. And God forgives all of us! And if He can, He who knows everything we’ve ever done, surely you can forgive yourself?”


The woman’s head dipped until all Rahoul could see was her brown-black hair. “I’m expendable. I should have died. It would have been better,” she repeated hoarsely, but at least she no longer rejected the beads.


“And if you had? Who would have showed us how to save the hostages on the Gerzall da Kavalle?” Rahoul asked. He heard footsteps and saw General McKendrick and some other people approaching. “Tell her why she should not have died that September,” Rahoul half-ordered, half-begged.


“A dead Commander wouldn’t have reminded me that there are far more important things than tinsel and guests at Christmas,” the Scotsman said.


“And she couldn’t teach us how to stop an ifreet on foreign soil,” ben David added.


De Alba continued forward and rested a hand on Rachel’s shoulder, “Or shown us how to block and corrupt invaders’ communications.”


“And she couldn’t have brought Joschka back and protected the lives of those around him,” Rahoul whispered in Trader.


As her friends watched, Rachel shook her head and attempted to speak. Rahoul felt the battle in her head and heart as she struggled, torn with paralyzing guilt but wanting to believe what the he and the others were saying. If only she’d lower her shields, she’d realize what was real! He projected as much encouragement as he could. Please God he prayed, please help us reach her.


A long shadow appeared and Sgt. Lee knelt down at Rachel’s side. “And a dead Commander Na Gael wouldn’t have offered her life to save my squad’s and my own.” He took her other hand. “Thank you.”


“Lower your shields, Rachel, and feel,” Rahoul suggested.


The woman shook her head weakly. “I can’t. The ghosts will take you.”


“No, they won’t,” McKendrick rumbled. “Because we won’t let them.”


Rahoul whispered in Trader, “Rakoji, open the walls. Please? If not for us, for Joschka?” It was his final card.


The tide turned. Rachel hesitantly thinned the walls around her heart and mind, and as he propped her up, Rahoul saw the despair weakening, the self-loathing and hatred starting to crack apart as Rachel felt her fellow soldiers’ fear and concern for her, and their respect, friendship, support, and love. “It was like a plant responding to sunlight,” Rahoul would later tell Joschka in a very private conference.


Too weak to hold her head up any longer, Rachel let it sink to her chest. “I’m sorry,” she rasped quietly through a parched throat. “Forgive me?”


McKendrick shook his head. “There’s nothing to forgive, Commander. You are sick. Now you need to let us help you get better.” The others voiced their agreement, and Rachel swallowed hard. “Sergeant Lee, go ask the cooks to send something to the lab,” the general ordered. “Something with meat in it that she can swallow easily.” That drew a faint smile from his advisor and uncomfortable looks from Lee and Khan.


Lee shuddered as he stood up. “That would be a meatshake, sir.” And he hurried off, smiling broadly.


“I wish he hadn’t mentioned those,” Khan sighed, as he and Maria helped Rachel sit upright and stabilized her.


“But I like meatshakes,” a little voice said.


“Which proves once again that your wiring is quite different from ours,” Khan said with a smile, teasing her.


“But your heart and soul are the same, and that’s what matters,” McKendrick said firmly. After Khan and de Alba had Rachel securely propped up, her commanding officer demanded, “Commander Na Gael, what happened?”


Rachel closed her eye but started talking. “I always get a little depressed in the spring as my access to Logres’s power fades away. I suppose I overreacted to some things I heard,” she said.


“Overreaction doesn’t send people past barking, Rachel,” the general informed her. “What happened? And we know what Major O’Neil said.”


Lee returned, carrying two bottles of water. Rachel accepted one and, with some help, drank half of it before speaking again. “I don’t know how many people I’ve killed at this point in my lifestream, General. Several hundred at the very least. And I’m responsible for other deaths, too, because of things I’ve done and not done.” She started trembling, and Khan and de Alba supported more of her weight. “They all came back, sir. And I realized that even though I pray and hope that God has forgiven me, I’m still damned.”


“You cannot know that, Commander,” McKendrick growled. “Only He knows that—we cannot. You may also be among the Elect. But we cannot know,” he stated firmly. “Either way.”


Rachel hung her head. “Then the ghosts came back. I could have saved General Johnny, but I didn’t go see him and so he died. I should have died, like Major O’Neil said. It would have been better for everyone . . .” her words trailed off amid a chorus of angry denials.


“Bullshit, Commander,” Lee snarled, surprising everyone. “You couldn’t have known. And maybe it was simply his time, even if you had gone to see him. Maybe he would have been run over by a lorry as he left the hospital!” Rachel gaped at the lean NCO.


“And it is not better if you die,” Moshe spoke up as Maria nodded. “You don’t have any family or friends listed in your contact form, Commander. But what about us?” The young officer waved at the soldiers surrounding the Wanderer. “We are your family, all of us! We’d miss you and we worry about you. You take care of us—we look after you. That’s how it works, no matter what some bloody idiot spouts off with!” McKendrick cleared his throat and the black-haired man flinched a bit. “Sorry sir.”


«This is what Joschka and I tried to tell you at Klarbach and on that night in September,» Rahoul sent. «Now will you believe us?»


“Yes,” she whispered. He felt her rallying, and raising her shields just enough to keep from being overwhelmed, and he did the same.


“Rachel, if you ever, ever start having difficulties again, you will talk to someone and get help,” McKendrick ordered. “Is that clear?” He accepted her nod of assent. “Now, you need to get back indoors before Dr. Albioni has a heart attack at finding you missing. Give me a hand, Khan.” The Scotsman picked up his advisor, easily carrying her back through the garden to the lab. Moshe held the door open, and Maria helped the very weak Commander get up the stairs and into a chair. Rahoul made the extreme sacrifice of bringing a meatshake up to his friend’s quarters, holding the concoction at arm’s length. His commanding officer had taken one look at the mess in the glass and fled, faintly green.


Rachel sniffed it and perked up a whisker-bit. “Liver! I really like the liver ones.” She took a large slurp as Rahoul and Maria looked away.


“Well, sir, the more liver she eats, the less we have to,” the communications officer pointed out.


“That’s true,” he agreed, turning back in time to see Rachel neatly licking as much as she could reach off the inside of the now-empty glass. She smiled, then yawned, already starting to drop off to sleep. Maria took the glass away before it could fall, and the two of them carried the Wanderer back to her bed-nest.


As soon as he could, Rahoul phoned Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg. “Yes, sir. Your cue let us break through to her.” A question and Khan said, “Very close. Dr. Albioni says that if she’d gone another twelve hours, her kidneys would have failed, and her heart not long after.” He nodded. “It will be several weeks before she’s back to normal physically, and probably longer before her mental state recovers, but then this has been coming for how long?” A murmur at the other end of the line. “At least that long, my lord General.”


Joschka asked a question as Rahoul shook his head over the sorrow of it all. “Yes, sir. She had it on her hand when she fell asleep. It helped a lot, sir. Thank you.” Another pause. “Ah, I think it would be better for you to tell her directly, sir. She’ll be answering her phone again as soon as General McKendrick gives it back to her. He has it so she can sleep.” As they spoke, the South Asian officer decided that it was a good thing for Edward O’Neil’s physical safety that the Graf-General was unable to leave Austria just then. If he ever learned who had driven his oldest friend into perdition . . .


After Khan rang off, Joschka got up from his desk, walked through the quiet darkness of night at Schloß Hohen-Drachenburg, and slipped into the chapel. The graying man bowed to the Presence, then lit a candle and knelt in front of an image of Our Lady of Sorrows. “Ave Maria gratia plena, Dominus tecum. Benedicta tu in mulieribus . . .” he began, as he’d promised to do if his friend survived, slowly counting off the decades on a borrowed rosary.
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Two men in khaki uniforms stood beside the laboratory’s windows watching a small woman as she waged merciless battle with the weeds that had invaded the rose garden.


The older man, a stocky redhead, took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The heavier material of his new bifocals dug, and he still was not used to it. “What do you think?”


Rahoul considered the matter. “I think she’s recovering as fast as we could hope, sir.” That the woman was even capable of resuming her duties already astounded him, but then the South Asian officer knew just how ruthlessly self-disciplined his friend and advisor could be.


McKendrick put his glasses back on. “I concur. It’s a damn shame she won’t talk to people, Rahoul.” They turned to go, and Rahoul opened the door for his superior. “So much of this could have been prevented if she’d just talked to someone.”


The object of their concern and ire sat back with an oof and regarded the pile of wilting weeds with a sense of pleasure. The garden had lapsed during Rachel’s descent into madness, and now she had to undo the neglect. Part of her still flinched from the memories of what had happened, but the Wanderer forced herself to study them and learn. She and the people around her had been blessed to have no invasions or challenges during her incapacitation. Their good fortune couldn’t last much longer. She still was not sure that the humans truly needed her help anymore, except perhaps in an on-call capacity, but they obviously disagreed with her assessment.


At least they’d stopped hovering! The first few days after Rahoul and the others had dragged her back from the abyss, she hadn’t been able to sneeze without someone trying to wipe her nose. Well, perhaps it hadn’t been that bad, she allowed, as she hooked one end of her walking stick under the basket’s handle and dragged the beast over to the compost bin, but almost that bad. Rachel understood why the humans wouldn’t leave her alone, but it had grated to have her sanctum disturbed. Things had improved greatly over the past fortnight, and she’d been left to herself all this afternoon. She grinned—that no one wanted to find themselves coerced into hand weeding flowerbeds had something to do with her blissful solitude.


“Caw, caw!”


Or almost solitude, she sighed, looking over to see Knox watching from a tree branch. General McKendrick’s alter ego knew better than to approach within her pouncing range and maintained a healthy respect for her aim with acorns. That was about the only thing he respected, and in some ways Rachel would rather have stayed with the mischievous raven than go inside for supper. But duty called.


She cleaned up, and after a bit of hesitation put on something other than her usual half-mourning. At first she’d worn gray uniforms as a way of honoring and remembering her service with Ingwe Adamski and the Adamantine Division. Then, after Anna’s death, she’d adopted the Terran humans’ tradition of wearing gray as a sign of perpetual mourning. Several hundred years later, she wore gray out of habit more than anything. But not tonight, she decided. Before supper tonight there would be a ceremony and she wanted to show her associates her delight with things. Rachel fished around until she found a light blue-green Azdhagi outfit that she’d been issued for a diplomatic event held in the Imperial public gardens in the middle of Drakon IV’s miserably humid summer.


Meanwhile, Rahoul adjusted his semi-dress uniform and wondered yet again why one couldn’t count wearing the thing as a church penance. But no. He gave himself one last check in the mirror, then went to the main briefing theater.


The official change-of-command would take place in two weeks, Rachel mused, as she made her way into her usual place, lurking in the back of the audience. “Ah, no, Commander,” Major Maria de Alba y Rodriguez informed the advisor. “You are sitting with the rest of the staff. General McKendrick’s orders,” the Spaniard said, pointing down the steps. “We need to fill in the row.”


Rachel counted noses, and indeed came up one short. One she was delighted not to have to be polite to. Or more to the point, one she wouldn’t have to feel a number of other people forcing themselves to be polite to. A large percentage of the British branch membership had decided that “Oatmeal” O’Neil had deliberately pushed Rachel to the breaking point and beyond, and only military discipline and Rachel’s recovery had prevented bad things from happening to the man. She didn’t inquire what had become of the missing party, either. Instead she took a place at the end of the front row of seats.


The briefing went as briefings usually did when there were no pending threats or missions. Rachel’s mind drifted a little, then snapped back to the current here and now when McKendrick called “Colonel Rahoul Peter Khan, step forward. Commander Na Gael, if you will join me, please.” The Wanderer worked to maintain an appropriately serious and dignified demeanor as she walked up the low steps and took her place at the Scottish general’s shoulder. McKendrick read the usual words and Moshe ben David handed him a box containing the third diamond that, when added to Rahoul’s current pair, would show his new rank of Brigadier General. The redhead turned and smiled at Rachel. “If you will help me do the honors?” She smothered the urge to say something that would make Rahoul and McKendrick both blush, opting instead for a modicum of self-restraint.


“Yes, sir.” The pin backs were different than those of the last insignia she’d pinned on, but the placing never changed. She set the lozenge into position and then stepped back, smiling. McKendrick saluted and then offered Khan his hand while Rachel smiled broadly. “Congratulations Brigadier,” she said, adding silently, «You’ve done very well, my friend.»


Rahoul blinked against a sudden irritation in his eyes. The alien had been one of the few constants in his career, and he wondered if she knew how much her words meant to him. “Thank you, Commander,” he replied in English.


She started to turn, leaving the platform to the general officers, when McKendrick cleared his throat. “Not so fast, Commander Rachel Na Gael.” As the two men had planned, Rahoul stepped back a little. Rachel seemed mildly concerned, and it was Rahoul’s turn to smother a comment. McKendrick looked out over the gathered men and women. “You all are aware that Commander Na Gael is the longest-serving xenology specialist in the Global Defense Force. In her many years of service she has demonstrated both unfailing excellence and a commitment to the men and women she serves with that exemplifies the highest standards of conduct, military or civilian. What you do not know is that, per her contract, Rachel cannot be given any awards for, or recognition of, her service, even when her actions go far above and beyond the call of duty.” Khan watched a ripple of surprise and anger flow through the soldiers at McKendrick’s words. “There was a good reason for that provision at the time when she began working here. However, that time has passed.


“We still cannot give you official recognition, however much you may deserve it, Commander Na Gael. However, we can say this—thank you.” McKendrick stepped back to join Rahoul as the men and women came to their feet, clapping and cheering. Rachel flushed deep crimson, then returned to her usual pallor as the wave of sound continued rolling through the briefing theater.


She lifted her hands in surrender, and the noise gradually subsided. “All right, all right, I give in. I will not bite the ankles of the next person I catch ‘borrowing’ roses for their significant other, nor will I plant any aubergines.” Laughter replaced applause, and she continued. “Thank you. But I’m just part of the team. The odd part, granted,” and she turned and flashed a wicked grin at the two general officers, “but only part of the larger group. None of us can do what we do without the others. But thank you. Now, do I get my raise?” she finished plaintively, drawing more laughter, as well as applause.


With no more business, McKendrick dismissed the gathering. To both Rahoul and Rachel’s relief, everyone seemed to have pressing concerns elsewhere, and only a few people lingered to offer congratulations and comments. As usual, the Wanderer vanished as soon as possible. “Thank you for sharing the limelight,” McKendrick told Rahoul later.


“You’re welcome, sir. I think that did Rachel as much good as anything.”


McKendrick nodded. “We take her for granted, in part because I suspect she wants it that way.”


“You’re right, sir. In all the years I’ve known her, she’s never sought recognition or acknowledgment.” Rahoul hunted up a memory. “Quite a while ago she told me that the GDF gave her what she’d always wanted—shelter and a place to play in the dirt. It still seems to be true.”


“That sounds like her,” the older man agreed with a chuckle. “Even Knox won’t touch the roses!”
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A few days later, Rachel was finishing her quarterly budget report, including her perpetual, “and more money would be nice, please,” when the intercom buzzed. “Laboratory,” she answered.


“Ah, Commander? Sergeant St. John. You need to come out to the glasshouse, ma’am.”


“Is there a problem, Sergeant?”


“I can’t tell, ma’am, but you’d probably better see for yourself.”


That didn’t sound auspicious. Rachel groaned, and signed off, then grabbed her walking stick and hurried out the back door of the lab. It was a beautiful spring afternoon, warm and sunny enough to be pleasant, and still early enough in the season that the mosquitoes, midges, and gnats remained at tolerable levels. The roses were well into their second bloom, and Rachel smiled as she lightly brushed one especially precocious, creamy orange bloom with her fingers. It was a hybrid she’d developed, which she’d dubbed “Magda,” after a deceased friend. Then she remembered the glasshouse.


As the Wanderer rounded the corner, she picked up the pace, because the doors were open and several dozens of the larger potted plants had been moved outside. And not by her, which could only mean that there was a problem. At least they were the hardiest plants, some of which needed to be relocated to the veggie garden anyway. People were moving around in the glasshouse, another sign that all was not well. Oh no. Oh I hope it’s not something with the roof that will mean having to move the greenhouse. The structure had been built over the heat exhaust vents for the underground parts of the headquarters building, and if there was a problem, it meant clearing out and moving the glass-roofed and -walled shed.


Rachel stopped to check the plants now basking in the sun, then hurried into the warm building. A dozen or so smiling faces met her and she froze as someone called out “Happy Birthday, Commander.” The gathered soldiers laughed at the stunned expression on their colleague’s face as she beheld a large birthday gateau, cards, and wrapped boxes, all taking up space normally occupied by herbs and veggies.


“I, what, um, I . . .” she spluttered as someone handed her a glass of sparkling fruit juice. She took it automatically, and McKendrick and Rahoul smiled broadly. “But it’s not my birthday,” Rachel started.


“Oh really? How do you know it’s not?” McKendrick challenged.


“You told me last October that you don’t know when you were born,” Captain ben David reminded her. “And said that I could pick a date in spring—so I did.”


First Sergeant Anthony Lee nodded from his lean height. “And it’s about time you got some fussing over, with all due respect, ma’am.”


Rachel shook her head, then grinned sheepishly. “I learned early on that one can argue with officers, but never, ever with NCOs. I give in.” The two general officers exchanged weary looks, then joined in the laughter.


Colour Sergeant St. John handed Rachel a cake knife. “The ordinance disposal people vetoed candles,” she explained, pointing at the large pastry.


Rachel did the honors and discovered a four-layer chocolate and vanilla gateau. She soon found herself ensconced on a bench as the others helped themselves. She couldn’t quite believe all the fuss, but decided to enjoy it, as long as no plants got flattened. The gift packages contained jerky and dried beef, a gift certificate to a garden supply company, and two boxes of “extra-large flea collars?” Indignant, she glared around at the laughing humans, none of whom would admit to having any idea where the offending items came from.


The generals excused themselves after a few minutes. Rahoul felt a pang at having to go, but that was part of the price of rank. He would catch her later. As they walked through the lovely afternoon sunshine, McKendrick asked, “Rahoul, how long have you known Rachel?”


“Twenty years or so, sir?” He chuckled, “Sometimes it feels longer.”


The Scotsman nodded his hearty agreement. “Maybe you can tell me, then. What is it about her that makes so many of the men and women here so fond of her? I’ve been watching it for almost three years and I still can’t put my finger on it,” he admitted. “She’s not particularly friendly, she stays well within the bounds of military etiquette, and apparently she’s flayed at least one junior officer alive with her tongue, although no one’s said anything within my hearing.”


“If she did that, sir, then that makes two. She quietly, eloquently, and forcefully shredded a second lieutenant about five years ago after he called her an inappropriate name and propositioned her,” Rahoul said as he got the door. After a bit of hesitation, he said, “I think it’s a combination of things, sir. She does have a sort of charisma, and until last month even I’d never seen her doubt herself in public. Plus she’s so very rarely wrong, but freely admits it when she is. And there’s this, sir,” he added after a pause while they went in to McKendrick’s office. “Even though she comes across as distant and sarcastic, if people go to her for help, she gives it freely—and a lot more patiently than you might think. Captain ben David, Major de Alba, Lt. Cluj, Sergeant Lee, Sergeant Patel—they’ve all mentioned how she’s helped or encouraged them, and I’d be willing to wager they aren’t the only ones.” She certainly taught me a lot over the years, he added silently.


McKendrick considered his successor’s words. “And she keeps going. You can’t tell me that her injuries don’t cause her problems, even though she can hide it and compensates very well. Rachel slept in the lab for the first week after we got back from Germany because she couldn’t manage the stairs.” The stocky man took off his glasses and smiled at the memory of finding her curled up on a pile of cushions beside her desk one night, sound asleep. Rahoul shook his head at the thought. “Well, whatever she has, I wish I could bottle and sell it to other officers. I’d make my fortune and retire.”


“You could probably buy a nice tropical island, as much as some people would be willing to pay, sir.”


“On a more serious note, you need to look at this.” McKendrick handed the South Asian officer a sheaf of pages. The two men soon lost themselves in their work.


Meanwhile, in an old stone and wood fortress-house in the Austrian Tyrol, General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg shut down his computer with a sigh of relief. He hated taxes, hated account books, and detested paperwork. Many years ago, he’d observed to his first wife that nowhere in draconic tales did one find a Minister of Finance or a Tax Office. Magda, God rest her soul, had laughed at him. The aging HalfDragon finished organizing the requisite paperwork and filed everything away in his office. As he did, he found a yellowing envelope with what looked like scribbles on the front. “Where did you come from?” he asked quietly, instinctively glancing around before opening it.


Inside was a flat hologram of three people in grey-and-black uniforms, all smiling and raising mugs of something. One was a well-built but not overly tall human-looking male with brown hair, blue eyes, and a broad smile. The male on the right was over two meters tall—a reptile with brownish scales that shaded to green on his hands and the top of his head, and whose flattened muzzle sported a grin. A small, laughing felinoid woman stood between them, her brown-black hair cut level with where the bottoms of a human’s ears would be and her black furry tail wrapping around the front of her legs. “Blessed Saint Leopold! I thought you’d vanished,” Joschka breathed, staring at the centuries-old picture.


Before sunrise the next morning, Rachel was checking her e-mail and noticed a file with an attachment entitled “Remember when?” She opened the image and almost fell out of her seat. “Blessed Bookkeeper! We look so young!” Well, they had been. Captain Yori dar Ohrkan (newly promoted), Captain Rada Ni Drako, and Major Solimon Ssilliar (also newly promoted) hoisted their glasses on the patio of The Runaway Comet, the Scouts’ preferred off-base bar. She was so lost in memories that she didn’t hear Rahoul Khan come into the lab until he gasped in surprise.


“That’s you!”


“Yes, it is. I was only two-hundred years old or so, and if not bullet proof, I was at least damn near infallible.” She leaned back in her chair and grinned up at the human. “Gawd, but those were the days! I wouldn’t relive them for all the gold on this planet and I wouldn’t trade the memories for anything in this Universe.” Rachel blanked the computer screen. “What can I do for you, sir?”


“You can show me that unarmed combat trick you use on larger opponents, Commander. The last time I tried it, I almost dislocated my shoulder,” he said, backing up to give her room to stand. She was already dressed for a workout, and she selected a walking-cane from out of the umbrella-stand beside her desk.


“Very good, sir.” She followed him out of the lab, wondering if he’d recognized the humanoid male standing beside her in the picture. Probably not, she decided.


For his part, Rahoul wondered if he should mention how much the man looked like a very young Graf-General Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg. No, it doesn’t matter, and she needs her secrets. That reminded him: she also needed time off, but he wasn’t certain how to convince her to go on leave without getting that sword-cane through his midsection, or a set of bruises in places that weren’t supposed to be able to bruise. He mulled over his options as they walked through the morning-quiet hallways.
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The sound brought Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako to her feet from a dead sleep, blaster in hand. She crossed the distance between her sleeping platform and the window in two jumps, then stopped just out of easy blaster shot from the courtyard. Rada peered into the darkness.


Ten meters below her quarters, a pair of Azdhag males circled on the stones of the courtyard, neck spines up, muzzles open to show their teeth. The strange hissing growl that had brought Rada running grew louder, then faded. She looked away from the males, trying to see motion in the shadows around the central courtyard. There, in the corner by the gate, three females watched, the two older keeping the younger wedged against the stones of the wall. Rada’s nostrils flared. If she opened the fragile sand-glass window, she’d smell musk and fear—and soon blood, as well. Fewmets, so much for Rahoul’s orders to take a quiet leave. I’m going to need a vacation to recover from my vacation. Again. And it took three whole weeks of pestering for me to get Rahoul and Moshe to sign off on a week away, their time.


A taloned forefoot touched her shoulder on her blind side. Rada froze, bracing against the window seat as the True-dragon Zabet rose up on her hind legs, peering out over her Pet’s shoulder. «I see motion. What’s up?»


«Mating battle.»


«Where are the guards?»


Most likely hiding, Rada thought. Aloud she said, “Anywhere else they can find to be. They’re not suicidal.” Neither was she. Zabet dropped back onto all four feet and returned to the sleeping chamber. Rada followed. She slid the blaster back into its hiding place and lay down. She didn’t need to see what was going to happen next in the courtyard—once in a lifetime was enough.


Zabet settled down next to her Pet, stealing most of the tree-fluff-filled blanket, as usual. «I thought the Azdhagi didn’t do that anymore.»


“So did I, Boss. Apparently I was wrong.”


The first screaming snarl reached her, and Rada clamped her hands over her earholes. The combat woke an answering snarl, and she felt her claws extending as her heart raced and her sense of smell grew keener, picking up far too much from the night breeze despite the closed windows. Rada raised and locked her shields, but too late. She was death, she was fire, she was battle and blood. She fought her desire and lost.


Instead, she got up again, took her sword off the rack in the main room, and began to dance. The males’ emotions drove her, and Rada sliced and parried, turning, cutting, and flowing from corner to corner as she fought invisible foes. The snarls and screams grew louder, came faster, then stopped. Rada’s dance accelerated, until a watcher would have thought she might transform into wind and fur. Then she froze, a statue in the darkness. Chest heaving, she sheathed the blade and returned it to the rack before stalking back into the sleeping chamber. She shoved her feet into boots and eased the wall panel open, slipping into the hidden corridor.


She took the back ways down to the closest soaking pool. Once there, she kicked off the boots and dove in, night clothes be damned. The hot water stung her, the pain driving the last of the bloodlust and fury out of her system. Rada surfaced and gasped, once more in control of herself. She paddled to the cooler, shallower part of the large pool, resting her head against the talon-worn stone as her heart rate and breathing slowed. Her hair would be a tangled mess, her fur likewise, and her head pounded and she imagined she could taste blood in her mouth. “So much for a quiet night,” she grumbled in Azdhag.


Another few ticks of time and she would be able to return to her quarters. But she dared not look in the courtyard until after sunrise, after the warmth had drained from the body. Or bodies. Rada bared her own fangs. If the female refused her consent, well, the male did not always survive the refusal if he tried to force the matter. All Healers knew what that sort of injury meant. And the Healers were female.


Now that she could think again, Rada shed her sodden tunic and trousers and wondered who the males had been. She had a few guesses, but she hadn’t studied them closely. She’d know soon, along with the rest of court and the Palace staff. How long had it been since the last mating battle? She closed her eye and tried to recall. When nothing floated up immediately, she heaved herself out of the pool and shook all over, then found the drying cloths and smoothed her fur, wringing out her hair as well, then finger combing the worst knots. She pulled her boots on and took as much time as possible returning to her quarters. As she walked, she plumbed the depths of her memory. It had been at Burnt Mountain, that much she knew, in one of the outlying settlements that were considered odd even by local standards. But when? Several hundred years at least.


Rada opened the wall panel and sniffed. She smelled the aftermath and incense. Incense? «So you don’t behead a servant or one of your orderlies,» Zabet informed her from the doorway. «You’d probably kill one of the ones I finally got trained to my standards, and I hate wasted effort.» The graceful silver-blue True-dragon returned to the sleeping chamber only after she watched Rada take off her boots and lie down. Zabet stretched out beside the mammal, head on Rada’s chest. «That bad?»


“Worse. The more basic the emotions, the stronger.” And they woke something inside Rada, a bloodlust completely at odds with everything she sought to be. If she thought too long about it, it would return, like the purple elephant in that stupid joke the humans told. At least she could channel it—most of the time. I wonder what Joschka would say if he’d seen me earlier? Probably wave his rosary at me, then run. He’s gotten smarter over the years. Exhaustion hit her, dragging her eyelid closed and pushing her into a dreamless sleep.


Luckily for Rada, she didn’t have an early meeting with King-Emperor Dai-dosk. As it was, she found Zabet in the main room finishing the first pot of tea and waving an ornately painted talon at her mammal. «Congratulations. I’ve had to tell half the Defenders and two-thirds of the servants that those are not your remains down below. You missed pre-dawn drill, and the silly reptiles put two plus two together and got eleven.»


Rada finished buttoning her shirt, shaking her head as she sat down on a cushion beside the breakfast table. “And how many actually thought I’d be involved in that sort of thing, hmm?”


«What sort of thing? All anyone found was a body so mangled they’re still not quite sure who’s missing.»


Rada blinked with disbelief, slipping into Trader. “Ne g’karlak?”


Zabet shook her head and made an Azdhagi emphatic negation with her weak-side forefoot. Now Rada’s morbid curiosity really wanted to see what the remains had looked like. If they couldn’t be identified quickly, that meant the hide had disappeared, and probably other large chunks as well, which suggested—


Rada went absolutely still. Her fur rose of its own accord, and the skin on her neck and under her hair crawled. “Oh fewmets. Dear lord, that’s . . .” She shook all over, trying to get her fur to settle. The tea tasted bitter, and she knocked back two more cups, scalding her mouth, before she got the metallic taste off her tongue. She preempted Zabet’s question, warning, “You really do not want to know, Boss. Take my word for it.”


Zabet tipped her head to one side, round ears flipping back as her whiskers waved up and down. Then she straightened up. «If it upsets you that much, you’re right, I don’t.»


Behind shields, Rada whispered, No, you don’t. It’s been a dozen centuries since the last case of cannibalism among the Azdhagi, and I only know that because I found it while looking for something else in the archives. The Azdhagi had, at one point in their development, eaten certain parts of defeated enemies raw. At the time she found it, Rada had noted the story and moved on. Now, well, her fur threatened to fluff again, and she worked hard to stay calm and eat her breakfast like a civilized sapient creature. I wonder who the female was? Probably learn that soon enough, too.


After a little administrative soothing, and once she’d electronically signed yet more budgetary paperwork, Rada put on her formal swordbelt and reported to the lesser audience chamber. The location warned that Dai-dosk planned an official meeting, King-Emperor to Lord Defender. As she waited for her liege to appear, Rada wondered what he wanted. She’d not irritated any of the Great Lords recently that she knew of, no one had a feud with her at the moment, Zabet had managed not to cause any new diplomatic incidents, and the Defenders were on budget for once. No foreign ambassadors had made the mistake of treating Rada as a court female, instead of recognizing her legal status as male. I thought Lord Kirlin was going to rip that fool’s foreleg off—Rada heard the door to the Imperial quarters open, and she dropped to one knee, head bent until her forehead touched her other knee.


Heavy steps made the wood of the dais creak. After a rustling of fabric and hide, she heard a deep voice order, “You may rise.” Rada stood, bowed, and came to parade rest. The King-Emperor reclined alone on his throne—no bodymen flanked the dais as they usually did. That set Rada’s curiosity on fire, and she waited, body still, mind going a dozen directions at once.


The large reptile studied his Lord Defender. His nostrils flared as he sniffed, but he did not detect anything odd about Lord Reh-dakh—as he thought of Ni Drako. Perhaps a bit of incense? Dai-dosk dismissed the observation for the moment. “We have decided to send you on, let us say, a surprise inspection.” He reached back with one hind talon and flicked a switch built into the throne. A holographic projection appeared, showing a planet. Lord Reh-dakh’s facial fur shifted a little as the Lord Defender studied the projection. Four micro-moons rotated into view and the bit of the Lord Defender’s facial fur rose.


“Deklali, Imperial Majesty?”


“Correct. You have been there?”


Reh-dakh made a negation. “No, Imperial Majesty. I have not visited any of the Azdhag worlds save for this one.”


Dai-dosk allowed his steel-tipped neck spines to rise a fraction of a centimeter in surprise, and he rubbed under his muzzle with one talon. “Interesssssting. Perhaps—” he cut the thought off with a sweep of his tail. “In the future. For now, you and your concubine will go to DeShan’s system, to Deklali, and inspect the forces stationed there.” He stopped, waiting.


“And report on the status of the protectorate, Imperial Majesty?”


“Correct.” He’d hoped the Lord Defender would not need detailed instructions, and his hopes seemed to be answered. “There are rumors. We would prefer not to have a repetition of the events of the second generation After the Great Relocation.”


Lord Reh-dakh made a complicated forefoot gesture, acknowledging both the event and the caution. “Indeed, Imperial Majesty.”


Satisfied that nothing more need be said about the matter, Dai-dosk dismissed the hologram. “Now, Reh-dakh, what happened last night?”


The mammal’s nostrils flared and he bared his fangs, extending his stunted talons as well. “Imperial Majesty, there was a mating battle.”


For the first time in several decades, Dai-dosk lost control of himself. His neck spines sprang into full anger display as his tail went rigid. “What?”


“A mating battle, Imperial Majesty. Only the second I have encountered in all my time of service here. I did not observe who was involved, either the males or the female.”


Dai-dosk shifted on the throne, looking off to the side as he lowered his spines. “We have read of such a thing, but thought it had vanished with the Relocation, if not before.”


Reh-dakh spread his forefeet, palms up. “As had I, Imperial Majesty. Who is missing?”


“Lord Pei’s third son. Lord Beeltal’s eldest refuses to leave the family quarters, and Prince Tee-shai’s daughter sent for a Healer shortly after dawn.”


The mammal’s lips moved but he did not speak. At last, after several moments of silence, he said. “Imperial Majesty, it has been so long that I do not know the legal ramifications of mating battles, especially among the nobility.”


Dai-dosk let out a long breath. Damn, but that was most emphatically not what he wanted to hear. “No one does. What became of the participants in the last such event you observed?”


“They both died, one killed in the initial fight and the other of injuries sustained when he tried to force the female against her will. He succeeded in coupling but, to be blunt, Imperial Majesty, she gutted him like a shardi on an over-fattened shootee. Their offspring was probably the second largest sergeant I’ve ever had in the Defenders.” Very unusual looking as well, and Rada suddenly wondered if Greykin had been one of his lineage offspring. Well, that was hundreds of years in the past.


“Hmm,” the green-and-grey striped reptile grunted. “You are dismissed, Lord Defender. Be prepared to leave in two days. And you will use your own transportation. We do not care to have our Lord Defender out of rapid contact, should the need arise—Ancestors forbid and forefend.” He made a complex warding-off gesture of hindfoot and tail. Rada mimicked him with her weak-side forefoot, making the sign of the cross.
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For a species with comparatively limited facial expressions, the Azdhagi certainly displayed nausea and queasiness easily, Rada noted once again. Apparently no one had bothered—or deigned—to mention that Lord Reh-Dakh and Lady Zabet would be arriving in a Trader scout ship. Alternatively, Prince Tee-shai and his advisors might not have bothered looking up exactly what a Trader scout vessel looked like and the effects they had on most species. The unstable exterior, constantly shifting in shape and color, tended to induce discomfort, and even nausea, in observers. Rada had a moment of amusement watching the guards and secretary trying to look any place but at the Dark Hart. Then she shook off the unworthy emotion and led Zabet to the greeting committee.


“Lord Reh-Dakh, it is our honor to welcome you to Deklali,” the smallest male said, trying very hard to enunciate Trader.


«I’m impressed,» Zabet sent to Rada.


«I’m not, not yet.» Had he not been told that she spoke Azdhag, or was he trying to gain points? She replied in Azdhag, “Thank you. It is a great honor indeed for a servant of the King-Emperor to receive such a generous greeting.”


The secretary’s neck spines wiggled and his tail tip went rigid, telegraphing his surprise. Rada’s opinion of him dropped at least three notches, from neutral to moderately poor. Two of the soldiers exchanged sideways looks, and Rada guessed that credits would change forefeet when they went off duty. Their equipment paniers were not properly squared away, and she noted a few loose straps and buckles. One of the four carried his weapon incorrectly, and they all seemed a bit sloppy. She didn’t expect parade ground perfection, but for fur’s sake, these were Imperials, not the True-dragon militia on Drakon IV!


“Please follow me, my lord,” the dark-green-and-tan blotched reptile invited, turning and starting to walk away before she had time to respond.


Should I shoot him in the ass? No, not yet. In some ways this is a colony, after all, and colonials of all species tend to have less respect for rank than do those in the homeland. Rada carried her bag, Zabet had her kit in her paniers. Together they fell in behind the secretary, with the guards following.


Oddly, Zabet held her peace until they had boarded the small transport craft and were flying toward the governor’s palace. Then she tapped on Rada’s shields. «Does something seem strange to you, Pet?»


Rada had been looking around, noting the presence of a few very tall buildings and of lots of trees. Every tree stood at the same height and had the same general shape. «You mean the landscaping?»


«Yes. it seems too uniform even for cloning and gen-engineered plants.»


«I’ll ask. And you’re right.» In fact, as Rada thought a little, it reminded her of that planet that she never did learn to pronounce, where the use of bio-weapons had so ruined the plant life that everything had been scraped off, burned, and a new ecosystem rebuilt almost from the amino acids up. Traffic in the hover lane seemed lighter than she would have anticipated, but perhaps Deklali ran on a different schedule from Drakon IV. She certainly appreciated the weaker gravity. Drakon IV was only 1.2 Terran Gs, but it seemed heavier for some reason. She snorted. Probably because of the ponderous dignity surrounding the court. Great Lord Beerkali practically pulls small objects into low-Azdhag orbit when he walks by.


Otherwise what she saw appeared very much like almost every other inhabited world she’d visited, at least the ones that could support land-based oxygen breathers. She was fascinated by the true natives that she glimpsed, who were leaner than the Azdhagi and lighter of build, with full neck frills, and tails they carried curled up on their backs, a bit like snails on Ter-Tri. Unlike the Azdhagi, the D’Shandi lacked muzzles, instead having flat faces with side-mounted eyes. As Rada recalled, they were omnivores who shaded toward herbivory.


«Pet, what can we eat here?»


Not the natives, that was certain, but Rada squelched her smart-assed initial response. «Everything except the greens, at least for me. You might avoid the fermented strella fruit. The natives can eat it in small quantities, but Azdhagi and True-dragons avoid it, even the juice. It’s acidic in a bad way.»


«Good to know. I’m a little surprised the two species are so compatible.»


«So was I when I learned about them. Further proof that the Universe is stranger than I dare imagine.» The Azdhagi and D’Shandi were almost symbiotic in terms of politics and culture, which was why the Azdhag Empire had been invited to take DeShan’s System as a protectorate about the time the Azdhagi colonized Pokara. Rada thought the arrangement a touch odd, but if that’s what the D’Shandi wanted, well, who was she to argue?


As they approached the palace, Rada asked the secretary, “Where are the barracks and military district?”


He blinked. “We have no need of them, Lord Reh-dakh. This is a peaceful world.”


She tried again. “Where are the soldiers who would be called up in case of an invasion from outside the Empire?”


“We have no need of them. The defense batteries and extra-atmospheric force will stop any invader.”


Rada and Zabet shared a look, and Zabet sent her Pet an image of the two of them covering their eyes with their forefeet. Rada made the hand-sign for “agreed” under the cover of the seat back. They both knew how that holo-vid ended! As the vehicle began its approach into the palace district, Rada decided that if she saw Shi-dan’s ghost lurking in the shadows, she would not be the least bit surprised. Ye gads and little lizards, this feels just like when Shi-dan hired me to inspect Drakon IV’s defenses, over five hundred year-turns ago. She counted off issues on her claws: overconfidence, arrogance, underestimation of non-reptiles, and lack of military preparedness by local troops. Ugh.


The transport landed and the guards piled out, forming a neat row. The secretary followed, and Rada and Zabet came last, carrying their own kit. “This way, please,” the secretary said, again without looking behind him as he set off. Zabet raised the whiskers on one side of her muzzle and lowered the opposite ear in a gesture of surprise and dismay. Where were the servants? Where was a military aid and escort for Lord Defender Ni Drako?


Instead of following him, Rada set her bag down, pulled a monocular out of its case on her belt, behind her blaster, and turned around, studying the shields around the palace landing area. Something looked odd at the corner, where the line of shield projectors bent to follow the line of a garden outside the landing area. The projectors’ locations struck Rada as strange, and she filed the observation away, as well as the appearance of the shield and the generators. They appeared standard for use within the Azdhag Empire, but that corner bothered her. Only then did she turn back around.


Zabet’s tail tip beat a rapid tattoo on the pavement of the landing area. Their guide had disappeared. Rada used the monocular to locate him, well away from the transport craft. She did not see any warning lights or evidence of arrivals or departures, so she tucked the monocular back in its case, picked up her bag, and followed, Zabet stalking along and grumbling under her breath. At least the weather felt decent, cool with a touch of breeze. They were halfway through Deklali’s spring in the southern hemisphere, with two large bodies of fresh water a few kliqs from the city on each side. A few local avians passed overhead, and Rada frowned, wondering how high up the shields went. They should be set to keep birdlife out of the landing area at all times, not just when ships were scheduled to take off or touch down. Another thing to ask someone about, she decided.


Their guide had vanished by the time they reached the main building. Rada set her bags down and turned to Zabet, baring her fangs. “Map.”


Zabet pulled a small holoprojector out of her carry harness, called up the palace map, and enlarged it to show their location. “That door, then to the area marked ‘military,’ I believe. I have tails to wring.” Zabet nodded and tucked the projector away. Then both females rearranged their bags, Rada converting hers into a rucksack and chest pouches, freeing her hands. Zabet pulled a pair of metal gauntlets out of hers, and as Rada locked the bags into the carry harness, confirming the balance, Zabet pulled on the razor-taloned metal gauntlets, close duplicates of those worn by the Palace Guard on Drakon IV. Rada tapped her sword cane’s tip twice on the pavement and nodded.


The lock on the door opened too easily. Rada and Zabet shifted to “enemy territory” mode, easing along the corridor, looking for Azdhagi or D’Shandi and finding neither. I’m having someone’s tail for supper. Roasted. With salt. The Lord Defender of Drakon IV stalked along until she found the military offices. She and Zabet took up positions on either side of the door. Rada unlatched the blade on her cane, drew it, and flashed three fingers at Zabet. The silvery-blue True-dragon nodded, her ears back and her whiskers stiff. Rada flashed three fingers again, then two, then one.


The private at the front desk had no idea what hit him. All he saw was motion, accompanied by a snarl, and then he had a good view of the ceiling, knocked off his bench and onto his back by something. “I get the next one,” he heard a high-pitched, oddly-accented voice calling.


The two visitors made it to the commanding officer’s work space before someone finally responded properly. Rada stopped and saluted the sergeant. “I’m Lord Defender Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, called Lord Reh-dakh. I’m not impressed.”


The sergeant holstered his weapon and saluted in turn. “Welcome to Deklali, Lord Mammal. Sergeant Bleerr. I apologize for Captain N’kloli’s absence. How can I help you?”


“You can tell me why I was able to force the exterior lock and get this far without being challenged. The corporal in the front office was taken out by my concubine.” Zabet raised one forefoot.


The sergeant’s tail drooped, limp, and he sank a little. “No excuses, Lord Mammal. We had our heads up our elimination orifices.”


“I won’t argue with that observation, Sergeant Bleerr. Where is the Captain?”


“Meeting with Prince Governor Tee-shai about your arrival, Lord Mammal.”


«Can I have him, my lord?» Zabet broadcast to all present. She raised one forefoot, fisted it, and the hardened ceramisteel blades covering her talons sprang up, forming a set of daggers.


“No, you got Great Lord Shu’s son’s sword—and his pride. And His Imperial Majesty has to approve unless you are challenged directly, remember?” Sergeant Bleerr appeared neither surprised nor upset by the conversation. Rada heard sounds behind them and turned, finding at least six reptiles peering at her. “You have so little to do?”


Four took the hint and vanished. Two gawped at her, and she turned fully around and approached them, sword-blade still drawn. “Problem?”


A D’shandi squeaked, “You’re a mammal!”


“I’m also the Lord Defender of Drakon IV. You are?”


“He’s going to be a private without privates if he doesn’t get back to work is what he is,” Sergeant Bleerr snarled. The pair of spectators disappeared in different directions.


“I’m going to leave my kit here, Sergeant. Please see that the twitchy-taloned stay out of it.”


The solid dark-green NCO gestured his agreement. Rada and Zabet left their personal gear—but not their weapons—in the office, and after confirming the location of the Prince-Governor’s reception rooms, headed that way.


This time, servants met them before they’d gone ten meters, D’Shandi and Azdhagi both, pointing the proper direction. Rada and Zabet ignored them. Instead, Rada concentrated on their surroundings, noting the décor and which areas seemed defensible. Not much, although she got a hint that perhaps the building’s core might have solid bones. The rest looked as if it had been built for show instead of battle, unlike the Imperial Palace on Drakon IV. She did like the high ceilings, although high meant two meters, or at least enough that she didn’t have to bend over every time she went through a door, unlike most of the Throneworld’s buildings.


«Are you going to scare the governor or act civilized?»


«Armed people are civilized, as well as polite.» Rada stopped and replaced the protective concealment over her swordcane’s blade and fastened the tie-down on her blaster holster. She loosened the strap on the iron war fan of her name, thinking, I’d love to rap the prince’s nose for hiring such poor quality staff, but that might be taken the wrong way. She ran one hand over hair, found nothing amiss, and nodded at the nervous servant standing beside the door to the office. “Lord Ni Drako for Prince-Governor Tee-shai.”


“Y-y-yes, my lord.” The native tapped twice on the door and waited.


“His Excellency is in a meeting. Go away.”


Rada and Zabet exchanged fang-rich smiles as the servant ducked. “Allow me.” Rada tapped on the door with the butt of her boot-knife’s hilt.


“I said go away!”


“I will be certain to pass your words on to His Imperial Majesty. Good day.” Rada moved two steps before the door slid open and an even more upset Azdhag charged out.


“Ah, my lord, that is, please, His Excellency has been waiting for you.” The light brown reptile rocked from side to side, his excessive motion almost screaming his distress to Rada.


“Thank you.” She gestured to Zabet, and the two females walked through a very tasteful waiting room and into the main office.


Prince Governor Tee-shai, the King-Emperor’s first cousin on the paternal side, gave Rada the same look she gave members of the Imperial Finance Office: unhappy but resigned. Beside him, Captain N’kloli looked less pleased. To Rada’s mild surprise, N’kloli was a pale green-and-orange native, with metal studs on his neck frill, mimicking the steel tips on the neck spines of Azdhag males. He turned his head a little sideways to get a good look at her. “Welcome, Commander Rada Re-dakh Lord Ni Drako,” Tee-shai said, sounding bored.


Rada bowed as was appropriate, and Zabet did likewise. “Thank you, Your Excellency.”


“I take it His Imperial Majesty sent you to inspect the Imperials stationed here?”


The prince’s direct manner struck Rada as a touch odd. You are far too blunt for an Imperial governor, and I have nothing to do with the Imperials directly. Hmmm. “Not exactly, Your Excellency. If I may venture a slight correction, I was sent to see what an Azdhag out-world is like. I have not been privileged to leave Drakon IV prior to today.”


Tee-shai shifted his weight back a touch in a flash of surprise. “Indeed? Well, you are a mammal, and there are certain delicacies and considerations one must keep in mind.”


“Indeed, Your Excellency.” Rada hoped that Zabet was not rolling her eyes at the governor’s disparaging comment.


“What is a female mammal doing in the Empire, anyway? And where did the True-dragon get those gauntlets?” N’kloli sounded angry. “Only warriors are permitted to wear those.”


Rada nodded to the captain, who ranked equal to her second-in-command on Drakon IV. “By Azdhag law and custom, I am a male with the rank of Lord Defender, Daimyo of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain, former regent for King-Emperor Lo-dan. My concubine, Zabet dar Nagali of Ni Drako, is counted as one of the Palace Guard because of her actions in the Mercenaries’ War.”


“Oh.” N’kloli’s frill darkened a touch, and he turned back to Tee-shai. The Prince-Governor’s tail tip had a definite kink in it, and Rada suspected that he wanted to knock N’kloli into the wall to teach him manners. The stocky, brown-and-tan Azdhag lifted his weak side forefoot and made the Imperials sign for information—later. Rada signed back with an affirmative as N’kloli said, “Will this inspection interrupt spring drills and maneuvers, Your Highness? Dolapp and the double moon will be in two sixts.”


Tee-shai made a negation. “I believe Lord Reh-dakh’s work is independent, and he will not be involved with your seasonal training cycle.”


N’kloli turned to look at Rada again. She had the iron war fan out and open. Will you accept the challenge, N’kloli, or are you oblivious?


The native military commander turned his head to face Tee-shai. “Good. By your leave.”


He bowed, pivoted on his forelegs, and left. Rada did not slap him on the tail with the fan as he passed. She did catch a glimpse of Zabet making a rude forefoot gesture, and winced inside, but N’kloli didn’t see it. Rada’s eyebrow rose. Interesting.


Tee-shai took a deep breath, then let it out. “You will find that the Deshandi have rather different priorities than do civilized Azdhagi, Lord Reh-dakh.”


“I had begun to suspect that that might be the case, Your Excellency.” Rada slipped into full formal Azdhag manners as easily as breathing. “Perhaps a brief recess might be permitted, Your Excellency? In my haste to greet you and make my business known, I failed to allow your staff time to prepare fully for my needs. My fault entirely.” She bowed a little.


Tee-shai grabbed the offer with all fourteen talons. “Indeed, Lord Reh-dakh. While your speed is indeed commendable, haste has its own complications and deficiencies. Your quarters are now ready, and proper transportation will be arranged tomorrow. Tonight, a reception in the honor of him for whom you travel will be held in the smaller garden at dusk. Your concubine is welcome.”


Rada turned her head enough to see Zabet bowing low. “Thank you, Your Excellency. You do us too great an honor.”


“You are dismissed.”


Rada bowed again, backed away two steps, and left, Zabet close behind. This time a Deshandi servant led them to airy chambers with far too many doors, windows, and possible hiding places for Rada’s taste. “Thank you. You are dismissed,” she informed the servant.


His tail uncoiled a little, and his frill rose as if in protest, but he left. Rada inspected the two chambers while Zabet checked for listening devices and tested the furnishings. «No ears or eyes that I can find Pet, but I don’t like how open this is.»


“Me either. I feel a bit like a fish in a transparent force-globe.” Someone could shoot at her from, hmm, she started counting, but stopped after eight different locations. At least the necessary had solid walls, although the plumbing was Azdhag standard. Rada shrugged. She’d adapt, as she always did. “I wonder why the servant seemed upset about leaving.”


As Rada discovered that evening, the unhappy staff member believed that he had been ordered out so Rada would not have to pay him. As she and Zabet left for the reception, a different Deshandi, this one a female with four small metal studs on her small neck frill, stopped them in the hallway. “Lord Reh-dakh, a moment.”


Since she was blocking the hallway, Rada and Zabet didn’t have much choice. “Yes?”


“It appears that a communications failure has occurred.” She paused and they waited. When Rada didn’t speak, the female continued, “It is customary in the palace to provide service thanks on the day of service rather than on major holidays.”


Zabet put the pieces together first. She broadcast, «Indeed. And it is customary to provide service gifts for all services, small as well as great?»


“Exactly so.” The female bowed a millimeter or two and stepped aside, allowing Rada and Zabet to pass.


«Shakedown.» Zabet minced along, talons up to keep from snagging the little rugs scattered along the corridor floor. «I have never seen rugs in any Azdhag building, unless they were on the wall.»


“Now you know why. I feel an urge to play stone-hopper.” Or to snag them with the tip of her walking cane and stack them into a pile like a stone cairn. Each rug, roughly a meter by a meter, had a different pattern and color, and they irritated her. «Shakedown indeed. I believe we will leave early tomorrow. As irritating as the servants can be in the Imperial Palace, I suspect they are nothing compared to the staff here. Who are still below standard. Do you think the prince brought his own from the throneworld?»


«Oh yeah. He’s one of those who would have someone lift his tea cup for him if he could get away with it.»


Rada nodded in silent agreement. She wasn’t impressed with what she’d seen thus far—not the hole in the shielding around the palace, and not the personnel. The door to the garden opened and she ducked, as usual, and walked into an open space fringed with shimmer leaf trees and topiary. Rada almost hesitated as she took in the ornately trimmed plants, but kept moving. A true Azdhag nobleman would not show any reaction. A cluster of Azdhagi milled in an open area on her strong side, and Rada stopped to admire a delicate pink flower of some kind, then walked over to join the group.


Seven male Azdhagi and four females had arranged themselves around a set of lovely octagonal tables, each with ornate displays of small plates of food. Rada recognized most of the dishes, and made mental notes of which to avoid because they had too many leafy greens in them. The alkaloids that the Azdhagi found flavorful gave her hallucinations and other unpleasant reactions. Rada didn’t recognize any individual, other than the Prince-Governor, but she caught Lineage badges for Peitak, Berkali, Shikali, and a minor house that came from a cadet branch of Shu. Two of the males carried bahn-leh, as did Rada, but the Prince-Governor was not one of them. That piqued her curiosity, but she pushed the observation aside for the moment. Not all holders of the honor blade carried one on a regular basis.


“Ah, Lord Reh-dakh,” Tee-shai said.


Rada bowed. “Your Excellency, honored lords. Truly you do honor to His Imperial Majesty with such a display of courtesy and generosity to a humble servant.”


“All who serve the empire are worthy of honor, His Imperial Majesty’s Lord Defender even more so.”


Rada straightened. “Please forgive my rough manners, for I am but a soldier, not trained in the arts and graces of peace.”


One of the females made a sound that might have been a stifled laugh. Tee-shai gestured gracefully with his weak-side forefoot. “Here we are all servants and students of the arts and graces of peace. Be welcome.”


Rada bowed again. And now the dance begins, she observed, as the others sorted themselves out without obviously doing so, arranging themselves by age of Lineage, closeness to the Lineage head, and local rank. Rada, as Head and war lord, probably out-ranked all but the Prince-Governor, despite her official court rank, but she preferred to keep that little dagger sheathed. She’d lowered her shields and read curiosity, boredom, someone who really wanted to take his junior mate and find a private spot as soon as possible, and raw anger bordering on hatred. Should she try and locate the source of that last? No, she decided. She’d find out soon enough, which was why she wore body armor as part of her court clothing. And it might not be aimed at her. Probably wasn’t, as she thought about it, watching the others to see where her place was. Ah, there beside Berkali. The thought brought up the memory of old Lord Berkali and the Mercenaries’ War. “Up Berkali-hai” had been his war cry, she recalled, nodding to the broad-chested male of the lineage as she took her place.


Talk centered on the garden, on the food, and on the latest news and gossip, the last two topics blending seamlessly at court. “Is it true that a challenge fight is pending between Kirlin’s second male and Blee’s heir?” the male in unfamiliar robes asked, looking at Rada.


She tried to recall. “Not that I have heard, my lord, but the youngsters, if they are wise, would not speak of such a thing where either His Imperial Majesty or I might learn of it.”


“You? What would you have to do with anything, Ni Drako?” The stab of anger behind the words set Rada’s alarms off.


“My lord Shilaki, any such challenge that interrupts training comes under my discipline, doubly so because Blee-the-Younger is assigned to the Palace Guard and thus under my command, as well as His Imperial Highness the crown prince’s.” Rada let no emotion other than calm respect into her voice or movements.


He made a curt gesture of acknowledgment. “Point.” As soon as was polite, he made his departure. Rada and Zabet shared a look, but nothing more. Zabet listened closely to the female beside her, gesturing toward something on the table in front of them and touching her other forefoot to the tip of her muzzle. Rada wondered what that meant, then returned to the males’ talk.


“A pity no one knows anything more,” Shu hissed, licking a bit of meat past off the tip of one talon. “My sire’s son claims the identity of the body is still unknown. Not enough was left to identify.”


Hmm. His half brother? Shu-the-Younger is currently at court before going to Pokara to serve in the government. That makes sense. “So it was when I departed, my lord.”


“Accident?” Tee-shai sounded concerned.


Not exactly, unless a reversion to thousands of years of predatory behavior is an accident. Rada finished her mouthful before speaking. “No one was certain, Your Excellency. I was told that the condition of the body and the location raised concerns about an assault or blood-match, but His Imperial Majesty ordered the matter sealed until the deceased had been identified and the investigation complete.” On impulse she added, “For the good of the Pack.”


Those words stilled conversation. After a very long and thoughtful silence, Tee-shai made a complicated forefoot gesture signifying the end of the discussion and a seal on the topic. “What news of the investigation into Lord Daesarae’s cousin’s claim?”


Rada smiled, baring all her teeth. “It is said that the cousin is still running, with Daesarae’s second and third mates not far behind, both carrying pole arms and using words not fit for the ears of gently-raised females.”


The males made the grunting hisses of Azdhag guffaws. “I take it Daesarae posed no objection?”


“Your Excellency, rumor avers that he pointed the females in the proper direction, then returned to his derzhin after bidding them clear trails and good hunting.” That generated more laughter, and Rada gestured her agreement before eating another of the delicious little buns full of spiced meat paste. The cousin had been a fool and a half to think he could cheat the females, and even more so to think that his relative would take the word of a barely noble male with a reputation for bad judgment over that of his mates, neither of whom had been selected for looks alone.


As was traditional, between courses the group broke apart to tour the garden, admiring the flowers and the combinations of colors and textures. Rada had her doubts about some of the topiary, especially one in the back corner that reminded her a little too much of someone she knew who, if he’d been a plant, would have been a slime-leaf stinkroot. But she complimented the gardeners’ skill and the designer’s taste and eye for patterns and forms. The reception went as they usually did, and ended after two hours, allowing time for those desiring a true meal to find one. Rada and Zabet returned to their quarters and discovered an absence of staff.


“I take it we are being snubbed.” Rada disarmed and hung her weapons where she could get to them easily if she were in the main room. Then she very carefully slid her two hair daggers, and her hold-out blaster, between the layers of padding on the sleeping platform, hiding her movements as she did.


«Quite likely. They’re fools. Do you want a military orderly?»


Rada stopped and considered her partner’s words as Zabet folded her delicate wrap and scarf, triple checked her own weapons, and used the necessary. «No. It’s not an emergency, and they are not under my command. I know how much the Defenders love it when the Minister of War or an Imperial officer pokes his muzzle into our chain of command.»


And, truth be told, the lack of servants was welcome. Rada settled down for the night with a half-smothered sigh, allowing her muscles to relax. Even after the recent events on Ter-tri, and changes in command—along with all the disruptions that came with them even in the best of times—unless a dire emergency arose, everyone left her alone when she wanted to be alone. Not hovering-just-out-of-sight, not lurking around the corner, but completely alone, without treating her request as a personal insult or as a sign of serious illness. Rada had limited patience for hovering servants, and her staff at Singing Pines knew to give her far more room than they would a normal Azdhag nobleman. The palace servants had to be retrained more often. And here? The lack of proper discipline, the poor defenses, and the demand for tips had driven her tolerance toward the lowest end of the scale.


And what had the prince-governor needed to tell her? She didn’t want to approach and ask him outright. Could it have to do with his daughter? Did he know she’d been involved in the mating battle’s outcome? He probably knows she called for a healer, but nothing else. And I suspect it was for something mild, or unrelated to the events. With that hopeful thought Rada fell asleep.


«Get. Out. Now.» Rada rolled off the sleeping platform, knife in one hand and blaster in the other, and was in the doorway of the sleeping area before her eye finished opening. Zabet had one of the Azdhag servants by the back of the neck and seemed to be half-dragging, half-shoving the female toward the door.


“Problem?”


The Azdhag squeaked, stared, and her feet scrambled for purchase on the tiles near the door. Zabet let go and the Azdhag shot forward as if she’d been launched from a projectile weapon. «Not any more.»


Rada looked at Zabet’s flattened ears and fast-swinging tail. When her Boss was in that state, distance was the better part of valor. Rada returned to the sleeping area, dressed, packed what little she’d unpacked, and washed her face and hands. Then she braided her hair. Only after that did she return to find Zabet, much calmer, sipping tea beside a large, heavily laden breakfast tray. “How is the food?”


«Hmm? Not bad, what little I’ve tried thus far. Stay away from those tiny red things. I’m not certain they are dead yet.»


Rada groaned, but under her breath. Just when you thought the fad for live food had finally died. She studied the items in question and decided that Zabet had the right idea. The water-grain balls with meat-strips were good, the fruit tolerable in small doses, and the six-sausage-salad went well with the strong tea. She nibbled a bun-like lump carefully, found red bean paste in the middle, and ate more than she should have. Zabet polished off a goodly amount as well. Sated, Rada had another cup of tea and asked, «What inspired the wake-up call?»


Zabet rinsed one talon in the scented water provided for the purpose. «I turned my back for ten seconds and found the female going through my bag. She’d opened yours but hadn’t started on it yet. I asked what she was doing and she said that Lord Shikali had ordered her to see if we had something of his.» Zabet picked up the tea cup, cradling it in the palm of her strong-side forefoot. «Do we?»


Rada made a negation with her empty hand. “Not that I am aware of.” «And we are leaving as soon as I get map coordinates for all the locations I need.»


Zabet pointed with her tail-tip to a black cylinder beside her carry-harness. «Got it already. Your Sergeant sent it along with breakfast, with his compliments and apologies. There’s a coded message under it.»


Rada got up, retrieved the page, and read it. The code was an old one, and it took her a bit to recall how it worked. Then she smiled. The sergeant deserved her thanks indeed.


As the prince-governor had said, the pair found a modified personal transport waiting for them. Someone, probably the sergeant or another of the soldiers, had called up the plans for modifying the controls and safety belts so that Rada could fly the little craft. Otherwise it would have been Zabet, since her body pattern was closer to Azdhag standard, and well, that might cause problems beyond citations for speeding and altitude violations. Rada wasn’t entirely pleased with the make-do nature of the security straps, but shrugged. She’d survive. “I’m not planning on doing aerobatics.”


Zabet gave her a look suggesting that if she tried it, bad things would happen. When Zabet turned to look at something, Rada stuck her tongue out at her Boss. It wasn’t Rada who, some years before, had had to explain to a traffic control and safety enforcement officer why the running lights and vehicle identification systems had been disabled on a rented flier on Heerpin.


Well, that was then. “Right. Duty calls. Watch that far corner of the security shield as we depart, please.”


«Will do.»


Zabet waited until they’d cleared the palace control area and were en route before saying, «It did not look right. I can’t tell you exactly why, but something’s off.»


Rada grunted, concentrating on persuading the nav computer to correct for the wind. Task finished, she sat back and could finally look at more than the traffic and the air ahead of them. “That’s what I thought yesterday. Thanks for the confirmation.” The sky seemed paler than the day before, and things in the distance had a faint blue cast, as if a haze had begun forming. Well, high pressure and spring meant stagnant air in this region of Deklali. The upcoming native holiday centered on asking the deities to speed the approach of summer and the rains. I’d just as soon not be around for a wet season, thank you, since it gets to forty degrees and a hundred percent humidity. Which made the uniform trees and plantings she and Zabet had noticed around the capital even more odd, now that she thought about it. Well, the area around them made up for that. Rainforest indeed, with trees a hundred meters tall in some places, islands of light green over a sea of darker green. Large flying avians that reminded Rada of Earth vultures lazed over something, circling in a thermal, she assumed.


«So what’s the plan?»


“Look, make notes, and leave. This isn’t my chain of command, so I can’t really correct anything, assuming I find problems.” Rada tried to sound optimistic.


Zabet’s snort suggested that she’d failed. «You’ll find something.»


After the better part of how long? She tried to recall as she frowned at the autopilot. Why was it doing that? The ground beacon was trying to undo her wind correction. Rada growled something uncharitable and overrode the command. “I probably will. Better me than Sgt. Bleerr, or one of my sergeants.” She’d not been pleased with her reception, and things tended to get worse the farther from the capital one went. Heaven knew how much time she spent keeping the Defenders in top condition.


Five days later, Rada stood in a small grove of trees, turning large sticks into smaller sticks to ease her temper before she started turning a moderate sized Azdhag into reptile chops instead. It was as if she’d gone back in time two hundred year-turns, but without regaining her tail and ears—or her eye. My hand to the Lord, if I get back to the Imperial palace and find Shi-dan waiting, I won’t blink. The Imperials on the surface were overconfident, complacent to the point of being loose, undisciplined, and unprepared, and the local militia seemed determined to outdo the Imperials in every respect. “Boss, we could take this planet ourselves.”


Zabet, basking on the flyer’s front deck, called back, «We’d need Yori to really make a mess.»


Despite herself, Rada had to grin at the thought. “Point. He did have a talent for generating chaos.” Still did, if rumors about what had happened at the end of the Harz battle were true. Maybe now that he’d retired she would be able to stop cleaning up after him. She snorted as she wiped her dusty hands on her trousers. Nope. He’d find some other way to get underfoot. She never started it, because she didn’t have to.


«So, where to next?»


Rada squinted into the sunlight as she walked to the flyer. “The depot at ClearSprings, then Northlands. That will put us not too far from the capital, in case that warning light comes on again.” The light had come from a short in a wire rather than an actual problem, but Rada still didn’t like it. Zabet nodded and slithered over the hot metal and composite into the cockpit area. Rada winced and climbed in the normal way. She’d already told traffic control her planned route, so she lifted off and turned west northwest. The low clouds of the morning had burned off, but the sky remained hazy and white. Anything could hide in the haze, and Rada didn’t trust the remote sensors on the craft to warn her of non-metallic flying things.


Not all the bases she’d seen were bad. Redrocks met—and almost exceeded—her standards. The Azdhagi and D’shandi there had doubled out when she landed, formed up in ranks, and accorded her a proper salute. Their kit had been correctly squared away, and at the lieutenant’s request she’d performed a full inspection. She’d found a few things, but overall Redrocks had been a delightful exception to her dismal observations. The Lieutenant, a native called K’torlo, admitted that he’d been reading and watching as many training holos as he could, and he’d bribed a retired Imperial sergeant to help him learn what he needed to know. Rada had congratulated him on his ambition and determination, and sent special messages to Prince-Governor Tee-shai and His Imperial Majesty commending the officer.


«Three o’clock, same altitude, closing,» Zabet reported. Rada turned her head to see the object. It seemed to be artificial, and she frowned, losing a little altitude. The robo-flyer passed over them, matched speed, then dropped out of the traffic lane. «What was that about?»


Rada made a weak-side negation.


«Probably someone being dumb, or not listening to the traffic reports,» the True-dragon decided. She rested her chin on the bench seat and resumed her watch. Rada tried to keep her head moving and her attention focused outside, but blind was blind. She couldn’t judge distance without a horizon that well anymore. Heaven save her from getting into serious air combat.


“Beginning descent,” she reported. Zabet double-checked her harness and gave her a thumbs-up with one talon.


Four hours later, Rada began twitching. Normally she left Zabet to her own devices, but she called the True-dragon to her side and flashed the forefoot sign for “something wrong.”


Zabet’s whiskers rose and fell in her version of a raised eyebrow. As Rada continued looking around ClearSprings Depot, she noticed a growing absence of reptiles. “Is something planned, or is there an exercise that I’m interfering with?” She finally asked her guide.


The green-and-tan striped D’shandi startled, his tail unrolling a little as his eyes blinked. “No, Lord Reh-dakh. We’re just waiting for an announcement from headquarters about Lord Shikali’s decision on demanding honor payment from Lord Beeltal and one of the Defenders, a lesser noble of some kind.”


“I see.”


Her blood went cold as the reptile continued, “Shikali’s son was fostered with Lord Pei, and Beeltal’s son murdered him, with the Defenders watching, but no order given to keep the peace. The Azdhagi have some strange traditions and rules, Lord Reh-dakh, no offense.”


“None taken.” Adrenaline dumped into Rada’s bloodstream, and she labored hard to hide her reaction. No wonder Shikali had been angry. And if he thought she’d been in a position to intervene and hadn’t, then he’d hold her as blood guilty. Oh crap. I make it ten years without a blood feud, and now here we go again. Fewmets. Just what she needed, to return to the palace here on Deklali and find an honor challenge waiting.


She sent the news to Zabet in a quick thought burst. They finished the next site before Zabet responded. «Are we going to have to wait that long? Shikali’s not one to attack straight on, according to the concubines I was talking to. He’s an ambush predator. Firmly believes in hitting first and then clarifying his target.»


Rada had some uncharitable thoughts about every Azdhag male in her life. Then she made the proper noise as she looked at the very badly organized personal weapons lockers. The local commander let each male store things the way he wanted to, and she wondered how anyone could find anything quickly. A few compartments had already spilled blaster gas packs and other things. “It looks chaotic but we’ve found it quite effective, Lord Reh-dakh. Our last quick response drill time was only eight minutes,” her guide announced.


“That’s quite impressive.” The Imperials’ had set five minutes as the absolute worst-case time, with three and a half preferred.


“Thank you.”


The depot commander pled a prior commitment, Rada pretended to understand, and she and Zabet started back to the flyer after visiting the necessary. As they walked, Rada made notes and sent them to the Dark Hart. She also dropped her shields. A large group of reptiles was behind them—that was the depot. But she caught an enormous pool of anger, blood-hunger, and excitement ahead of them. How far? She couldn’t tell. Rada stowed her data-link and undid the strap on her blaster. She also paused long enough to shift her bahn-leh from her boot to her belt.


Zabet didn’t ask. Instead she too loosened the safety straps on her personal weapons. «Where?»


«Don’t know. Don’t know numbers.»


«Fewmets.»


Neither were too excited. They’d been to this Mart before. Even so, Rada’s blood started to sing and her hearing seemed to sharpen, even limited by the absence of her prosthetic external ears. She flared her nostrils and inhaled. Musk and reptile cut under the hot dust, moist woodsy scent, and the wet of the marsh just on the other side of the woods. Should they try to go around? No, because they didn’t know where the reptiles were, or even if they were waiting for them. Right, and I’m white with pink spots and Zabet will take a vow of chastity. Rada did shift her grip on her walking cane, so she could drop it more easily if she needed to have a dagger in her weak-side hand.


They rounded a corner and found trouble waiting. Four males, with various kinds of armaments, lounged around the path. They did not block the path to the pad with the borrowed flyer, but they were not out of the way enough to be harmless. Beyond and behind them, Rada sensed more males lurking in the greenery. She continued straight ahead, pretending not to notice. Zabet drew even on her blind side. They heard something behind them.


“We’ve been waiting for you, murderer.”


“Oh? Who am I accused of killing? Or is it my concubine you need to speak with?”


The biggest male lumbered closer. “You know damn well, furry bastard. You let Lord Shikali’s son die.”


Rada, eye locked on the big male in front of her, caught the tiniest hint of wrong motion to her strong side. «Drop!» Zabet screamed. Rada hit dirt in time to see a blaster bolt strike first the male on her strong side and then the male facing her. “Farg it!” Rada drew her own blaster and came up fighting. Some of the shots deflected off shields, and both she and Zabet cursed.


“Kilmartin Gambit on three,” Rada called in Trader. She heard Zabet’s tail slap of agreement. «One, two,» “Three!”


They spun back-to-back, firing as fast as they could, Zabet then Rada. Please, God, may this work. Zabet’s shots hit first, draining the shield, while Rada’s heavier shot followed in less than a second, punching through the remains. Azdhagi dropped, and the mammal and True-Dragon fought for a clear space. A gap opened up, and the two females took deep mental breaths.


“Saint Michael and Ni Drako!” Rada screamed, charging. Zabet sounded her own battle cry, and the Azdhagi scattered, opening a larger breach in the line and letting their erstwhile targets out of the ambush. Zabet kept running, and Rada did as best she could, until they reached their modified transport. «I want blood, Pet. Blood for blood,» Zabet snarled.


Without looking, Rada reached over to the passenger seat and clamped her hand on Zabet, Healing her even as Rada engaged the anti-grav drive. “He’s yours. The prince-governor is mine. And His Imperial Majesty has a lot of explaining to do.”


The sssss-click of a gas pack dropping out of a blaster and a fresh one locking in, and the dull roar of the drive, were the only sounds. Rada stayed off the main route, ignoring the electronic screams and wails of the navigation software. At this point she trusted her memory more than she did any official database, and she stayed as low as was safe. Her lips pulled back from her teeth. She should be giving the defensive troops a collective heart attack, disappearing from their traffic readout and then reappearing out of nowhere. She couldn’t have done it at the palace-capitol on Drakon IV, but here? Beside her Zabet snorted. «Do you think they’ll try to shoot us down?»


“Yes. I didn’t mention the hole yet. They’re about to find it.”


«Good.» Rada risked a glance over as she lifted her hand and stopped the Healing. Zabet’s tail-tip vibrated and her ears lay flat against her skull. Someone was about to die. Rada returned her attention to their flight path. They ran below most traffic, but hitting a flying reptile or clipping a tower? Definite concerns, and Rada’s fighter pilot heart would die of shame if she met the Bookkeeper due to a ground collision. Tasks completed, Zabet sank her talons into the seat, not bothering with the harness. She kept looking behind them, clearing Rada’s blind spot.


They got within two kliqs of the palace spaceport before the first electronic query flashed on the screen. Rada’s fang-baring snarl grew wider, and she turned off all but the flight-essential electronics. Zabet had already found the wire for the geo-locator, and Rada pulled the circuit. She banked to the strong side, guiding the small flyer around some buildings and descending to within a meter of the tops of the trees. There was something to be said about clones and controlled growth regions, Rada snorted, but it wasn’t flattering. “Any company?”


«None. Can I have the air-defense coordinator’s head?»


“Nope. That belongs to Prince Tee-shai or His Imperial Majesty. Failing that, it’s mine.” Rada saw the hole she wanted and bobbed her head once. Zabet braced, and as soon as the flyer’s horizontal stabilizer cleared the last tree, Rada dove down, skimming over the grass. She squinted, looking just to the side of her goal. As she’d guessed, the shimmer of the shield wavered and faded. The ships beyond grew clear and solid, and Zabet whapped the seat with her tail in triumph. “Fools,” Rada whispered. They cleared the shield and she aimed for the closest open area within running distance of the ’Hart. Her hands danced, and she pitched the bow of the flyer up, killing forward momentum, then touching down without extending the landing feet. The alarms squalled, but she ignored them. A few centimeters above the ground, she killed the anti-grav. Zabet opened the hatch and the pair cleared the aircraft as fast as possible, running full out for the timeship.


Zabet slowed to let Rada get there first. Rada keyed the lock and the entry faded open, allowing the partners to duck inside. Zabet slid into her usual place at the base of the symbiote’s tank, while Rada flopped into the pilot’s seat. She linked with the creature in the central processor, humming a little. They joined minds, and she sent it an image of where she wanted to be and when. She sensed a bit of dismay, perhaps, then a stream of information passed in front of her mind’s eye, followed by flashing green numbers. They could do it. It would be snug, and dangerous, but possible. “Yessssssss.”


Rada and the creature barely touched the timethread before pulling the ’Hart back into four-dimensional space. The scout ship landed, and the entrance faded open. Zabet shot out, firing one quick blaster bolt before she surged to her feet and leapt from the ship. Rada followed, sword cane in one hand and blaster in the other. The emerged in the middle of Prince Tee-shai’s audience chamber. Zabet had Lord Shikali pinned, and Rada came up behind her Boss. “We survived, you treacherous, fur-bearing stormcatch. Your servants drew blood, and your blood is forfeit.” She kept her voice low and calm, without any sign of emotion.


Shikali squirmed, reaching for his weapons. Rada turned her back, trusting Zabet to keep him out of trouble one way or another while she advanced on Prince Tee-shai, sketched a bow to the startled noble, and said, “Your Highness, what do you know about a little difficulty at ClearSprings Depot?”


“Nothing, by all my ancestors and all they held dear, this I swear Lord Reh-dakh.” He remained calm and when Rada dropped her shields a little, she sensed nothing but dismay and confusion—and certainty. She bowed a little and started turning.


“Raargh!” She fired, then grabbed her left arm where the blaster bolt intended for her back had grazed her. She smelled charred flesh and her left hand went numb. Faster than thought, she transferred the pistol to her weak hand and fired as Zabet let loose her own round. Shikali jerked and dropped, as did his bodyguard.


«Fewmets and shattered shells, what in the name of the nine hells was that fool thinking?» Zabet called to all within hearing distance. «He almost killed His Excellency.»


Rada, now sitting on the floor as she tried to slow her heart and stop her own bleeding by force of will, shook her head. She kept her pistol trained on Shikali’s body until Zabet flashed the sign for “dead.” Rada activated the safety on her own weapon, slid it awkwardly into the holster, and started inspecting the burn. Time seemed to slow—never a good sign—and she gave Zabet a look. The True-dragon holstered her own weapon and rushed across the room, her talons skittering on the floor. She got a firm grip on Rada’s upper arm, pressing on the artery. “Your Excellency, do you have a Healer on staff?”


Tee-shai recovered his wits. “Yes, I do. Seahlak, call Healer Eerlah please.”


An hour later, Rada and Zabet departed Deklali. Rada risked letting go of the symbiote’s mind to see where the king-emperor was. In the greater throne room, but with only a few nobles in attendance. Did she dare? The symbiote hit her with a pop of temporal energy, a sort of slap, warning that it would not tolerate what she had in mind. Too much traffic around Drakon IV, too many bodies in the audience chamber. Coming on top of her injury, the mental blow shook Rada out of her predator’s focus and she let go of the idea. The Dark Hart landed at the customary place. Rada opened the door and Zabet marched out. A large male Azdhag stalked in as soon as she cleared the entry. Rada tried to get up to bow, but Prince Imperial Shy-kii rose onto his hind legs, then pushed her back into the pilot’s seat with one large, gauntleted forefoot. “Not until the Healer gets here. My honored sire learned of your difficulty two hours ago and we have been waiting for your arrival.”


The Wanderer was in no condition to argue with two-hundred kilos of muscular reptile. “Yes, Imperial Highness.”


“And he ordered me to inform you that no member of the Imperial Lineage had anything to do with either the ambush or the subsequent attack.”


“Thank you, Imperial Highness.”


“Nor will there be any feuds. Beeltal’s heir killed and,” Shy-kii stopped, unable to say the word, “ate.”


“Dismembered, Imperial Highness, I believe was what the Guard reported.”


“Thank you. Dismembered Shailak’s heir in a mating frenzy. He has little memory of the event. The Healer said that she believes that such amnesia is normal, given that we no longer,” he grunted, the Azdhag version of throat clearing, “dismember each other.”


I wouldn’t go that far, Your Highness. Your great grandfather took someone apart with his bare talons as I watched. “Indeed, Imperial Highness.”


He glanced over his shoulder and backed away, yielding the space to an aggravated female in Healer purple. “Lord mammal, why did you not wait for a proper Healing? With all due respect.” Rada closed her eye as the Healer set to work.


I cannot win. And I still need a vaca—.


She woke in her quarters three hours later.
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Rada opened the panel in the wall, poked her head out, and heard a gasp, then the sound of breaking glassware. That’s not auspicious she thought, peering towards the commotion. “Uh, ah, are you Commander Na Gael?” a nervous voice inquired from the far side of the laboratory.


“That’s me,” the one-eyed female confirmed, easing forward and keeping her hands in clear view of whoever was working. She wrinkled her nose at the sting of formic acid fumes. “And shouldn’t we clean that up before it trips an environmental alert?”


“Oh yes, quite right.” Dr. Ransar Chandrasekar carefully turned off the testing equipment and moved two flasks farther away from the edge of the lab table while Rada got the appropriate neutralizing agent and turned on the venting blower. After they got the spill contained and cleaned up, the scientist asked, “Aren’t you back early?”


“Rachel Na Gael” thought for a moment, then went to the desk by the main door, unlocked and opened one of the top drawers, and checked a small black box with a green light on it. “I don’t think so. Today is July 18, isn’t it?” The wall calendar and the screen of the computer on the desk both read July 18. The South Asian chemist shrugged. “Twenty-four hour shifts do that,” Rachel observed in a soothing tone, and the portly man nodded emphatically.


“Oh yes, Commander Na Gael, very much. And then a surprise inspection by Dr. Spaustet from Vienna, and a mix-up in staffing, and . . .” he launched into a litany of everything she’d missed in the past week. She listened carefully, making mental notes. Apparently whoever had been scheduled to rotate in as the new executive officer had proven “unworkable” at the last minute for some reason, and Vienna—in a rare attack of wisdom—had opted to leave the current staff intact at least until the following year. That’s strange—they don’t usually do anything that smart, even by accident the Wanderer observed tartly. Ah well, they’ll change things as soon as they realize what a good decision it was.


Dr. Chandrasekar wound down after a few minutes. It certainly sounded as if someone had squeezed the events of her eight personal-year absence into one Terran week. “Are you certain that you are not back early?” he inquired again.


“Well, my leave papers said I was to come back on July 18 of this year, so no, unless things have changed while I was away.”


“They haven’t, Commander,” Major Maria de Alba y Sanchez said from the doorway. “I’ll tell Captain ben David that you’re back. Dr. Chandrasekar, do you have any results from your tests on those seed-things?”


A flurry of activity ensued, and Rachel slipped up to her quarters while the others were distracted. The room was a bit musty, but otherwise the same as usual, and Rachel dumped the contents of her bag onto the chair beside the fireplace. She visited the WC and then changed into her “uniform” of grey jacket and skirt. The Wanderer-hybrid also hung her new body armor and helmet on their hooks on the wall, beside her gun belt and within easy reach of her bed nest. She put a few imported treats into the tiny fridge and turned her cell phone back on before returning to the lab.


Since Dr. C. was still working and didn’t want assistance, Rachel slipped out the back door of the lab and began checking on her precious roses. She pulled some errant grass and weeds as she worked back and forth down the long alley toward the big tree. About halfway from the building she stopped, suddenly noticing something new at the end of the rows. Something large was making splashing noises just beyond the tree. With some trepidation, she approached it and saw that the grass had barely started to grow over several trenches that led from the thing to the vegetable garden and glasshouse. “Where did this come from?” she asked no one in particular.


Someone had put a fountain at the end of the rose alley. It was a very nice little thing, roughly two and a half meters high, with three levels and a pool about three meters across, all of it made of warm brown-and-cream stone or tinted concrete. There was a second, small pool with a much lower kerb on the side away from the building and garden, and it took Rachel a moment to realize that it was for animals to drink from. That’s thoughtful she observed. Whoever had put the thing in had been very careful not to interfere with the roots of the giant ash tree.


“Trust you to come here first, rather than checking in as you’re supposed to,” an amused voice said from behind a hedge that divided the rose ally from the kitchen garden and glasshouse.


Rachel turned and smiled. “I don’t care to disturb work in progress, sir, or to be underfoot.”


Brigadier General Rahoul Khan smiled in return and extended his hand. “Welcome back, Rachel.” When she changed her cane over to shake, the South Asian officer pulled her into a quick half-embrace, then released her. “You look better.”


She nodded. “Thank you, sir. A while away did wonders.” She studied her friend—and now commanding officer—in turn. “Command suits you.”


The English general smiled wider at the praise. “We’ll see. Things have been rather quiet recently.” He looked off into the distance at the tree-covered hills beyond the perimeter fence. “Rather too quiet for my taste, actually. But you will hear all that tomorrow at the staff briefing. Go check in with Captain ben David and start catching up on the threat reports, Commander Na Gael, and I expect you at supper tonight. You are dismissed back to your duties.” Rahoul shifted from friend to superior, and Rachel nodded her assent, pleased with the change she sensed in him.


“Yes, sir.”


The alien returned to the lab in time to help Dr. Chandrasekar clean up the last of his testing materials, then left him to write up his report in peace while she obediently limped down the corridor to the adjutant’s office and officially informed Captain Moshe ben David that she was back from leave.


The black-haired Israeli smiled as he made the note. “What did you bring me?”


“New body armor for me, with a carry handle attached to the back collar so you won’t have to work as hard when you drag me. Plus an attachment that lets you watch movies on your night-vision monocle without the colonel knowing. Want one?” She waited to see if he would take the bait.


“Really?” The sniper hesitated for a second, then shook his head and grinned. “You’re pulling my leg. Besides, I already have a rail mount for my mini movie-viewer.”


“That doesn’t surprise me one bit, Captain. You Israelis lead the planet in, how does RSM Smith put it? Oh yes, ‘corner-takeaway-ninja tactical accessories’ I believe was the phrase.” Rachel leaned against the doorframe and grinned back at him.


“Just because my Uncle Avigdor patented the first rail-mounted tactical coffee mug doesn’t mean . . .” he started, but the phone rang. Rachel excused herself as ben David picked up the handset.


She took her time walking back to the lab, poking her nose into the infirmary to let Dr. Albioni know that she was back and leaving a note for the senior NCO. Always stay on the RSM’s good side she observed. They know all the ways to get even, and then some. The alien twitched her prosthetic ears and began the return trip to “her lair,” as the soldiers called the laboratory wing. She noted several new faces during her trip. Staff rotations generally occurred twice a year. Why it happened that way, no one exactly knew, unless it was to make it easier for the bureaucrats to argue that it wasn’t their fault when transfer paperwork was routed to the wrong place, since there was so much of it all at once. It was another of the Global Defense Force’s quirks that Rachel would have changed, had she been in charge. Right, as if you’ve been able to change much about the Azdhagi Defenders in how many centuries?


Supper that night consisted of salads and catching up on “news.” Rachel picked through an overly generous serving of vegetables, searching in vain for animal protein, while Major de Alba filled her in on various events. “And Major O’Neil retired two weeks ago,” the Spanish communications officer and acting executive informed the xenology specialist.


“Really? That’s a bit early, isn’t it?” She took a sip of milk to wash down what had, to her disappointment, proven to be a carrot.


De Alba shook her head and swallowed a large fork-full of greens. “No. Apparently he’d been considering it for a while, and his wife was promoted to a very nice position at Rolls Royce with full benefits.”


“I hope they do well,” Rachel replied. As much as she despised Oatmeal O’Neil, she didn’t actively wish him harm. Not that’s she’d be forgiving him any time in the near future, but she didn’t want him to suffer. Much. All right, if he got hit by a lorry I’d probably smile a little, she forced herself to admit. Fate and justice and all that. But I wouldn’t push him too hard off the kerb.


“So what did you do for holiday, Rachel?” de Alba inquired.


“Oh, a little sight-seeing, caught up some correspondence, visited an old acquaintance, the usual sorts of things.”


“No saving the universe single-handedly?” Lieutenant Pedro Bustos’s eyebrows rose slightly in disbelief.


Rachel shook her head. “No. I leave that to my business partner. She’s the brains of the operation. I’m the pretty one,” she finished, deadpan.


Maria gave the alien a concerned glance, but didn’t say anything. Instead, one of the new junior officers, someone from East Asia judging by their coloring, asked, “What kind of business, ma’am?”


Ouch, southern United States accent. Misread that one. Unable to waste a perfect set-up, the Wanderer said, “We sell Girl Guide biscuits—cookies, I think you’d say. There’s a large market for them in what you call the Andromeda Galaxy.”


Maria and an eavesdropping Rahoul winced and shook their heads as the lieutenant’s eyes went wide. “Really, ma’am?”


Should I? Rachel wondered, sorely tempted by the fact that the bait had been taken. Might as well: sheep need to be sheared every so often for their own benefit. She crossed her fingers out of the American’s sight, leaned forward, and continued. “Oh yes. There’s quite a demand for them among connoisseurs. Granted, the exchange rates are a bit of a challenge, but you can make a quite decent profit if you time the market correctly.”


“Well I’ll be,” the young man said, sitting back in his chair. “Who’d of thought it.”


“And if you’ll excuse me?” Rachel looked toward Rahoul, who nodded his permission while working very hard to keep a straight face. “Good evening ladies, gentlemen,” she said, taking her tray and glass to the washing-up area.


Rahoul mentally sighed. Rachel was back to her old wise-assery, something that both pleased and irked him. Pleased because it meant that she was feeling all right again—irritated because she could be very disruptive if he didn’t make her keep it within bounds. Something else to add to the list for the executive officer to do, he noted silently.


At a different table in the officers’ mess, Moshe ben David noted Commander Na Gael’s departure and wondered if he should tell her why the executive officer who’d originally been assigned had been reassigned elsewhere twenty-four hours prior to his scheduled arrival. Vienna had planned on sending Colonel Ali al Shabaz, formerly of the North African Branch, to Great Britain. That is, until routine research into the colonel’s files led to someone reading a note in one of Commander Na Gael’s reports from seven years earlier regarding events in Saudi Arabia and the role that then-Major al Shabaz and his father had played in having the 58th Regiment removed from the investigation. That had led directly to the deaths of over a hundred bedouin, the loss of a number of Saudi Army personnel, and the need for the South Asian Branch to get involved. Based on the report, someone in the military personnel assignments section at the GDF’s global headquarters had realized that having al Shabaz and Cdr. Na Gael in the same Branch would be a blindingly bad idea, and had so informed several people. As a result, the Libyan officer had been reassigned at the last minute to one of the Latin American branches.


Moshe wasn’t supposed to know all the background, but the person who discovered the notation in Rachel’s report had called him to see if, based on his knowledge of Cdr. Na Gael, she had been completely honest and accurate in her analysis. Moshe had said that, if anything, the alien had probably understated the facts, at which point the person in Vienna had started looking on her own, with the current result. Moshe slowly chewed his dessert and decided against telling Rachel. It wouldn’t make any difference, anyway.
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“Be seated,” General Khan ordered, and his staff officers, plus Rachel and Regimental Sergeant Major Sheldon Smith, took their places at the conference table in the staff briefing room. To Rahoul’s right, Major de Alba filled the slot of acting executive officer. The foot of the table belonged to the RSM, who sat with his back not quite to the door. Captain ben David shifted restlessly in his chair across from Major de Alba as he tried to keep his restless energy under control. Beside him, Lieutenant Eri Daijin seemed quiet as a temple statue in contrast. She was acting logistics officer in the wake of Major O’Neil’s unexpected retirement, after having been his primary assistant. The third acting staff officer, Captain Slobodan “Sheep” Cluj, kept glancing down at the displays, trying not to be caught skimming the morning threats report, which he’d not taken time to read yet though he should have.


Commander Na Gael held down the “head” of the table. This was in part because she was left-handed, and it kept her from crowding other people and vice versa. It was also because her equipment and papers tended to expand to fill all available space, and—although this reason was never mentioned aloud—because it gave her an unobstructed field of fire toward the door, just as the RSM angled so he had a straight shot toward the window.


“To begin with, welcome back, Commander Na Gael,” Khan started. The xenology specialist nodded in acknowledgment, and he continued. “We’ll hold your report for last, since it will be the shortest.” He paused, “I trust.” The side of her mouth quirked up into a little grin, but she didn’t speak. “Major?”


As hoped—and as usual when action was neither pending nor being recovered from—the staff meeting went fairly quickly. “Unless something changes in the near future, Captain Thorsten Sigurdson will be arriving on Friday to begin serving as logistics officer,” Moshe announced.


RSM Smith made a note and looked over at the Israeli. “That seems quite rapid, sir.”


“His last posting was to the South African Branch, but he is just finishing three months’ parental leave. Apparently Iceland is quite generous in that area.”


General Khan scrolled through the display in front of him, then inquired, “Do you have any word on when Vienna will assign us an executive officer?”


“Soon sir, according to this morning’s e-mail. It seems there are two possible candidates, and Headquarters is being very careful on the placement of both. The Russians are also looking for someone.” Moshe frowned at the screen.


Sheep Cluj nodded his agreement. “That will be a tough slot after what happened to Colonel Petrovna.”


“Someone get eaten?” Rachel asked in a too-chipper tone.


“No,” Rahoul stated, a touch of steel and ice in his voice. Rachel bowed her head in acknowledgment of the correction. The rest of the meeting went smoothly.


“Commander Na Gael?” Rahoul inquired at last, looking over at his advisor.


She sat forward in her chair, back straight as always. “Dr. Chandrasekar’s tests on the apparent seed-pods proved negative. As best he can determine, the items are native to this planet, but have been modified genetically. Whatever changes were tried appear to have failed—the seeds are sterile. He suggests keeping an eye out for more but does not believe that they represent anything threatening or extraterrestrial, and I concur. There is nothing else to report at this time.”


Rahoul made a note and nodded. “Very well, Commander, thank you.” He looked around at the others. “Does anyone have any final questions or thoughts?” The alien raised her index finger and he acknowledged her.


“Yes, sir. Is there a reason for the fountain in the garden?”


The commanding officer sat back and let his executive reply. “Yes there is, Commander. As you recall, there has been some question about shifting to a completely independent water supply for the base.” At Rachel’s nod, de Alba continued. “The fountain is the final part of the new internal water treatment system. It re-oxygenates the water before it’s circulated back through more filters and into the primary system. Before you ask about winter, or a deliberate attempt to contaminate the system, there is a bypass.”


“So no floating toy boats, or coloring it for major holidays, or turning it into an absolutely magnificent beer cooler, in other words.” Rachel sighed, looking disappointed.


“Spoilsports,” someone else muttered under their breath. De Alba looked around, but didn’t recognize the voice, so she didn’t pursue it.


Rahoul’s mouth twitched, but he managed to keep a straight face despite his sudden vision of turning the thing into a giant suds machine. General officers can’t play pranks he reminded himself. “Very well. Since there is no further business, you are dismissed,” he said aloud, rising to his feet. The others followed, and he turned toward Rachel. “Commander, a word with you.” She collected her satchel and then fell in at his right shoulder, where she could see him. She trailed the general down the main corridor, the metal tip on her cane making a faint tap with every other step. It was a sound he’d been hearing intermittently for almost a quarter of a century, Rahoul realized with a bit of a start. Could it really be that long?


He waved her into a seat in what was now his office and studied the Wanderer-hybrid as she in turn eyed the new décor. Was that silver in her hair? It was—a few threads just off center in her widow’s peak. She seemed to have regained the weight she’d lost during her illness earlier that year, he was glad to see. Rakoji da Kavalle—or, as he knew her, Commander Rachel Na Gael Ni Drako—had become a friend over the years, and Rahoul didn’t care to think how much harder things would have been without her presence. Despite her irritating habits, she was calm and steady, a rock in a storm when things were at their worst. He sat back in his chair as she finished her inspection of the office. “Truth, Commander,” he started in Trader, her working language. “What is your status?”


The half-blind woman considered his question, her prosthetic ears twitching a little. “I’m at ninety-five percent, sir. I’m afraid that is the best I will ever be, now.” She looked off to the side, then returned to meet his inquiring gaze. “That September hurt me more than any of us realized—me, you, Joschka, even Himself. I won’t collapse again any time soon, sir, but I’m going to need a fair amount of recovery if we have seventy-two-hours of non-stop combat. God forbid,” she added quickly. Perking up, the scarred brunette continued, “I learned some better signals identification techniques and obtained a new set of body armor, as I told Captain ben David, with better optics correction for my monovision. Also found a little something for Mrs. Khan and for Robin and Sita, if it’s not inappropriate.”


“And for me?” Rahoul teased.


“I’m back—that should be gift enough for anyone,” Rachel smiled sweetly. Khan shook his head before smiling back. She sobered. “I want to get you better personal weapons and body armor, sir, but I can’t. I’ve pushed the bounds of technology back-transfer to the breaking point as it is.”


The English general leaned forward, as serious as his advisor. “That reminds me of something I’ve wanted to ask you for a while. The little bits and pieces that you’ve added to the lab, or that you use in your paramedic kit—could they cause problems at some point?”


“Not for you, sir. If someone were to find them, and if that person really wanted to, I could get in trouble. However,” Rachel shrugged, “the people who enforce the rules are already out for my blood, so it doesn’t change anything.”


“The Traders?”


“Affirmative.” Khan noticed the woman’s slight shiver and decided to change the topic.


“Are you comfortable being under my command and taking orders from me? And will you obey them?” He needed to know, and the sooner the better, if he needed to replace her.


Rachel relaxed and sat back in her chair. “Yes, yes, and mostly yes, sir. As long as you trust me, will at least consider my suggestions before dismissing them as absolutely insane, and don’t scream every time I act first and report second, then I see no reason for things to change. If not, sir, then I’ll go into partial-retirement.” It was the same agreement she had made with his predecessors and it had worked quite well thus far.


Rahoul considered her words, then nodded briskly. “Very well. I assume the things you bought for my children do not have small parts or make loud noises?”


The xenologist recoiled, eye wide, with an offended expression. “Are you suggesting that I would give someone else’s kitlings small wind instruments or things that might ooze, leak, piddle, or explode?”


“In a word, yes.” Khan laughed as she did her best to look innocent and harmless.
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Colonel Desta Selassie was a striking woman, Rahoul thought, as he shook hands with his new executive officer. A touch under two meters tall, Col. Selassie looked at ease in her uniform, confident and ready for whatever weirdness awaited her. Her close-trimmed black hair accentuated her dark eyes and high cheekbones. The colonel’s résumé included fluency in English, German, Amharic, and Arabic, a master’s degree in electrical engineering, and secondary training in computer science.


Their conversation only confirmed Rahoul’s initial impression. Selassie didn’t come from a military family, nor had she been planning on a career in the military. That was until, “Rocks don’t walk and don’t shoot, sir. They killed our cattle and captured or killed half my village. We fought back, but we didn’t have the weapons or knowledge to stop them. It was the Southern European Branch and the Ethiopian Army, with the help of God, who stopped the things. And there were women fighting beside the men from Europe! I’d heard of women warriors, but not soldiers, sir.” And now she was here. Rahoul was glad to have her.


“I assume you’ve had the tour of the place?” he asked at last.


She nodded. “Yes, sir. I must tell you, this is the strangest Branch headquarters facility I have seen.”


The general glanced around his office and nodded. “It was and is. Apparently there is quite a tale involved, but the only person who knew the entire story passed away a few months ago. I believe the original intent was to hide in plain sight.” He still couldn’t quite fathom what Brigadier Eastman and the architects had been thinking—or drinking—at the time.


“Everything does seem very well done, sir,” the Ethiopian woman added. “Although the sergeant—I believe Lee was his name—said that we couldn’t see the laboratory facility because of work in progress.”


Khan woke up his computer and called up the live camera image of the lab door, noting that the light above it was green. Major General McKendrick had gotten tired of not knowing the status of the laboratory until someone walked down to check the light, so he’d had a camera installed. All it showed was the door and the light, nothing else. “You need to memorize this,” he said, turning the screen so she could see it. “Green light means that nothing is going on that can’t be interrupted, even if the door is locked. Yellow means work in progress that shouldn’t be disturbed but it’s not dangerous, although the door may be locked. Red light means that something potentially hazardous is going on and Commander Na Gael should not be disturbed unless it is a dire emergency. If the light is off, there’s nothing in progress aside from staff work, or Rachel is off duty.”


“And if there’s no light? Or camera?” The slight smile and twinkle in the colonel’s eye warned Rahoul that her sense of humor might rival Rachel’s.


Rahoul turned the screen back. “Then you will have heard a loud noise from that end of the building and evacuations should be underway.” He got to his feet and she mirrored him. “Let’s go. You can see the place and the safety features and meet our xenologist.”


They started walking toward the lab but stopped when they heard a commotion from the far end of the hallway. In Rahoul’s experience that never boded well, and he braced himself for the slam of the concealed blast doors swinging shut to contain whatever “minor excitement” was erupting. Instead, a large, black, one-eyed, jaguar-like cat charged down the hall toward Khan and Selassie, its fur standing on end and its fangs bared. The animal didn’t make a sound or check its speed as it hurtled past the startled officers and galloped around the far corner. “What was that?” Selassie gasped.


“That was the xenology specialist, Commander Rachel Na Gael. Who had better have a very good reason for rocketing through the building as if her fur were on fire,” Khan replied, torn between worry and irritation. RSM Sheldon Smith strode up, as calm as the xenologist had been rushed, and carrying one of the xenologist’s walking canes. “Smith, do you know what’s going on?”


“Yes sir,” he affirmed. “Someone decided to play a little prank on Cdr. Na Gael. It was not funny in the least and potentially very dangerous. She determined who did it, and I’m going to find First Sergeant Lee and dissuade her from attacking the perpetrator.” Despite his words, it was apparent that the senior noncom was in no great hurry to intercept the fleeing feline.


“Prank?” Selassie’s eyes were wide. None of her other assignments had tolerated pranks or practical joking on base.


“Yes, ma’am. Someone thought it would be amusing to change the labels on some chemical bottles, among other things. Cdr. Na Gael managed to vent the lab and neutralize the reaction, but she almost lost her hand when a flask erupted. And that’s with safety gloves on.” Smith didn’t seem to feel that Rachel’s reaction was too extreme, and Khan was inclined to agree with his assessment. “She promised not to use claws, sir.”


“Then carry on, Sergeant Smith. Whoever did it is safer with her in feline-shape,” Khan observed, and the RSM nodded.


“Very good, sir. Ma’am.” And the NCO strolled down the hall toward the firing range at the far end of the complex, lower level.


“Sir, I don’t understand,” the colonel frowned. “That was a very large and angry animal we saw. How can it be safer than something else?”


Khan started turning back towards his office. “Because she will just terrify the person who played the ‘prank’ and scare some sense into them. Otherwise, she’d probably kill them. Don’t worry, Selassie. If she’s under control enough to tell Smith what she’s doing, she’s not going to hurt her target that badly. Smith and Lee will see to that.” He thought for a moment, “In fact, I believe that we don’t know anything about the matter aside from what will be officially reported.”


Half an hour later someone tapped on the general’s door. “Enter.” The door opened and a small woman with brown-black hair and a single eye pushed the wooden and steel entry open.


“RSM Smith said you wanted to see me, sir?”


“Yes, Commander. Col. Selassie, this is Commander Rachel Na Gael, the branch’s xenology specialist. Commander, Colonel Desta Selassie is the new executive officer,” Khan said, introducing the two. As he watched, the women studied each other like two cats meeting for the first time. Rachel extended her hand.


“Pleased to meet you and welcome aboard, Colonel,” the smaller woman offered with a smile. Selassie accepted her hand, then registered the claws that curved over the tips of Rachel’s fingers and the almost metallic silver-grey, slit-pupiled eye. Desta blinked but didn’t flinch, and both Rahoul and Rachel smiled wider.


“Thank you, Commander. You are not from Britain, I take it?” She’d heard rumors about the Branch xenologist—everyone had—but she’d expected an eccentric scientist, not someone or something like this!


Rachel looked over at Khan, who nodded for her to answer. “No, ma’am. I’m an import, you might say. Many years ago someone decided that it might take an alien to catch an alien, and so I was hired as the Branch’s xenologist. No one’s grown irritated enough with me to fire me yet, so here I remain.”


At Khan’s gesture the two women sat down and he perched on the front corner of his desk. “Desta, Rachel is the senior xenologist in the GDF. She was active duty prior to joining us as a civilian, so her former rank holds. To be quite honest, Rachel could probably command the Branch as well as you or I,” he explained, and Rachel nodded gravely. “In fact, she’s acted as number three a few times.”


“Only in dire emergencies, Colonel,” Na Gael assured Selassie. “As you can tell, I’m not really fit for combat anymore,” and she gestured towards her face and then her cane. “I tend to scare children on Halloween.”


That gave Rahoul an idea, although he winced inwardly at the Wanderer’s choice of phrase. “Rachel, remove your patch, please.” She gave him an odd look but obeyed. Apparently she’d anticipated something along that line, because she also took a handkerchief out of her pocket and wiped it over that side of her face, removing some of the cosmetics.


Desta stared at the red-flecked white orb under the patch and the long scar that ran from the tip of the other woman’s widow’s peak across the eye and almost to her jaw. More scars formed a lacy white network across the socket and cheekbone below the blind eye. “Dear Lord! Commander, what happened?”


The smaller woman replaced her patch and tucked the cloth back into her pocket before answering. “Everything but the long scar is a result of being tortured. The scar was punishment for disobeying a direct order—and no, none of it happened here.” She turned to Khan; “I assume you had a reason for that, sir?”


“Yes, I did.” He left it there and she didn’t press, although he could tell she was not happy with him at the moment.


Col. Selassie put two plus two together. “The black animal that ran through the hall—that really was you?” Her eyes were wide, and she leaned back a little from the other woman.


“Ah, yes.” Rachel ducked her head as Rahoul folded his arms across his chest, waiting for the story. “I lost my temper at someone. One of the junior officers apparently thought it would be cute to play a little prank on me. Unfortunately, his memory for A-level chemistry was not as good as he thought, because what was supposed to just make a mess instead caused, well, let’s just say the culprit won’t do it again.”


“Very well, Commander,” the general decided. “You are dismissed.” After she left and the door was shut, Khan stood up, motioning Selassie to remain in her chair. “I wanted you to see her as she is, now, so you won’t be taken by surprise later. People sometimes react poorly to their first sight of her.” He sat back down in his chair.


Desta considered the xenologist. “She’s seen the gates of Hell, hasn’t she, sir?”


“She’s seen them from both sides.”


Selassie touched the small silver cross hanging from a discreet bracelet. “It leaves its mark.”


“It does. Which is why she also works with the chaplain and Dr. Albioni. She has skills as a councilor that make her doubly valuable to the Branch. She is also an irreverent wiseacre and can be painfully sarcastic,” Khan warned his new number two. “As well as having an ego only slightly smaller than the Pacific Ocean and being one of those people who refuse to admit that they might need help. If you are like most of us, you’ll have the urge to strangle or shake her on occasion.” He shook his head, running a hand over his close-cropped, dark brown hair. Selassie wondered if the xenologist had contributed to the faint gray haze at General Khan’s temples, then remembered that he had two small children at home.


The next morning, Rachel had a leisurely wake-up and stretch before seeing about food. She’d barely started eating when bam, bam, bam! someone began pounding on the door to her quarters. She got up from the table, breakfast bowl in hand, walked over, and pulled open the door. “What is it?” she demanded, annoyed and concerned both.


The very young-looking sergeant said, “There’s a possible situation, ma’am. Staff briefing in two hours.”


“Two hours,” she repeated, raising her eyebrow. This idiot was bashing her door in for a non-emergency?


“Yes, ma’am,” he affirmed. The NCO’s eyes strayed to the contents of the dish she was holding. “Uh, ma’am? What’s that?” He pointed to the white, red, and pink concoction.


“Mice crispies,” Rachel informed him. She picked up a thin pink bit like a mouse’s tail, pulled it and a larger red bit out of the bowl, dropped them into her mouth and crunched contentedly.


He paled. “Mice?”


She swallowed and reached for another of the things. “Care for a bite? It’s all-natural.” Somehow she managed not to laugh as he turned a fascinating shade of green, spun around, and ran down the metal spiral stairs and out of the lab. Only after she had shut her door and returned to the tiny kitchen did she set down the bowl and howl with laughter. It was actually raw beef, a splash of milk, with bits of high-protein cracker added for crunch. Not that the human would have found it much more palatable than small rodents would be.


Sergeant Thompson wasted no time before talking to First Sergeant Lee. “The xenologist is crazy! She was eating mice!”


Lee shrugged. “She eats squirrels and marmots, too.” And anything else she can catch, he added silently. “She’s also the best shot in the command, and may be the medic who patches up your carcass some day, so you’d best be polite and not mention her little eccentricities.” The lean, brown-haired sergeant went back to his own breakfast.


As the British Branch was preparing for a potentially interesting day, a man with a brown beard, gray-streaked chestnut hair, and bright blue eyes sat down at the computer in the small “office” tucked into the side of the library of his home in Austria. Somewhat reluctantly, he called up his personal e-mail, wondering as he did if his attorney had reviewed the possible solutions to the property boundary dispute yet. There was a stray bit of spam, notes from two of his grand and great-grandchildren, and a message that made him smile even before he opened it. “Hullo, Awful. I’m off duty tomorrow evening,” was all it said. That was enough.


Three hours later, when the “possible situation” failed to materialize and everything returned to normal, leading to a few under-the-breath comments about false alarms and home-brewing gone wrong. Rachel shrugged and went back to catching up on her journals and other professional reading. She regularly let the stack build until it threatened to tip over and crush anything within a meter, then plowed through everything. She didn’t learn anything new this time, but she needed to keep abreast of the current levels of technology and knowledge in order to better sort local versus “imported.”


Still, something nagged her, poking at her to get her attention, then disappearing when she tried to focus on it. Something about the journals and time. She and the Dark Hart hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary as they returned to Ter-tri, but it hadn’t been happy, either. Rada snarled and let her claws extend. If she’d been pure Wanderer, she could have looked ahead to see just what was irritating the creature, or communicated more clearly with it. But she wasn’t, and couldn’t, and vague hunches and the impression that something was awry were not enough for her to risk jumping ahead to see what the problem might be. She made a note of the irritation in her log and then went back to reading.


Shortly after dinner, her in-box pinged. If the next afternoon she just happened to be in the area near where the Khans lived, they would be in. Translation—Rahoul wants me to bring the things for the children tomorrow as a peace offering. If it makes him less snappish, I’m all in favor. She’d forgotten how by-the-book he could be when stressed.
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Panpit Khan heard the front door open and groaned. She had just managed to get the twins asleep and was thinking about starting supper after cleaning the floor in the front hall and kitchen. Rahoul wasn’t supposed to be home! She heard him saying something, then a vaguely familiar voice answered and the door shut again. Puzzled, she looked around the corner of the small kitchen but didn’t see anyone. Then she heard steps at the back door and a polite knock. The tired mother wiped her hands on a tea towel and unlocked and opened it. “Bad timing?” Rachel Na Gael stood on the back step, her arms full of wrapped parcels and two brown cloth shopping bags. “We brought supper,” she offered, and Rahoul nodded from behind her.


“If you brought supper then you can come in,” Panpit smiled, relieved despite the arrival of a surprise guest. Rachel squeezed past as Panpit held the door open, then kissed her spouse. “Is something wrong?”


“I’m glad to see you too,” he said, putting his own bag on the floor so he could take off his cover before hugging his bride. “No. Don’t you remember? I called last week that I had a three-day leave coming up.” The couple looked over at the calendar pinned to the wall and indeed, it showed him home, in Panpit’s handwriting.


“Mrs. Khan, do you have room in the icebox for . . . Never mind, I’ll make a space.” Rachel burrowed through the half-full bottles of juice, containers of leftovers, and milk. “Oh, this looks fascinating!” She held out a clear plastic box of something blue and furry. Panpit blushed and snatched the moldy mystery food out of the woman’s hand. “Don’t pitch it. I might have a use for it,” the scientist protested to no avail.


Rahoul stayed out of the way, shaking his head. “I’ll leave it to you while I change, if you don’t mind.” He edged toward the door.


“Take off your shoes dear, I just cleaned the floor. And don’t wake the twins!” With that admonition in his ears, Rahoul fled like the sensible male that he was.


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Khan,” a voice said from behind the ‘fridge door. “I thought he had called to warn you. Could you please hand me the chicken? Thanks.”


“Please, Rachel, call me Panpit. And no, he forgot,” she sighed as she lifted the bird out of the bag and gave it to Rachel.


Rachel smiled conspiratorially. “If you don’t mind my puttering about in your kitchen without a chaperone, why don’t you go give him what-for? Someone has to keep him humble now that he outranks me.” The Wanderer winked.


Panpit started to protest, then stopped. She should have been upset about a near stranger marching in and taking over her kitchen, but instead what she felt was relief. “I think I’ll do just that.” The green-eyed, half-Asian woman picked up her husband’s cover from the kitchen table and marched off after him with a gleam in her eye. Rachel took off her jacket, hung it on the coat rack, rolled up her sleeves, and set to work. She found the a pot just the right size and filled it with cold water. Soon the chicken was cut into pieces and marinating, the veggies were cleaned and ready to sauté, and the pasta was boiling up nicely and ready to be drained. The alien hummed quietly as she worked. By the time Rahoul and his wife returned, the veggies were sizzling in hot oil while the chicken and its sauce bubbled over a low fire on the back of the range. More fresh vegetables, some cold cuts and cheese, and a small bowl of dip, sat on the table waiting for the adults. “What’s all this?” Panpit demanded.


“A little tide-me-over until supper,” Rachel offered with a smile. “Since it’s a bit late for tea and the chicken will need to chill with the rest of the salad.” She went back to stirring the brightly colored veggies. “Perfect!” She drained the rainbow of peppers, carrots, asparagus tips, and other things, then added them to the bowl of pasta and stirred it before putting it in the refrigerator.


Rahoul smiled and helped himself to a carrot and some of the mysterious dip. He wasn’t surprised when it tasted like spicy potted meat, and he began to ask what it was, then caught himself. He really didn’t want to know. His wife stared for a moment before shaking her head. “Rachel, what did you do?”


“I started supper.”


“No, I mean how . . . oh, never mind.” She sat down and spread some of the dip on a cracker. Rachel poured three mugs of tea and joined the couple at the table. “What are we having tonight?” Panpit asked. “And what’s in the parcels?”


“Chilled chicken and pasta salad with fresh bread, and mixed berries for dessert. Rahoul suggested that Robin and Sita might like chicken strips better, so there are a few of those, to go with carrot and pepper sticks. The parcels are some things I picked up while I was on leave.” Rada ate some more cheese, then excused herself and neatly deboned the chicken, chopping it into bite-sized pieces after putting the sauce back on to re-boil. She combined everything, popped it into the refrigerator, and was soon seated again. “How are Robin and Sita?”


“They’re into everything! I think I have Robin settled down and before I can turn my back, his sister has emptied the toy box all over the floor. Or vice versa.” She looked at her husband and sighed. “As much as I like being back in England, I miss the day crèche we had in Vienna.” She also missed having Rahoul home most evenings, but she didn’t say that. She was lucky, she knew—she remembered how much her father had been gone when she was small and couldn’t imagine how hard it would be if she’d been married to Rahoul while he’d been on a two-year deployment to Afghanistan.


“Once things settle down and the Branch gets up to full strength, I should be able to come home on weekends, my rani,” he assured her, taking her hand and squeezing it. He was about to add more when his friend pivoted and looked towards the hall.


“Small mammals, nine o’clock and closing,” she grinned and scooted out of sight as a pair of four-year-olds appeared at the foot of the stairs.


“Mummy, I’m hungry!” Robin proclaimed. Sita nodded her agreement, then saw her father.


“Daddy!” She charged for him. Rahoul caught her and lifted her into the air as she squealed and giggled. Robin wasn’t far behind, and soon the pair were bouncing up and down with excitement and clinging to their father. Rachel smiled as she watched the wonderfully normal commotion.


The general freed up one hand and pointed towards his friend. “Do you remember who that is?”


The two children stared and Rachel projected reassurance and harmlessness to them. “Aunt ‘Achel!” Robin proclaimed, marching over to the small woman.


“Hello, Robin. How are you?” she asked, kneeling down so she would be closer to his size.


“I’m hungry!” He held his arms up, which she took to mean “pick me up,” and she obliged, transferring him to her hip as she stood. “What’s that?” he pointed to a piece of carrot.


“You won’t like it. It’s big-people food.”


“I’m a big people! I want it.” He tried to reach around her to grab the vegetable.


She frowned and shook her finger. “You certainly do not sound like a big person. Let’s see, I think I saw some baby food in the icebox if you are hungry.”


The small boy frowned, looking much like his mother in that moment. “May I please have it?” he ventured.


Panpit nodded her approval, and Rachel handed the boy the carrot slice. “Yes, you may.” Small sapient creatures, it seemed to her, were very similar no matter what class they belonged to. Mammalia, reptilia—they were all little animals who required extensive domestication.


Rahoul’s eyes narrowed. «This from a woman who wears flea collars?» he sent a touch hotly.


Before Rachel could reply, Robin swallowed and asked, “What’s a class?”


Rahoul and Rachel both blinked, and she shifted to a private sending. «You and Panpit and I had better teach Robin and Sita how to shield. She can monitor for us.» Aloud she explained, “A class is how you group living things. Since a lizard is different from a fish or a dog, it goes into a different class. Sort of like putting blocks in one pile and teddy bears into another.”


“What about dragons? Where do they go?” Sita wanted to know. Rachel groaned silently as Rahoul and Panpit smiled at her expense.


“They go wherever they want to. I’m not going to argue with a scaly creature who has long teeth and claws and is bigger than your father’s car.” The declaration made Rahoul smother a laugh, which in turn caused Panpit to look a question at her husband. “Let’s get out of the kitchen. I brought some things for you, if you’ve been good,” Rachel said a touch desperately.


“Presents?!” Robin and Sita chorused, bouncing again. Rachel set Robin down and he joined his sister in darting over to the small stack of paper-wrapped items by the back door. A squabble started, but was resolved by removing the mysterious objects to the front room. The twins followed Rachel and the parcels as if they were magnetized, which Rahoul decided they probably were.


“What were you laughing at, oh husband mine?” Panpit inquired.


“I did hear Rachel arguing with a dragon, dear. She lost and the dragon gloated for hours afterwards.” He chuckled again and grabbed two more veggie sticks as he trailed Rachel and his children to the front of the small house.


Panpit caught him. “Rahoul, why did you invite her? I’m not complaining,” she assured him, “but we’ve always met somewhere away from the house before.”


The older man glanced down the hall to make certain that his friend was busy and out of hearing, then drew his wife further back into the kitchen. “I told you that she had serious problems about the time that we were moving back from Austria?” Panpit nodded and he continued, “She’s much better but she’s still hurting. This is my way of reminding her that the world is better if she’s not dead.”


Eyes wide, Panpit stared at him. “She tried to commit . . ?”


There was anger in his voice that Panpit had never heard before. “Not exactly. I can’t tell you everything, my rani, but we almost lost her because of a bastard’s cruelty,” he snarled. “It was a very close thing.” His expression softened. “I’m sorry I didn’t call and tell you that I’d invited her to supper,” he apologized. “There was a knot to untangle and I got distracted.”


“Since you brought food, a cook, and a sitter, you are forgiven—this time,” she mock-scolded, kissing him.


Small feet came running down the hall into the kitchen and a voice piped up. “Look what I got, Mummy!” Robin brandished a large stuffed toy over his head. As best Rahoul could tell, it was a friendly-looking, bright blue octopus. It had purple eyes that jiggled and it sported a broad smile. Trust Rachel to find something bizarre, her friend mused, following Robin back to the living room. Sita was still there, hugging a doll that looked like a cross between a cat and a teddy bear, with black and silver spotted fur and pale blue eyes. As the little girl stroked it, her parents realized that it was purring and Rahoul looked at Rachel with mild alarm.


“It’s not alive, Rahoul. Nor is it a robot. It just has a little motor that makes it purr when someone pets it gently. I brought spare batteries,” she reassured him. “Robin’s toy has a tracker chip. If it gets lost, you can use this to find it.” She held out what looked like a small music player or cell phone.


There was an undertone in her voice that gave her friend pause. «What else does it do?» he asked.


«It can also track Sita’s doll, as long as the toys are within 100 kilometers of the receiver.» For a split second he saw a deadly serious look in her eye. He shivered a little as he realized why she’d given him the tracker.


Panpit had a more practical concern. “I trust they’re washable?”


“Oh yes. Washer and dryer. You can boil them if absolutely necessary. The sales-thing promised that they were childproof. And you can’t pull off the tail, eyes, or ears. They’re bonded to the toys at the molecular level.” Rachel handed Panpit a third parcel. “For you.”


As Robin, Sita, and Rahoul watched with growing curiosity, she opened the soft package. “Ooo,” she breathed, unfolding what looked like watered silk in a rainbow of colors. At the center of the bundle she found two hairpins with jade drops hanging from them. “Oh Rachel, thank you! These are lovely. And the material will be perfect for some projects I have in mind. You are such a dear.”


Sita looked at her toy, her brother’s octopus, and her mother’s gift, and frowned. “What about daddy? What does he get?”


One side of Rachel’s crooked into a grin. “Headaches and grey hairs, mostly.” The joke sailed over Sita’s head and she looked from Rachel to her father in confusion.


Rahoul picked her up and settled her in his lap. “I get happy children,” and he tickled Sita. She giggled and squirmed before calming down and hugging her new favorite toy. Robin was marching his octopus across the floor, having discovered that two of the “feet” would pick up pieces of paper and bits of fluff out of the rug.


“Actually,” Rachel handed her friend a thin, oblong parcel. He unwrapped it and almost fell over.


“This is not a reproduction?” he demanded, very, very carefully opening the cover and turning the pages.


“No, it’s a true first edition. I picked it up from the printer,” Rachel averred, sitting back and looking rather smug and self-satisfied—in other words, like a cat. As Panpit leaned over to see what title had so stunned her husband, Rachel added, “So now you have the full set.”


“Commander Na Gael Ni Drako, you are . . . well, you’ve just made up for that last staff briefing.” Now the alien really did preen and do everything short of grooming her whiskers.


Panpit still couldn’t tell which book Rahoul was staring at. Then he turned back to the title page. It was the second volume of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 1844 book of poems. “You have volume one. I’ve dusted it,” Panpit observed.


He nodded and closed the little book. “And the first book Robert Browning published, in first edition, and the private signed first edition of Shelly’s ‘Queen Mab’ and one of his ‘Ode to the West Wind’.” And Byron’s Don Juan he added silently, and Kipling’s ‘Barrack Room Ballads’ and ‘Debits and Credits,’ except Rachel has those in her quarters.


Rachel smiled, happy that she’d been able to delight her friend. She wasn’t a fan of the English poets of the early nineteenth century, although some of Robert Browning’s pieces were entertaining. But Rahoul loved them, and had been so taken with the first book that they’d found that she’d kept her eye out for others during her travels. This one was special since she’d risked a run back to grab a new volume, rather than finding it used in his future.


Her musings were interrupted by a small person brandishing an octopus. “I’m hungry!” Robin announced.


“I think I still have some marmot jerky from when we were in Germany,” Rachel started. Panpit stared at her.


“We have a house policy, Commander Na Gael,” Rahoul said. “No eating rodents. In any form—baked, stewed, jerked, curried, or batter-fried. No rats-n-chips, no hamster soufflé.” He handed Panpit his new book and waved a finger at Rachel. “And I don’t care how good Lt. Bustos says guinea pigs taste, they are off the menu in my home.”


“How about chicken fingers then, Robin?” Rachel asked the boy. Not that I’ve ever seen an Earth chicken that had fingers, she thought.


He nodded firmly, repeating, “I’m hungry!”


Sita slid off her father’s lap and began walking her new doll across the room. Rahoul stood up and stretched. “Come to think of it, I’m hungry too.”


After supper, Panpit and Rahoul washed up while their guest entertained the twins. The children’s laughter and giggles carried from the living room, and Panpit shook her head.


“Problem?” her husband asked, handing her a plate to dry. He hated doing dishes, but if that’s what it took to get a little time alone with his wife, so be it.


“No. I’m just wondering why I trust Commander Na Gael so much. I barely know her and I’m letting her watch Robin and Sita and take over my kitchen.”


Rahoul thought about it as he rinsed another plate. “You’ve heard me complaining about her often enough, so she’s not a total stranger. And you’ve seen her in action, as it were.” The couple exchanged a grim look. They didn’t talk about Panpit’s experience during the Portabello Road terror attack, in part because just thinking about it still made Rahoul want to kill someone.


“What is she, Rahoul?”


“I don’t know.” At Panpit’s odd look, he explained. “Neither of her parents were human—they came from two different species. Rachel is what she is.” He shrugged.


“No, I mean what is she at heart? She’s a Healer—I can see that in her colors. And there’s animal in her like you have, but there’s something else,” she thought aloud. “Blue green, that ties to Healer somehow, but her core is smoky gray and hard, with touches of blood red.”


Rahoul wasn’t certain how much he should say without asking his friend’s permission. It wasn’t a security matter because no one outside the GDF believed in telepathy and other forms of energy reading and manipulation, but he didn’t want to speak out of turn. And there were some things he didn’t know and didn’t understand, even after a quarter century of working with the alien. He was spared further worries when the object of their discussion appeared in the doorway.


“I’m an empath, Mrs. Khan. Your husband senses animal thoughts, while I sense and manipulate emotions. The two are relatively close talents, neurologically.” The scarred woman leaned on the doorframe, arms crossed. “The red in the gray marks me as predator born, a warrior by birth as well as by training, as you’ve seen. And as Sita will be.”


Rahoul blanched at her words. They confirmed his fears for his children, and he wanted to unhear them. The soldier shook his head in denial as his friend continued softly, “Not exactly as I am, my friend. Sita’s talents are defensive, like a badger or a cornered cat protecting her kittens. They may never manifest if there’s no need of them.”


“And Robin?” Panpit asked, a little afraid. If her daughter was a warrior born, then what about her son?


“That little bundle of mischief is a receptive telepath of the first water with a gift for manipulation of things. When he gets older you’d better hide any item you don’t want dissected, disassembled, or ‘tweaked’.” The alien grinned. Then she looked over her shoulder and yelped, “Hey now! That’s not a toy!” She dashed back into the living room.


Rahoul managed a chuckle as he wrung out the washing-up rag. “Someone forgot that you can’t leave children alone with shiny things.”
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The children had been in bed for half an hour or so when Rachel’s after supper tea began making itself felt. “Not to be rude, but which way is your washroom?”


“Up the stairs and across from the bedrooms. There’s one down here, but it’s a bit of a mess just now,” Panpit explained.


Rachel got to her feet and flowed up the steps almost before her hostess finished speaking. She moved soundlessly and Panpit shivered a little at the sight and silence. “That’s not human, to move like that,” she observed quietly.


Her husband put his arm around her shoulders. “Neither is Rachel, my rani. She never has been and never will be. She just acts as if she were, some of the time.”


The object of their conversation took care of her pressing business and washed her hands, then paused. She sensed someone growing fearful and upset about something. There was a strong undertone of terror in the emotions, and the Wanderer went on alert, listening and sniffing for intruders. What she heard was a snuffling whimper coming from Sita’s room. Rachel eased up the hall and slid the door farther open, poking her head inside. Sita was having a nightmare of some kind and the woman started backing out so she could go tell Rahoul and Panpit, when Sita woke up with a soft wail.


“Easy, easy,” Rachel soothed, unable to hold herself back. She slipped over to the side of the little girl’s bed. “What’s the matter Sita?” the alien asked, projecting security and comfort.


The girl shook her head, her tearful eyes wide with fear. Rachel held out her hands and the child was out of bed in a flash, holding on to Rachel with all her strength. “Easy, easy, no one can hurt you here.” Rachel picked Sita up, along with her stuffed cat, and carried them over to the rocking chair. She managed to sit without dropping either of her burdens and settled the girl on her lap. “It’s all right,” she soothed, stroking Sita’s hair and back. Sita whimpered and clung to her godmother and her toy, still caught in the threads of the nightmare. Rachel closed her eye and gently slid between the child and her fears, banishing them and reassuring her godchild that the scary things were gone and could not hurt her. For a moment Rachel’s own monsters vanished as she focused on soothing a small, frightened creature. Sita’s pure trust touched Rachel’s heart like a balm, and she put all her love and care into an old lullaby.


Panpit thought she heard something besides the plumbing from upstairs and frowned. “What’s the matter?” her husband asked, and she raised a finger, stilling him.


“I think someone is having bad dreams.” She got up from the couch, leaving Rahoul sitting. He stood, too, and followed her up the steps. They heard snuffling and a whimper and checked on Robin. No, he was asleep, sprawled over his octopus. Rahoul winced a little at the thought of the stiff muscles he would have if he went to sleep like that.


“Shhhh. Rahoul, come look,” Panpit whispered from down the short hall, drawing Rahoul to her. He peered into the warm darkness of Sita’s bedroom and saw motion. As his eyes adapted, he watched Rachel rocking Sita, totally absorbed in soothing the little girl’s nightmare and singing a quiet lullaby. Despite himself, Rahoul felt a lump form in his throat at his friend’s tender, soft expression as she gazed down at the child snuggling against her chest. Panpit tugged on her husband’s sleeve, and they crept back down to the living room. “She’s had children, Rahoul, you were right. And right to ask her to be Robin and Sita’s godmother.” Now she knew why she’d trusted Rachel at first sight, and why having the other woman show up on her doorstep didn’t bother her as much as it might have.


Her husband considered what they’d just seen. Rahoul said at last, “I’ve never, ever seen that look on her face before.” He put his arm around Panpit’s shoulders and pulled her close. He’d seen the look on Panpit’s face, and loved her all the more for giving him Robin and Sita.


“Dear, now that you command the regiment, how much of a problem will it cause if she comes over every so often to watch the children?”


He thought about it. “I’m not sure. Technically, asking her to mind them violates the rules about what a superior officer can ask of his subordinates. But she’s not really my subordinate, given her seniority within the GDF and the fact that she’s a contractor.” And she was Rachel, a law unto herself no matter what the regulations and rules might say or how much he might occasionally wish otherwise. “I think, depending on how she feels of course, that if you asked her to help every so often it would not be a problem. But we’d have to be very discreet and careful.”


He’d worried about how he and Rachel would work out their changed relationship vis-à-vis his now outranking her. He’d also spent a lot of time making sure that he could bring himself to order her into danger. Rachel had been blunt back when he was executive officer under Andrew Whitehead. “I am a resource and a tool, Rahoul. Andrew and I get along well, and we respect each other. And we both know that when the fewmets hit the impeller, if they hit hard enough, he may have to send me into a situation where I could get killed. That’s how things are.” Rahoul suddenly wondered if that was why Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg had never had Rachel transferred to Vienna, despite his frequent threats to do so. If Rachel stayed in Britain, Joschka wouldn’t find himself having to personally order her into harm’s way.


Rachel wandered back into the room, her shoulder a bit damp. “Sorry, got lost,” she offered with a shrug. Husband and wife exchanged looks, and Panpit laughed a little.


“Actually, you got caught.” Rachel turned a little pink. Panpit smiled more broadly. “You’re welcome to babysit the twins, Rachel. And you don’t have to cater supper every time.”


“Thank you. I apologize again for barging . . .” Her words trailed off, and Rahoul sensed something shifting just at the edge of his gifts, the same thing that had caught Rachel’s attention. Not his animal telepathy, but his precognition. That never boded well.


“You did not barge, so please don’t apologize,” Panpit said, missing the concerned looks her husband and his advisor exchanged.


Rachel nodded, then winked at Rahoul. “However, I sense that if I stay much longer, I will be barging, and a responsible adult does need to be within reach of the night desk, lest Lt. B call at two in the morning because another bat got inside and he can’t find the proper forms for removing said bat from the building.”


«Trouble?»


«Not in near time, sir. But trouble, yes. It could be a hundred years from now, though.» She wrinkled her nose as she collected her things. «Few Gifts are less precise and less useful than temporal sensitivity and precognition.»


They shared a silent sigh as he let her out the back door. He returned to the living room to find Panpit waiting. “Where were we?”


“You were seducing your wife.”


That he most certainly could do!


Down the road, Rada sat in her Marlow coupe and shivered. For Rahoul to sense a disturbance in the local time-stream meant something very bad indeed, and relatively close in time. Please dear holy Lord, no—please let this cup pass from us. I’m not strong enough anymore to carry this burden alone. Heart aching, she started the fussy old sports car and drove into the moon-washed summer night.
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“Unlike fine wine, you don’t appear to age very well,” Rahoul teased.


His xenology advisor glowered at him from across the train compartment. A series of early autumn storms had precluded all but emergency air travel, forcing Rahoul and his two staff members to attend the GDF’s more-or-less annual conference in Granada, Spain via rail.


London had decided that General Khan, Major Maria de Alba y Rodriguez, and Commander Na Gael would be safer in civilian attire, after the Spanish government issued a warning about possible Basque separatist terrorists in the northern part of the country. Rachel had used makeup to age herself, until she appeared to be a human in her mid-eighties. The results were effective, if not very kind to her.


They had the six-seat compartment to themselves for the moment, so Rachel broke character enough to growl. “It’s highly unlikely that I’ll live long enough to reach this age,” she pointed out, “so who cares what I’d look like?”


“And what if you do? You’ll be fussing at yourself for not being more careful when you were younger,” he twitted her, smiling to himself as he leaned back in his seat. Rachel grumped and fidgeted. She’d wanted to travel in her goth outfit again, but he’d vetoed it, lest she attract unwanted attention.


“Oh cheer up, Mrs. Patel. Grenada in the early autumn is lovely,” Maria told the civilian. “And you’ll find the gardens in the Alhambra and Generalife very interesting. They’re level, too, so you won’t have any difficulty getting around.” The Spanish communications officer had painted a glowing picture of the Moorish palace, but the pale woman didn’t seem interested. Rahoul and Maria posed as a middle-class couple, two of the hordes of English tourists who visit Spain each year.


They arrived uneventfully and Rachel didn’t complain when her “daughter-in-law and son” insisted on carrying “his poor old mother’s” bags. She leaned on her cane and limped along behind them to their waiting car.


The driver took them to an attractive resort facility outside the old city of Granada. After the brush with disaster that had been the meeting in Germany nearly a decade before—a crisis exacerbated by some of the civilian guests—attendance to everything had once again been restricted to military personnel and cleared civilians. No spouses, and only three people from each branch attended, much to Rachel’s quiet relief. This is enough of a security risk as it is, she growled to herself at the reception that evening, surveying the small sea of khaki, blues, and greens. And I do not like being this far from Britain this late in the year.


Someone cleared his throat behind the British trio and Rachel spun around, incipient boredom vanishing into pleasure. “My lord General! What a pleasant surprise!” Rachel exclaimed, dropping a small curtsey to an older gentleman in a beautifully tailored suit of European cut.


General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg smiled at her and the others, extending his hand to Brigadier Khan. “Bienvenidos a Granada, General Khan,” he said in accentless Spanish.


Rahoul shook the hand, replying in Punjabi, “Thank you, my lord General. Unfortunately, I don’t speak Spanish.”


Honor satisfied, both parties changed to English, as Rachel rolled her eye and Major de Alba looked puzzled.


“Retirement seems to be agreeing with you, sir,” Rahoul continued, inspecting the broad-shouldered Austrian.


The graying officer smoothed his neatly trimmed, light brown beard. “It was. Apparently someone decided that competence, experience, and a few grey hairs were needed to keep youthful enthusiasms in check, so the Secretary, and Generals Esterházy and Riley, prevailed upon me to attend.” He reached over absently and collected two drinks from a passing waiter, handing one to Rachel.


Rahoul gestured toward the watching women. “Allow me to present Major Maria de Alba y Rodriguez, my communications officer. Major de Alba, General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg, former overall commander of the Global Defense Force.” Maria extended her hand to shake and the Graf-General smoothly turned it into a hand kiss. The Spaniard recovered her aplomb quickly, dropping a hint of a curtsy, as Rahoul sighed and Rachel laughed silently. “And that sort of thing, Major, partly explains how this gentleman became head of the GDF’s military forces.”


“I had a great deal of help from several other GDF members,” the Graf-General allowed, smiling as he tipped his glass toward Rahoul. But his eyes were on the xenology specialist.
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“Where did you get your dress?” Maria asked the next evening, as the Wanderer brushed wrinkles out of a mink-brown dress and matching jacket with amber-colored trim.


Rachel twitched her bodice straight and fastened the jacket frogs. “I borrowed it from the King-Emperor.”


“Who did you borrow it from?”


Rachel realized how strange her answer had sounded. “Part of what you might call my other job requires me to be present at various ceremonies and diplomatic events, so I’m allowed so much per year from the Imperial Household budget for clothing. It remains the property of His Imperial Majesty, but there’s nothing in the rules saying I can’t borrow an outfit for occasions elsewhere.” Rachel grinned and winked her good eye. “This was actually for a semi-casual afternoon reception.”


Maria tucked a stray black hair into place after checking that the pins holding her hair up hadn’t shifted. “If that’s casual, I’d hate to imagine what formal eveningwear is like.”


“Not so bad as you’d think, but the various Mistresses of the Robes and I have been fighting over that for centuries. At least they know I have to be able to fight if need be, which I can’t do if I’m stuffed into a skin-tight outfit decorated stiff with gold wire embroidery.” She pulled a face.


Major de Alba gave her uniform one last check, removing a bit of nearly invisible lint from her skirt. “Thinking of elaborate clothes, Rachel, did you notice the Minister of Defense’s ‘personal assistant’ at the reception the other night?”


Rachel, who’d been more interested in comparing notes with an Israeli bioweapon defense expert, shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.” You humans all look alike in formal wear.


“She looks a lot like you, but about fifteen centimeters taller. Light build, very long dark hair, and a dark complexion, of course. Her eyes are pale green.”


“Well, no one’s going to mistake me for her, based on your description, unless she’s unfortunate enough to get into a car wreck.” Maria winced a little at Rachel’s brutally honest self-appraisal. Then the alien’s mood vanished and she flashed her usual grin. “Shall we go see if the Brigadier is ready yet?” They sallied forth, Rachel’s familiar “step-tap-step” echoing as they walked down the tile-floored hall.


The dinner that night, hosted by the Iberian Branch, was in the old palace of the Alhambra overlooking Granada—an elegant, quiet location that was also relatively easy to secure. Rachel snorted at the sign cautioning “Reserved for the International Secretariat for Undocumented Migrations.” She chatted with those few people she knew, listened to others’ conversations, and kept a discreet eye out for General von Hohen-Drachenburg. When she found him, he seemed to have been captured by the GDF headquarters group, and she decided not to bother him.


Instead she studied the stonework of the Moorish palace and listened to the little history lecture about the place. Too bad your “golden age of toleration” didn’t really exist, she thought. As little as I like medieval Europe, I’d rather have to live in Vienna in the 1000s than in Hispania, thank you! She should know—she’d visited both. There was a brisk market for historic textile and artifact reproductions, and if some of them were created by the original maker, well, Rachel and her business partner didn’t charge extra.


Contrary to Commander Na Gael’s assumptions, Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg had been keeping an eye on her as well. Rachel stood at the edge of a group of South African and Brazilian soldiers, listening to them wrap up a discussion about hostile, sentient plants. She’d been about to make an observation when someone knocked on her mental shields. The Wanderer offered her comment, then turned to find Joschka at her elbow. “You’re joining me for supper,” he informed her under his breath, taking her arm before she could object. “If you will excuse us, gentlemen?” Joschka smiled at the others as he led Rachel away.


“I am, my lord General?” she inquired, as he guided her through the clusters of Defense Force men and women toward the dining area.


“Yes. It was one of my conditions for coming.” He gave her a stern look. “And might I remind you, you are the senior xenologist currently working with the GDF, even if you don’t care to use your rank, so you need to meet these men. And please act professional. They are your superiors,” he reminded her. Rachel didn’t deign to reply, instead smiling politely at the gathered diplomats and general officers. “Secretary, Your Excellency, gentlemen, allow me to introduce Commander Rachel Na Gael, the British branch’s Xenology Specialist.”


She’d already met Lieutenant General Helmut Eszterházy of Hungary and Brigadier General William Riley from New Zealand, but Secretary Jan DeBeers, Prime Minister Alberto Gallegos and Major General Kwan Lee from South Korea were new to her, and vice versa. Apparently they’d heard of her, or had been warned, because no one stared at her eye patch and scars. She shook hands with them in turn, then followed the Graf-General and the others to their table.


Despite Joschka’s warning, Rachel had no desire to exercise her infamous sarcasm or temper that evening. Instead, she enjoyed a very good supper, politely declined the assorted wines and liqueurs, and added what she could to the conversation and business at hand. It pleased her to imagine what her enemies would think at the sight of her dining with some of this planet’s leaders. They’d probably wrinkle their noses in disgust and mutter about mongrels and primitive backwaters. Then try to kill all of us. She sighed a little to herself, and at Joschka’s curious look she shook her head and smiled.


The sweet was flan, followed by fruit and cheese. Rachel nibbled lightly at the latter, then explained something about biocyber interfaces to General Lee as Joschka watched her out of the corner of his eye. He liked her choice of outfits for that evening—the brown worked well with her hair, and there was just a hint of the military in the cut and trim of her jacket. It was good to see her in something aside from severe grey. She also appeared more relaxed than she’d been for quite a while. Joschka sipped his wine and decided that, indeed, the time had come to resolve a certain matter between them.


After the requisite speeches, the doors to the castle opened and the group had free run of much of the Alhambra, while one of the Iberian branch officers—who also happened to be a classical guitarist—began playing. Commander Na Gael drifted along with Major de Alba and a group of interested listeners as the major gave an informal history tour. Rachel made mental corrections to her associate’s account but kept quiet, not wanting to ruin other people’s evening. Lord knows, we get few enough peaceful moments in this lifestream, she sighed. Let the humans keep their romantic stories.


As she trailed along behind the others, a shadow emerged from deeper shadow and eased up behind her. Rachel had her cane raised and the blade drawn before Joschka came within reaching distance of her.


“Even here?” he asked, both humor and sorrow in his voice.


Unrepentant, she sheathed the weapon and leaned on the cane. “Even here.”


“Come with me for a moment,” the Graf-General invited. Rachel followed him into the clear fall evening. They walked past two fountains and into a garden that overlooked the city below the Moorish palace. Spicy scents from the damask roses, carnations, and other blooms filled the night air, and Rachel sniffed appreciatively. “One understands why they view paradise as a garden,” she observed, and Joschka nodded his agreement. A hint of breeze slid over a low spot in the garden wall, and she pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders. His presence banished the shadows that still flitted around the edges of her mind and soothed her growing dread for the future. The two warriors strolled the path through the dark garden in silence, simply enjoying each other’s company.


Joschka stopped at a low portion of the wall and watched the moon rising over the palace and the modern city. Rachel eased slightly closer to the old soldier, and he put his arm around her shoulders, drawing her to his side. “A credit for your thoughts?” he inquired in Trader.


“Oh, just that this is bordering on too perfect. Nearly full moon, the scents of the garden, fountains splashing in the background, with bits and phrases of Spanish music on the breeze. It all seems like a dream.” She sighed a bit wistfully.


Joschka reached his free hand into the interior pocket of his tuxedo jacket. “Indeed,” he replied gravely. “The only thing missing is a pair of lovers. But perhaps that lack can be remedied.” He retrieved a narrow, silk-covered box.


Rachel half-turned toward her friend, giving him an odd look that shifted into one of surprise. “Ah, my lord, are you, um,” she stuttered, tongue-tied.


The graying HalfDragon smiled broadly. “I am. Come, sit here.” He drew her to a bench where they could see but not be seen. She settled beside him and Joschka chose his next words with great care. “I love you and I want you to be with me for the rest of my life, however long God grants me. Not as advisor or subordinate, but as partner, friend, and beloved.”


Rachel looked away briefly as he finished, then returned his gaze. The moonlight glittered off a tear, and Joschka thought she had never seemed so beautiful as she did at that moment. “I . . . Joschka, I want to accept. I’ve loved you since we were in the Scouts, and I still do. But . . .” Her voice trailed off as she turned away again.


“But what Hairball?” he prompted, disappointment starting to rise.


“Are you certain that what you love is really me and not who I was all those years ago? Before—” She gestured toward her battered face.


He shook his head. “Rada, those don’t matter. I’ve known you at your lowest and seen you at your worst, and I still love you. You’ve been tempered and tried, and your heart is as beautiful as ever.”


She ducked her head a little at his declaration. “Two things you need to know, Joschka, before I can accept. First, part of my agreement with Himself, Master Thomas, was that I remain celibate. I’ll have to ask him to release me from my promise and there’s a chance he might not.” Joschka shrugged a little, dismissing the possible complication. He doubted that Himself would object. Rachel took a deep breath. “Do you remember that September?”


How could he forget? At his grim nod she gathered herself and continued very quietly, “What you saw was not the worst of what they did to me. Even if Himself releases me, I, ah, can’t be for you what Magda and Adele were. Because of the injuries and internal scarring, it’s no longer physically possible for me to . . . to have normal sexual relations.”


She looked away from his shocked expression and his anger. The silence seemed to stretch on forever. At last Rachel hung her head, rising and turning to leave as Joschka’s reaction confirmed her fears. “Good night, my lord General,” she whispered.


“No, Rakoji! Don’t go,” Joschka hissed, lunging for her hand and drawing her back to his side. He took her face in his hands, tipping it up toward him. “It does not matter—I still love you. And at my age, sex is no longer so important.” He wiped a tear off her cheek with his thumb. “Rakoji. I just want to see you across the library fireplace from me in the evenings and to have you by my side for the rest of my days. What say you, my love? Will you marry me?”


“Yes,” she nodded in his hands, smiling and crying at the same time.


He released her to open the box, revealing a necklace of rectangular, faceted, blue-grey stones in a silvery mount. Joschka lowered the gems over Rachel’s head, then fastened the clasp at the back of her neck and ran gentle fingers over the piece and the throat beneath it. “My father gave this to my mother when they were formally betrothed. I’m the first to leave home, and they gave it to me for my chosen beloved.” They kissed. She scooted nearer and settled comfortably into his arms, eye still damp.


“Forgive me for making you wait so long, Awful Clawful. I thought you’d given up,” she admitted, leaning against his shoulder.


His beard tickled her cheek. “No, Hairball. I loved Magda and Adele both very much, and I honor their memories, but my feelings for you only slept—they never died. As great King Solomon wrote ‘Many waters cannot quench love; neither can the floods drown it.’” After a long minute he asked, “Why did you never say anything?”


She hung her head. “Because I wanted you to be happy. When we were in the Scouts you talked about how much you looked forward to finding a stable place to live and raise a family. I knew I couldn’t give you children, or settle down and make a home with you, so I never asked Himself to release me from my promise to him. Later on you were happy with your family, and I didn’t want to disturb you.


“And I was afraid.” Rachel looked up at her friend, the fear in her eye making him squeeze her tighter. “The Traders would have—” She broke off, then tried again. “Even now, if they catch you with me, they—”


He put a finger on her lips, stilling her as he shook his head. “No, they won’t. Not while I live. Rakoji, I swear this to you: they will have to come through me and all of Drachenburg to touch you again.” His eyes turned faintly red as he spoke, and she shivered at the threat, even though it was aimed at others.


In response she embraced him again. He stroked her hair and her back, kissing the top of her head. They heard voices approaching and he stood, leading her farther into the shadows of the garden. They walked arm in arm and she touched the necklace. “It’s beautiful. Thank you, Joschka.”


“You’re welcome.” He looked up at the stars and the nearly full moon. “It was the only thing I took with me when I left home. I’m the youngest of four and knew I’d never inherit. Since I didn’t have any skills aside from blade and blaster, I joined the Komets.”


“That makes two of us,” Rachel said quietly. “Blake Krather did end up with some interesting people under his command.”


He snorted at the understatement. “He had a knack for collecting eccentrics. Ingwe Adamski, also.”


She chuckled at the memories. “Well, no normal person is going to sign up with a bipedal raptor with purple eyes and orange plumage, are they?” It had been a bad joke back then and still was, given Adamski’s skill and lasting reputation.


“Were those his real colors?” Joschka had always wondered.


“Alas for him they were, although Major Gupta told me that Adamski’s markings were quite subdued compared to other members of his species. But that’s why our dress uniforms were black and grey—the only colors that wouldn’t clash with him!” She chuckled, and Joschka joined her, then swept her into a hug and kissed her again.


“I wish you laughed as much as you used to,” he whispered.


She smiled up at him and hesitantly stroked his cheek. “Maybe now I can.”


After another comfortable silence, she sighed. “Leopold is going to be scandalized, you know.”


Leopold’s grandfather made a rude noise. “He should have been around when his grandmother married me. There are days when I wonder if he is a changeling, because I know he didn’t get that from her or me!” He thought for a moment. “What’s Rahoul going to say?”


“After he picks himself off the floor, then lectures me about relationships between ranks?” she asked, then shook her head. “No, that’s not fair to him. I think he’ll roll his eyes and sigh. Then give me no end of a rashing. He’s suspected for a while,” Rachel warned. “On the other hand, Panpit will laugh and be delighted, and start asking what kind of ceremony there will be and if there will be babysitters available.”


“Hmm, I thought as much.” He stopped. “Do you want a church wedding?”


She did, but— “I don’t know, my lord. How badly will it complicate matters within the House? Plus there’s having to persuade Himself to release me. And for that matter, I’m still Lord-Defender, and a Guardian, and something tells me that commuting to Great Britain every day from Schloß Hohen-Drachenburg is not really an option.” She sighed and Joschka echoed her.


“And then there’s the difficulty of your being Protestant. Drat it. Love does so complicate matters,” he mock-complained, drawing another laugh.


“If anyone should know, we should, my lord,” came the rueful response.


“Well, I’ve managed to corner and capture you. That’s enough impossible doings for one night,” Joschka chuckled and kissed his love’s hand. “We can solve the rest of this planet’s problems on the morrow.”


Despite her concerns, the meeting went well and uneventfully. Commander Na Gael’s presentation on biosynthetic manipulations and vivicontrol mechanisms was well attended, and she managed to gloss over how and where she’d learned about such technology. Rahoul thought she’d done a decent job, and the Graf-General agreed. “She’d probably be a good classroom instructor for us, if someone could ever get her to settle down long enough and she kept her attitude in check.”


“Too bad the world will come to an end before that happens, sir,” Rahoul reminded his former superior.


“I don’t know,” the Austrian mused. “She’s much improved over when I first met her.”


Before the British officer could change topics, one of the Italian contingent drew the Graf-General aside and someone else came up to ask Rahoul a question regarding an earlier talk they had both attended. What Rahoul had wanted to ask Joschka about was Rachel’s recent behavior, but he couldn’t locate either his advisor or the Austrian again, even after the final session that day.


The next morning, Rahoul managed to catch his advisor as she prepared to leave the meeting area. “Commander Na Gael, what’s going on?”


She seemed confused. “What do you mean ‘what’s going on,’ sir?”


“You’ve been smiling like a cat locked in a creamery. In my experience, that means that you’re up to something.” Rahoul’s imagination churned up a number of possibilities, none of them conducive to his peace of mind.


Well, she did owe her nominal superior the truth, if only for all the grief he’d taken from her over the years. “The Graf-General and I have reached a long-delayed agreement,” Rachel said, with all the dignity she could muster. “He made a proposal, I accepted his offer, and a bargain was agreed to. If you will excuse me?” She slid away before Rahoul could finish sorting out what she’d said.


He frowned as she vanished. It couldn’t be that she was transferring to Vienna. The Graf-General had retired, so it would be General Eszterházy who’d be asking for her, and he hadn’t. And if there was anyone who did not need Rachel’s security and xenology skills, it would be Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg. “An agreement and a proposal,” the South Asian officer repeated to himself as he thumbed through his schedule. “A proposal?” The light dawned. No wonder she seemed happier than he’d ever seen her! Well, well, he smiled to himself as he hurried to his next appointment. Not that he was going to give her any grief about it. Nooooo, none at all.


An hour later, Rachel tagged along behind the Graf-General as he hunted through a series of shops in the old heart of the city. She understood very little Spanish, but did her best to look interested and harmless. They went into a very nice boutique that sold women’s accessories, and she smiled as the clerk took in Joschka’s clothing and manners. The attractive young woman became very helpful indeed, and Rachel stayed out of the way as the older gentleman and the clerk looked at various items. After several minutes, Joschka seemed to remember that Rachel was there. “Come over here, please,” he requested, and she did. “Turn around.” He held something up against her hair as the clerk commented, then apparently suggested a slightly different scarf. “My granddaughter has hair almost as dark as yours and I’m looking for a Christmas present,” Joschka explained in German. Commander Na Gael gritted her teeth against a smart remark, saving it for later. Her friend paid for his selections, then handed them to her. “If you’d put these in your bag please, Miss Na Gael?” The clerk said something and Joschka replied, smiling at Rachel and letting her hold the door for him.


It felt altogether too much like her apprentice days for Rachel’s comfort, and she was about to tell Joschka so when he gestured for her to precede him into another shop. More discussion, and the silver-haired proprietress studied Rachel carefully. She disappeared, then returned with an incredibly soft wool shawl. Rich browns and ambers flowed across the piece, and embroidered golden waves decorated the ends just above the thick, honey-colored fringe. At Joschka’s instruction, Rachel took off her leather backpack, and he draped the piece around her shoulders, then stepped back, studying the result. He asked the lady something, and she nodded and pulled a tray of hairpins and clasps out from under the counter. He selected one in a Moorish pattern with small dots of amber in it, and held it against Rachel’s hair. “Yes, definitely,” he decided, purchasing two clips and the beautiful shawl.


“In case you don’t want to wear the jacket with that dress,” he commented, as they left the shop.


“Thank you! They’re lovely, my lord General!” she exclaimed.


He smiled and took her arm. “A lovely frame for a beautiful picture, Rachel.” She flushed a little under her cosmetics. She’d put green contact lenses in both eyes and wore tan makeup, hiding her scars and letting her blend in better with the crowds in the old city. Joschka continued. “The young clerk complimented my taste in mistresses. But more tactfully than that.”


After a few more stops, including a toy store, and a religious goods seller where Joschka bought a rosary for his youngest great-granddaughter’s pending First Communion, they found seats at an outdoor café for coffee and pastries. Rachel took off her bag and set it between their chairs, out of sight of passersby. She sipped her tea and watched the people as Joschka checked items off a list. He started to say something, but Rachel’s intent body language stopped him. “See something?”


She tipped her head slightly. “Those protesters over there. The third man from the front—he’s not moving like the rest of the group.” The group in question carried signs in Arabic, Spanish, and English demanding the return of “Al Andalus” to the domain of Islam. One young man wasn’t carrying a sign, but had a bag over his shoulder instead, and he was watching the buildings to the side of the group rather than the crowd or the other protesters. Rachel hesitated for a moment, then lowered her shields and tried to get a general read of the emotions flowing around them.


She picked up boredom, mild interest, annoyance at the blocked traffic, watchful interest from several plain-clothes police officers monitoring the protest, and an all-too-familiar “scent” of hatred, fanaticism, and nearly overwhelming sexual excitement. She laid her hand on Joschka’s arm and leaned close. “We need to get away from here. Something bad is about to happen.”


He knew her well enough not to question her. Joschka caught their waiter’s eye and paid, senses on full alert as he looked around the plaza and side streets. “More trouble,” he observed under his breath as a quartet of young men—each with a bright green bandana, scarf, or shirt—sauntered around a corner toward a Japanese tour group. Like the man who’d caught Rachel’s attention, they moved as if they were carrying something fragile or valuable in the satchels and packs, and their eyes burned with an angry passion.


“This way,” he ordered, steering her with a hand on her shoulder. She carried her backpack by one strap over the other shoulder. With her free hand, Rachel unfastened the buttons of her knee-length black coat and Joschka caught a glimpse of metal underneath.


They had just rounded the corner when all hell broke loose behind them. Something exploded and people screamed as gunfire snapped, followed by two more explosions. Joschka pushed Rachel down, but she twisted and dodged his hand, dropping her bag as she turned back toward the plaza. “Commander, no!” But she eluded him, vanishing into the panicked crowd. He cursed, grabbed her backpack, and let the crowd carry him farther away. Then he slipped into a courtyard, waited a moment, and edged his way back through the frantic people toward the plaza.


Rachel ducked and wove her way through the panicked humans to where she’d seen the quartet of jihadis. They were shooting at fleeing tourists and locals, and her lips peeled back in a snarl as she started to draw her own weapon. Then she stopped and swore—she was limited to direct self defense only. By the Debt Collector’s hollow heart! What the fuck do I do now? A cry of pain decided her, and she set to work Healing the closest injured. She’d just assisted a mother and child to shelter when a shot spanged off the stone wall by her shoulder. Thank you for the invitation, dead meat.


The Wanderer drew her pistol, eased out of cover, and dropped the gunman with a shot to the chest. One of his comrades tried to get even, only to join the first gunman in eternity when his head exploded. Rachel managed to severely wound, and probably kill, a third terrorist, and may have injured a fourth when whizzing bullets finally persuaded her to look for new cover. At least one of the policemen had also started returning the jihadis’ fire, so Rachel holstered her own weapon while she moved. As she ducked and trotted, she searched for injured. She threaded her way through a cluster of escaping tourists, letting one of the assailants get past before doubling back to the plaza again, once more in her role as a paramedic.


Confident that any remaining attackers had not gotten a good look at her, Rachel returned to Healing those who would benefit the most. She took care of four or five seriously injured people and settled down one or two who’d become hysterical. The Wanderer didn’t do anything obvious, focusing on internal wounds and bleeding control, things that wouldn’t give her away. So intent was she, and so confident that she’d eluded the surviving jihadis, that she didn’t look around or watch her back. As she started to rise from her latest patient, someone grabbed her and struck her from behind. The blow stunned her, but she still managed to hurt her attacker before another blow knocked her unconscious.


Meanwhile, the Graf-General had also begun working back through the plaza, taking charge of the people still milling around to get them moving the wounded out of the way of the arriving Cuerpo Nacional de Policía and paramedics, and to protect any evidence. Even in civilian clothes, it was obvious that he knew what he was doing, and a pocket of order began forming in the chaos of the bombing. As soon as men from the CNP and the GEO, the Spanish counter-terror branch, arrived, Joschka identified himself, briefed them, and stepped back, looking for his fiancée. But there was no sign of Rachel. He tried searching for her mind and scent, but found nothing. Growing increasingly worried, the Graf-General eased away from the plaza, retraced his steps to the courtyard where he’d left Rachel’s backpack, and dug her communications link out of the bag, dialing General Khan. “Rahoul, we have an incident. There’s been a terror attack and Rachel’s missing.”
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A very angry Rachel came to on the stone floor of a musty room, her head aching. Where and when am I? She started to sit up and discovered that her hands had been cuffed in front of her, and both her pistol and boot knife were missing in action. Church bells rang nearby, and she thought she could hear a vehicle outside the shuttered window, but no human voices. She got to her knees, then stood and tried the window. The thick shutters had been locked, and she could see a metal grill through the slit between the wooden panels. Next she tried the door, but it was locked from the outside and even her claws wouldn’t get through the heavy wood. So, is it the jihadis or the police? She decided to settle down and save her energy. And let her head quit pounding.


The bells chimed another two hours before she heard someone coming. By then she’d managed to get rid of most of the concussion’s effects and was on her feet beside the door when it opened. A young man with black hair, an olive complexion, and a nasty look in his eyes, shoved into the room as if expecting to find a dazed and helpless captive. What he found instead knocked him onto his ass, kicked him in the groin and head for good measure, and was halfway down the corridor when a larger man grabbed her. Rachel’s second assailant didn’t waste any time choking her into submission, then dragging her into another room.


While the large man held her, a third figure, wearing a scarf over his lower face, undid her cuffs only to re-secure them behind her back. Rachel’s captor shifted his grip to her arms, pinning them back so tightly that it hurt. The masked figure demanded something in Spanish. Rachel shook her head and he repeated his question, including something about “político ministerio de defensa.”


“No hablo Español,” she said, then gritted her teeth as her arms were forced up, straining her shoulders. “English, not Spanish. No hablo Español,” she repeated a touch frantically.


Rachel lowered her shields enough to read her captors’ annoyance and disbelief. Scarf said something in Arabic, and Muscles released her arms. Rachel gasped in relief, lowering her head for a moment. A hand dug into her hair and jerked her head back up.


“What is your name?” a thickly accented voice demanded.


“Rachel ni Panguar,” she replied, angry enough that her own accent came through. The men hesitated, confused by the sound.


“Who are you with?”


She looked her most innocent and confused. “I’m not with anyone. I’m here on a shopping trip.”


Mask’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t lie. What is your name and who are you with?”


Rachel cowered, repeating “Rachel Ni Panguar. I’m here from England on a shopping visit.”


Mask backhanded her.


An hour later the jihadis tossed her, rather the worse for wear, back into the original room. They had not learned much from her, but she’d learned far more than she would have liked from them. In the end they’d bound her hands behind her with bare steel wire, knocked her around a little more, and promised worse. Once alone in her cell, she started trying to work her hands free. After that attempt, Rachel didn’t struggle any more against the wire securing her wrists. She could feel the blood already oozing from the cuts and didn’t want to sever a vein. Although it would serve them right to come back and find their “prize hostage” dead, she snarled. Then she thought back to what she’d sensed from the three men, and her snarl changed to a hiss of fear.


Joschka finished giving the Grupo Especial de Operaciones officer his observations and statement, and then met Rahoul at the gate of the place where most of the GDF members were staying. Rahoul led him to his own room, muttering under his breath in Punjabi. “God damn her!” he swore as soon as the door shut, drawing an angry look from the Austrian. “She’s too valuable to go charging into harm’s way like this! Even if she is a paramedic. And the little fool knows it!”


Joschka started to say something equally harsh about Rahoul, then stopped himself as Rahoul pointed. “Eyes,” the officer cautioned and Joschka took a deep breath to bring himself back under control.


“It’s done. She’s probably alive, probably within fifty kilometers of here.” Joschka got up and paced a little, then settled down again. “Any suggestions?”


Rahoul ran his hand through his short black hair and took a settling breath of his own. “First, we both calm down. Can you contact her if someone boosts you, sir?”


“I don’t know. Remember, she’s an empath, not a telepath, so she works through emotion and not words. You actually might do better trying to reach her,” Joschka pointed out.


Rahoul shook his head as he drummed his fingers on the windowsill. “Only if she’s in her cat shape, my lord General. Otherwise we have to be within a few meters of each other to work well.” He stared out the window, thinking hard, then turned back to Joschka. There was a mix of emotions in Rahoul’s expression as he studied his former superior. “She’s my friend, but you love her. Or so I guess,” and the Austrian nodded. “That trumps my skills, sir.” After a thoughtful silence, Rahoul smiled, an expression that boded ill for his advisor’s assailants. “However, if memory serves, Major de Alba has a ‘cousin’ who might be of more prosaic assistance. If you can find Rachel, I believe he can get her out of wherever she is.”


“Then that’s what we’ll do.” Joschka turned to go, but stopped. “Thank you, Rahoul. I’m surprised you’ve not gone grey by now!”


Rahoul chuckled. “Wait until the twins get their learner’s permits! And my lord?” He put his hand on the larger man’s arm, “Congratulations, sir. You made a good choice, even if I do want to throttle her just now.”


“Let’s find her first. Then you can have whatever I leave of her,” Joschka promised.


Rachel’s head felt better, but that was the only improvement in her situation. The jihadis had questioned her again just after their evening prayers, with the same lack of success they’d had the first time. They had finally decided that she was not the Defense Minister’s mistress, but knew little else, since her ID had been in her bag. Bloody amateurs, she thought to herself, as she worked herself into a sitting position later that night. Again, she’d gained much more from them than vice versa, and what she’d learned scared her. Not for herself, no, but for the humans in and around the old city. She leaned her head against the thick stone of the outside wall and considered her options. She had to communicate with someone, and that someone had to believe her and get help. She was hungry, thirsty, and tired, and her bad leg ached, as did her new bruises.


Rachel stared into the darkness, gathering her strength. Then she reached deep inside herself, to the old fire that she’d let sleep for so long. The Wanderer fed it with images of what could happen if she failed in her efforts and felt the rage, bitterness, and fury building within. Her lips pulled back as she snarled, then reached out.


After an unguessable amount of time, Rachel found her target. «Joschka,» she called, feeling his own search.


«Rachel! Thank God! Where are you?» His mind voice strengthened as the link solidified, fed by her anger and his concern. It was still weak, but would hold long enough—maybe.


«Somewhere in the old city. That’s not important, Graf General. There’s a bomb.» Rachel smothered her own desire for rescue, hiding them from her love.


Joschka frowned where he lay in his room, deep in a focusing trance. «The bomb squad can take care of it, Rachel, where are—»


«No! Not a conventional weapon,» she corrected, blasting through the link. «A dirty radioactive bomb, in conjunction with a remote-triggered truck bomb, General. It’s somewhere in or around the Cathedral and they’re going to detonate it within the next 48 hours.»


She felt his surge of fear and the equally strong will shunting it aside. «Send me what you have from them and who to look for, Commander Ni Drako.» She did as ordered, passing along everything she’d managed to read from her captors. It drained both of them, but Rachel had no choice. Neither did Joschka, once he realized the full extent of the jihadis’ plans.


«Commander Ni Drako, I have a contact within the GEO and will personally see that they act on your information. Now, Rachel, how are you and where are you?»


She didn’t lie, exactly. «I’m fine. The creatures can’t seem to decide what to do with me for the moment, so I’m safe, just tired. I’m in a quiet neighborhood, near a street but without many pedestrians, in an old building by a church with bells.» Rachel gave him everything she’d heard and seen, trusting Joschka to sort through the information.


«Love, be careful,» he sent, and she tasted his love, pride, worry, and fear for her. She caressed him as best she could, reassuring him of her own love.


«I’ll try. I’m wearing out, Joschka. God bless.»


«I’m on the way, Hairball. Love you.» He closed the link.


She let herself slump onto the floor, eyes closed. Thank you, holy Lord God. Whatever happens, they’ve been warned.
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Joschka recognized a kindred soul in “Capitan Rodrigo de Vivar.” The Spaniard’s dark green eyes were those of someone who’d spent a long time in a nasty, unforgiving part of existence, yet somehow managed to retain both his honor and his faith in the good. “This is the information I have, Capitan de Vivar,” Joschka began, outlining what Rachel had sent him.


The Spaniard frowned. “What you say, General, is very interesting. But, and I’m sure you understand, we can’t close the entire cathedral and surrounding area on just your source’s word. There have been too many false alarms recently for me to get authorization to shut down the core of the old city without very, very good and verifiable intelligence. Who is your source and how did she get word to you, if she’s being held by supposed terrorists?” The man’s distrust was obvious and Joschka didn’t blame him, even though his anger rose a notch.


“She’s a fellow soldier with both counter-terrorism and demolitions experience, Capitan. As to how she transmitted the data, all I can say is that she was part of an experimental communications development program.” Joschka hoped that would be enough to satisfy the officer, but of course it wasn’t.


“I need more specifics, General von Hohen-Drachenburg. We both know terrorists do not, as a rule, give information like this away, and I don’t care to be led into a trap or to have to tell my superiors that I evacuated the old city without cause.” Capitan de Vivar started to get up as if preparing to leave.


Joschka pulled out Rachel’s GDF clearance pass and slid it across the table, along with his own. “Run these through your computer, Capitan. It should clarify matters,” Joschka said, putting weight behind his words.


The man did, and to Joschka’s great satisfaction Capitan de Vivar’s eyes widened as he saw the results. “She’s your source, sir?”


“Affirmative. You see why I’m inclined to take her seriously. And why I can’t say more about how she contacted me.” Even the barest bones of Rachel’s security access and skill certifications were enough to impress most intelligence personnel, and Capitan de Vivar looked up at the Austrian with a new seriousness.


“Sí, General. Here’s a map of the Cathedral and surrounding area.” The two men pored over where and how to find the item in question.


“I defer to your expertise, Capitan. I just ask that once we find the device, you use some of your resources to find her.” Joschka shoved the surge of worry aside and forced himself to be cold. “She’s too valuable a tool to leave in enemy hands.”


“Certainly, General. And we owe her that much at least.” The men set to work.


Some time later, Rachel heard a welcome voice in her mind. «Rachel? Rachel can you hear me?» 


She squinted, groping for the contact. «Affirmative. Go ahead.» Fatigue and thirst made her curt.


Joschka’s relief was plain. «I’ll be en route to the Cathedral, with some GEO members and a counter-CBN weapons team, very shortly. Do you have anything more?»


She hated to say it, but she had to. «Affirmative. They’ve moved their timetable up. You have 12 hours or so. They’re waiting for final orders.»


He started to ask her another question and she cut him off. «Love, they’re outside my cell. Good hunting.»


Joschka gave de Vivar the new information. Then he went into the beautiful Baroque and Renaissance Cathedral of the Incarnation, studying the soaring white-and-gold interior of the huge church. He genuflected to the Presence, then lit a candle to Santiago and offered prayers for the men and women searching in and around the edifice, and for his fiancée. Holy Lord God who sent Saint James and Michael Archangel to lead and protect Your faithful, be with us. A quarter of an hour later, he looked over at the sarcophagi in the royal chapel and whispered an urgent plea, then went to find Capitan de Vivar.


The captain had even worse news, at least as far as Rachel’s safety. “We just received word that someone called the Israeli embassy an hour ago, claiming that they had a female Israeli agent of some kind hostage and will execute her in two more hours if they are not provided with transportation and safe passage out of Spain. Then they sent a picture.” He handed Joschka a copy of the image.


“That’s her,” Joschka confirmed, wondering as he did, Rachel, are you playing some kind of game with them? “I trust their demand was rejected?”


“Of course. We no longer negotiate with would-be terrorists,” de Vivar reminded the Austrian.


Rachel had known she was really in trouble when Mask addressed her in Hebrew. She’d sung hymns in the language and had picked up a few more words—the rude ones—from Captain Moshe ben David, so she recognized the tongue, if not what Mask asked her. One word she had understood: Mossad. Well, she’d just confirm their wrong guess and see what happened, in hopes that it would keep them from paying much attention to the search around the cathedral. She’d replied to Mask in Hebrew, calling him and his friends very, very bad things. Bad enough that he’d hit her again, much harder than before.


Then he stared at her face and at something on his hand. Uh oh. The Wanderer’s stomach clenched a little. Her cosmetics bonded to her skin, so they couldn’t rub off easily, but apparently after almost a day and a half the chemicals were breaking down. Mask took a rag, and as Muscles and the third man held her still, he spat on her cheek and then rubbed the makeup off from a spot under her blind eye, revealing her scars.


That clenched her identity, as far as the jihadis were concerned. It also gave Mask an idea. She had seen the smile creeping into his dark brown eyes and hadn’t cared for it one bit. Muscles hauled her to her feet, and Mask punched her in the stomach—hard. As she wretched and gasped, the youngest man jammed a rag into her mouth and gagged her. Then he reached into her shirt and groped her breasts, until Mask cut his fun short. Ja, don’t want him touching an unclean kufir now, do you? Not that I can give you that kind of pleasure, slimemold’s degenerate cousin. The boss barked an order in Arabic, and Muscles had put something on her wrists that caused her even more pain. She glowered at them, earning another blow to the head. The kick she landed on Muscles on the way to her cell cost her a slap, followed by knife slashes that left her face and chest bleeding. It also took the last of her energy.


Once back in her cell, Rachel lay still, avoiding putting pressure on her hands and wrists. If Joschka and the Spanish found the bomb and then could locate her within ninety minutes, she’d be fine. If not, well, she’d decided on plans B and C. Sorry beloved. I may leave you waiting once more, she thought apologetically before making a silent confession. Then she relaxed her muscles and willed herself into unconsciousness.


Half an hour after Joschka confirmed Rachel’s identity, one of Capitan de Vivar’s experts sounded the alarm. “Begin evacuating the area, now! We found it. And there’s more than one.” Joschka wasted no time getting out of the way as GEO, CNP, and bomb disposal people swarmed the plaza and Cathedral. The bombs had been secreted in a series of very large decorative planters near the edge of the plaza, by a main entrance to the area, although the truck bomb was still missing. Lead glazed pottery – cute, Joschka thought, as he listened to the briefing. All right, Rachel, he told her, wherever she was, we found it. Now it’s your turn.


The terrorists may have known bomb making, but their communications were woefully insecure. Or someone had gotten lazy and careless. They’d called the Israeli embassy on a land-line phone, and the embassy’s own security people had traced it back as part of their standard threat response procedures. The location matched the description Rachel had managed to get to her superior, and as soon as the bomb’s location was secure, Joschka and a group of heavily armed policemen and GEO troops were en route to their next objective.


“Check every room, but be careful! They probably have booby traps scattered around,” the policía captain ordered. Joschka reached for Rachel’s mind, but could no longer find it. Her mental trace had vanished.


They found one bonus as they searched—her captors had retreated so abruptly that they’d left behind a set of car keys, two computers, and several cell phones, all of which the counter-terror people would analyze.


The soldiers moved quickly and carefully through the old building, and Joschka growled when they found the execution chamber. A wire noose hung from a thick beam in the ceiling and three cameras had been set up to record events. Judging by other things in the room, all the equipment had been used recently, and the Austrian braced himself for what they would probably find. «Oh little one, I’m so sorry that we’re late,» he sent towards her, wherever she might be now.


“In here!” a voice called from two doors farther down, and the captain and Graf-General looked into the small, shuttered room.


“That’s her,” Joschka confirmed as his eyes adjusted to the dim light. Please merciful Lord, please . . . Rachel lay partly on her back, hands behind her. When the CNP man gave the all clear, the HalfDragon knelt by her side after making certain that her body had not been booby-trapped. Despite appearances, she was alive, and Joschka cut away her gag, using one end to wipe some of the blood off her face. She still didn’t move, and Joschka rolled her fully onto her side. “Nasty bastards,” the sergeant hissed when they saw the cuts and bruises on her face and on the side of her head, the glass-powdered wire binding her hands, and the blood on her clothes and the floor.


A shout of “Allahu Akbar!” from a different part of the building, accompanied by gunshots, sent everyone into defense mode. Joschka cringed as he remembered the still missing truck bomb. The Policía captain slammed the door shut as he and the sergeant went on alert, and Joschka dragged Rachel into a corner, out of any possible lines of fire and away from the side of the room closest to the road, interposing his body between her and the entrance before drawing his own weapon. Rachel moved under his hands, and he helped her into a sitting position. Her eye snapped open, and she stared around the room. Then she realized who crouched in front of her. “My lord General?” she croaked.


“Rachel! Thank God,” Joschka breathed, clutching her tightly with one arm as he trained his pistol at the door. Rachel buried her face against his chest. He held her there for several long minutes until the police outside the room gave the all clear. Then the sergeant tossed him a pair of wire cutters and Joschka holstered his weapon and set to work.


“I want the bastards, Joschka. I want them to suffer,” she snarled, after she’d gotten some water. “And I’m not going shopping ever again!”


He didn’t answer, concentrating on cutting her hands free while she briefed the CNP officers. The Austrian nobleman’s mouth twisted into a snarl of his own at how she’d been treated, although he admitted to himself that it could have been much, much worse. “The idiots first thought I was the Defense Minister’s lady, then decided that I was an Israeli, probably with Shin Beit or Mossad,” she explained, as one of the paramedics rinsed and bandaged her wrists. “After all, what other woman would be armed and dare to fight back against ‘warriors of the Prophet’?” She didn’t mention how she’d goaded them.


As soon as they got word that the truck had been found in another building, the policía gave Joschka permission to move Rachel out of her cell. He hadn’t lost any of his strength over the years, as he proved by picking up the exhausted, light-headed, and rather surprised Wanderer, and carrying her out into the cool, misty afternoon. He noticed something and frowned. “Love, where’s your necklace?”


“In my satchel, with General Khan. I put it in there when I showered yesterday morning and decided it would be safer with him if I wanted to try on scarves. I’d hate to snag something expensive.” Joschka set her down on some steps behind the cover of one of the police vehicles. “He borrowed the laptop, and I just let him have the entire bag. I hope he didn’t eat all of my dried beef and cuttlefish!”


Joschka gave her a faintly disapproving look. She glanced around before continuing in Trader. “Did they find the bombs?”


He nodded. “Affirmative. The cathedral plaza has been sealed, and a disposal team is at work. We went there first.” He looked away for a moment. “That’s why we were almost too late.”


“No, love. I’m only one person. Those things going off would have caused who knows how much pain and mayhem for the innocents here. Remember Portobello Road?” There was sorrow in her eye as she laid her hand over his. “We both know how this universe works.”


Joschka had to agree, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. He took her battered hand and thanked God that they had found her. And the bombs.
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Six hours later, Joschka looked up from his book and smiled. In light of the security situation and the need to fully debrief Commander Na Gael, he, General Khan, and the GEO commander on site, had decided that Rachel was safer in a different location that night, one closer to the local GEO and policía posts, and where she’d be, despite her vociferous protests, under strict and discreet guard. Thus the pillow in his lap, with her head nestled on it as the rest of her curled up on two thirds of the couch in his suite while she dozed. Joschka rested his hand on her shoulder, reassuring himself that she was all right and feeling the faint vibration coming from her. By now nothing about her should surprise me Joschka mused. Even that she purrs!


After another chapter, she stirred and he helped her sit up. She’d been hungry and dehydrated, and she drank another glass of water, then disappeared for a bit before returning to the sitting room.


“A pfennig for your thoughts?” she asked, slowly stretching her arms and shoulders. The muscles ached and the cuts on her wrists stung as the scabs pulled taut.


“That I don’t want to see you in danger ever again. And that I know I might as well ask the jihadis to become Franciscans, because that would be more likely to happen than you not being yourself.” His heart ached at how often he’d come close to losing her, even before today. And those where just the times he knew about!


She nodded, expression grim. “You understand me too well, Joschka. I ‘read’ what the nasty creatures had planned for me. If you hadn’t found me, I was going to sever my veins with the wire rather than give them the pleasure of using me in their propaganda.” Joschka knew she was serious and closed his eyes against the pain in his heart.


“Love, are you still sure you want me?” a quiet voice asked as she settled beside him.


“Yes. Absolutely yes,” and he turned slightly, taking her hand and holding it over his heart. “We’re both soldiers, Hairball. I know what that means, and I’ll take every moment I can get with you.”


She put the pillow back and lay down again, smiling. He stroked her hair, lightly scratching between where her ears had once been. “Oh, and you’ll be happy to know that I found your backpack, with my purchases in it, all safe.”


“That’s good,” she replied. “I’d hate for you to have to try to convince that nice lady in the accessory shop that shrapnel holes came under her guarantee.”


He shook his head at her graveyard humor. “Commander Na Gael Ni Drako, in thirty-six hours you’ve managed to give me two years’ worth of grey hair, irritated Rahoul Khan by missing his lecture session, and ruined a bombing. I don’t suppose you have anything to say for yourself?”


A tiny smile tugged the corner of Rachel’s mouth as she turned her head so he could rub under her chin, her eye wide open and innocent. “Mew?”


The HalfDragon laughed so hard that he dropped his book. He settled down, and she closed her eye, pretending to be asleep. But something she’d picked up from Mask continued to gnaw at her. A connection she’d sensed for an instant, a link to Britain and thence to someone that bothered Mask more than he wanted to admit. Should she mention it to Rahoul? No, she decided, relaxing as Joschka resumed stroking her shoulder. Rahoul had a blind spot and this fell dead in the center of it. She wiggled a little and fell asleep.
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Rachel did her best to look harmless and inoffensive as she nibbled the broken-off corner of a gingerbread plaque and trailed along behind Joschka. He’d invited her to come visit despite the season, and she’d taken him up on his offer, to his delight. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled a little, then returned to the urgent matter of finding a specific Christmas tree ornament. Lise, his former granddaughter-in-law, collected traditional straw ornaments, and he thought he’d seen one that she’d like. The Austrian nobleman studied the delicate, ornate starburst and decided that, yes, this was what he wanted. He bought the decoration and handed it to the dark-haired woman at his shoulder. “If you please.” She tucked the item into her satchel.


“That’s everything from my list,” Joschka announced, as they went back into the busy Christkindlmarkt. “Is there anything you need to look for?”


Rachel smiled and shook her head. “No, thank you, my lord. I already found the toys that I wanted for Robin and Sita.” She’d purchased a wooden train and toy horses for her godchildren, and the toys now sat in the bottom of her bag.


Joschka nodded briskly. “Good! Then we will get some hot wine and cider before taking our things back to the suite.” They threaded their way through the cheerful bustle of the traditional German Christmas market as a few token flakes of dry snow fluttered out of low, grey skies. The skies darkened early this far north, and the candles and lights in the windows of the old buildings around the square made a cheerful scene. Although on her guard and spring-loaded for trouble, Rachel enjoyed watching the people coming and going around them. She was warm in her coat and winter pelt, and having her fiancé to herself for two days warmed her inside as well.


She and the Graf-General found an unoccupied bench at the edge of the marktplatz and sipped their drinks, relishing both the spicy flavors and the hand-warming heat. She snuck a few glances at him, admiring the cut and fit of his moleskin coat and trousers. He caught her glance and raised an enquiring eyebrow. “Just wondering where the slightly gawky and rather confused corporal went, sir,” she explained.


Joschka drank a bit more wine and smiled at the flavors and the question. “Oh, I like to think that he matured some—grew into his bones, as they said back home. But the sharp-tongued lieutenant he once met is still around, or so I understand,” he teased.


Rachel sniffed and pretended to take offense. “I was provoked. And Regimental Sergeant Major Smith had warned the captain more than once not to call me names.”


“What did he call you?” Joschka wanted to know, then choked as she replied tartly, “Fluffy.”


After a pause to hide his laughter, he nodded. “No, that wasn’t wise,” he grinned a little, “Hairball.”


“That’s Commander Hairball, my lord.” She smiled. She’d acquired the nickname almost five centuries before, when they were both mercenaries in a different part of the galaxy. Joschka was the only one who still knew or used it.


He stood. “Shall we?” They disposed of their empty cups, and he took her arm as they strolled through the afternoon flurries, her cane making the cobbles ring a little as they went.


He’d gotten them a suite in a quiet old hotel on the edge of the medieval city center. They hung up their coats, and Rachel went to her room to divide up the contents of her bag while Joschka made himself comfortable in the sitting area. “Where would you like me to put these, Joschka?” she asked, as she carried his parcels in.


“The table is fine.” She did as asked, then came over and settled down beside him. He reached across and put his arm around her shoulders, tugging gently until she slumped over against him, smiling up at her friend and love. They kissed and enjoyed the moment of peace.


“I assume the box on my bed is your doing?” Rachel inquired after a comfortable silence.


Joschka smoothed his beard and looked innocent. “It might be. In case you didn’t want to wear your usual grey tonight.”


“Love, you are going to spoil me rotten if you are not careful,” she cautioned, wagging a finger at him.


“Hmmm. I’ve not noticed you objecting overmuch.” He smiled as he captured her hand and massaged it. “You’ve earned a little spoiling.” His smile faded a little as he ran his thumb over the fresh scars on her wrist, adding, “Besides, you didn’t seem to mind my arranging things.”


Rachel thought about it. “You’re the expert here, Joschka. Why should I hire a local guide and then ignore his advice and hard work?” She grinned, admitting, “It’s nice to have someone else do the planning and heavy lifting on occasion.”


“Hired!” Joschka acted put out.


She straightened up, then stood. “Would you like some tea?”


“No, but coffee would be good.” He closed his eyes and listened to her puttering around at the small wet bar. Soon the aroma of coffee drifted under his nose, and he woke from half-napping to find a cup at his elbow. Rachel had taken out her contact lenses and put on her patch while their drinks brewed, and she looked less happy than a few minutes before.


“Love, I talked to Himself,” she started. Joschka set his cup down, waiting for her news. She shook her head, and he read sorrow in her eye. “He won’t release me. He said it wouldn’t be fair to me, whatever that means, and that my ‘disability’ makes it moot.” She turned away, walking over to the window and looking out at the street below, as her fiancé swore. She’d unpinned her long hair, and absently ran her hand down the plait as she gazed through the mullioned glass. “I’m sorry, Joschka. He was polite, quiet, and as unmovable as the roots of the Drachenburg.” Rachel hung her head, fighting back tears. “I begged him on my knees, and he still refused.”


“Why?” The hurt in his voice made her feel worse.


“He said that it would be unfair to me for you to have pleasure when I can’t,” she said, stinging again from her mentor’s brutally blunt truth. “He also . . .” She shook her head, unable to say it aloud. He said I’d probably outlive you, and that he would need me after you die. She didn’t want to think about that prospect, or the reverse.


Her love came up behind her and put his arms around her. “Hairball, I said it doesn’t matter, and it still doesn’t.” She turned slightly so she could see him, and he put his hand on her belly. Rachel cringed, then laid her cool hands over his. Rather than speaking, he lowered his shields so she could feel his emotions. She turned in his arms and gave him a wondering look, then reached up, stroking his cheek.


“You are so much kinder and stronger than I am,” Rachel whispered, looking into the liquid gold of his eyes. “How did you ever come to . . .”


He shook his head, quieting her. “Hush. We’ve both been blessed far more than we could ever deserve. Just be thankful that I’m old enough to know what’s important. And that Rahoul was able to give you time off.” At her wry look, he added, “And that no one is shooting at us, and that Logres is quiet, and that no terrorists have been reported in the area, and . . .”


“I yield, I yield!” She laughed, her silver eye dancing. “You win, again. As always, my lord.”


He lightly tapped her nose. “And don’t forget it, Commander Na Gael. I still outrank you, and Vienna still owes me favors. Now,” he stepped away from her and returned to his seat. “As your penalty, go open the box and tell me what you think.” He sipped his coffee and waited as sounds of rustling paper came from her bedroom.


“Ooooh,” a hushed voice said. “Oh, my.” The graying man smiled as he lit his pipe and imagined her expression. Then the door closed. He poured himself more coffee and pulled the curtain shut against the damp cold outside. Before Joschka could grow impatient, the door opened again and Rachel emerged wearing her Christmas gift.


It was a dark loden-green suit of traditional Austrian cut. The jacket was of very soft, thick, boiled wool, with a heavy silk-twill skirt in the same color. Over the jacket, Rachel had draped the brown shawl Joshka had given her as an engagement gift. He could see the stones of her betrothal necklace peeping out of the jacket’s collar and smiled at the sight. Joschka stood as she walked into the room, and at his gesture she turned around so he could see the fit. “It will do,” he decided, then almost staggered as she threw herself into his arms.


“Oh, Joschka!” She hugged him fiercely. “Thank you, thank you! It’s beautiful!” He let his hand slide down her back, below her waist, and smiled as he felt the nub that remained of her tail wagging briskly beneath the cool silk. “Now, my turn.” She twirled out of his arms and vanished again, returning with two boxes.


He considered for a moment, then took the larger, wooden one. It had been inlaid with at least four different shades of wood into an image of hills and a river. Joschka puzzled out how to open it and lifted the top off to reveal a statuette of a True-dragon carved from smoky blue quartz. The reptile stood on her hind legs, forefeet up, like a cat dancing, while she glanced over her shoulder. The figure gave the illusion of movement, and Joschka swore he caught a glimmer of mischief in the inset lapis eyes. “I take it this means she approves?”


“Oh yes. Very much. Although, fair warning, the term she used was ‘trade alliance merger.’” They both smiled at the figure, which he carefully set beside him on the end table.


He unwrapped the second box, opened it, and his jaw dropped in surprise. “You’ll want this,” Rachel offered, pulling her loupe out of its pouch. Joschka took the jeweler’s magnifying glass and looked at the details in the miniature painting of Rachel from the waist up, posed in semi-profile to minimize her scars. She wore the grey necklace and a simple Elizabethan gown of dark grey-blue with silver trim. The sides of her hair had been braided up into a coronet, but more hung loose down her back. With the glass he could see details of the embroidery along the ribbon neckline and small silver clips and pins in her hair, as well as the faint clouds in the pale summer sky behind her.


“Rachel, this is exquisite! Where did you get this?” He looked from her to the palm-sized painting in his hand and back.


“England in 1590. I’ve never found anyone as skilled as the Elizabethan miniaturists. Early Happy Christmas, beloved.”


Now it was his turn to pull her into his arms—after putting the portrait out of harm’s way. Joschka kissed her forehead, then tucked her head under his chin. Rachel began purring, and he held her closer. “Do you ever purr for anyone else?”


“I did for my mother,” she hummed quietly. “Munks, my half-brother, and I weren’t that close and Anna didn’t understand, so I never had a reason to purr for anyone after Mrrti was killed.” Joschka shook his head for her loneliness and long sorrows. “But I do now,” she added.


“Thank you, my little Rakoji,” he whispered. “For everything.”


“Love, I do need to breathe,” she cautioned after a moment, and he took the hint, releasing her. Then he looked at his watch.


Forty-five minutes later, the couple arrived at the restaurant. Joschka had changed into a dark blue, English-tailored suit, and Rachel thought he looked amazingly handsome, the color complimenting the customary bright blue of his eyes and the streaks of silver-grey in his chestnut hair. They were once again in their public personae of noble and assistant, and she’d put her green-brown contact lenses back in, hiding her odd eye color and blindness. However, as Joschka had reminded her, no one was trying to kill them at the moment, and for that she was grateful. She trailed a little behind him, ostensibly because of her lower rank, and kept watch for muggers, or anyone else foolish enough to try and attack them.


The Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg had selected an old restaurant specializing in wild game, something both he and Commander Na Gael enjoyed. She chose the venison saddle, while he had elk, both with traditional sides of potatoes, sour cabbage, and various tart relishes to balance the fat and the game flavor of the meats. Joschka sampled a local Christmas beer and decided that his cousin-in-law had been correct to declare mass brand beers anathema.


After the early supper, Joschka and Rachel walked through the snowy evening to the Church of St. John Nepomuk. The students and faculty of the Music Conservatory were performing J.S. Bach’s “Christmas Oratorio” in the lavish High Baroque church. The crowd gave Rachel an excuse to sit very close to “her employer,” and he could hear her humming along once or twice. They both lost themselves in the soaring glory of the music, and Rachel thought back to a comment one of the British troopers had made. They’d been discussing religions and then-Regimental Sergeant Major Richard Chan had opined that any faith capable of inspiring works such as the “St. Matthew’s Passion,” Rachmaninov’s “Vespers,” and Lauridsen’s “Magnum Mysterium,” had to have something to it. As the fugues and counterpoints chased each other under the painted ceiling and among the glittering chapels along the sides of the church, Rachel found herself agreeing with him once again.


The concert ended around 2100, and once again Joschka took the lead, his brunette shadow falling in at his shoulder as he had shadowed and guarded her five centuries before. On the way back to their hotel, they stopped at an elegant conditori for a “little something.” The woman was practically licking her whiskers by the time she finished her chocolate and nut torte. Joschka savored his Apfelküchen and coffee, smiling behind his beard as the other late-evening patrons studied his companion and speculated as to who she might be. He regarded her possessively, watching her graceful movements as they rose to go. He knew that she considered herself unattractive, but Joschka disagreed. Her beauty lay underneath her skin, literally in this case, and had grown all the greater over the years.


“Good thing my ticket is for the late morning train, my lord,” Rachel observed, as they walked through increasingly wet snow. Joschka didn’t say anything, instead reaching back and taking her hand, pulling her up even with him. “What will the neighbors say?” she exclaimed, mimicking a stereotypical old German housewife.


“Wise neighbors expect eccentricities from the nobility, especially those of a certain rank and station,” he informed her in heavy, Prussian-accented High German. Her snicker ruined the effect, and he gave her the look he’d perfected in the late 1890s when he’d been stationed in the Hapsburg Imperial Embassy in Berlin. She cowered a little, playing meek and obedient for the rest of the walk back to their rooms in the former town palace.


When he emerged from the restroom, Rachel had washed off her cosmetics and changed back into the brown skirt and blouse that he liked, keeping the Spanish shawl. The chambermaid had laid a small fire in the hearth in the common room, and Rachel was dusting her hands off after lighting it. She seemed a little pensive, and Joschka wondered what was bothering her, or if she was just tired. He didn’t say anything until after he’d packed and lit his favorite pipe.


She stared into the flames, expression shadowed.


Joschka sent a plume of smoke toward the fire, then rested a hand on her back. “Problem, Hairball?”


“I guess I feel a little guilty about all the wonderful things you’ve given me and done for me, love,” she confessed.


“Don’t, Rachel. My family is well provided for, the House is secure, and if I wish to spend my income on you, then I will.” He blew another stream of smoke. “Let me spoil you, Hairball, because the tables may turn soon.”


“What? Oh wait, don’t tell me. Leopold.” She shook her head a little, then rested it against his shoulder.


“I’m afraid so. He’s grown harder and colder since the separation. He’s still a good man, and he’ll do well for the House. But he does not care for you or for the idea of us marrying.” Joschka puffed some smoke rings and felt Rada extending love and comfort.


“Is he afraid that I’m after a title or your money?” That would have been the logical issue. Joschka had politely and firmly turned down a few importuning widows since Adele’s death, Rachel knew.


Joschka frowned and took another pull on his pipe. “No. And it’s not because of a problem with the House. My making a House alliance has been accepted easily. No, I think it’s personal. He’s too rigid in his thinking to accept that his grandfather can be in love again, and especially with an alien. He’s never liked you, for some reason.”


Rachel made a soft but rude noise. “He should grow up. I didn’t care for Brigadier Arundel or King-Emperor Schree, but I managed to work with them. Granted, marriage was never involved,” she allowed.


Rachel considered the matter for another moment as he blew a smoke ring, then briskly nodded her head. “Well that makes the wedding question easier.” At his puzzled look, she expanded, sounding just like some of the petulant, self-centered young heiresses he’d encountered over the years. “Here I’d been wondering what the society pages would say if the only people on the bride’s side of the aisle were Rahoul, Panpit, and Zabet, while the groom’s side filled to overflowing. Since Zabet would insist on being matron of honor, that skews the numbers even more. Not to mention trying to figure out how to have two of my Azdhagi pages carry my train without tearing it. I was thinking of Spidroid lace with silver-thread trim. Cathedral length, of course.”


Despite the unpleasant situation, Joschka found himself laughing at the mental picture as he imagined Leopold’s expression—and those of some others, too—if Rada came down the aisle followed by two waist-high, quadrupedal, tuxedo-clad lizards. She joined in his mirth, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Oh Hairball,” he chuckled, once he managed to recover and catch his breath. “You are an evil woman, and I love you dearly for it. Registrar’s ceremony it is. Or a private mass.”


“I’m sorry I’m causing you such a headache,” she said quietly. “I never wanted to come between you and your family.”


Joschka set his pipe on top of the mantle and pulled her head against his chest, stroking her hair. “You aren’t and you won’t. Our job is to consider threats and possible actions and responses, remember? I’ve done just that, and I decided that, since I’ve been serving others for over three centuries, now it’s their turn. Truth, Rakoji—the old wandering urge has returned. If Leopold is absolutely impossible, I may just pack my bags and hitch a lift with you somewhere. I’m sure Zabet would be happy to suggest a destination, considering how often she’s told you where to go!” As he’d hoped, the woman in his arms giggled.


She snuggled deeper against his chest, purring again as he caressed her throat and rubbed under her chin. “Thank you, love,” she hummed. “You were right. I’d almost forgotten how to laugh.”


Tomorrow they would return to their respective duties in the Drachental and Great Britain. Tomorrow they would act as if nothing existed between them but professional respect. Tonight none of that mattered. Tonight the snow danced outside the window, a fire crackled in the hearth, and love banished Rada’s shadows.
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This was not how 2015 was supposed to begin. “Boer One to Command Two, over.” First Sergeant Anthony Lee really did not want to call in the exercise supervisor, but neither did he want to be blamed for everything falling apart—at least, not without having warned someone in charge.


A woman’s voice responded crisply, “Command Two. Go ahead Boer one.”


“Ah, Command Two, be advised that security is denying Manx One access to the scene.”


During the long pause Sgt. Lee imagined Col. Desta Selassie grinding her teeth. “Under whose orders, Boer One?”


Lee gave the intransigent Army lieutenant a sideways look. “Colonel Sandborn. Over.”


Commander Na Gael didn’t blink when her radio buzzed. “Command Two to Manx One.”


“Manx One. Go ahead,” she replied, keeping an eye on the rifles pointed in her direction.


“Manx One, can you work from outside the scene?”


Rachel thought about it. “Affirmative, for now. Eventually I’ll need some surface samples, but I can do my initial work via remote. Over.”


“Understood. Fall back and don’t provoke a conflict unless absolutely necessary, Manx One. Over.”


“Understood. Manx One clear.”


“Command Two clear.”


Rachel took a slow step backward, allowing her guard to ease out of the way while not spooking the Army soldiers. “You followed that, Boer One?”


“Affirmative, ma’am,” Lee confirmed, then caught the box she tossed him.


“If you could have someone clip that to their harness, I’d appreciate it, Boer One. If it flashes red or I tell you to run, clear the scene immediately. Understand?”


“At your orders or if the box flashes red, we evacuate. Understood, ma’am,” the tall NCO confirmed, turning his head so the other soldiers couldn’t see him rolling his eyes.


Commander Na Gael and Corporal Wei “No Relation” Lee went back to the Athelstan troop carrier. Rachel opened one of the side doors and made herself as comfortable as possible on the sill and running board. “Might as well get in out of the wind, Corporal,” she sighed. “I suspect it will be a while before we go anywhere.”


She typed a command into her portable supercomputer and watched as the sensor suite began transmitting back to her. It was one of those things she was not supposed to have, not here and in this time, but she’d shrugged the danger off. The Traders wanted her dead anyway, so what was one more “black mark in her copy book,” as General Khan had put it? No fur off my tail if they get mad, she’d decided, since I no longer have a tail. The sensors didn’t show anything untoward, aside from slightly higher-than-usual humidity and sulfur readings, and those could be due to the thermal springs in the area. As she followed the soldiers’ progress, Rachel turned up the collar on her coat. A finger of damp wind touched the back of her neck, and she glanced briefly at the sky and sniffed. This part of the Dartmoor massif collected more rain and snow than the rest of the moor did, and the breeze was rich with water-scent. The Wanderer pulled her collar tighter and made herself focus on the map-overlay.


As the unit’s xenologist monitored the scouts’ approach to the possibly extraterrestrial item, Col. Selassie was on the telephone to General Khan. “No sir, I can’t countermand Col. Sandborn. He outranks me, or his men think he does, and things are very tense, sir.”


“How tense, Colonel?”


“They threatened to shoot Manx One when she tried to go with the scouts. Boer One and his squad are continuing without her rather than risk losing her.”


Forty kilometers away, Rahoul Khan shook his head to himself. That sounded like Terry Sandborn all right. Rahoul decided to be diplomatic for the moment. If necessary, he would just override the colonel and then apologize later—or not.


This was not how things were supposed to be going, he thought, as he looked at the latest information. He’d been in command of the 58th Regiment for just over half a year, and this was the first joint exercise the regiment had run with the regular Army while under his command. In theory, there was nothing out on Dartmoor for them to be interested in, aside from being able to use the military training area. But as the arrangements for the exercise had been hammered out, something had begun nagging the general. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but his xenology specialist had agreed with his hunch, thus her presence in the field. “Nothing precise, but I concur, sir.”


And thus the headache named Terrance Andrew William Sandborn, Colonel, 8th Foot. They’d been at Sandhurst together, and apparently the ensuing years had neither broadened Terry’s mind nor mitigated his sense of self-importance. What should have been a fairly smooth, easily-coordinated operation was turning into a bit of a prickle.


Back at the scouts’ laager, Rachel jerked her head up and sniffed the wet winter air, her eye narrowing. Something moved. Rachel closed the laptop and stood, limping a few meters away from the vehicle before she stopped and reached out and down with her mind. The landscape took on a disorienting double appearance as she tried to get a better sense of what had caught her attention. Energy flowed through channels here and there, and seemed to be focusing in the direction Lee and the scouts had gone. Something about that concentration felt wrong, and Rachel let herself sink into a form of trance, trying to connect with Logres while maintaining her own awareness and not upsetting the lurking Army soldiers.


There—there was the wrongness. Not exactly where the scouts were headed, but farther to the north by half a kilometer or so, centered on a pool that shouldn’t have been there. Something not-Logres was diverting the energy and concentrating it. It manifested as heat, stirring the groundwater and forcing it to the surface in the form of a new hot pool. As Rachel watched, the entity that she called Logres reached out and cut the power flow, redirecting the energy back to its previous channels and scattering what had been gathered. The being was neither pleased nor displeased, simply undoing what had been done by another, then returning its attention elsewhere. Still linked, Rachel sensed the swirling energies of a storm just off the northwestern coast of the island. Then she returned to herself with a shake.


The wind whistling over the moor cut through her heavy coat, and Rachel wasted no time going back to her earlier perch on the doorsill of the vehicle. Corporal Lee hadn’t followed her, just kept a careful eye out, and nodded his acknowledgment when the xenologist returned. They could see the Army soldiers and vice versa, but made no attempt to communicate. Instead, Rachel opened her computer again and checked the sensor readings. That’s strange, she thought. The temperature should not be increasing, unless something is covering the multi-sensor and I’m seeing body heat. The scout carrying the sensor had also moved past the initial investigation point, toward the new pond. Well, that was normal procedure—the Wanderer shrugged it off. She reached into her work satchel and pulled out the little sack of dried beef she kept with her. “Snack, corporal?” she invited.


“Thank you, ma’am,” the Singaporean soldier said, helping himself to a piece. After they finished their nibble, he ventured, “Ma’am, is the Army always so . . . careful about allowing access to a possible incursion scene?” Rachel approved of the tactful choice of words.


“Generally no, Corporal. This may be part of the exercise, or it could be someone who is unfamiliar with our security procedures. Our intelligence and security clearances are slightly different from the British standard,” she explained carefully. Or it could be a jackass on a power trip who can’t tell a xenologist from xylem, the Wanderer growled in the privacy of her own mind. “To my knowledge we’ve not worked with this regiment before, so that may be part of their caution.”


“Ah. Thank you, ma’am.”


“You’re welcome.”


Rachel’s radio crackled. “Boer One to Manx One, over.”


“This is Manx One. Go Ahead.” Why was Lee calling her?


Out in the grass and heather-covered terrain, Lee studied a map and Rachel’s sensor box. “Manx One, be advised your device is pulsing yellow and we are encountering terrain features not shown on our maps.”


Rachel quickly refreshed the laptop’s readouts and frowned. “Roger, Boer One. Recommend staying clear of the unmarked feature, and—” Her sense of “not-right-ness” stirred again. “Boer One, do not, repeat, do not approach the pond, over. Manx One en route momentarily.”


“Will avoid, roger. Boer One clear.” Lee waved for his troopers to leave the pond and begin working back towards their initial goal. Boers Four and Six, the soldiers closest to the unmarked water, hesitated, their attention caught by something in or around the water. As Lee began triggering his radio to repeat the recall, the pool exploded into a steaming, scalding fountain. Lee heard screams, then a sickening wet noise over the radio, then silence.


Two more of the troopers started for the steam cloud, freezing in place as Rachel’s voice called over the Boer radio channel, “Fall back, repeat fall back, Manx One clear.” The men hesitated, torn by the order. Something in the cloud splashed, and the scouts heard another scream, then silence. The wind swirled, blowing the mist away long enough to reveal the two stricken men. Alert for danger, the scouts darted in, grabbed the two, and hauled them back to what seemed like a safe distance. Lee looked at the men and locked his teeth as his gorge rose. Their armor and helmets had not completely protected them, and Cpl. Anderson’s face looked like boiled beef, the skin trying to slough off.


Meanwhile, back at the vehicle laager, Rachel made up her mind. Screw the Army, she snarled in her head. As soon as she finished warning the scouts, Rachel called the exercise supervisor. “Command Two, Manx One. Manx One relocating.” She did not give Col. Selassie time to reply before moving quickly and carefully, sauntering between the vehicles as if she had not a worry in the world. The Army soldiers seemed distracted, and Rachel took advantage of it to duck into a low area, work her way around a small rise and out of sight, then take off toward Lee and the others as fast as she could over the rough and snaggy terrain. Corporal Lee, per earlier instructions for this type of contingency, remained with the vehicles in hopes of keeping the Army observers fooled.


The Army corporal tasked with keeping the civilian out of the incident area didn’t try to follow her onto the moor. Instead, he radioed a terse message to the lieutenant in charge of the scene, giving the apparent direction of the intruder and noting that her escort had remained behind to guard the GDF vehicles. Lt. Tim Jones in turn passed the information up the chain and wondered why he always seemed to be the one tasked with dealing with insane civilians.


Back at the GDF’s field command center, Col. Selassie didn’t bother trying to reply to Manx One. Instead, the Ethiopian officer informed her second in command, Major Thorsten Sigurdson, to be ready to extract the scouts and their advisor. “There may be some initial difficulty with the supporting force,” Selassie warned him.


“Yes, ma’am,” the taciturn Icelander acknowledged, as he called up data for both ground and air recovery.


As he worked, Desta wondered if she should advise Command One as to the situation. She decided against it. If we have to evacuate the Scouts, she thought. Then I’ll call him, but not until then.


First Sergeant Lee had no interest in watching his medic as she worked on the two injured troopers. Instead, he concentrated on establishing a safe observation point from which they could monitor the deadly pond, all the while wondering where on Earth Manx One was, how long it would take her to reach them, and whether or not he should call for back-up from Lt. Ekaterina Gretchkaninov. He opted to wait until he had more information, since Cdr. Na Gael’s device had returned to a mostly-green color. “I’m here,” an incredibly welcome voice panted a few minutes later. “Came the direct route, but don’t recommend it.” The disheveled xenologist brushed past the out-watchers, then skidded to a halt, pulling her medical kit off her shoulder as she dropped to her knees beside Pvt. Anderson. She took off one of her gloves and touched the thrashing soldier’s hand. He went limp. Sergeant Ellie McHenry briefed Na Gael, then turned her attention to Cpl. Nguen.


“How much morphine solution did you give him,” Rachel inquired, frowning as she examined the English soldier.


“Five cc’s, ma’am. I started with three, but it had no effect so I gave him another two,” the medic replied.


“He’s already burned through it. Corporal Zon, give me an assist, please,” the Wanderer said calmly, as she pulled on a pair of latex gloves. “I want you to monitor his pulse and breathing for me. Let me know if they change by more than ten percent.” The medic had already cut away Anderson’s anorak and unstrapped his body armor. With great care, Rachel unbuttoned and opened the front of his tunic. She stopped and raised an eyebrow at what she saw, but her calm demeanor didn’t change. After giving the patient a thorough inspection, she gently rested her hands on his extended arms and closed her eye, doing something or looking for something. Lee turned away again when she cut off a patch of Anderson’s shirt and started an IV. “Keep this higher than he is, please,” she requested of her assistant. “McHenry, once you have Nguen stabilized, I need your steady hands, please, and your airway kit.”


Aside from the half-voiced words among the soldiers and the rustle of heather and other plants blowing in the cold wind, it was quiet on the moor. Too quiet, really. Lee’s radio crackled, making him jump a little. “Boer Five to Boer One, over,” Cpl. Lee called.


“Go ahead, Boer Five.”


“Boer One, have you established contact with Manx One, over?”


Sergeant Lee automatically glanced over towards Rachel. “Affirmative.”


Audible relief mixed with trepidation in the Singaporean soldier’s voice. “Boer One, be advised that the Regulars have noted Manx One’s absence, over.”


Too bad for them, Lee thought, before keying his microphone. “Understood, Boer Five.”


“Roger. Boer Five clear.”


“Boer One clear.” The NCO went over to the improvised medical area. Rachel was talking quietly with Lee’s medic. “Report?” Lee inquired.


Sgt. McHenry shook her head. “We need to get Anderson to a hospital as soon as possible, First. Cpl. Nguen can wait a bit, but both need burn treatment, and we don’t have the materials here. Anderson’s airway is compromised,” the medic explained.


“We knocked him out,” Rachel added. “And we’re keeping him breathing, but he really needs to get onto a ventilator about five minutes ago, Boer One. Call medevac is my recommendation.”


A recommendation like that from Commander Na Gael was effectively an order in Lee’s opinion.


“Boer One to Shepherd One,” he called in. “Code red.”


Lt. Gretchkaninov replied instantly. “Go ahead Boer One.”


“Boer One has a situation. Code red, code yellow for evacuation, over.”


“Understand two for evacuation, code red and code yellow.” There was a pause, then she came back, “from current location, over?”


Lee noted Rachel and McHenry’s emphatic nods. “Current location, affirmative. Boer One.”


“Transportation is en route. Shepherd One clear.”


“Boer One clear.” As he released the frequency, motion on the small rise north of their position caught his eye. It was his observer. Lee activated the magnification on his helmet’s monocular. The trooper signaled, “Target resuming activity.” Lee acknowledged the warning and began moving toward the out-watcher’s position. As he did, Commander Na Gael gave him a reassuring smile. Despite himself Lee felt better about things, even exploding puddles that should not exist. With that in mind, he eased in beside Cpl. Schneider.


The pond was steaming again, filling the low area with yellow-tinged white vapor. That didn’t seem right, Lee, thought, frowning. “Water vapor condenses, falling to the ground as rain or snow. Solar energy causes the moisture to evaporate, rising until it reaches . . .” he dimly heard one of his secondary school teachers droning on in his memory. If it was steam, it should be rising. The tall, lean sergeant pulled out an optical level and studied the terrain around the pond. The good news was that he and his out-watcher were on the highest bit of the land that surrounded the vapor, not counting a single stone tor at their three o’clock. However, he noticed a little crease off to his left that seemed to curve back toward where the scouts waited. The east wind could push whatever the stuff was down that channel and toward his people.


He snaked back from the crest of the hillock and got to his feet. He heard the faint sound of rotors and decided that it was past time to call in a serious force. As far as he was concerned, this was no longer a training exercise. Lee saw Rachel at the base of the rise, looking at the little low area that he’d noticed, and he went to her. “I strongly recommend that you evacuate and call in reinforcements, Sergeant,” she began. Her accent was stronger than he’d heard in a while, and the NCO’s hackles rose. The small woman turned to face him and Lee bit back a startled noise. She was not herself—literally. He’d seen that cold, strange look on her once before, in Wales, when they were dealing with some extraterrestrials who’d been working with Islamist allies, and he suddenly wished Sgt. Morgan St. John had not gone on pre-retirement leave.


“Do you know what we’re dealing with, ma’am?”


“Not yet. But they are here, on this island, and tampering with what is not theirs.” Before he could ask for more details, she planted her walking cane in the soft ground and braced, eye shut as she concentrated on something. Or Something concentrated through her, Lee remembered with a shiver. He called in his scouts and ordered them back to the vehicles, all but three and Sgt. McHenry. Would the rotorwash from the arriving medical helicopter suck in the mystery fog or push it away? Something to keep in mind, he thought, as he watched Cpl. Zon directing the medevac bird down to the designated LZ. As soon as the wheels touched ground, two soldiers helped Cpl. Nguen into the bird, while the medics carefully loaded Anderson onto a stretcher.


“Go with them, McHenry,” Lee ordered. “We’ve got Manx One if we need someone.”


“Wilco, First,” she replied crisply, trotting after her patients. The helicopter leapt into the cold winter air, and Lee turned to find that Rachel had climbed up the hillock. She crouched down, apparently studying the mysterious fog. He started to call to her, but before he could she straightened up, rising to her full height, and then limped downhill.


“Let’s not linger, shall we?” A trace of oddness remained in her face and voice, but much less than a few minutes before. “Is Sgt. McHenry with the injured?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Lee affirmed. He tipped his head towards their departure route. Rachel accepted her satchel from one of the troopers and fell in with them, her head up and in constant motion, sniffing the wind. Although her leg was bothering her, she pushed to keep up with the others while still monitoring the strange energies moving around them. Once again, Logres had redirected the power stream back into the channels it had chosen, this time putting a “dam” of sorts to keep that particular thread from flowing back into the pond.


“Who has my sensor pack?” She inquired after a bit.


There was some glancing about before Cpl. Thad Jackson handed it to her. “Lou Nguen had it, but I took it when he was medevacked out,” the American explained.


“Good call.” She smiled, then raised her voice a little. “For future reference, if I ask you to carry a sensor or gauge for me, please keep it in the field if you can unless I ask for it or give instructions otherwise. That said, if it’s a life-and-death emergency, don’t bother trying to pass the box off—just shoot or run.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “Or both.”


When they were just under a kilometer from the security perimeter an apologetic voice emerged from Lee’s radio. “Boer One, Boer Five.”


“Boer Five, go ahead.”


“Boer One, be advised that Shepherd One and Command Two are here. And that Blocker Three has an arrest order for Manx One.”


“Understood. Boer One clear.”


“Boer Five clear.”


First Sergeant Lee dropped back to where Rachel was limping. “Ah, apparently you are going to be arrested once we clear the security perimeter,” he informed her.


The Wanderer shook her head, the corner of her mouth quirking up into a wise-ass grin. “I suppose I really should have paid those library fines,” she sighed. “Or is it from that bar fight? No, Mr. Underhill said that was taken care of and next time not to wait for the first punch.” Despite her light words, Rachel kept looking around and sniffing the air, alert for trouble. “Arrest by whom, First? Or did the message specify?”


“Army, ma’am.” He stopped as the first scout in line raised her hand, signaling something of interest ahead. Lee accelerated his pace and Rachel matched it, coming even with the sergeant on point. “What’s that?” Lee signed to Rachel.


She had her sensor box out and was tapping buttons along the edge of the metal frame, frowning as she read the symbols on the display. “It seems to be a side effect of the process that created your attack-pond, Sergeant Lee,” she replied under her breath. The vegetation ahead of them appeared scorched. It was another low place, shallower than where the pond had been, though equally broad. She advanced slowly to the edge of the toasted bracken and crouched, plucking up a handful before returning to the others. “See anything odd? Besides the scorch.”


Sergeant Havel pointed to the bottom of the stems. “They burned from the underneath. And we didn’t see any smoke, which we should have since this wind would fan flames in such dry material.” He mimicked how the winter air rushed through the depression.


Corporal Jackson added, “All the rest of the plants are damp on the bottom, not dry, ma’am.”


Commander Na Gael smiled broadly, then sobered. “Very, very good. You are both correct, which means that something quite wrong is happening, as we already know. I recommend going around.” She gestured with her stick toward the upwind edge of the basin.


Lee gestured for the advance to resume, and the scouts made their careful way around the scorched area. As Boer Five had warned, a rather impressive welcome committee awaited the returning soldiers. A very relieved Sgt. Lee spotted Col. Desta Selassie looming over an Army captain, apparently having serious words with the other officer. The tall Ethiopian woman turned, saw the scouts and broke off her conversation.


Commander Na Gael hung back as several Army soldiers approached the GDF squad. Without Lee, Major Thorsten Sigurdson, or Col. Selassie uttering a word, four of the scouts formed up around their advisor, sending a very obvious message to the “receiving party.” Col. Selassie’s voice was equally clear as she stated, “The arrest order is countermanded. Commander Na Gael was and is acting under orders from General Khan and me.” She turned to the scouts. “Report, First Sergeant Lee.”


“Yes, ma’am. We advanced to our initial objective and began establishing a cleared perimeter.” Cpl. Zon had a map out for the Colonel as Lee continued, “Cpl. Anderson noted an unmapped terrain feature and with Cpl. Nguen went to verify it. At that time, Manx One’s sensor suite changed color. I notified her of the change, and she recommended using extreme caution. Thirty seconds later the pond, well, exploded, ma’am.” Lee shook his head as he tried to make sense of what he’d seen. “Anderson and Nguen were caught in the blast. As it was happening, Manx One recommended we relocate farther from the pond, which I ordered. It was evident that Anderson’s injuries were more than Sgt. McHenry was equipped to deal with, so I requested that Manx One join us.”


“Which I did as expeditiously as possible,” the xenologist interjected, looking up from retrieving data from the sensor suite’s memory core. “The boiling water, steam, and sulfuric acid cooked Anderson. After discussing the situation with Sgt. McHenry, we recommended immediate medical evacuation of the two injured soldiers.”


Everyone in earshot either winced or shivered at Rachel’s blunt diagnosis. Lee picked up the report again, “We fulfilled out assigned objective, and I elected to return to base. We did leave a monitor on site, ma’am, and we found another un-mapped feature as we returned.” Zon pointed out the second odd spot for the colonel.


Several of the Army soldiers snorted with disbelief. “What a crock of shit,” someone muttered. Rachel looked up from her analysis and glared in the direction of the voice, but didn’t move.


“That’s impossible, Sergeant,” Blocker Three, better known as Capt. Bill Jones stated. “And unless your general is here, his orders do not countermand those from Col. Sandborn. The civilian is under arrest for violating security procedures.” He started reciting the regulation.


Col. Selassie and the 58th Regiment’s other personnel were more concerned with Commander Na Gael just then. The grey-clad woman had gone still, then turned her head to look over her shoulder. “We need to move, now, Colonel,” she said, sounding strained. “Unless you are wearing asbestos underwear.” Selassie could see smoke or steam coming from within the training area and realized that the wind was pushing whatever it was toward them.


“The bracken?” Lee asked, as he gestured for his scouts to start moving.


“Affirmative, and everything else around it,” Rachel replied, then raised her voice so that it carried. “You lot too. Or stay if you’re suicidal.” She turned and backed away toward the laagered vehicles.


Col. Selassie glanced at the map and noted a car park in the middle of a marshy area just over a kilometer or so to the west, roughly halfway to where the rest of the regiment’s personnel waited. “Fall back to here,” she ordered. “You too, Capt. Jones. That’s a direct order.”


“Sir, there’s a fire moving this way,” one of the Army soldiers reported, his voice rising. “It might cut us off if it continues with the wind.” Jones hesitated, not wanting to disobey a direct order but not wanting to give too much credit to these strange people either. But a fire on the moor was serious indeed, and he opted for caution.


“Pull back to the secondary perimeter,” he ordered his men, and they moved quickly and smoothly to their vehicles. Despite her irritation Rachel nodded, pleased with their professionalism and rapid action.


Once tucked into a seat in one of the Athelstan scout vehicles, Rachel gave in and Logres overpowered her. Again, something disrupted the energy flows, this time trying to gather and redirect them to a specific point to the east and north. Logres did not care who or what it was, or where it came from, but it wanted the disruption stopped. It followed the pull and sent a pulse of energy into the thing, overloading it. Satisfied for the moment, Logres again returned the energy flows in Dartmoor to their proper channels and pulled back from its servant’s mind.


When Rachel came ‘round, she was hanging against the four-point harness in the Athelstan’s seat, with two very concerned troopers watching her. She swallowed and blinked, trying to regain her sense of where she was. “I hate it when that happens,” she said. “How long . .  ?”


“A good ten minutes or more, ma’am,” Cpl. Lee said. “Are you all right?”


That’s a good question, Rachel mused, still fuzzy around the edges. Since no one in their right mind agrees to be a Guardian, I think the answer is ‘no.’


“More or less, Corporal.” She straightened up and leaned back against the seat. “Did the fire follow us?”


“No. It seems to have stopped advancing shortly after you passed out, Commander Na Gael,” Major Sigurdson informed her, leaning into the back of the scout vehicle. “Do you know what is happening?”


She undid her harness and tried to get up, but staggered. With some help, the exhausted Wanderer slid out of the vehicle and set up her portable supercomputer. She plugged in the sensor suite’s memory core and ran the data set as the officers, and some of the NCOs, gathered around her. “Someone or something is manipulating energy, very clumsily I must say. They are . . .” her voice trailed off as she noticed more than just regimental people lurking around. “Little pitchers have big ears,” Rachel tartly cautioned her nominal superior.


“Auf Deutsch,” Col. Selassie ordered. German was the Global Defense Force’s second language, much to the irritation of the French, Chinese, and Russians—and to the irritation of the regular Army soldiers trying to listen in.


“Jawohl, meine Kolonelin,” Rachel agreed, then continued the briefing.


Even the Army sergeant who spoke German had trouble following her explanation and gave up. “Col. Sandborn’s right, sir. The civilian’s insane and the Defense Force people are equally touched,” he informed Capt. Jones.


Rachel finished her briefing. She’d left a great deal out for the sake of those who weren’t fluent in scientific German, but it was enough to get her point across. As the troopers processed the information, two more vehicles pulled into the parking area, both military. Rachel was relieved to see Brigadier General Rahoul Khan emerge, glance around, and stride toward his gathered officers. “Colonel, Commander,” he acknowledged, returning their salutes as Rachel heaved herself to her feet. “At ease. Concise briefing, please.”


“Energy where it should not be, manipulated by someone or something that should not be, and that lacks the necessary control to handle it safely,” Rachel explained.


Khan looked at her and waited. When nothing more was forthcoming, he frowned. “Not quite that concise, Commander.”


The one-eyed woman tipped her head as if pointing over his shoulder. “Question transmitting in the clear, sir,” was her cryptic reply. It took him a moment to catch on. Then he turned, his frown deepening as an Army officer bore down on the group. Khan straightened up and walked over to intercept the newcomer.


The lean, pale Englishman studied the South Asian general, hesitating just a moment too long before offering an unhappy salute. Khan returned the gesture. “Col. Sandborn?”


Another hesitation. “Brigadier Khan,” he responded. The general started extending his hand, then smoothly turned it into a summoning gesture when Sandborn made no attempt to return the courtesy. Commander Na Gael and Col. Selassie answered the summons and walked up to the two men, stopping half a meter behind Rahoul.


Sandborn’s glance passed over Selassie, noting her foreign insignia, and a hint of a frown bent the Englishman’s lips. That frown deepened as he studied Commander Na Gael. The Wanderer-hybrid returned his regard, her expression revealing nothing but polite interest. The pale officer’s eyes fixed on her face, and Rachel read his feelings all too clearly. So did Rahoul, who frowned as disgust flickered over Sandborn’s features.


“I understand that there is some difference of interpretation regarding the xenologist’s participation in the exercise, Colonel Sandborn?” Khan half-inquired.


Sandborn chose his words carefully. “That is correct,” once again he let one second too many pass, “sir. The briefing material for this exercise failed to describe the exact role of the ‘xenologist,’ or to explain that this person was a civilian. As you are aware, civilian observers are allowed, but only in specific portions of the exercise reserve and only with specific clearances. Capt. Jones informed me that the ‘xenologist,’” Sandborn put an odd emphasis on the term, “lacked those clearances. When she insisted on violating the regulations, I saw no option but to have her detained,” he paused a last time, “sir.”


“I see, Colonel. That is an unfortunate oversight, I agree. Commander.” Rachel stepped forward and slightly to his side. “Show Col. Sandborn your security pass, please.”


Rachel took the document out of its carrier and handed it to the Army officer. He looked at it, frowned, and studied the form more closely. “This is most unusual,” he said, holding it up.


“As are the duties of the xenology specialist, Colonel,” Rahoul agreed. “I trust that answers some of your concerns?”


Sandborn handed the item back, trying not to touch Rachel’s hand as he did. She didn’t need physical contact to read him, however. Discomfort with the proceedings, acute discomfort with the civilian’s apparent access and person, and a spike of jealousy bordering on hatred of Rahoul, all combined to make Rachel picture the man as a porcupine, without a porcupine’s laid-back personality.


“Yes, sir, it does.” He turned to Capt. Jones. “The arrest order is cancelled.”


“Yes, sir.” The other man sounded relieved not to have to force the issue any more.


“However, I am rather concerned by the lack of communication and coordination in this exercise. I understand that medevac was required for some of your people?”


Rahoul dismissed Rachel as he turned to Col. Selassie. “Colonel?”


“Sergeant Lee,” the woman called and the NCO and xenologist traded places, more or less. Rachel limped back to the scout vehicle and the protection of the GDF troopers.


One of the scouts, Cpl. Zon, kept looking at Sandborn, at the other soldiers, and then back at the English colonel. Colour Sergeant Sandy O’Malley noticed Zon’s interest. “Question, Al?”


“Ah, why does the colonel seem so different from his men,” the Dutch corporal inquired. “I’d take him for Scandinavian or maybe Dutch.”


“You mean his coloring?”


Zon nodded, “That and his accent.”


The Colour Sergeant half smiled. “I wager that the colonel is from a very, very old family that were part of the nobility. If you keep an eye out, you’ll see that many upper class English are leaner and paler than the rest of us ‘lower sorts.’” The sergeant made quotation marks with his fingers.


The corporal caught on instantly, impressing Rachel. She made a mental note to keep a discreet eye on the young soldier. He asked, “Endogamy, C.S.?”


“If you mean some family trees don’t branch too far, yes. Spare me the big words, Al,” the brown-haired Irishman sighed. “I work for a living.” Rachel hid a grin and marveled again at the constants in her universe.


The grin faded into concentration as Rachel tried to make sense of the data she’d been collecting. Two lines appeared on the display of her supercomputer. One showed the normal base energy level for this part of Britain, while the other showed the most recent readings from her data-collection unit, both displayed over the past two hours. Rachel noted the elevated level from the time the sensors began recording, as well as three spikes followed by equally rapid declines. One matched the time the “pond” exploded, a second when the sulfur fog appeared, and then again just after the GDF and army units relocated. A black eyebrow rose as she noted the duration and intensity of the last sequence. No wonder I passed out.


Now, where was the energy going to, besides north and east? A little reluctantly, Rachel called up the mapping software, narrowed her search to within a hundred kilometers or so of Dartmoor, and closed her eye. She reached out with her mind, trying to find any remnants of the path the redirected energy had taken, then froze as Logres joined in the search, dragging her mind to a densely settled town on a river not far from the coast. Then it withdrew in part, giving her back the reins, passive but still aware.


Rachel opened her eye to see someone’s polished combat boots and perfectly bloused trouser cuffs. «Hullo, Rahoul,» she sent a touch fuzzily as she sat up.


“You tried to drop this, ma’am,” Cpl. Lee said, offering her the laptop.


“Thank you, Lee,” Rachel accepted the device and glanced at the screen. “Exeter? That’s . . . interesting.”


«In English, Commander,» Rahoul ordered in her head. She’d slipped into Trader. “You have some information, Commander?” he continued aloud.


“Yes, sir.” He gestured for her to continue and she explained, “There’s an energy anomaly that seems to be developing in the vicinity of Exeter, sir. As if power is being collected there, but for what reason and by whom I can’t tell yet. The data do show that the exploding tarn and fire are related to it. And I have a hunch that there may be more of those sorts of things going on, sir.”


The troopers exchanged glances as Rahoul considered his advisor’s words. Rachel got to her feet and resumed a perch on the Athalstan’s running board. “Can you narrow it down? ‘Exeter’ is a rather vague location for us to be searching, if it comes to that.” Rachel started typing but kept an eye on Col. Selassie, who was in turn eyeing Col. Sandborn. “Selassie, do we have any reports of other phenomena like those Rachel mentioned?”


The Ethiopian woman nodded. “Yes, sir. Some reports of changing temperatures in wells and streams, a few minor earthquakes up in Scotland and the like. Major de Alba compiled the list and sent it to Rachel.” Selassie gestured towards the xenologist, who typed quickly, pulling up the list and overlaying the locations onto a map. Both officers leaned in to look as Rachel turned the screen so they could see it. “ ‘All roads lead to Exeter’?” the executive officer misquoted.


Rahoul lifted his cover and ran a hand over neatly trimmed dark brown hair. “So it would seem. Can you narrow it, Commander?”


She considered the matter. “I think I can. It would be easier if I were back at one of the energy-eruption sites, so I could set up a tracer directly on the line of flow.” Rachel hesitated again as Col. Sandborn walked up to the group, then launched, “And you do remember who had their offices near Exeter, sir?”


He frowned, dark brown eyes narrowing as he tried to recall what she was talking about. She sent him an image of himself as a captain, listening in as Rachel read someone the riot act in a laboratory. “Oh, yes, Commander, good point. I thought they’d learned their lesson, if they are involved in these . . . ‘eruptions’ you called them?”


Before she could answer, Sandborn inquired, “Has your advisor seen a professional, Rowdy?” He tapped the side of his head.


The combination of stress, exhaustion, and irritation with the man’s attitude pushed Rachel’s infamous temper over the edge. “Sir, I am not being irrational,” she snapped, eye sparking. “Someone is trying to tap the basal energy of the Isle of the Mighty. The lethal hot spring that should not have existed is one example of what is going to happen if whoever it is keeps meddling—the energy was not properly channeled and it leaked, transformed into heat. That super-heated the groundwater, which worked up to the surface, laden with minerals, especially sulfur. I doubt Cpl. Anderson is going to live, not after the scalding he received,” Rachel stated firmly. “And that is minor compared to what could happen if this disruption continues. Someone is using extraterrestrial technology without knowing the consequences and they must cease immediately. Unless you want a certain volcano in Scotland to erupt again.”


Col. Sandborn shook his head, disbelief obvious. “That is the biggest pile of steaming elephant crap I’ve heard in my career. Rowdy, your advisor, or whatever she is, has lost her mind and is a danger to herself as well as to the rest of us.”


Rahoul ignored the comment for a moment. “You are certain it’s extraterrestrial technology, Commander?”


“Over fifty percent certain, sir. There are certain patterns in the distribution of the energy leaks, and I’d be very, very surprised if anyone on this planet had developed technology that could do this sort of thing without outside aid.”


Khan looked up at the grey sky, absently noting that the clouds had descended and darkened since he’d arrived on scene. “Very well. Commander, I want you and,” he glanced around, “Lt. Grechkaninov, Sgt. Lee, and however many more you need, to see about tracking down the source of the anomalies. Col. Selassie, you and Sigurdson get the others ready to relocate to somewhere convenient.” Now he turned and faced Sandborn. “Colonel, a word,” and he led the reluctant officer farther from the hearing of both the Regulars and the GDF.


As Rachel packed her gear, Desta observed quietly that, “He doesn’t care for you, Rachel.”


“So I’ve gathered. Any idea why?” She could think of several dozen, actually.


The officer pursed her lips. “He knows something. When you mentioned Exeter he flinched.”


“Hmmm. An interesting observation, ma’am,” Rachel noted quietly, turning her head so that she could look in the direction the two senior officers had gone.


Rachel and her escort straggled into the Branch’s temporary quarters as a cold rain began falling. The wind had become raw, and Rahoul was quite happy to observe the weather from inside stout walls below a solid roof. He was less than happy to see Sgt. Lee, the other Lee, and Cpl. Hudson carrying their xenologist out of the Athelstan. She appeared to be unconscious.


“What did she get into this time?” he inquired after the troopers had tucked their advisor away into one of the spare bunks.


Sergeant Lee gave a small shrug. “Nothing sir, for a change. She passed out from exhaustion, like she did in Germany.”


An hour later, the Wanderer tapped on the general’s doorframe. He looked up from his laptop and raised black eyebrows in inquiry. “Your pardon, sir. Did Lt. Gretchkaninov give you my notes?”


“Yes, Commander. Can you narrow the search once we get closer?”


Rachel nodded and ran her hand over the tail of her long, brown-black plait. “Yes, sir. I have the means, plus a back-up.” She switched to Trader. “Is there something about Col. Sandborn I should know, Rahoul? As in, do I need to send for my heavy body armor and helmet?”


He turned away, staring off into the distance. “Come in and close the door a little, Rada,” he said in English. “You understand that nothing leaves this room unless there is a cluster fuck of galactic proportions tomorrow?”


His language shocked her. “Absolutely sir. Your alarms going off?”


“Not yet, but I’m a little reluctant to go to sleep and give them the opportunity,” he admitted before sighing quietly. “Terry won’t try to kill you, Rachel. That’s not his way. He’ll work behind you, dropping a word here and an observation there. He’s just being cautious and looking out for the best interest of the Army.” Rahoul’s tone did not match his words and Rachel tried to read between the two.


“Oh. He’s one of those.” She rolled her eye, “They pop up in so many species. ‘Just trying to help, ma’am,’ or ‘I’m sure there’s nothing wrong with so-and-so’s plan, sir, but perhaps if he were to consider’ . . .” and she let her voice trail off as she mimicked an especially memorable junior officer she’d wanted to strangle.


“He dislikes you because he dislikes me, Rada. Nothing personal, at least not until he’s had time to find something since you are not useful to him. I was on the receiving end of his little games at Sandhurst, and he apparently feels that his position then still holds today.” Rada had never heard Rahoul use the nasty tone he just had. He added, “Oh and I’m a jumped-up wog who took a true Englishman’s place at Sandhurst.”


“Would you like for him to disappear?”


“When he’s being unreasonable, yes. But,” here he stopped and looked over at Rachel. “Not like that!”


“Pity, since I’m still current.” Her coldly professional expression gave him chills. Then her mask returned. “Ah, hang about. I thought you got into Sandhurst through an examination, not appointment like the Americans do it.”


He sipped his tea. “We do and I did. A friend of his managed to smash his car up driving back from the examinations and hasn’t walked since. I’ve never quite sorted out how that was my fault.”


Rachel shrugged and levered herself out of the chair. “Stupidity will find a way, sir. And if you don’t have any questions for me,” she tried to cover a yawn. “Sorry.”


“You’re dismissed. There’s hot food in the dining area.” He went back to his computer.


A few minutes later she poked her head back in. “Ah, Rahoul? ‘Rowdy?’”


He looked irritated. “Because I spent so much time studying instead of socializing with the others.”


Rachel smiled conspiratorially. “Some day, ask me what we called the Graf-General back when he was a gawky private with a gift for tripping over his boot-laces, metaphorical as well as literal.”


“I shudder to guess.” After she left he added under his breath, “Hairball.” Then he sighed and rubbed his forehead in a gesture that was becoming habitual. He was so damn sick of this sort of foolishness. Rahoul ran through all the old complaints—he’d not gone to public schools, he’d not gone to Oxbridge, his family were middle-class at best, he was the first in his family to be in the English military and not the colonial Indian army, and Panpit’s family were lower middle class and her father was “only” a senior Warrant Officer in the RAF. Plus, Rahoul’s family was “Asian,” as the British put it. It made no difference to the Terry Sandborns of the world that he’d served in combat, and that he had nothing but “excellent” on his fitness reports aside from that one—and Brig. Eastman had been carefully vague about that—and also had international staff and diplomatic experience.


Well, Rahoul told himself firmly, either he could stew about it or he could just keep on doing what he’d always done. He was where he wanted to be, earlier than he’d hoped for, with excellent people under him, and with a magnificent, beautiful, utterly desirable wife at his side. Sandborn couldn’t change that, not if Rahoul kept his eyes and ears open.


The next morning, Rachel borrowed Cpls. Zon and Lee, plus one of the less-obviously military vehicles, while the others continued with the second phase of the joint exercise. Unlike the previous day, everything went as smoothly as could be expected and better than some had dared hope for. Khan left Col. Selassie in charge, content to observe. He also had no objection to remaining indoors in the warm and dry for a change, and so managed to catch up most of the administrative foolishness he had been carefully ignoring. Despite his xenologist’s repeated twitting, Rahoul Khan was not a perfect, by-the-book officer—he just managed to make it seem that he was, much as she managed to make it seem that she was infallible.


As a result, he was at their temporary base when Rachel and her guards, doubling as assistants, arrived. He cocked his ear as he heard Zon ask, “So someone is tapping off the power grid with the wrong kind of wire and no circuit breakers or insulators. And if they keep it up, something will overload on the grid and wherever they are doing the tap?”


“That’s it in a nutshell, Zon. And like your auntie whose hip told her that weather was coming, I can tell when someone starts mucking with the power grid,” Rachel explained cheerfully. Rahoul heard approaching footsteps and waited around the corner as the trio walked in. Rachel, intent on not tripping on the threshold, didn’t see him until the last instant and spooked, jumping a little. Rahoul managed not to laugh at her as her shoulders jerked up and her eye went wide like a startled moggie, but it took some effort. Her tail would have bristled too, he recalled, and the memory took some of the pleasure out of surprising her.


“I trust you were successful, Commander?”


She recovered almost instantly and ignored the muffled snickers from the corporals. “Yes, sir, I was. The source is within Exeter, but not far inside the municipal limits, and it will not be difficult to find precisely.” «Something smells, Command One,» she continued into his mind. «We were shadowed.»


“Very well. Show me what you found. You are dismissed,” he informed her escort. The soldiers acknowledged the dismissal as Rahoul began turning, then stopped. “Belay that. Zon, Lee, I’d like you to rejoin the exercise. Take the same vehicle you used today and report to First Sergeant Lee.”


“Yes, sir.” They departed, leaving Rachel and the general more or less alone. The two looked at each other. Rahoul turned and led the way to his temporary office, his advisor falling in at his shoulder as she had with so many general officers.


He sat down and waved her toward a chair, which she declined. “Full report, please.”


“With Zon and Lee’s help, I backtracked our steps from yesterday. From the bracken patch.” She paused, fished something out of her black satchel, twiddled with it, and projected an Ordinance Survey map onto the wall. “This position here, sir,” she said, circling it with a laser pointer. “From there I was able to get a solid directional trace. Using that, and what I found yesterday afternoon, the corporals and I isolated the potential sources of the disruptions. There is a primary and a secondary. We looked into the secondary and it is no longer of concern.”


“What is, or was, it?”


She smiled a little. “Archaeological site. I had a word with the dig supervisor, and he agreed to let us know if he finds anything especially interesting. He probably will, if memory serves, but I’ll have to check my records. But that’s not the problem, sir.” She shifted, then fiddled more with the projector box, changing the map to a regional display. “This is the problem.”


As Khan watched, a set of shimmering lines appeared on the map. “These should run a few degrees east of north,” his advisor informed him. Instead they curved toward Exeter, converging on a point not far from the River Exe, within the municipal limits.


“You said that these are power lines? What is generating them and are they dangerous?” He didn’t exactly doubt her, not after this long, but this was a little strange even for him.


She thought for a minute. “I’m having to translate, sir, so please bear with me. The power, energy streams is a better phrase, comes from living things and from the energy within the geological entity that is Britain—natural radioactive decay, geothermal activity, the metabolic processes of plants and animals, all that sort of thing. Some beings have the capabilities necessary to make use of it. Over time, some of those energy streams were shaped into distinct channels—channels which have been disrupted, so that the streams are now flowing elsewhere. As Cpl. Zon put it, someone is trying to tap a four-forty line with a one-twenty wire. Sooner or later something is going to short out or overflow.”


The South Asian officer sifted through what she’d said and what she’d omitted. “All right, I follow you this far. But what does this have to do with ‘a certain volcano in Scotland’?”


“Many of these channels lead to a central point where the energy is used or redistributed. A disruption in the system down here could ripple—and apparently is rippling—through the network, at least judging by what Major De Alba has been sending me. Edinburgh is one of the places where energy is redirected from.” She rubbed under her eye. “Nothing exciting will happen there tomorrow, sir, but eventually it will. Most likely Exeter will turn into a smoking hole first, then a few other places will get interesting.”


Rahoul ran through a mental list of available personnel. “I’m supposed to meet with Col. Sandborn tomorrow morning to debrief the exercise with him and some others. Unless something else ‘interesting’ comes to light between now and then, I’ll send you, Desta, Lt. Gretchkaninov and some of Sergeant Lee’s people to Exeter to see what is going on.”


“Very good, sir.” She was being crisply professional and Khan wondered what was wrong. Rachel turned off the mini projector and slid it into her workbag. “Ah, sir?”


“Yes?”


“Please be careful. At least two Army soldiers watched us as we worked from the bracken fire site, and the corporals and I were followed almost to the gate.”


That was not necessarily comforting news. “I’ll take that under advisement, Commander. You are dismissed to your duties,” he said a touch louder, warning whoever was coming down the hall.


“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” and Rachel limped out. “Oops, sorry,” Khan heard her apologize as Lt. Gretchkaninov appeared and tapped on the doorframe.


“Yes, Lieutenant?” He seemed to be saying that more and more often, he noted.


“Sorry to bother you, sir, but there’s message from London for you.”
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The next morning, Col. Selassie tugged her scarf tighter around her throat and wondered what alien or mad scientist in his, her, or its right mind would invade Britain in winter. Exeter town perched on a rise beside the River Exe. Once it had been a major commercial port, but now tourism and administration dominated the economy, much as the cathedral dominated the old city. At the colonel’s elbow, Rachel did arcane things to a hand-sized electronic box and muttered under her breath about volcanism, Dartmoor, hot springs, and other geologic matters. “All right, I’ve got it down to within a kilometer. The disruption centers here.” She showed the officer a map. “The dark bit is the solid rock it sits on, an old bit of volcanic something or other.”


They got into the vehicles and carefully navigated through toward the center of town. “Commander, do you know what ‘it’ is yet?” Selassie asked.


“Not a clue,” a cheerful voice replied. “Around the river bend, please. We’re within half a kilometer.”


Whatever it was required entering the pedestrian section of town. The few passersby out that early on such a miserable morning gave the soldiers odd looks but generally ignored them. The previous evening Lt. Bustos reported that someone had been spreading a rumor on the Internet about a VIP coming to town for the folk culture festival down by the river. The poster had whinged about the mess that the security staff would cause.


“There.” Rachel pointed to a building on the volcanic spur. “It’s there—or rather, under there.”


Col. Selassie groaned. “St. Nicholas’ Priory museum? Are you absolutely certain?” This would not be easy to explain, the Ethiopian woman thought, as she looked at the remains of the red stone buildings. In part demolished after the Dissolution of the Monasteries, according to the historic trust sign by the gate, the former priory now housed a Tudor and Renaissance history museum.


“I’m quite certain, Colonel,” the small woman affirmed, peering through the closed gate. “Hmmm, that’s interesting. If the restoration and repairs were all finished last year, then why all the draping around whatever it is in the courtyard?” Rachel turned back to the troopers. She pointed down toward the River Exe, cheerful expression gone. “And why is the river boiling?”


Sergeant Lee braced in case the hill started moving as the river churned, but the ground under their feet remained stable. As he watched, the festival tent trembled and collapsed as the ground softened under it. The workmen setting up for the day’s events were trying to run, stumbling and scrambling in panic as the ground heaved and opened up around them. A fountain of darker soil surged up in one place. “Oh shit, the dirt’s liquefying,” Cpl. Allens swore. “Just like Christchurch.”


“And Sikeston, yes,” Rachel said quietly. “And like will happen in London, and a few other places, if we don’t get this stopped. Get me in there.” She pointed to the gate.


It was unlocked, and the troopers fanned out. Rachel aimed for the construction area, pulled aside the concealing sheeting, and pointed at a pair of metal plates. “Open that, please, but carefully.” The panels lifted away, and two soldiers shone torches into the hole. Rachel started in, but Lee grabbed her.


She started to fight and Selassie reminded her, “Manx One, you go second. You, you, and,” she pointed to Lee, “you go with Rachel. Keep me apprised of whatever you find.” As Rachel vanished down the hole, she heard the officer continuing, “You lot secure the gate.”


As soon as they turned away from the opening, Sgt. Lee felt the tunnel closing in on them and he started to panic. “Take a deep breath, Boer One” a familiar voice ordered, her voice calm and steady. “This is not Germany. Only the Graf-General is allowed to panic in tunnels, remember?”


That distracted him. “Say over, ma’am?” He moved closer to her voice.


“The Graf-General is terribly claustrophobic, First Sergeant. Utterly allergic to elevators as well,” the alien stated dryly. “Not that any of you lot ever heard from me that General von Hohen-Drachenburg is anything other than perfect or infallible. This way, please.” With that, she set off down the tunnel.


Lee stretched his arm out and grabbed her jacket collar. “Zon, take point, Command Two’s orders.”


Rachel snarled and tugged against his grip, but gave in. The corporal led the way around two bends and a sloping bit, stopping at a dead end. He studied the blockage, and before Lee or Cdr. Na Gael could say anything, he began running his gloved hand along the edge of the bricks. Zon turned and pushed a little on the wall opposite where he’d been feeling, and the mass shifted inward, swinging open.


“Hmmm. Very nice,” Rachel murmured, examining the inside of the entry panel. “Quick quiz, gentlemen—what is this and what does it do?”


Zon shook his head, focused on whatever waited ahead of them. Cpl. Lee looked at the pneumatic seals and heavy metal. “A pressure door, ma’am?”


“Spot on, Corporal. A very well-hung pressure door designed to keep something inside whatever this place is. A very expensive pressure door,” she added, eye narrowing with speculation. A sound from down the passage distracted her, and she darted off, passing Zon and making Sgt. Lee cringe, even as he tried to catch the trotting woman.


She stopped at a doorway and poked her head around the frame of the open door. “Oooohh,” she breathed. “Sankt Nikolas never brings me anything this nice.”


Sergeant Lee peered over her shoulder into a well-equipped laboratory or engineering room of some kind. Either way, it shouldn’t have existed under the old priory in the heart of Exeter, and the NCO began pulling back from the entry. “Boers, fall back to report.” He reached for Rachel’s collar and his hand closed on air. Oh no he winced to himself—as soon as he’d turned his head she’d slid under his grip and was now inspecting the lab.


“One, I’m not raising Command Two,” Cpl. Lee said. Indeed, all three radios produced nothing but static.


The sergeant liked the situation less and less, and he pointed to Zon. “Get Manx One. We’re leaving.”


An aggrieved woman’s voice sounded from the other end of the hall. “Oh what is it now? How many times have I told Terry not to let you come tromping in here?” A mousy but still attractive woman in a practical suit strode up to them. “Tell the Colonel that I need two more hours and I’ll be ready to do the full power tests. Two hours. Is that clear?”


Lee nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Tell Col. Sandborn two more hours and you will be ready to do the full-power tests,” he repeated back, playing along.


“Correct. Now move along,” and she made a shooing motion as she went into the lab. Behind her back, Zon gave the NCO an odd look and the First Sergeant mimicked a shooing motion. The trio retreated around a corner.


Cpl. Zon whispered, “Now what, First? Wait until we hear a boom?”


The other Lee grinned a little as the sergeant considered their options. Then they heard, “Who are you? What are you doing? Get away from that! Security!”
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The debriefing went much better than the exercises had, to Gen. Khan’s pleased surprise. Sandborn and his executive acted like professionals, making several constructive suggestions, notably covering communications. The regiment’s latest encryption upgrade failed to “shake hands” with the Army’s previous generation of wireless decryption and vice versa, and the colonel knew of a source for a potential patch. And his earlier point about the regiment’s not explaining clearly enough what a xenologist was and why he or she needed access to certain things remained valid.


They were about to move to the more specific details of the debriefing when both commanding officers’ phones rang. Khan excused himself and caught his, turning away from the others to answer. “Khan here, go ahead,” he started.


Major De Alba replied in German, “Command One, be advised that two earthquakes have occurred within five kilometers of Exeter, plus a small swarm of them near London. The London ones weren’t strong enough to do damage, but people are upset, and the temblors seem to be getting stronger.”


“Understood. Any word from Command Two?” Khan glanced over his shoulder and saw that Terry Sandborn’s news was apparently good, judging by his expression.


“Affirmative. They located the place in question but are experiencing jamming and have lost contact with Manx One and Boer One.”


Rahoul cringed inside a little at the news. Well, if anyone could keep Rachel out of terminal mischief, it would be Boer One, he sighed to himself. “Thank you. Let me know if any more geologic anomalies occur.” He rang off and turned back to the others.


“Is there a problem, sir?” Sandborn inquired. He seemed re-energized by whatever news he had received and suddenly more confident.


“Other than more earthquakes, including one close to Exeter that caused some damage, not really, Colonel.” Khan’s alarms began going off, although he had no idea why. Could it be that emotions from animals upset by the earthquakes were leaking in through his shields? He ran a quick check, but didn’t sense anything unusual—none of the pressure he associated with someone trying to push through. But the South Asian officer felt restless and uncomfortable for some reason.


He returned to his seat and the 8th Foot’s transportation s officer began outlining his report. Khan couldn’t seem to focus the way he should have, and he noticed Terry Sandborn busily sending a text message. The rudeness and unprofessionalism of it irritated Khan, and he started to reprimand the colonel, but whatever he might have said was lost in a creaking, cracking, groaning rumble. Khan ducked under the table. The room swayed, shaking as an earthquake rocked the army base. Several people swore, and the white boards and display screens clattered and crashed to the floor. Khan had ridden through a few earth shakes in Afghanistan, and this was no different, except that there he hadn’t been worried about a first floor above him falling in on his head.


Then it stopped. “Everyone OK?” a shaky voice asked. An array of responses—“Yes,” “affirmative,” “I think so,” “yes,” and “what the fuck was that?”—came from under and around the meeting room furniture as people got to their feet.


“Out. Now,” the two senior officers chorused, both pointing toward the doorway. No one objected, and soon soldiers and a few civilian staff had gathered in the parking lot, well away from any buildings and trees.


Khan and his aid stopped next to their vehicle as their driver inspected the car and the pavement around it for damage. The general quickly rang up Col. Selassie. “Command Two, Command One,” he began quietly in German.


“This is Command Two, go ahead,” came the instant reply. Before he could start, Khan heard the sound of something breaking in the background and muffled swearing.


“Situation report,” Khan demanded.


In Exeter, Desta Selassie forgot about the cold wind and misting rain as she took stock of the damage caused by the earthquake. “All present or accounted for except Manx One and her escorts. The most recent temblor caused minor damage to everything not sitting on the volcanic rock in Exeter. Over.”


Khan made a swift decision. “Command Two, the instability is spreading. We just had a quake up here. I’m en route to Exeter. Call in the rest of the detachment and plan on assisting the police with evacuations, or keeping order, if necessary.” He gestured to his aid, and Lt. Danton gave the message to their driver.


“Command One is en route. I’ll assemble the rest of the detachment and coordinate with local officials,” Selassie repeated back crisply.


“That is correct. Any word from Manx One?”


“Negative.”


Khan had not expected any and he wondered what trouble Rachel had found this time. He made a mental note to see if it would be possible to permanently assign Sgt. Lee as her escort-cum-bodyguard-cum-keeper without ruining Lee’s career, then signed off. “Col. Sandborn,” Khan called, catching the other officer’s attention during a lull in his assistant’s damage reports. “Given the situation I’m afraid I’m going to have to temporarily halt the debriefing until further notice.”


Sandborn nodded his agreement. “Absolutely, sir. Whenever it’s convenient for you.” Everyone flinched as a flock of rooks launched from one of the trees, calling wildly. “Damn it, I hope that doesn’t mean another one,” he hissed under his breath. He watched his former classmate moving quickly toward his car and getting in. As the vehicle pulled out of the lot, the colonel turned to a security officer who had come up beside him. “Are you tracking him?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. You, you, and you lot,” he pointed to some of the gathered soldiers, “come with me.” Sandborn half-trotted towards several parked vehicles. He’d rather have taken the helicopter and intercepted the arrogant ass, but it couldn’t carry enough weight and couldn’t land close enough to the entrance of the lab complex in Exeter. The low clouds posed another problem. “One scare is enough, thank you,” he reminded himself. He and Christine were too close to success for him to risk his life just to try and catch a fool.


As the 58th Regiment’s commanding officer and his shadows hurried toward Exeter, two women stared at each other in a laboratory under the old city. “Who are you and how did you get past security?” Dr. Christine Meecham demanded of the interloper standing beside a very fragile piece of equipment.


“I’m here to see why your generator is overloading the local power circuits and I have a pass from Col. Sandborn,” Rachel explained calmly, fingers crossed out of sight of the angry scientist.


“Oh?” The woman hesitated, looking doubtful. Then she shrugged and relaxed a touch. “I was told that the problem was outside the facility.”


Rachel shook her head and gestured vaguely toward the wall and the batches of electrical conduit running up from the large, boxy device. “There is an external component, ma’am, but there seems to be an internal load spike that’s exacerbating the situation.” Rachel took her data-link, which resembled a PDA, out of its case on her belt and tapped the face with the stylus. “Here, you can see the problem.” She passed the hand-sized box to the scientist.


“What scale is . . . ah. Hmmm” Dr. Meecham frowned at the display. “That’s not supposed to happen. There’s a frequency filter and step-down transformer between the generator and the main power line.” She handed the box back to Rachel, then walked over to a grey steel tool chest and slid open a drawer, pulling out a very sophisticated multi-meter. The woman bustled over to part of the “generator” assembly and took a reading. “Oh blast. The filter dropped out of the circuit and pulled the transformer with it.” She shook her head, her short, grey-brown curls bouncing a little. As Rachel studied part of the machine, trying to sort out what she needed to look for and where, the human opened more drawers on the tool-chest and pulled out several insulated hand tools. She marched up and pushed them towards the Wanderer. “Here, be useful and open panels two, four and,” she looked down the side of the device, “nine, in case I need to reset the main circuitry.”


Since that’s exactly what Rachel wanted to do, she meekly took the screwdrivers and other items. “Yes, ma’am.” The panels in question had small numbers stenciled on their corners, and Rachel quickly found her targets. She began with nine, the farthest away from where she thought she needed to look, and moved forward. Meanwhile, Dr. Meecham sorted through several insulated bins of expensive electrical parts until she found what she wanted. Rachel wondered where the budget for those had come from.


While the human’s back was to her, Rachel peered into the “generator,” then rocked back on her heels. She covered her surprise by pivoting and starting work on the last panel. Oh my. Blessed Bookkeeper, no wonder Logres is pissed. That’s a very interesting use for one of those. And how did it get here? Rachel could think of a few possibilities, none of which fit with what the 8th Regiment of Foot was supposed to be doing. She undid the third panel and blinked again. “Ah, ma’am, I’m afraid there’s another problem here.” She backed away.


“What?” Meecham set down the filter on a static-proof mat and hurried over to the open panel. “Oh blast. That’s exactly why I told Terry we needed the highest grade of material! Well,” she straightened up. “His parsimony just set us back several hours at least. Come here.” She led Rachel over to a computer display. “Monitor for me. When this,” she pointed to the line indicating the strength of the generator’s energy output, “reaches nil, tell me. Then count up as it comes back on line.”


“Tell you at nil, then count as it increases. Yes, ma’am,” the Wanderer repeated back.


“And what happened to your face?” Meecham asked as she got the replacement filter and carefully set to work replacing the failed piece. “Car wreck?”


“No, Dr. Meecham. I was assaulted,” Rachel noted the display. “Output at nil.” As she said it, she sensed tension building inside her, and outside as well, as power began building up. Meecham, oblivious to the change, continued carefully replacing the frequency modulator as the hair on Rachel’s neck started rising. The alien suddenly understood what was happening and why the power flows were shifting. Oh shit. And she has not the faintest bloody clue. I’ve got to warn Lee and the others to get out of here.


But before Rachel could do more than start to turn, the room began to shake. Then it stopped abruptly as the power flow moved back into its correct “channel.” The whiplash of energy almost knocked Rachel off her feet, and it sent a spike through the “generator.”


“Damn it! The secondary capacitors are supposed to buffer that. And now what’s this,” Meecham groaned, comparing the reading on her meter to a display on the putative generator. “Output level?”


“Five and climbing, no, five point two and holding steady,” Rachel managed, hanging onto the heavy table in order to keep her feet under her as her head settled. Very carefully, she turned her head and saw a worried Sgt. Lee peering into the room. “Get out” she mouthed at him.


He frowned, puzzled. She repeated it with a hand signal. His mouth opened, then closed, and the English NCO looked torn. “GO!” the alien repeated with her free hand. Lee nodded curtly and vanished. “What’s it saying now?” an irritated voice demanded.


“Five point nil and steady,” Rachel read. She didn’t want to help Meecham, but neither did she want the woman calling in Army troops or blowing up Exeter. For that matter, Rachel was not completely sure what Meecham had done with the extraterrestrial pieces that Rachel had found within the installation. Better to keep playing along until she knew what wire to cut, she decided. “Still five point zero,” she announced.


Out in the tunnel, Lee halted just beyond the pressure door. “Zon, go tell the colonel what we’ve found, then come back,” he ordered. As the Dutch corporal scrambled up the ladder to the courtyard, Lee took a deep breath and then another. The dark walls seemed to be closing in again and he wanted to flee the passage. Before the tunnel battle in Germany he’d never been bothered by small spaces. The NCO suppressed a shiver, reminding himself that nothing was going to happen. They were in solid rock that wasn’t going to just fall in of its own free will.


“What the . . .” Cpl. Lee started, looking at the pressure door. “Don’t . . .” A dull thud resounded as the massive panel swung shut.


Oh bugger, the sergeant groaned silently as he and the Singaporean corporal tried to get the thing open again. I did not need this. Not with Rachel on the other side!


Boots on metal sounded from behind them, and Zon returned looking rushed. “The earthquakes are getting worse, Command One should be here soon, and we’re supposed to stay with the . . . oh.” He took in the closed door.


“Open it again,” Lee ordered, stepping out of the way as the Dutchman began trying to find the latch he’d accidently found before.
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Rachel’d gotten in over her head, and there was no one to bail her out this time. I should have put a blaster bolt or three in the thing, stunned Meecham, and had Lee drag her to the surface, Rachel groaned, teeth clenched as she fought to keep Logres from taking over her mind. I don’t do electronics—that’s Ahkai’s turf. But Capt. Ahkai wouldn’t know what to do with the strange bits inside the so-called generator. Oh, I’m in trouble.


The generator generated nothing—instead it converted the basal power that Logres used into electricity, wreaking havoc through its overspill and channel disruptions in the process. And it shouldn’t be possible for Dr. Meecham to accomplish—wouldn’t be, except for the three devices Rachel had seen within the larger circuitry. She wondered how she could cut the devices out of the energy path without triggering a backlash or getting electrocuted. If she put a shot into the device now, the cascading back-flow of energy would kill her and probably cause a lot more damage before Logres re-channeled it.


Someone came trotting up the corridor outside the lab loud enough to wake the dead—or distract Christine Meecham. The scientist turned, forgetting her erstwhile assistant. “Terry what are you doing here? I thought you were out keeping the visiting team busy,” the woman exclaimed as Col. Sandborn slid into the room, not quite out of breath.


Oh shit was all Rachel managed to think before Logres used her distraction to force its way past her defenses and take control of her mind and body. It held her still, observing the lab and the situation.


“The bleed over is getting worse, Chrissy,” he explained, giving her a quick kiss before caressing her shoulder. “The entire Exe Valley power grid is having problems, and those earthquakes are getting more frequent. Have you found anything about them yet? I don’t care to have Westminster turn into a pile of rubble before we can finish your research.”


The woman removed the officer’s hand from her shoulder but not before she squeezed it. “No idea, Terry, although I would not be surprised if the oil drilling doesn’t have a great deal to do with it. Earthquakes and oil wells tend to be found together, and you know how much sideways drilling there’s been in this area.”


Sandborn frowned, then shrugged the matter off. “All the more reason to finish your research, then. How far away are we?”


She picked up her tools and turned back to the generator. “We’d be an hour away except that the buffer circuits failed and took the transformer out when they collapsed, among other problems. Give me another three hours and I can restart the final initiation sequence.”


The colonel watched her returning to work and made as if to leave. As he did, he caught a glimpse of a second figure in the room and hesitated. “Chrissy, who’s your assistant?”


“The technician who was sent to work on the power grid overload,” Meecham said, not looking up from replacing a very delicate circuit board. “You passed her in, remember?”


“No, I don’t,” he started, then stopped again as he heard noise outside the lab.
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Sgt. McIlroy set a new speed record getting from the Army base to Exeter. Then he had to stop because of the flow of outbound traffic. Brigadier Khan pulled rank and ordered the constable manning the traffic barricade to allow him into the city. Cracks in the roadbed finally forced the general to proceed on foot, and he all but ran. The rest of the regiment’s troopers stayed behind to help the police and to accelerate the evacuations along the route out of the Exe Valley. Col. Selassie had moved from the museum hill to a better, more open location, where she could set up their communications and command system without fear of having a wall fall on it. Khan approved of everything she’d done thus far. “Any word from Manx One?” he asked after she finished briefing him.


The tall Ethiopian shook her head and pointed up the hill toward the old city. “Cpl. Zon popped up just as we were relocating and said that she’d found something, but that a scientist had caught them lurking and ordered them out. Lee did as she said in order to keep an alarm from being sounded, while Manx One apparently started working with the other woman—presumably under some pretense. The scientist told Lee that it would be two hours before things were ready for Col. Sandborn. That was, hmmm—two hours ago or a little longer,” Selassie concluded.


Khan looked up the hill, over at the river, and tried to decide what to do. He should stay out and take overall command of the situation and send Col. Selassie or Lt. Gretchkaninov to help Rachel. But if Sandborn were there, he’d ignore Selassie and probably have Gretchkaninov arrested. Khan ground his teeth and felt a headache starting. “Right. Continue as you have. If I’m not back in half an hour, or if De Alba reports another shake near London or Edinburgh, send a heavy squad after me.”


A very unhappy colonel repeated back his orders and watched him trot up the hill with a single guard. General officers never went into combat, not since the last world war, and she didn’t care for it one bit. Desta Selassie made a note to bring the matter up at the next staff briefing, then returned to the crisis at hand.


Lt. Gretchkaninov saw the general coming and waved him into the museum’s open courtyard. “Manx One and Boer One are down there, sir.” She pointed with the butt of her rifle toward the draped enclosure in the center of the square, her eyes never leaving the street.


“Thank you,” Khan replied, patting her shoulder as he passed. He slowed and peered into the hole, then slid down the ladder as quietly as possible. Khan’s heart almost stopped when he heard a rifle bolt snick, and he froze.


“Who goes there?” someone growled from the shadows.


“Command One.”


The someone didn’t move. “Bells,” came the challenge.


“Ribbon,” Khan replied. Rachel would kill him if she ever learned about the current passwords, he thought, as Cpl. Lee emerged, weapon pointing toward the top of the tunnel. “Report.”


The slight corporal pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “We got locked out. The First and Zon are trying to get back in.”


Khan went in the indicated direction, turned the corner, and found Lee and Zon poking and prodding what seemed to be a solid wall. “Problem?”


Irritated, Zon poked something rather firmly before turning. “Ah, no—that is, well, sir.”


“That’s it!” Lee said before Khan could do more than frown. The NCO wedged a knife blade into a small gap. “Do that again.”


Zon prodded the wall once more, they heard a hiss and a pop, and the door came open. “Manx One’s this way,” Lee explained under his breath.


The general nodded and eased past the sergeant. He heard nothing and advanced farther, slipping around a bend. Lee started to follow and heard a depressingly familiar voice snarl, “Stop right there, Rowdy.”


“Do we have a mess, First?” Zon inquired under his breath.


“We have a mess,” Lee affirmed.


Rahoul eased his hands away from his sides, eyes not leaving the muzzle of the bullpup rifle aimed at him. “I should have guessed you’d follow your little loon,” Sandborn growled. “You and your people can’t take a hint, can you?”


A voice from the open doorway beside the colonel called, “Is something wrong, Terry?”


“No more than usual. Caught another snooper.” Khan stayed quiet, concerned about Sandborn’s finger on the rifle trigger.


“Anyone special?” the woman’s voice asked.


The pale officer shook his head, rifle not moving. “Just a nosy, jumped up wog who still doesn’t know how to act like a proper officer.”


“Can you get rid of him? I need you to monitor something for me.” Sandborn seemed to consider his options as Rahoul held his breath. There was no slack in the trigger, so if he tried to drop out of the way to give Lee a clear shot, Terry would kill him before he could clear the line of fire. And Rahoul had no way to know if Lee was even in position. Brave he might be, but suicidal Rahoul was most certainly not. And what about Rachel? Where was she?


The other man motioned towards the lab door with his head. “Move. And keep your hands up, Rowdy, or you’ll join your ugly loon of an advisor.” Rahoul moved slowly and carefully, stepping into the lab and then stopping when the voice behind him barked, “halt.” The barrel pushed against Khan’s back, and Sandborn disarmed the general. “Off to the left there, by the pile of laundry.” Khan covered a flinch by stepping forward, then closed the distance between himself and the pile of grey fabric and black boots that lay in the corner of the room. “Don’t be an idiot or you’ll end up with her,” Terry repeated, balancing the rifle on the edge of the computer display stand as he looked at the readout. “Five point four and climbing,” he reported.


Rahoul ignored whatever else was going on as he checked Rachel’s condition. A bruise on the base of her skull explained everything, and he carefully straightened her neck and shoulders, then laid the alien back onto the floor. Her pulse and breathing seemed good, and there was no blood that he could see. “Five point two and decreasing—no, steady,” he heard, and stood back up, turning to see what was going on.


Before he could do or say anything, Rachel rustled. Khan turned to her to warn her not to move. She stared straight ahead and he wondered if her head injury was worse than he’d thought. The alien shifted her gaze to him and he took a step backwards. Whatever moved her body was not Commander Na Gael—something incredibly old and cold looked out of the single silver eye. Rachel flowed to her feet and stood still, the thing controlling her apparently waiting for something.


“Colonel, you are aware that whatever you are doing here is causing major problems that will only get worse?” The general kept his tone quiet and conversational.


Instead, the mousy woman replied, “We are causing nothing. Ask those fools who let Imperial Oil and the other drilling companies punch holes all over this island why there are earthquakes. Once I finish these last adjustments, they’ll see what it’s like to be on the receiving end of justice for the damage they’ve caused. We won’t need oil anymore.”


“And we won’t need your regiment anymore, either. Christine is brilliant, Rowdy,” Sandborn picked up the story. “Four point nine and declining, but slowly. You kept blocking Christine’s research, and that of her working group, by locking up every new technology and weapon, but not anymore. We,” he waved his hand around at the lab before returning it to the rifle, “can take care of ourselves without foreign meddling.”


“Over half of the regiment is British and we answer to Horseguards, just as you do,” Rahoul said quietly, keeping Sandborn’s attention inside the lab as a lean shape peeked around the doorway before vanishing again. “We’ve never blocked anyone’s research since I’ve been with the unit.” Unless Meecham was part of the group Rachel and Andrew Whitehead shut down a decade ago, he continued silently.


His former classmate shook his head angrily. “The Army can protect Britain from any threat. We’ve mastered the alien technology, despite the Global Defense Force’s pointless prohibitions. Humans can take care of themselves now, Rowdy,” Sandborn almost gloated. “We don’t need any ‘Defense Force’ with foreign officers like you, and especially not with insane hags like your so-called xenologist.” Dr. Meecham busied herself with something on the far side of the lab, leaving the large, boxy device she’d been fussing over unattended. Sandborn glanced at the woman, then added, “How did anyone as mad as your ‘advisor’ get hired, Rowdy? Is she better in bed than she looks?”


It was probably just as well that Logres had overridden Rachel, Rahoul later decided, because if she’d been “awake” she would have killed the idiot right then and there. As it was, the entity that had taken control of the Wanderer’s body ignored him, turning and walking to one side of the energy distribution and collection device. Sandborn raised the rifle but didn’t fire, afraid of damaging the equipment. Movement in the doorway distracted Rahoul, and he watched Lee and the two corporals easing silently into the lab, taking positions by the door, weapons at the ready. Then Rachel made a noise and he turned back to her.


As the humans watched, Rachel, still inhabited by Logres, began entering commands into a keypad with one hand. The other hand turned up, cupped, and seemed to glow as something gathered in the palm. It was as if Rahoul were looking at a dim picture out of the corner of his eye and was almost able to make out what the image was, but not quite. The others seemed to be having the same experience, shaking their heads or rubbing an eye.


“No! Stop her before she disrupts the final power cycle,” Dr. Meecham gasped, drawing a pistol from the drawer of the lab table and aiming at Rachel. “Stop it or I’ll shoot,” the scientist screeched, but Rachel and the thing acting through her paid her no heed, completely enwrapped in whatever she was doing to the machine.


“Christine, don’t,” Sandborn hissed. “Not in here—you’ll damage the shielding unit when the bullet goes through her.”


“Not these,” the woman said, squeezing the trigger. Cpl. Lee turned to fire at the scientist, but Sandborn stopped him with a bullet in the chest that knocked the soldier back despite his body armor. The shots deafened the humans, and Rahoul’s ears rang as he lunged for Sandborn, only to find himself facing the bullpup rifle. Beyond the furious Englishman, he saw Rachel turn her head slightly. Blood darkened her shoulder, and her left arm hung limp at her side, but the alien continued whatever she had begun, oblivious to the humans.


“What’s that?” Sergeant Lee gasped, pointing to the far corner, behind the mystery equipment. Sandborn glanced that way, and Rahoul dove for cover beside the lab table as electricity began crackling from the metal fixtures in the room. The sergeant ignored the commotion, concentrating instead on Dr. Meecham. The boffin screeched something unintelligible and raised her pistol again. Before she could fire a second time, Lee’s rifle thundered. A shocked expression appeared on the round face, and the woman staggered and collapsed as blood appeared on her chest.


“No! Christine, no!” Sandborn screamed, frantic as he tried to reach her. What? Rahoul though fuzzily. As the colonel wavered between covering the soldiers, dealing with Rachel, and going to the scientist, Cpl. Zon slammed the butt of his rifle onto the man’s head. Sandborn collapsed into a heap.


Time seemed to slow as Rahoul turned from the dying scientist to Commander Na Gael. A green-white glow shone around the alien, and it took the general a second to realize what he was seeing. The basal energy of the Isle of the Mighty poured out around the mortal woman, spilling from the machine like St. Elmo’s fire. The xenologist entered something else onto the keypad, stepped to the side a pace, and reached into the machine. Power flared, and Rahoul looked away, temporarily blinded.


Sergeant Lee and the other Lee had taken positions near the door, just in case Army soldiers appeared. Zon crouched beside Sandborn. “He’s alive, sir, but he’s not going anywhere.”


“Good. Secure him,” Rahoul ordered, then ducked as a silent explosion drove the air out of the room. Wind rushed back in, bringing dirt and smoke with it. The humans coughed, and Sgt. Lee shook his head, then rubbed his face. Rahoul felt sore, and he realized that the pressure change had affected his sinuses. “Report,” the officer choked out.


Someone produced a pocket torch and shone it around. Lee counted noses. “All present and intact, sir.”


“The colonel still won’t be going anywhere, sir,” Zon reported.


Sgt. Lee had some thoughts as to where the officer could go, but kept them to himself. Instead, he tried to find Commander Na Gael. “Stay here,” he told the Singaporean corporal. “Manx One?” he called quietly, moving toward the mysterious equipment.


The explosion had knocked her away from the machinery, and Lee’s heart sank as the torch’s beam showed fresh red blood on the wall above where she lay. He knelt beside the crumpled body and felt her neck for a pulse. As he did, he found the source of the blood—something had sliced her forehead open, leaving bare bone showing under a loose flap of scalp. Lee patched the wound closed for the moment, after doing what he could for her shoulder, then checked the xenologist for other injuries. “She’s alive, sir, but,” he leaned back, eyes wide. “Holy Lord have mercy.”


As the men watched, the scalp wound stopped bleeding and scabbed. The hole in her shoulder, visible through the torn blouse and jacket, also clotted over, the blood flow slowing to a trickle even as the humans stared. Rahoul crossed himself against the uncanny scene.


“I,” Lee swallowed. “Does this mean that Logres is, that it—?” He couldn’t find the words he wanted.


Even Rachel couldn’t explain it. She regained consciousness the next day, and it was a sign of how badly she’d been hurt that she didn’t fuss at waking up in her ship, then being ordered to the infirmary and confined there for twenty-four hours’ observation. “It could if it wanted to, I suppose,” she shrugged, or tried to. Whatever had patched her injuries had ignored the bruising, and Rachel flinched every time she moved her left shoulder or arm. Her face looked as if she’d been splattered with avocado and eggplant. “Healing energy is not all that different from the energies that Dr. Meecham and Col. Sandborn were trying to tap.”


“Commander, what is Logres, really?” Rahoul had read General McKendrick’s account of the battle in Wales, but it was one thing to read about and quite another to see Rachel being “possessed.”


She shook her head and sipped more water. “It is, sir. That’s all I know. The Graf-General might know more, or General Eszterházy’s father. Logres is a truly ancient being that lives on the energy of the British Isles and sometimes takes interest in what humans and others are doing. Because it no longer has mass, it uses two living creatures to act as its hands and eyes. I’m one of them.”


“Well, make it stop,” Rahoul ordered.


“I don’t know how, sir, other than by dying.” She gingerly half-shrugged again. “If there’s a great enough conflict between the needs of the regiment and those of Logres, then I suppose you’d best just put a bullet in my head, sir.” Assuming it will let you, she thought grimly.


“Find a way to stop it,” he snapped.


Rachel bided her silence. Something else was bothering Rahoul, something unrelated to Logres, and he was taking it out on her. She found out what later that night when he tracked her down in the lab. He slipped in, closing the door silently and taking her chair as she poured herself a mug of tea. Without his saying anything, Rachel fixed a second mug and gave it to him. She also unlocked a concealed panel in the far side of the desk and took out a small flask, waving it gently as she looked a question at him. He considered the offer and then nodded, and she added a little to the tea. Only after he’d taken a few swallows did she ask, “What’s wrong, sir?”


“Terry, ah, Col. Sandborn was found dead in his quarters this morning.”


Rachel leaned against the corner of the desk. “Suicide?” He didn’t reply at first, and when he did, his oddly guilty look confirmed her supposition.


“He hung himself.”


She wasn’t surprised. “What penalties was he facing, sir?”


“Misappropriation of funds, possibly theft, compromising security, assault with the intent of doing bodily harm, and assault of a superior officer if I were inclined to ask for that charge to be added.”


“So he took the quick way out and will go to his grave with his family honor intact, thus sparing them from learning that he was also an adulterer,” Rachel nodded. “The best of a lot of bad options.” She drank more tea.


Rahoul stared at her. “How can you say that, Rachel?”


“Because I’ve seen it before, Rahoul, and because it was pretty damn obvious that he and Meecham were lovers. I’m surprised you missed the clues.”


He thought about it as he drank more tea, trying to cover his disbelief. “He hovered, that’s true.”


“They were constantly touching each other, sir.” Her mouth formed a disapproving moue. “Worse than teenage humans. Ick.”


After some minutes of quiet, Rachel lifted up the teapot and raised her eyebrow in a question. Khan held out his mug, and she refilled it, omitting the second libation this time. “I’m sorry Sandborn chose as he did,” the Wanderer said, as she poured another cup for herself. “Rahoul, you had nothing to do with this, with his decisions.”


“You’re certain?” He felt as if the clock had slipped back two decades and more, to the night when a young junior officer had ventured into the lab looking for reassurance and advice.


“As much as I can be. I’ve been looking over the copies of Meecham’s files and e-mails.” She sat in the spare chair, waving toward her computer with her free hand. “They were so determined and focused that they ignored every warning—equipment problems, a fatality in the lab, test results that failed to match her theories and expectations. She was going to be the hero of a new Britain and his superiors would finally recognize him for the genius and leader that he was, and he could return his family to the prominence and influence it so richly deserved. Or at least that he thought it deserved.” She leaned back, rubbing under her blind eye as if it ached.


“But some hath said that Caesar was ambitious. If so it was a grievous fault and grievously hath Caesar answered it,” Rahoul quoted. His advisor remained silent, looking off into the shadows, her mind thousands of light-years away.


“I’m sorry, Rahoul,” she said at last. “I thought—I hoped I could talk sense into Meecham. But things had gone too far.”


He finished his tea and set the mug on her desk. “Thank you, Commander. It . . .” he got up and turned towards the door. “Damn it,” he hissed bitterly. “We shouldn’t have to fight our own people too.”


Only after the heavy steel door shut did she reply. “I don’t think you were entirely, Rahoul. And that worries me greatly.”


Commander Na Gael, with Cpl. Zon in tow, returned to Exeter the next day and began dismantling the remains of the power collecting equipment. She divided the remains into “copper,” “aluminum,” “plastics,” “ferrous metals,” “other,” and “alien.” The alien she kept for herself. When Lt. Col. Bruce Tanner twitted her about the piles, she pointed out that refined copper was selling for almost three pounds per kilo wholesale and that the proceeds would go back to the unit’s general budget. The soldiers stopped teasing her after that, and she turned her blind eye to the occasional tin or bottle that appeared in the bins. After three days of careful work and documentation she had reduced the device to its component parts—and found some rather worrisome items in the process.


The next Tuesday’s staff meeting consisted of fifteen minutes of administration followed by a long debriefing for the benefit of those who had missed the previous week’s “fun.” No unusual geologic activity had been reported since the final spasm during the power collecting device’s detonation. Neither Sandborn’s nor Meecham’s full records had yet been found, leaving many questions unanswered. “The Army is in the process of going over the 8th Foot’s books to ascertain where the money for the laboratory came from, but thus far everything that came in seems to have gone out the proper channels,” Major Sigurdson, the Branch’s logistics officer reported. “The Army is very interested in finding the source of the funds, as you can well imagine.”


“I certainly can,” Khan murmured, leaning back in his chair and thinking about the Exchequer’s latest proposed round of economizing measures. Bringing himself back to the current topic, he turned to the xenologist. “Rachel, your thoughts?”


“I want to know how the core of a tel-energy converter reached Earth intact, and just how Dr. Meecham devised the power transformers and augmenters.” The soldiers turned to their advisor. Only the furnace of heat in her silver-grey eye betrayed her anger. “There were several weeks of work in that laboratory for someone with my experience and tools. At your species’s current technological and psionic levels, it should have been impossible to assemble that, even as unstable and poorly built as it was.”


The senior staff officers and RSM looked at each other, their relief and sense of success fading into disquiet. “You are saying that Meecham had help, in other words,” Col. Selassie said. “Non-human help.”


“Or that Dr. Meecham was not what she seemed,” Sigurdson added.


Rachel picked up one of the things she’d brought back from the Army laboratory and tossed it to the Icelander. “Make it light up,” she said. “Think at it that it should glow.” The ruddy-cheeked man frowned with concentration, but nothing happened. He passed the piece of whatever it was to Col. Selassie, but again there was no response. Only Capt. ben David and Rahoul drew any sort of reaction from the device, and even then ben David couldn’t be sure he wasn’t imagining it. Rahoul tossed the thing back to Rachel, who held it on her open palm. It glowed with a painfully intense green-white light. “Before you worry, this is all I can get it to do. Which is nothing like what Dr. Meecham used it for. And I’m getting a headache from the strain.” She let the thing fade and go dark. “Generally this sort of thing is incorporated into communication devices, so that purely telepathic species can communicate with non-telepaths and vice versa.”


Sigurdson regarded his commanding officer with curiosity, then turned back to their advisor. He waved his hand toward Rahoul and Moshe. “Why could they get it to light up?”


“Because they can manipulate energy. Or rather, Rahoul and I can, in very different ways. Moshe carries the potential, even though he himself does not have the ability—like carrying a gene for blue eyes, even though his are brown.” At the blank looks Rachel sighed. “Is it time for me to do that lecture again, sir?”


He smiled slightly. “It would seem so. Without glowing accessories, I suggest.”


“And please make new slides this time. If I have to see one more clip of Ari Heller trying to bend a fork I’m going to,” the Israeli caught himself. “Ah, anyway, more recent examples would work better, Commander.”


Rahoul’s smile vanished as a hint of her wicked grin began lifting the edge of Rachel’s lips. “No. Absolutely not,” he said. “I preemptively forbid whatever it is you are thinking about doing.”


She drooped and pouted. “You’re no fun, sir.” She sent him an image of himself, dressed as a veterinarian, on a slide about animal telepathy. He replied with the memory of her with a pink ribbon bow and silver bells on her collar under a caption reading “Were-creatures.” Rachel raised her hands in surrender.


But underneath the laughter, Rachel sensed an unease that matched her own. Who had provided the parts and finds for Meecham, and why?





[image: 9: New Faces, Old Complaints]


Spring did not rank high on Rachel’s list of favorite seasons for a number of reasons, chief among them being command staff and general personnel rotations. She hated late September, but the chaos of spring grated on her sense of order. Even the promise of the first rose bloom couldn’t quite balance the irritation of having a new assistant thrust upon her. “Sir, I don’t need anyone just now,” she’d said to General Khan, not quite whining.


He’d been implacable. “Your current needs have nothing to do with it, Commander. My staffing situation comes first. Dismissed.” She’d departed his office, stopped in the hallway, stuck her tongue out at the door while wiggling her fingers like elk antlers, and made a rude noise, before returning to her lab. He’d been snappish around her since January, making her more irritated than she already was. At least she had the prospect of going hunting the next day to cheer her up before the spring crop of newbies appeared.



[image: * * *]



Lieutenant Richard “Rick” Walker blinked at the array of strange foods available for breakfast at the headquarters of the British branch of the Global Defense Force. He vaguely recalled hearing that officers and enlisted had identical morning meal options, though they ate in different rooms, but he hadn’t imagined quite this much variety even for officers. The night before, his guide had informed him that lunches and suppers were sometimes different, but most of the information had flowed in one ear and out the other due to extreme jet lag and general exhaustion. At least his roommate hadn’t arrived yet, so the American got a night’s peace and quiet before rising for breakfast. Walker’s new immediate superior, Captain Moshe ben David, grabbed a tray and waved towards an isolated part of the semi-buffet. “Halal and kosher are over here, along with vegetarian. If you’re vegan, you’re probably in the wrong line of work.”


Walker glanced at that section of the buffet, but opted to stay with things he recognized. “Over hard, please,” he asked, pointing to the fried eggs.


The corporal on meal duty looked puzzled for a moment, then began cooking and slid the result onto a plate. “One egg or two, sir?”


“Two please,” the lieutenant replied, and a second egg sizzled to firmness while he got bacon, fried potatoes, and some tomatoes. A small bowl of fruit and a large mug of coffee made up the rest of his long-awaited meal, and he turned, looking around for where he was supposed to sit.


Ben David, already eating, caught Walker’s attention and waved him over to one of the tables, pointing to an empty seat across from him. “No assigned places at breakfast, especially on weekends since we eat when we want to. Otherwise, the end of the tables closest to the food belongs to junior officers, so you can get up and fetch if the mess orderlies are busy. Section heads usually sit toward the far end, and Rachel sits wherever she wants to unless the general is around, and then she usually sits near him if there’s room.” Walker nodded his understanding, since his mouth was full of fried egg. That was an acceptable reply, apparently, because the Israeli adjutant went back to his meal, sipping tea before draping smoked fish over a piece of bagel.


“Is this seat taken?” a woman’s voice inquired, and ben David shook his head, then pointed to a place beside him. “Thank you.” A dark-haired woman in gray civilian clothes set her tray down beside the captain’s. “Anyone need more tea while I’m going that way?”


“No thank you, ma’am,” Walker replied. What was a civilian doing here, and why was she eating with the officers instead of with the other civilian contractors? That’s how things were arranged in the North American Branch’s facilities.


When she returned, the woman put down her mug of tea and settled awkwardly into the chair beside Walker’s boss. Ben David swallowed the last of his bagel and frowned a little. “Problem, Rachel?”


The woman snorted, concentrating on cutting a recalcitrant sausage. “Not really, Moshe. I just landed funny when I jumped out of the tree yesterday is all.”


The American, completely confused, tried not to stare at the woman as ben David laughed quietly. “That explains the commotion I heard when I went by Col. Selassie’s office just after noon. How many did you get?”


“Three corporals and one sergeant, plus two officers for good measure. I like even numbers.” The woman looked up and flashed an unpleasant smile. Walker’s eyes widened with surprise as he took in the patch covering her eye and the collection of scars marring her face. A network of marks emerged from beneath the patch to cover her cheekbone, puckering the skin well across her face, while a long scar ran from her widow’s peak over her blind eye, and almost to her chin. The stark white marks were only a little paler than the rest of her skin, in contrast to her brown-black hair and gray eye. She set down her knife and extended her hand. “Commander Rachel Na Gael,” she introduced herself.


“Lieutenant Richard Walker, ma’am,” he replied, shaking the offered hand and noticing how cool it felt.


Captain ben David wiped his mouth and apologized. “Sorry Walker, Commander. I should have introduced you.”


“No harm, no foul, as the Americans say,” the woman shrugged before applying herself to the food in front of her. Walker wondered where she was putting it. He recognized the eggs, bacon, sausage, mushrooms, and toast, but not the other things on her plate.


Ben David watched the woman, obviously amused. “How can you eat curried kidney, Rachel?”


Her mouth quirked into another grin as she swallowed. “The same way I eat sausage and shepherds’ pie. I don’t ask what it was before it appeared on my plate. Surely you have the equivalent back home?”


“We have T.I.P.—thing in pita. And don’t eat at a shawarma stand where you can’t see the meat before they cut it.” He shuddered theatrically. “Uncle Avigdor swears he got something once that fought back when he bit into the bread, and it wasn’t over-fermented yoghurt sauce, either.” Commander Na Gael and the Israeli bantered a little more about military food, falling silent when an Indian officer in spotless fatigues stalked into the officers’ mess. He looked around, and apparently found what he wanted, because he strode directly over to the three early risers. Na Gael and ben David sprang to their feet and Walker followed close behind.


“Be seated,” the officer said. “Commander, I understand that you participated in the security drill yesterday?” He did not look pleased, and Walker put the pieces together with the scarred woman’s earlier comment about “getting” several officers and others. The American also noted that the officer’s accent was pure English, not the quick delivery and lilt of an Indian or Pakistani.


“Yes, sir. People are still not looking in trees and—” she began, but the senior officer cut her off.


“And so you took it upon yourself to add a little verisimilitude to the exercise. Clear it with Colonel Selassie next time, please? I don’t care to read about your being perforated by friendly fire.” The ice in his tone sent shivers down Walker’s spine, and he made a note never to get on this person’s bad side. But the woman seemed remarkably unconcerned.


“Yes, sir.”


“And I don’t want to hear about any more contests between you and Capt. Gretchkaninov for how many security personnel you can capture, either. Is that clear?” He held out his hand.


Na Gael appeared to be struggling to keep a straight face as she replied, “Yes, sir.” She then rooted around in her pocket and produced a silver coin of some sort, which she handed to the man. He left to get breakfast.


Ben David leaned over and whispered, “What was the wager?”


“That I’d get eight,” she explained in a quiet hiss. “Ekaterina cornered First Sergeant Lee and used him as bait, so my count was down.”


“That was underhanded.”


“Very,” the woman agreed, then straightened up as the English officer returned and sat on her other side. “Before you start, sir, allow me to introduce Lieutenant Richard Walker. Lt. Walker, Brigadier General Rahoul Khan.”


Walker’s back snapped straight. He should have known who the man was! The general extended his hand and Walker shook it a little gingerly. “Be easy Lieutenant. Saturday breakfast is not a formal meal, so you may relax.” The dark-eyed man studied his new subordinate thoughtfully. “Walker. Is your family originally Scottish?”


“I think so, sir. Dad says that it was originally spelled w-a-u-l-k, and he thought we came from the Hebrides, sir.”


“Interesting.” The general smiled slightly before applying himself to his breakfast.


“Kippers, sir?” Na Gael asked, offering a plate of small fish-like things. The general shuddered and the other two chuckled, as if it were an old joke.


“If you’re finished, Richard, now is a good time to see more of the base, since the sun is up and the rain has stopped for the moment,” ben David suggested. He looked around the woman to the general. “If you don’t need us, sir?” The other man shook his head, and David got to his feet and picked up his tray.


“Yes, sir,” Walker said, also rising, then following his division head to the washing-up area, where the two men left their trays before leaving.


Once they had gone, Khan sat back and turned to his advisor after taking a large swallow of tea. “How badly did you hurt your leg, Rachel?”


“Just twisted it a bit is all, sir. Nothing a little rest and time won’t cure,” she assured him.


Rahoul’s eyebrows rose. When Rachel’s expression failed to change he shook his head slightly and returned to his breakfast. Rachel ate a second helping of kidneys and refilled the general’s tea before excusing herself. As he watched her limp out of the room, he wondered which would be easier—making her take care of herself or reassembling the sea cliffs of Cornwall. Well, she’ll be busy sorting out the new arrivals, he mused. That should keep her from dropping out of trees onto oblivious NCOs. He fished the coin out of his pocket and looked at it. As he’d suspected, it was not from Earth, and he tucked it away again with a smothered sigh.


“Oh, and Commander,” Major Sigurdson added later that morning, as he dropped off a parcel that had been delivered to him in error, “You will have a new bodyguard. A Lieutenant Andrew Wales, Royal Navy will report to you this afternoon.”


“Very well,” she absently replied, still busy with something under the microscope. “Stop moving you little . . .” she trailed into a foreign language, and the Icelander shook his head and let himself out of the laboratory. He wondered how much of her eccentricity and distraction was for show and how much was real. She could be as grim as a character from the sagas at times, and just as focused.


Shortly after the dinner hour, a stranger poked his head through the lab door. He studied the facility, then stepped in and cleared his throat when the woman at the desk failed to notice him.


The woman looked up from her computer and startled. “Oops, sorry,” she apologized, removing the strange device from over her good eye. “Three-dimensional projections don’t work well when you lack binocular vision,” she explained. Her voice sounded warm and young, with a faint accent that the man had trouble placing. “Can I help you?”


“I’m Lt. Andrew Wales. Captain Anita Oldman said that I’m to report to Commander Na Gael.”


The woman gave him a puzzled look before the light dawned. “Ah, you drew the short straw. Have a seat, Lieutenant.” She waved him to the spare chair by her desk. After he settled, she inquired, “Did Captain Oldman say anything about what I need from you?”


The young man shook his head. “No, ma’am.” Rachel noted intelligent hazel eyes and golden brown hair with a blond streak in it, as well as a small scar at his hairline. His face showed character more than classic good looks, and she nodded to herself. She lowered her shields a bit and read his surface feelings—curiosity, a bit of trepidation, and determination not to mess up. Rachel smiled at the last.


“As you can tell,” she waved toward the walking sticks in the umbrella stand by the desk, “I don’t get around that well on rough ground, and staircases are the bane of my existence. If we go into the field, you’ll be acting as my bodyguard unless General Khan or I specifically order you not to. Before you panic, that really means that you’ll serve me as a spare set of eyes and hands.” She grinned, “You will get quite tired of hearing ‘here, hold this please. No, like this’, I assure you. I may ask you to operate some small electronic devices and to assist me now and then with things in the lab, but I’ll do the dangerous or finicky bits myself. Do you have much science training?”


“A little, ma’am. My specialty was logistics and tactics, but I passed my A-levels in chemistry and physics.” He felt a little better about his temporary assignment. Although he’d be spending more time at the base than in the field, learning how to speak “boffin” might prove useful later.


“That’s sufficient, Lieutenant. I just need to know that if I ask you to hand me a chemical, you’ll understand what has to be handled very carefully, and why we use fume hoods and isolation boxes. Do you have any questions for me?” She leaned forward slightly and rubbed her right knee. Since it was her right eye and the right side of her face that seemed disfigured under her makeup, Andrew assumed the injuries were related.


“Not really, though . . .” He shifted a bit uncomfortably. “Pardon me if I seem forward, ma’am, but were you injured in a lab accident?”


She straightened up. “No. It’s no secret, although I ask that you not go gossiping. I let my guard down and was shot in the leg by someone who had infiltrated the lines during battle.” He blinked, taken by surprise. Then he bit his tongue as she lifted up the patch and revealed a dead white eye with red speckles on it. “I lost the eye when I was tortured. You may hear the full story if you are here for the annual escape and evasion training, or you might not. I prefer not to talk about it.” She lowered the patch. “If you see me with two eyes, I’m wearing a contact lens. It causes less talk when I’m around civilians.”


“My great uncle wears a special hair piece to help cover the steel plate in his head, ma’am,” Andrew told her. She relaxed at his words. Captain Oldman had warned him that Commander Na Gael was cautious about people’s reaction to her disfigurement, and Andrew could imagine how some responded.


“You got in last night?”


He shook his head. “This morning, ma’am. Travel orders got crossed.”


She smiled sympathetically. “In that case, you are free to do whatever you need to do for the rest of the day. I strongly suggest walking through the base, each floor, end to end. Ah, what is your clearance?”


“Most secret, ma’am.”


“Good. There’s nothing you shouldn’t see so long as you don’t go poking your nose into locked rooms. Major Sigurdson gave you the two-pound tour I assume?” Wales nodded, and Commander Na Gael continued, “Good. You won’t get too lost, then. I’ll give you the grounds orientation tomorrow, since there are a few things I need you to be aware of that I prefer to keep out of common knowledge. Oh, and see that door?” She pointed toward the panel at the top of a set of metal spiral stairs. “Unless you see me in the lab first, never, ever enter my quarters without knocking. Knock, open the door, call me by name, and then come in. I do not react well to surprises if I’m asleep.”


“Ah, yes ma’am. Knock, call, then enter,” Wales repeated.


“Correct. You are dismissed until,” she leaned around and looked at something on the wall, “until 0700 tomorrow.”


At 0700, Lt. Wales appeared at the lab door and found a note. “Wales—am out in the garden,” with an indecipherable scrawl at the bottom that he assumed was Commander Na Gael’s signature.


Andrew went through the lab, opened the back door, and encountered one of the greatest surprises of his time with the 58th Regiment. He stood and stared for several seconds, overwhelmed by the rainbow of flowers stretching from the back of the lab toward a very big tree and a fountain. The late spring wind carried an intoxicatingly rich scent of roses. He took a few steps on the gravel path leading from the lab door into the garden, just staring at the incredible display. Then someone whistled and waved at him. “Over here, Lieutenant!” Wales gathered his wits and hurried over to meet Commander Na Gael. She smiled up at him from under a non-regulation straw gardening hat. “Welcome to my bad habit.”


“This belongs to you, ma’am?” He’d never heard of such a thing.


She sighed and made an odd gesture with her left hand. “No. It belongs to the base. After all, any sheltered residence, or modern retreat and spiritual center, that’s worth its bricks has a formal garden, doesn’t it? So I’m allowed to let my hobby run rampant, so to speak, in exchange for keeping this off the budget.” She picked up her tool hod and cane from where she’d been working. “Let me drop these off in the glasshouse and we can tour the grounds.” Wales trailed behind the xenologist, still amazed by the many colors and fragrances of the roses. The glasshouse held another surprise, as he beheld dozens of plant starts and trays of seedlings. “Behold my primary vice, Lieutenant—plant breeding, mostly roses.” Commander Na Gael put her tools away as he looked around, then hung her hat from a peg. “That way, then.” She set off, a bemused Andrew in tow.


That evening, his roommate, Rick Walker, looked up from a manual he was studying. “Did I see you following the xenologist—ah, Na Gael—around the back of the motorpool this morning?”


“Yes. We were touring the grounds. There are some strange things on base that she thinks I need to know about.” Wary of saying too much, he shrugged and joked, “Are all xenologists a bit touched?”


Walker nodded. “The two I’ve met were.” He made a circle beside his head with one finger. “Nutty as a fruitcake. Too smart for their own good, with seriously strange wiring. I think they spend too much time around lab chemicals.”


“That sounds right,” the English soldier replied.


The next day, Rachel shooed her new assistant off to the firing range to finish qualifying, while she worked on a signals intercept. Something about the patterns and frequency irritated her memory, as if she ought to be familiar with them, or have seen them recently, or something along those lines. “Oh bah,” she snarled after half an hour of running signal overlays and comparisons. “The damn things might as well be on the left-handed path for all that they make—” Wait, left handed path. We used to joke about the tech side being the Left Handed Path until Ahkai reined them in. I wonder. She sat back down and opened the files containing the tracings from the Exeter episode, then ordered the computer to run a full comparison. Two minutes later, a pair of lines flared, then began blinking. “Fewmets and fallen scales,” she swore under her breath. With that information in hand, she logged into the Regimental intranet, then into the Tech Section’s monster computer in London, and ordered a second full comparison. By the time she’d fixed a fresh mug of tea, she had five more transmission bursts going back to “23:58:45 London local time, December 31, 2013.” She swore again in Trader and Azdhag, adding Hebrew just for variety.


Elsewhere within the strange sprawl of the British Branch headquarters, an unhappy Sergeant Anthony Lee studied the computer screen on the desk he shared with two other NCOs. The computer was running a language-learning program, and Lee was trying to decide which form of a German verb was correct. In the back of his mind he heard medically-retired Regimental Sergeant Major Richard Chan complaining, “I thought we fought a war so this wouldn’t happen,” and for a moment Lee heartily agreed with the old NCO. Languages did not come easily to Lee, and he wondered how someone like Brigadier Khan (four tongues in addition to English), Sgt. Wolfgang Weber (two in addition to German), or Commander Na Gael (only God knew) did it. As he worked, Lee decided two things, the first being not to put off tasks like this one in the future. He’d managed to avoid any more than the most basic of the language skill tests up until now, and if he wanted to advance much farther in his career, he’d have to study very, very hard to make up for what he could have done more slowly and probably less painfully. Second, he was going to ask the Commander how she learned languages.


It took half an hour, but Lee finished the exercise and scored ninety-eight percent. He stood up and stretched, touching the ceiling tiles before swinging down and resting his palms on the floor, then straightening up. He twisted left and right, settling his stiff back before moving on to his next task. He appreciated his recent promotion, but didn’t care overmuch for the additional administrative duties. Ah well, the English NCO reminded himself, sorting out the newcomers is better than being outdoors today.


He’d “enjoyed” more than enough of the day’s cold drizzle when he was out running prior to breakfast, and he felt a slight pang of sympathy for the two sergeants tasked with giving the grounds tour. But no one is shooting at them. Although, Lee grinned a little, if Brigadier Whitehead hadn’t forbidden it, Rachel would probably be out in the murk now, sniping at the soldiers with a paintball launcher or something similar. Lee’s face warmed as he recalled the previous week’s exercise. That had not been one of his finer moments. He picked up his data pad and shut off the office lights, walking toward the larger of the two conference rooms to meet with the new enlisted arrivals.


Meanwhile, Richard Walker took notes as he followed Moshe ben David around the complex. “Any questions?” the Israeli finally asked.


Walker couldn’t really think of one off the top of his head. The past few days had answered most of what the orientation material failed to cover. Then a question sprang up, something he’d been gnawing on since Saturday morning. “Well, yes, sir. I’ve been told that there are some differences in organization here that involve the xenologist. How does that work?”


Moshe pointed up the hallway. “You’re about to find out,” and he led the way into a conference room. A dozen or so other people waited, and the new arrivals took seats in the rear. Col. Desta Selassie, the tall Ethiopian executive officer, stood in a corner, conferring with Commander Na Gael.


Selassie glanced around, counting noses. “Be seated,” she ordered. The officers rustled into their chairs. “As you no doubt have observed since your arrival here, the British Branch table of organization differs in some details from those of your home units. Some of that difference is due to the relatively small size of the British Branch compared to others.” She nodded toward the two North Americans and one Chinese in the group. “Another is because of our xenologist, Commander Rachel Na Gael.” Rachel waved from where she leaned against the wall. “I’ll let her explain the details.” The colonel sat, leaving the front of the room to the other officer who, Walker noticed, remained out of uniform. Several of the other new officers murmured, and Walker heard a hissed, “That’s Commander Na Gael?”


“I’m blind, not deaf,” Rachel snapped, pinning the offender with an irritated stare.


“Sorry, ma’am,” the lieutenant mumbled, and Rachel looked around at the rest of the group before pushing away from the wall.


“Before anyone else feels compelled to restate the obvious, yes, I am Commander Rachel Na Gael. Yes, I am blind on the right side. I am also crippled on the right side and suffer from a few other minor medical problems. That is why I am no longer listed on active duty. I’m a civilian contractor, as several of you already know.” The woman limped a little more toward the center of the front of the room, then turned and faced the group again. “I assume all of you know at least in theory what a xenologist does?”


Everyone nodded or replied, “Yes, ma’am.”


She relaxed a bit. “Good. With your permission I’ll skip that part then.” She glanced over at Col. Selassie, who nodded her agreement, and Na Gael continued. “In most Branches of the Global Defense Force, the xenologist remains in his laboratory or, on rare occasions, goes into the field to collect samples and observe directly, but he is most definitely a non-combatant.” A woman’s head bobbed vigorously, and the xenologist grinned a little. “You’ve met Dr. Sibelius, have you?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Can he even fit into the front seat of a lorry anymore?”


The captain rocked a hand back and forth. “If he has to. He doesn’t enjoy it.”


Commander Na Gael nodded, still grinning. “Dr. Sibelius does excellent work, but he is not a field xenologist. There are only four field xenologists in the entire Defense Force because of the physical demands. As you know, a scientist who can deal with combat situations is a rare bird indeed. And the last thing a Branch needs is to lose their alien-thing-boffin to a stray shot, friendly or otherwise, in the middle of a situation. Waste of personnel, paperwork mess, and all that.”


She waited for confirmatory nods before continuing. “That said—I’m one of those rare birds. We—that is, the Branch—try to keep me out of combat situations, but sometimes there are things that I can’t task someone else with retrieving, or that I need to measure directly. I am a civilian but not a non-combatant and I can take care of myself most of the time.” Captain ben David snorted and she wagged her finger towards him. “No telling tales, Captain.” The Israeli rocked back in his chair, folded his arms, and looked smug.


Col. Selassie rose to her feet. “That is why Rachel, unlike any other xenologist, is also part of the combat chain of command.” She waited for the rustle of surprise to die down before continuing, “Because she knows certain things that the rest of us do not have access to, if she issues an emergency evacuation call, or orders you to do something, obey her. In the God-forbid event that the branch were to encounter a situation similar to what happened to the German branch two years ago, and there are no officers of captain rank or above that can be quickly contacted, Commander Na Gael is authorized to act as branch commander until such time that the next-highest-ranking survivor can take over.” The collective gasp brought grim smiles to the two women’s faces.


“As Col. Selassie said, God forbid,” Rachel echoed. “And that information does not leave this room unless there is a truly dire emergency. I am first and foremost the xenologist, second I’m a medic. You are welcome to come down to the lab to ask questions once you’ve settled in and you’ve learned the door codes. And if I catch you cutting flowers from the rose garden, I will beat you within an inch of your life and have your liver for my afternoon tea.” The small woman smiled sweetly as the colonel frowned.


“You are dismissed, Commander.” The xenologist gave a theatrical bow as she limped out of the room. “On a less earth-shaking subject, you no doubt know that tonight is a dining-in for officers . . .” Rachel heard, as the door closed behind her. She groaned and winced. So much for a quiet evening in my quarters or roaming the garden while I phone Joschka she groused silently. I wonder if I can sneak into the NCO mess and pretend I’ve not gotten the message?


Alas, she found the reminder in her intraoffice mail when she returned to the lab. “You may leave following the toasts,” she read aloud before wadding the note into a ball and hurling it across the lab. It bounced off a window and rolled under one of the lab tables with a small rustle. It wasn’t the dining-in she objected to—it was having to behave like an adult that grated. You have no idea, Rahoul Peter Khan, what sort of hell a herd of junior officers can raise. She relished the fond memories for a few minutes before returning to work on the latest intercept that Sheep Cluj had dumped on her desk during the briefing.


“So who do you think will win?” General Khan asked his British officers that night after supper and the toasts, referring to the special election being held following the Prime Minister’s resignation. The Home Secretary had been indicted for bribery, among other minor peccadilloes, and had taken the PM and the rest of the government down with him when he fell.


“Not Labour, sir. Otherwise, hmmm . . .” Captain Charles Smith, the assistant adjutant, said thoughtfully. “I’m tempted to give Britons United a try, if only because they’ve not been caught doing anything. Yet.”


Rachel sat in her usual guest spot, listening in and drinking her tonic water and lime. The consensus, if there was one, seemed to be a near draw between the Tories and the Britons, although one brave soul held out for Labour. Lt. Trewlany came by it honestly, though, since her father was a miner, so no one gave her too much rashing.


“What about you, Commander? Who are you voting for, ma’am?” Lt. Walker, an American, asked.


Rachel grinned. “Alfred the First.”


“Hang on, Commander! He’s been dead for over a thousand years. And he’s not even running,” Smith protested. Lt. Andrew Wales sipped his wine and hid a smile. He’d been getting a full dose of Commander Na Gael’s eccentricity and enjoyed seeing other people suffer for once.


The xenology specialist shrugged. “He was a good leader, knew how to balance budgets, and supported both good education and strong defenses. That’s a winning combination in my estimation. Besides,” she added with wink and a nod to Walker, “the dead vote, so why not stand for election too?” As she’d hoped, her jab generated laughs that even had the American from Georgia chiming in.


Maj. Thorsten Sigurdson, the Icelandic logistics officer, studied his advisor. “Would you really vote for Alfred the Great?”


“In a heartbeat. But since I can’t vote,” she reminded everyone, “it doesn’t matter.”


Khan decided to broach something that had been puzzling him for a decade at least. “What political system do you think is the best, Commander?”


“A meritocratic aristocracy, followed at a distance by a republic, sir,” she replied almost instantly. “With a meritocratic oligarchy a close third.” As her choices sank in, the humans blinked, looked at each other, and then stared at her with varying degrees of surprise.


“That’s interesting. I’d have thought you would be more inclined towards a republic or a democracy as your first choice,” Khan admitted, holding his glass out for a refill, which the mess orderly provided almost before the general’s hand had stopped moving.


“I’ve never lived under a republic, sir, and I like the idea. However, it takes a great deal of work to maintain a republic, and they tend to be relatively short-lived—only four or five of your centuries or so. I have lived under a meritocratic aristocracy and it works, or has worked thus far,” Rachel amended, skipping over the little matter of several Azdhagi civil wars. “There is a possibility for advancement, there are safeguards for those farther down on the social and political hierarchy, and there is a built-in stability,” she ticked the benefits off on her fingers. “Add a more or less free-market economy and I’m happy.”


Lt. Irma Trelawny objected. “What about the rights of non-aristocrats to be heard? It’s bad enough with the House of Lords, but what you describe, ma’am, sounds almost intolerable. Who speaks for the average person?” The young Cornishwoman kept her tone respectful, but it was apparent by the fire in her dark eyes that Rachel’s choices had struck a nerve.


“The King-Emperor and the more modern and the most traditional members of the aristocracy do. I’ve noticed that it is what you’d call the ‘ultra conservative’ nobles who advocate most aggressively for the commoners’ protection, and who push the other nobles to do their duty.” Rachel’s placid reply raised further eyebrows.


“That makes no sense, Commander,” Maj. Sigurdson stated.


Rachel smiled, enjoying being the center of attention. “It does if you think about a feudal system, which is really what I’m talking about, to a degree. Duty runs both ways, just as it does here,” and she gestured toward the gathered officers. “I, as a member of the nobility, enjoy certain privileges and rights. However, I also have duties to those under me and above me. If I do not protect and look after my people and their needs and rights, either the other nobles or my dependents have the right—and the obligation—to take what action is necessary.” She caught herself and added, “If I were a noble, that is. Hypothetical situation of course.” She sipped her drink, ignoring Khan’s raised eyebrows at her mild untruth.


“Interesting that you specify a meritocracy in two of your choices, Commander,” Major Maria de Alba y Rodriguez observed, then waved off a refill of her wine. “No thank you. Coffee if you have some, please,” she requested. At the head of the table Brigadier Khan nodded slightly, and the mess steward signaled his understanding. Time to be cutting back on the alcohol. Rachel, Sigurdson, and a few others were already abstaining, since they were the seniors on watch.


The smaller woman flashed her slightly warped, world-wise grin. “I like being rewarded for my efforts, ma’am. Why bother contributing to a society where I’m stuck on the bottom even if I work hard and make lots of money, should I ever choose to work hard or manage to earn money?” At the last she winked, causing chuckles among those who knew her, including Maria and Brig. Khan. The fact that she didn’t receive a salary had become something of a joke.


“A good point, Commander,” Khan agreed, expression grave. “If you’d save for retirement instead of squandering your earnings on bone meal and laboratory toys you’d not have to keep pestering London for a raise.”


That generated more chuckles and laughter, and Rachel saluted her nominal superior with her glass, acknowledging the hit and the joke. “And fancy clothes, sir. You are quite correct, and I shall endeavor to improve.”


The banter made no sense to Walker, and he noticed Lt. Wales and some others looking equally puzzled. No one asked the logical question, however, and the topic shifted to other things. Rachel appealed to the vice president to be excused and, after some pro-forma scolding, Col. Selassie allowed her to leave. As she went past, the American noted the xenologist’s clothes. Her rather old-fashioned dress had a standing collar, modest neckline, long sleeves, and long skirt of solid gray. Perhaps as a concession to the dining-in, over the dress she wore a green waistcoat, as well as an eye-patch in a color that also matched the British officers’ waistcoats. Oh, that’s right, she’s a sort-of officer, Walker remembered. Then his attention drifted back to the conversation swirling around him.


Rick Walker suspected that Commander Na Gael’s level was, as his cousin the carpenter phrased it, “at least one bubble off plumb.” The next morning confirmed his suspicion. Despite a mild headache, he went to the gym shortly before 0500, anticipating solitude and a quiet weight work out. Instead he found Commander Na Gael stretching and twisting. Although she favored her bad leg, the woman bent like a pretzel and took poses that made Walker hurt just thinking about them. He shrugged and turned his attention to the free weights. After a series of light lifts and sets, Walker got onto a treadmill to finish warming up before doing serious weight work.


He caught himself watching the xenologist. At first he tried to avoid staring, but gave up. It was not as if she noticed him—her focus had turned completely inward and she’d closed both of her eyes. Since she held a sword in one hand and a dagger in the other, it scared the crap out of the American. He couldn’t tell at first what the heck all the kicks, turns, and lunges meant, but then he caught the rhythm and started mentally counting along. He shook himself, finished his ten-minute jog, and went back to the weight benches.


“Sword dance,” someone confirmed quietly a few minutes later. “Let’s just stay over here for a bit—she’ll finish soon.”


“That looks dangerous,” a second voice opined equally quietly. Walker finished his last press and carefully, and a bit painfully, rested the barbell on the stand, then sat up. A very lean, tall NCO and a second man stood off to the side of the weights area.


“It is dangerous. Those are not stage weapons, Percy. Rachel can and has killed things with them.” Sergeant Lee added, “She’s a vicious close-quarters knife fighter, even with her problems.”


The object of the three men’s interest slowed her dance pattern. Then she froze. The soldiers couldn’t help seeing how her muscles trembled with strain and fatigue, the heavy sword held at full reach, all her weight on her weak leg. Then she broke pose into a sweeping bow to an invisible audience, opened her eyes, and smiled a little fiercely. “All yours, gentlemen.”


Lee ventured to tease the lightly panting Wanderer. “Getting your tai chi in early, ma’am?”


She stuck her tongue out at him. “No. Just seeing how fat and stiff I’m getting.” The NCO replied with a snort and headshake. “I’ll leave you to it, Tony.” She stepped sideways, tossed the sword into the air, and caught it as it fell, swirling the blade into an elaborate salute. “Good morning, sir.”


“Show off,” Rahoul said smiling, as Rachel sheathed her blades, then left the gym.


Having suffered through the formal meal the night before, Rachel opted for supper with the NCOs. None of the new people batted an eye when she joined the food line in the second mess, so apparently they’d been warned. “Has anyone grown webbed feet yet, RSM?” she inquired of Sheldon Smith, the senior NCO.


“No, ma’am, but not for lack of effort. You might be careful if you go out by the big rocks,” he warned her. “It’s turning into a regular pond that way. Chicken, please,” he requested before turning back to the xenologist.


“Thank you, RSM. I’ll keep my head up, then. Ah, umm, the ‘not chicken’ over there, please. Yes, that.” Rachel kept her eye on the plate, warning the corporal, “No veg tonight, unless it has meat in it.”


“Beans with bacon, then, ma’am?”


She peered at the indicated pile. “Yes, thank you.” Without her asking, the mess sergeant added a roll and two pats of butter to the plate before handing it over. Rachel snared a very large glass of milk and a bowl of tapioca pudding before finding a seat at the end of a table.


“Is this seat taken?”


When she shook her head, Sergeant Lee put his tray down across from her and settled in. After devouring about half of his meal, Lee asked, “Ma’am, do have a moment for a question?” She swallowed a bite of not-chicken and nodded, so Lee plunged in. “How did you learn so many languages?”


The one-eyed alien tipped her head to the side. “Do you mean the mechanics or are you just commenting on the number of dialects and tongues I can make a fool of myself in?”


“Sorry, ma’am. The mechanics,” he clarified.


“I started when I was very young, so that I was fully trilingual by the time I was about twenty of your years old. That helped a little, but I also underwent severe conditioning so that it was easier for me to make the connections necessary to learn languages. That was absolutely no fun, let me assure you,” she grimaced. “You do not want to feel someone and something rooting around in your mind and shifting your wiring.”


“So there’s no easy way to do it, ma’am?”


She shook her head. “No. I’ve just had a bit more time than most to practice is all, Sergeant. Not that it all sticks. I’ve had head trauma that knocked me back to my second level of language, which meant I couldn’t talk to anyone here.” She waved the hand not holding her knife. “Not a good situation.”


“No, ma’am,” Lee agreed. Well, so much for borrowing her secret, he sighed to himself.


Corporal Suharto hesitantly inquired, “Ma’am, what is your native language?”


“Ah, it’s . . . I’m not sure anymore, Corporal.” Rachel stared off into the distance.


She sounded sad, and Lee remembered her saying once that her home was the Dark Hart. The other NCOs changed the topic, and it wandered into a discussion of the pending European football semi-finals. As he finished dinner, Lee wondered what it would be like not to have any place to call home, to live always on the sufferance of someone else. It was not a pleasant thing to contemplate.
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Lee growled at himself the next day. He’d forgotten to put the wet-weather packs into his boots, and after a misstep he felt cold mud oozing in around the lace holes. Commander Na Gael and her escort seemed about as happy as he was, where they crouched a few meters back. Lt. Wales stayed alert, looking around for motion and possible attacks, while Rachel fiddled with an optical sensor of some kind. Lee waited, watching their target as the other scouts squelched through the mire along the stream.


Rachel lowered her device and studied the small display, translating the numbers and symbols, first into Trader and then into English. Water dripped off her rain hood and she cupped her hand over the life detector, protecting it. “Clear of life signs at the objective, Boer One,” she whispered.


“Roger, Manx One,” came the reply. Lt. Wales, currently Manx Two, suppressed a shiver as rain dripped down his collar, under his armor, and onto his back. Lee made a hand sign, and the xenologist put her gizmo away, then began turning and sliding through the brush. Wales caught on after a second and followed, trying to move as smoothly and quietly as his charge did. She eased along from tree to shrub to tree until they passed through the scouts’ line, where she came to a halt by a positively ancient willow tree.


“We’ll just stop here, then,” she explained, then caught herself and frantically patted around the side of her helmet until she found the control for her wireless and confirmed that it was in receiver mode. Wales did the same thing, a little more discreetly, and flinched a bit inside when he discovered his still set to auto-transmit. He quickly flicked the switch back to the proper setting. “As I was saying, we’ll wait here, out of the way, unless Boer One needs us again.” She leaned against the tree after poking at it with her heavy cane. “Don’t want to find the hollow and get stuck,” she explained. “Very embarrassing. Especially these days, with smartphones and their built-in cameras.”


Wales bit his tongue to keep from commenting. Surely she was joking . . . wasn’t she? He checked the area around them yet again, then turned back and saw Commander Na Gael watching him, an unusually serious look on her face.


“You wonder if I’m really off my rocker, don’t you?”


He flushed and glanced down at the leaf litter. “Ah, yes, ma’am.”


“I am, just not in the way that you imagine.” She stared past him into some unknown distance. “Think of wearing a mask or a costume, Manx Two. People react differently to you then, don’t they?”


He nodded, scanning the area again for anyone or anything approaching them.


“My mask is how I act. An eccentric boffin is harmless—I’m not. I act like an eccentric boffin, and people overlook the other parts.” She took off her helmet and rubbed around the base of one black-furred cat ear. Wales’ jaw dropped as both ears twitched and rotated. “Like that.” She smoothed her hair and put the helmet back on, snugging the chin and neck straps. A monocle-like device rotated down and stopped in front of her good eye, then swung back up into the helmet. “And that.”


Wales gathered his wits quickly. “Those really are your ears.”


“No, they’re prosthetic. My real ears were cut off by someone trying to torture me to death. I give you permission to ask First Sergeant Lee if you really want to know the story, or General Khan.” Her tone stopped any further questions, and the junior officer just nodded, sick at his stomach.


Their radios crackled. “Command Two to Boers, exercise complete, return to base. Repeat: exercise complete, return to base.”


“Boer One, Wilco.”


“Manx One, Wilco,” Rachel replied. She heaved herself up from her lean against the tree. “Nice of her to wait until after we all got mucky and cold.” She stuck her tongue in the general direction of the command vehicle laager. Then a gleam appeared in the single silvery-grey eye. “Let’s race the Boers, shall we?”


“No, ma’am, let’s not,” Wales replied firmly. “I’d just as soon not be the first to find something that infiltrated our lines.”


“Very good! Don’t learn that lesson the hard way if you can help it, Manx Two. I don’t recommend it.” She patted her bad leg.


The Manxes arrived at the scouts’ vehicle laager thirty seconds after the first of the Boers did. As everyone else confirmed weapons safeties and loaded equipment, Rachel scraped some of the heavy mud off her boots with a stick. The stick broke. “Blargh,” she declared. “It’s enough to make me miss campaign season.”


Lee snorted as he finished counting noses, making sure all his scouts were back, then passing the information to the RSM. “Roger Boer One. Return to base,” Top One ordered.


“If you track that into my clean Aethelred . . .” Lt. O’Keefe threatened.


Rachel paused, one mucky boot in the air, “You’ll do what, Lieutenant?”


“Something evil, ma’am. Like telling Col. Selassie that you said that the lab is so clean that it can pass any no-notice inspection she can devise.”


Rachel lowered the boot and started turning. “Fresh air is good. Meet you at base?” The other troopers grinned at the by-play, and Lt. Wales gave her a boost into the back of one of the trucks. It was only a few kilometers, and she didn’t need to be available to HQ. “You ride up front, Wales. I won’t go anywhere.”


Sergeants Lee and Perez settled down beside her, as tired, cold, and mucky as she was. All three dozed off, and Lee awoke with a bit of a start when the truck came to a halt.


By now Lee knew how to help Rachel without obviously “helping the xenologist,” and he braced, taking as much of her weight as he could while she clambered out of the lorry. She smiled at him before sighing loudly as RSM Smith and Capt. ben David appeared. “Perfect. I need to see you two,” ben David started. “Leave your shadow, Commander, and come this way.”


Boer One and Manx One followed the NCO and officer around to a quiet spot by the medical vehicles. “Any problems on the approach, Boer One?”


Puzzled by the strange debrief, Lee shook his head. “No, sir. As briefed, we approached the possible vehicle and confirmed that it was indeed of alien origin. Manx One joined Boer One, Five, and Six, while the other Boers cleared a perimeter. Since there were no life-forms detected, Manx One returned to a safer location while the Boers investigated the object and secured it.”


Smith grunted something unintelligible, then asked, “Any problems with Boer Three?”


“No, RSM. Boer Three did well and remained in contact at all times.”


“And Manx Two?”


Befuddled, Lee shrugged. “Manx Two appears to have carried out his duties without causing or encountering any difficulties.” Rachel nodded her confirmation.


Ben David looked at something on his notepad. “Describe the terrain around the object, please, Boer One.” Lee did so, and the Israeli glanced at Rachel. “Anything you wish to add, Manx One?”


“No. I observed nothing problematic,” and with those odd words the alien fell silent.


RSM Smith and Capt. ben David compared notes on something and reached a decision. “Relax, Lee. You pass both language levels.”


Rachel thought that the tall NCO resembled a very confused giraffe. “Sir?”


“What language are we speaking in, First Sergeant?” Ben David was fighting to keep a straight face, as was Rachel.


Lee hesitated, then realized what they’d done. “German, sir.” The entire de-brief had been in German, as had everything since they arrived at the field headquarters.


“If you can speak this well, as tired as you are, you are at least halfway to the next proficiency stage, Lee. All you need to do is take the written portion,” the Israeli pointed out as he handed the notepad and testing form to Lee for his signature.


“Captain, do you think the First Sergeant should add a third language? Something less complicated,” she added quickly. “Say, maybe Russian or Hebrew?” Lee stared at her with growing horror before she turned and he saw the mischievous gleam in her eye.


On impulse he said a phrase he’d heard Rahoul Khan tell the alien once. Rachel startled and stared at him, obviously taken aback by whatever it was. Then her eye narrowed and she replied in something that sounded half-guttural and half-lyrical. Bluff called, Lee shook his head, but the small woman didn’t stop, instead advancing on him. “Ah, ma’am, I haven’t the faintest idea what I said or what you are saying,” he confessed, looking towards the RSM for rescue. The senior NCO just stood there, hiding a smile behind his mustache.


“You are going to learn, First Sergeant, because it was an exceedingly rude description of my ancestry that usually precipitates someone getting beaten up or shot. General Khan and I are obviously going to have to teach you enough so that you don’t ever say that again.” The alien looked very intense and Lee stammered an apology, wanting to run away and hide. Rachel turned on her heel and stalked over to the captain, and the two began making their way to the command vehicle.


“Did he really call you something bad?” ben David wanted to know as they picked their way through the mud to where Andrew Wales stood waiting for his charge to return.


She shook her head and flashed her grin. “No. He asked me if I’d turned in my budget for the quarter. But he shouldn’t be repeating things he doesn’t understand.”


Moshe grinned back. “No. That is a good way to get beaten up or shot, as you said.”


As the others finished debriefing, Rachel studied a message from the Dark Hart on her data-link. More of those strange signals had come through within the last hour. What exactly is going on, and who is transmitting? Because these had an outgoing component as well as incoming. I’m starting to dislike spring almost as much as autumn, at least this spring.
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“Brrrrriiiiiingggg! Brrrrriiinngggg!”


“I have it. When the temperature reads one twenty, record the other readings, please, Lieutenant.” Commander Rachel Na Gael slid her hands out of the gloves in the fume hood and limped briskly over to her desk. “Na Gael speaking. How are you? Good to hear. Um huh. Um huh.” Lt. Andrew Wales heard scratching sounds as the xenologist scribbled notes on the electronic pad beside the phone. “So the solar meteorology forecast earlier this week was correct. Um huh.” He imagined her nodding. “How strong? That’s rather respectable, I must say. Any idea on orientation? Ooh, that will sting then. I’ll warn the usual suspects. Thank you for the heads-up. Anything I can do for you?” A long pause, then a hint of laughter. “Mmmmmm, I’m an alien, not a miracle worker. The Celtics don’t have a chance, even if I could do something like that.” Another pause, then, “Now that I can manage. To the usual address? No, thank you.”


The woman rang off, made another note on the data pad, and returned to the work in progress. “Any numbers yet?”


Wales shook his head. “No, ma’am. Not ye—!” He lurched backwards as the contents of the large test tube geysered up, filling the fume hood with yellow smoke and liquid spatter.


Commander Na Gael calmly reached in and turned off the heating element, then sighed. “Well, that answers our question, though I’d rather it did it not quite so messily.” She tapped some figures onto her PDA before adding. “Let it cool for at least half an hour before you raise the sides. And unplug your phone charger and anything else electronic before you go to sleep tonight. Turn them off, too.”


Wales didn’t bother asking what she meant, because she’d already turned away from him, limping back to the desk. She picked up the handset and dialed an extension. “Major de Alba? Yes, I’ll hold.” As Wales set a timer so he’d know when he could open the fume containment hood, he listened in on the conversation. “Maria? Yes, we need to start shutting things down after 2100, if not sooner. The peak interference time will be 0300 to 0500, but this one has a double whammy so I recommend an earlier, slow down-draw.” A pause and Rachel nodded. “Yes, that too. Deaf and blind, unless you know someone who has something that I don’t know about that can be rotated.” A quick pause followed that baffling sentence and Rachel nodded again. “Didn’t think so. And don’t just shut down—unplug what you can and throw the breakers. Yes, I’m serious. Not yet, you have more things to isolate than he does. Good. Na Gael out.” She rang off, then scribbled something onto a piece of paper. “Here, take this to the RSM, then come back. I have two errands to run.” She grinned a little. “So to speak. I’ll meet you back here.”


“Message to the RSM, yes, ma’am.” In the normal world, lieutenants did not carry slips of paper to sergeants. Wales firmly believed that he’d left that normal world the day he reported to 58th Regiment’s headquarters two months ago.


As her assistant-cum-bodyguard went off on his errand, Rachel opened the back door to the lab, checked to make certain that the fume hood had vented where it was supposed to, and then cut through the gardens to one of the back doors that was not supposed to be there. The xenologist let herself in and limped past two office doors, then around a corner, and tapped on what looked rather like a broom closet.


“What?” an irritated voice demanded.


She opened the door just enough to poke her head in. “Major Sigurdsson, we have to shut the base down tonight.”


Thorsten Sigurdsson blinked pale blue eyes, but didn’t challenge her. “Vienna or London?”


“Neither. Geomagnetic storm with a double-wave, oriented south. It will probably take out most of the power grid and possibly affect unshielded electronics.”


The Icelander glanced over at his computer and an array of other electronica whirring away in the corner of the small, dark office. “Local grid or regional?”


“I’m putting five pounds on national, but the local may do better, assuming they’ve stocked up on transformers. Once burned et cetera.” Rachel added, “The solar meteo people recommend shutting down completely by midnight and disconnecting from the grid. And it will be the brightest aurora in several generations.”


“Mmpf.” For some reason, Icelanders and Norwegians never got excited about auroras, Rachel had noticed. “Can we just turn everything off, or do I need to pull the breakers?”


“Pull the breakers and unplug the power sources. I’ll bear the glad tidings to General Khan,” she offered, sweetening the bad news.


“Do that.” He made a shooing motion. Sigurdsson never said two words when a grunt would do, and Rachel backed out of the doorway, closing it with exaggerated care and tip-toeing back to the main hall. I wonder if the story is true that there was a troll in the woodpile a few generations ago? She mused as she strolled toward the regimental commander’s office.


The outer door stood partly open, and Rachel hesitated, listening for sounds of a problem. A loud clatter emerged, and she counted five before peering around the doorframe. Sergeant Pete Dale glared at the fax machine as it emitted another unhealthy clatter. She pulled the door open the rest of the way, as if she hadn’t noticed. “Good afternoon, Sergeant.”


“Ah, good afternoon, ma’am. Can I help you?”


“Yes, I need to either speak briefly with General Khan or to leave him a message, whichever is easiest.” Alas, the days of waltzing in and pestering her former subordinate had long passed, the alien sighed.


Dale glanced down at a readout on his desk and waved apologetically toward the telephone. “He seems to be on a secure call.” The Englishman picked up a pen and turned the page on the message binder, then raised his eyebrows in inquiry.


“We have to power down the entire base tonight, with full shut-down completed by 2300 local time. Including the backup equipment. This is not an exercise, and we will probably be power-isolated for twenty-four hours at an absolute minimum, assuming we don’t lose our internal transformers as well.” The sergeant copied her words, then rotated the pad, slid a piece of extra-thick cardstock under the message, and offered her the pen. Rachel wrote down her authentication code, then signed the pad. The message would remain, but not the rest.


By the time she returned to the lab, Lt. Wales had almost finished cleaning the fume hood. “Thank you, Andrew,” Rachel said. “Any problems?”


“No ma’am. It’s easier than I thought it would be.” He gave the inside of the glass one last swipe with the rag, being extra careful around the corners.


The xenologist nodded, then somehow twisted herself around and got her entire head and shoulders into the hood so she could look for herself. Wales winced—just watching her made his neck and back hurt. She turned herself right way around and stood up. “Good work, Andrew. Since it’s only an hour left before supper, I’ll give you a choice. You can start the inventory of chemical cabinet two, you can watch me type up the report on our little test from this afternoon, or you can go get some fresh air and sunlight.”


“Sunlight! Ma’am,” he caught himself, ducking a little.


Rachel smiled at the young human. “Good choice—you’re dismissed. And remember to unplug and turn off everything electronic that you have, unless you want it reduced to a piece of sculpture by dawn.”


“Ma’am, what’s going to happen? Is there an equipment test of some sort?” He hadn’t heard anything, but it wouldn’t be the first time she’d forgotten to tell him.


The scientist shook her head. “A massive electromagnetic storm is headed for Earth. Auroras as far south as North Africa, toasted power grids all over the globe, satellites knocked out of business, that sort of thing.”


“Oh. Thank you, ma’am.” He hurried out of the lab before she could change her mind.


A few minutes later, the lab door opened again and someone cleared their throat. “Shoo,” Rachel absentmindedly told the person, her attention focused on her computer. The man cleared his throat again, louder. “I said shoo, scat, go,” the xenologist repeated.


“I believe the proper form is, ‘shoo, sir’ or ‘shoo, Brigadier, sir’,” an amused tenor voice replied. Rachel almost knocked her chair over getting to her feet as Rahoul walked into the lab. “I understand that the base needs to shut down tonight?”


She nodded as she fished her PDA out of its pocket on her belt. After tapping the screen for a moment, she handed it to him. “Biggest storm in at least a century or so, I’d guess. It will take out the national power grid for a day at minimum, probably longer, along with frying a lot of electronic chips and motors if they’re not unplugged or heavily surge-protected. Like your office microwave, sir.”


“Hmmm. So we will be in the dark for a few hours?” He studied the diagram on the little screen, then looked up, frowning. “What about the satellites?”


“Aside from the moon, plan on losing all of them, at least for a few hours.”


Rahoul thought about the information as he handed the PDA back. “Have you heard anything from Major de Alba?”


“Not since an hour or so ago, sir.”


The South Asian officer ran a hand over his hair. “Plan on going on alert by 2200. The astronomers reported some debris that might be entering the atmosphere today or tomorrow, probably northern hemisphere but they were not certain. And no electronics?”


Rachel rubbed under her blind eye. “Assume none unless they are very, very heavily shielded. I suspect the worst thing will be massive static electricity problems for the portable gear, but this isn’t my specialty. And no radio or GPS, nothing that uses the ionosphere or satellites.”


“Good practice in case we ever have an EMP to deal with,” he noted. “In fact, it’s about time we drilled for that, anyway. Oh, and what did you turn up from the materials you were testing?”


The xenologist sighed as she flopped into her chair. “You might want to sit, sir.” He sat in the spare seat. “There were extraterrestrial components in the ‘generator’ you captured.”


“You knew that earlier,” Rahoul reminded her.


“Yes, but this was material that can’t have been captured or discovered, because it begins to degrade rapidly two of your weeks after manufacture. The composition suggests that the components had been delivered within three or four days of your finding the thing, unless someone went to the trouble of putting them inside a stasis box and no humans have that technology. I’m sorry, Rahoul.”


He stared over her head, absorbing the news. “Damn. And the Army still has no idea where the excess funds came from. And we’re effectively blind and deaf tonight.” He stood up, motioning for her to stay seated. “We’re on alert after 2200, Commander Na Gael.” With that Rahoul stalked out of the lab, leaving his advisor to her work. Instead, she reached for the phone and started dialing the chief of xenology in Vienna. She’d call Joschka and warn him after she finished her official duties.


The auroras rendered night-vision equipment superfluous. Curtains of green, turquoise, and crimson danced and wove across the entire breadth of the sky, hiding all but the brightest of stars and planets. Rachel took an old blanket and parked herself out on the sward, to the west of the headquarters building, where she had an unobstructed view of the northern sky. She’d needed the better part of two hours to turn off, disconnect, shield, and otherwise power-down the lab and her quarters. It was generally assumed that the base’s having a separate power system from the main public grid would protect the lab from any outside interference, if de Alba and Sigurdsson had thrown every necessary breaker and switch, but Rachel hadn’t survived this long by assuming. Her PDA voice-com device and portable supercomputer sat inside the Dark Hart. The ship served as a Faraday cage, deflecting energy and absorbing some of it.


Rachel watched the veils of light sweep and dance, letting herself drift and just taking in the show, waving away the occasional mosquito. The universe could be such a beautiful place sometimes, even if the beauty carried danger with it. She could hear people moving not too far away, and then a few “Ooh, that’s amazing!” sort of observations. But most of the watching troopers stayed quiet, awestruck or just unwilling to sound foolish.


Then a collective gasp arose as a huge fireball ripped through the sky directly overhead. Rachel ducked, rolling onto her belly as she tracked the meteorite. Except the item slowed as it streaked past, travelling from the southern sky toward the north. The Wanderer clapped her hands over her ear-holes and started counting under her breath. “One polypeptide, two polypeptide, three polypeptide . . .” she recited, reaching eight before the boom echoed through the night. She waited for a second boom, the sound of impact. Wonder how good blankets are against shock waves—probably not very. Shockwave? Hello, shockwave, where are you? But there was no sound, sight, or pressure wave of a meteorite impact.


Instead, General Khan spoke from over her shoulder. “Something just landed, didn’t it?”


“I suspect so, sir, but it will be several hours before we can use our vehicles or equipment.” That was both part of the drill and a concession to the highly distracted drivers on the road. She rolled back over so she could see him.


“What about your ship’s gear?”


She shook her head. “I’m not breaking the Laws, sir. What we can do is see if Sergeant Lee tracked it manually, or if someone else did.”


Sergeant Lee had not tracked the fireball, much to Rachel’s surprise. But Sergeant Roxleigh had. Khan sent Rachel into the building to get maps, since she had the best night vision, and she returned with one of the corporals in tow, both carrying a dozen or so rolls of paper. “I grabbed most of northern Britain, up the edge of the Highlands.”


As they spread out the smallest scale map that she’d grabbed, Khan brushed her hand, initiating a mental contact. «Can you ask Logres for help?»


Rachel turned enough to give him a dumbfounded look. «Are you out of your mind, Rahoul? Ye gads. No. Not only can I not, Logres would probably hurt me severely for asking. What month is this?»


«It’s May. What does—oh.» He terminated the contact before she could catch his chagrin. Instead he focused on the maps. Someone cracked open a chemical light stick and a yellowy-green glow lit the paper. “Sergeant Roxleigh, what do you have?”


“North and west of us, I’d say, sir. Probably this area, sir?” A dark hand spread out over the land just north of the Border, near the Cheviot Hills.


“Commander?”


“There’s a park there, isn’t there?” Someone riffled through the map sheets and pulled out three, spreading them on the top of a table that someone else had already dragged out into the grass. “Yes, here we go. Unless we hear otherwise tomorrow? Today?”


Someone with a wind-up watch called “Today, ma’am.”


“Thank you. Later today, then I’d suggest going that direction. We should have enough sensor data by this afternoon to narrow the hunt down.”


Major de Alba shook her head. “I don’t believe that we will, ma’am. This storm will likely take out all cell transmission systems, some of the landline phone systems, and probably half of the satellites. And then you have to establish contact with whoever has the remaining satellites. And with the power grid out, we’re going to be very low priority in terms of accessing whatever is still functioning.”


Rahoul stood, arms folded, and watched the shimmering colors that flowed over the sky. “Excellent point, major.” He thought through his options, considering what to do. “Commander, are you certain that the meteors we saw were artificial?”


A tall shadow had appeared at Rachel’s shoulder and whispered something into the top of her head. She turned slightly so she could see the figure and whispered back. He replied, and Rachel put a hand over her good eye, shaking her head as she did. “Yes. I am now ninety-nine percent certain that they were artificial.”


“Why so certain?”


Rachel looked up over her shoulder at Sgt. Lee, who answered, “Because I saw one slow, pivot, and change direction, sir. It looked metallic and lozenge-shaped, like a torpedo or an Aussie-rules football.”


By now Lt. Wales had joined the group clustered around the maps, after remembering rather belatedly that he was supposed to be keeping an eye on the xenologist rather than gawking at the amazing aurora.


Rahoul nodded, once more looking at the sky. “Right. Once it is safe to do so, and assuming that our vehicles start, Col. Selassie and Maj. Sigurdsson will go north with their groups. Take half the scouts. Commander Na Gael, go with them. And be ready to bypass all cities, both for traffic and for security. Commander, is there any way that you can get visual confirmation of the landing site without having to crawl through every valley on the Border?”


Wales thought that the xenologist looked very much like the Cheshire Cat as her smile spread wide enough to be seen in the darkness. “Oh yes, sir. I have a favor I can call in, if the weather remains clear. Primitive technology has some advantages to it.”


The general started to speak, then thought better of it. He didn’t want to know.
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By 0700 the first vehicles rolled north, taking one third of the headquarters troops toward the Border. Commander Na Gael, despite pointing out that the Marlow coup’s ignition system was too primitive to have been affected by any stray bit of electricity, rode in the command vehicle. However, she did manage to persuade an exceedingly reluctant Col. Selassie to let her and Lt. Wales walk onto the small airfield rather than bringing the entire convoy. “I do not want to scare Spots out of his mind,” Na Gael insisted. “An attack of his PTS will not help anyone.”


As Wales opened the gate for her, he asked Rachel, “Ma’am, is Spots the airport security manager?”


“No. The safety pilot. There he is, over there, by the yellow plane. And stay well back, Lieutenant, I do not want to spook him.”


The junior officer studied the man in question. He thought ‘Spots’ wore some kind of mask, until he realized that it was discoloration from chemical burns or something of the sort. Rachel glanced at her escort and hissed under her breath, “He’s one of ours, Lieutenant, invalided out. Don’t stare, please.” Louder she called, “Hullo Spots! How’s life?”


“Fair to partly cloudy, Brownie. Babysitting?”


She laughed a little. “Nah. Someone thinks I might get into mischief without an escort.”


“Like flying under bridges? Not that I know a thing ‘bout that sort of business, mind,” the man said, taking off a broad-brimmed hat to reveal more burns and a receding gray hairline. “You want to prop or shall I?”


“I’ll hold brakes, you prop. You know Phoebe better than I do,” the xenologist said. “Andrew, there’s no room for you, so you’d best go wait over on the bench there. We shan’t be too long.” She handed him her cane, then limped across the lush grass to the waiting pilot.


Before he could protest, she’d hoisted herself into the small metal and fabric plane, belting herself in and pulling a soft leather helmet over her head. Spots pulled two blocks of wood out from in front of the plane’s wheels, then walked in front of the craft. He called, “Brakes?”


“Brakes,” came the reply, as Spots pushed on the airscrew, apparently making sure the plane wouldn’t roll. “Primer?”


Rachel did something in the cockpit. “Two shots.”


“Throttle?”


“Idle.”


“Ignition?”


“Cold.”


Spots turned the gleaming wooden airscrew once, then called, “Contact.”


“Contact!”


The man snapped the propeller down, and the engine started. As soon as he hurried around the wing and climbed into the little plane, Rachel began taxiing, waving farewell to her befuddled assistant. Wales watched the yellow aircraft trundle out to the edge of a grassy meadow. The engine revved twice, and then the plane took off, turning north, toward the border. Wales turned and went back, sitting heavily on the bench beside the hangar. How was he going to explain all this to Col. Selassie? He listened to the silvery chorus of birdsong and the occasional thunking ring of a cowbell as he waited for his charge to return, yawning a little as he fought off a nap.


Almost an hour later, a tiny yellow speck appeared in the soft blue spring sky. It grew larger and dove for the aerodrome as if to land. Andrew felt his heart nearly stop as the plane smoothly zoomed up and rolled before circling around and coming in to touch down. As it taxied up, Wales could hear Spots and Cdr. Na Gael laughing. “You minx!”


“Me or Phoebe?” the xenologist challenged.


Spots folded himself out of the plane as the airscrew clunked slower and slower, then stopped. “The pair of you. You really were a fighter pilot, weren’t you?”


“Does it show?” The silver-grey eye danced with mischief as Na Gael accepted his hand getting out of the bird. “You of all people should know that there’s no cure for an addiction to aviation, Spots.”


He started to answer, then saw Lt. Wales walking towards them with Rachel’s cane in hand. All laughter drained from his face and he started stepping backwards. Rachel rested her hand on his arm, speaking quietly and quickly as Wales stopped. Spots tried to relax, and his passenger handed him something, hugging him quickly before limping over to meet the watching soldier. Spots turned back and began looking over the plane as Rachel all but dragged the younger man behind her.


“Nothing personal, Wales,” she assured him, taking back her walking stick, “but your uniform calls up too many memories. Spots served with the regiment in the early 2000s. We had a rather nasty mission and he was one of three survivors of the rear guard, and that barely.”


“Understood, ma’am.” They trotted back out the aerodrome gate to find an Athelstan waiting for them.


Corporal Patel waved to them. “Got radio contact and a report of missing people north of the Border, so the colonel went ahead, ma’am. Left orders for you.”


“I’m sure she did.” Wales helped her into the back of the scout vehicle and then clambered in, wedging himself onto the softest thing he could find. They raced up the A-56 as Rachel spoke quickly with Col. Selassie. Wales couldn’t hear anything over the road noise, so he closed his eyes for a moment.


Quiet enveloped the vehicle and Wales startled, only to find three people grinning at his expense. “Wakey, wakey, Lieutenant,” Na Gael ordered. “We won’t tell—promise.” He felt his face burning, and he tried to gather a little bit of dignity about him. “All right gents, back to work,” Rachel said, and the quartet piled out of the vehicle. They’d parked at the edge of a valley, along a gravel track leading into green-black pine trees. Around the stand of trees, bare moorland rose into rocky cliffs, and brown and white dots drifted over the grass and heather. The wind brought a faint “baaaaa” from the sheep.


“Wonder ‘ow many there are,” Corporal Patel half-asked, looking from the sheep to Lt. Wales, who felt himself turning warm again. Before he could sputter a response, Rachel cleared her throat, saving him from further teasing. The soldiers and their advisor walked to the waiting Col. Selassie.


“Good. Manx One, you stay here for now, until the perimeter and approaches are secure. You others catch up with your groups.” She waved Wales and his charge over to the command vehicle. “Here’s what we’ve found, Manx One. It landed on the edge of a marsh in the center of the forest, doing some damage but not a great deal. Only one, though. What you thought might be outriders seem to be containers of some sort, but we’re just watching them for the moment. ‘No poking it’ this time,” she said, quoting one of the alien’s oft-repeated phrases. “We’ve been unable to establish communications thus far, but we’re still trying. No energy shields yet, and nothing has emerged from the main ship.”


The two women’s matter-of-fact attitude helped settle some of the young soldier’s nerves. Only then did it strike him that this was a real extraterrestrial vehicle, with real space aliens in it! He also realized for the first time just how short Commander Na Gael was. Desta Selassie stood at least twenty centimeters taller than her advisor, probably closer to thirty. Equally lean, the two women sported nearly opposite coloring—Na Gael so pale as to be nearly white, but with brown-black hair and eyebrows, and the Ethiopian officer with dark brown skin and black hair touched with gray. They made a striking pair of opposites, Wales thought. Then the radio coughed, pulling everyone’s attention away.


“Command Two, Boer Three, over.”


Selassie gestured for Rachel to listen in as she replied, “Boer Three, go ahead.”


“Roger. Boer Three has strangers in sight. They appear humanoid. Three thus far. No signs of hostility or of equipment yet, over.”


“Roger. Confirm the strangers are humanoid?”


“Affirmative, Command Two.”


Selassie muted her mic and she and Rachel conferred quickly and quietly. “Boer Three, Manx One and Two are inbound. Standard protocol pending Manx arrival, over.”


“Command Two, Wilco, Boer Three.”


Wales followed the xenologist from tree trunk to bush as she moved through the shadows of the pine plantation. She set a rapid pace, and he struggled to move as quietly—he seemed to be following a ghost. They stopped at the edge of the trees and peered into the bright, open area of the marsh and stream. Na Gael pointed with her stick toward a hummock of grass. Something flashed in reply and she led Wales along the tree line, then dropped into a crouch and eased up into contact with Boer Three. “Whatcha’ got?”


The scout corporal pointed toward a matte silver-and-black shape that took up much of the marsh. Commander Na Gael studied it, then pulled her PDA out of the pouch on her belt and tapped the screen with a stylus. She flicked through a few images before finding the right one. The woman frowned, waved away some midges, then frowned again before turning the box off and putting it back. “No help that.” She froze, and Wales swore that he could see her hair trying to stand on end. She radiated tension, and all her attention locked onto the ship until she practically vibrated, like a hunting dog on point.


“What is it, Manx One?” the scout whispered, reaching to ease the safety off his rifle, just in case.


“Someone’s just left from inside the ship.” She dug out the PDA and whipped through the screens until she found what looked like the read-out on a music mixer. She looked at the two men and showed them the display. “That red spike is the departure energy disturbance.” Again she cleared the screen and stowed the device, then propped herself up on her elbows, trying to get a clearer view. “Where’s the entrance?”


“Unknown, Manx One. Three humanoids walked around this way, then went back inside or are on the other side of the ship,” the scout said. “Here.” He showed Wales and the xenologist a picture.


“Can you enlarge that?” Wales asked. Something about the armor seemed wrong. “The upper body part,” he specified. Boer Three fiddled with the image and zoomed in on the black-and-matte-silver chest plates and shoulders. “Yes,” the officer hissed, “that’s it. That’s Russian. Brand new design, first reported back in February.”


“Can’t be, Manx Two. They came from the vehicle and the vehicle came from outer space,” the corporal protested quietly.


The men looked at the woman stretched out between them. She’d pulled a monocular from another belt case and studied the ship. “Down,” she ordered, reaching over and pushing Wales with her free hand. He peered through the damp grass, forgetting to breathe as the figure from the photo appeared. If only he could get a better look! Then he remembered the zoom feature on his helmet rangefinder and used that to magnify the bipedal figure. And to magnify the grass, which promptly blocked his view until Andrew pushed a few errant blades out of the way with his fingers. Sure enough, he recognized the dimpling around the neck opening, and the odd shoulder-mounted latch in the left side top of the chest plate.


He felt a hand on his upper arm and heard the xenologist’s voice in his head. «Can you hear me? Raise two fingers if you can.» Both he and Boer Three signaled affirmative and the voice continued, «Good. Manx Two, is that Russian armor? Think your answer as clearly as you can.»


«Yes,» Wales replied. «It is Russian.» The individual they were watching made a perimeter sweep, disappearing around the far side of the ship again.


«Boer Three, nothing is impossible. And I really need to get into that ship.» The scout made some hand motions and Rachel responded in kind, then began sliding backward through the grass. Wales followed as she picked her way as far along the woods as she could, then scooted along the brush. He glanced back to see that Boer Three had risen up and was obviously studying the ship through binoculars, acting as a diversion.


“All right, Manx Two. I have point, follow close. I need to download data from the ship’s computers if at all possible, and to confirm what it was that left.”


“Ma’am, you’re supposed to remain clear. Tell me what you need and I’ll get it,” he protested quietly.


“You can’t, because I don’t know precisely which equipment to look for. Watch—don’t touch unless I tell you it’s OK,” the woman ordered, her tones cutting off further protest. “If things go balls up and I tell you to run, get out of the ship as fast as possible.” They slunk along until they reached the still-warm hull of the ship. Scorch marks from reentry blended into the torn, scorched marsh plants around the vessel, and Wales wrinkled his nose at the acrid stench. Rachel studied the vehicle closely, especially around the entry hatch, and she leaned her cane against the metal. Then the small xenologist flashed a hand signal for “follow,” and he did his best to ease along in her footsteps.


Part of the soldier’s mind screamed that they were violating at least half a dozen of the rules of combat practice that he’d been taught, including not clearing a doorway before entering a structure housing known hostiles. Instead Rachel just eased in, ears alert and rotating, head moving as she looked for any presence, living or robotic. Wales concentrated on what happened behind them and on trying to hear anything over his pounding heart and fast breathing. The metallic panels lining the walls of the ship magnified any sound, including that of his boots on the perforated floor. Wales crouched down and brushed the floor with his fingertips, feeling a rubbery coating that should have muted sounds instead of amplifying them. Ahead of him, the xenologist paused and studied her PDA again, while her escort watched behind them.


“This way,” the small figure gestured, tipping her head toward a bend in the corridor. They slid around the curve and found a welcome committee. She spoke in a guttural-sounding language, addressing the five men standing in a larger open chamber.


“Try again, bitch,” one of them replied in Russian-accented English, raising a pistol. “You’re ours.”


This was not supposed to be happening! Wales managed to keep his head as Rachel snarled, “Manx Two, how much have you trained in close quarter combat?”


“Very little,” he admitted reluctantly. Five to two seemed like acceptable odds, maybe. The other men started raising their weapons, apparently reluctant to fire first.


“Thought so. Keep any more from coming through the hatch!” She charged the humans, catching them by surprise and pulling their attention away from the officer. Wales desperately wanted to go after her, but stayed where he was and kept his attention on the hatch, rifle at the ready.


Rachel, despite her handicaps, tore into the gaggle of fighters. It wasn’t pretty, not like the choreographed violence of a film or training exercise. She drew a concealed knife and threw herself onto one of the smaller men, knocking him backward, out of the loose half-circle. Her right hand moved twice, and he gurgled as blood fountained up from the gaping wound in his throat. Rachel kept moving, back on her feet, lunging into a gap between two of the remaining men. The third, now separated from the others, started to go after the woman, but then hesitated. Thunder roared and he dropped dead as Wales shot the stranger before returning his attention to the hatchway.


Rachel’s lips pulled back in a feral snarl as she waded back into the horrified humans. They had not anticipated an attack, and she used their shock and lack of training against them. She drew and fired as she moved, and the biggest man’s head vanished in a mist of red. She ignored the spattering and sizzling remains, but the dead man’s associates could not. One soiled himself as he fled, leaving Rachel facing a single opponent. The Wanderer debated for an instant, then offered, “Surrender?”


“No,” and he reached for something in his jacket pocket. The alien fired as she moved, putting a shot into his chest as she knocked his arm away with her knife hand. The body hit the deck and twitched a little. Rachel glanced over to make sure that Wales was still watching the entrance before activating her pistol’s safety and holstering it. She pulled the device out of the man’s pocket and studied it: cell phone. On a hunch, she prized the back open and removed a short-range signal transmitter, which she deactivated and then crushed under her boot heel.


“Good work, Manx Two,” she said, then hid a smile. “Yarf in the corner please, out of the traffic lane,” she instructed the young man, busying herself with stripping the dead of their weapons and any other useful items while the officer lost his breakfast, dinner, and possibly the previous night’s supper as well, going by the sound. “Never seen a knife-fight, have you?”


Wales wiped his mouth and scrubbed the back of his hand against his leg. “No.” He didn’t trust himself to say more at that moment, afraid to open his mouth in case he got sick again. Rachel wiped her knife carefully, checking the blade for something before sliding it back into the top of her boot. She held up a set of spare magazines and tossed them to him. They matched his pistol, and he tucked them into a pocket without thinking. He didn’t want to think, and forced himself to forget that four bodies—which had very recently been living men—lay in a messy sprawl in the corridor. “You’ve done th-this before, ma’am.”


“Yes. Talk later—we need to get the data and get out,” she reminded him firmly, tipping her head toward the side-chamber. “Keep your eyes and ears open, and don’t let anyone interrupt me, please. There are re-enforcements coming.”


Ours or theirs? Wales wondered a little plaintively.


The next corridor opened into a space roughly five meters by five meters, empty aside from a small box resting on the floor. The xenologist ignored the box, instead studying the wall, opening a loose panel and muttering to herself. “Get behind me, Manx Two,” she said, raising her voice a little, then went back to looking inside the panel. Wales skirted along the wall until he could take up a position between her and the two entrances to the chamber. He heard footsteps coming from where they’d just been and crouched, raising his rifle to cover the door.


“Whisker,” a voice spoke in Wales’s earpiece.


“Hairball,” he confirmed.


Behind him, an annoyed voice muttered, “Disrespectful bastards.” Louder, she warned, “Do not touch the beacon in the middle of the floor unless you want hostile company.”


Lt. Calhoun and three soldiers made their way cautiously into the chamber, avoiding the center of the room. “Report,” Calhoun said, and Wales gave a highly condensed version of the past half hour.


“Blaze One, the engine room is in the next compartment. I recommend securing it,” the Wanderer advised, still not looking up from whatever she was doing with the thing inside the panel.


“Manx One, Command Three wants to know if this will lift off with us inside.” Calhoun waved his squad on towards the designated compartment as he waited for an answer.


“It can’t—the navigation center went out for lunch.” She looked over to find the two officers staring at her. “What?”


“The navigation center went out for lunch?” Calhoun sounded incredulous and Wales hid a smile behind his free hand.


Commander Na Gael nodded. “The power plant could still explode if someone bumps the wrong thing, but the nav system was slaved to a secondary telemetry controller and . . .” A fog of confusion settled over the humans and Rachel cut the explanation short. “The nav system has been removed. The ship can’t leave until it’s returned.”


“Understood.” Blaze One relayed the information to Major Sigurdsson before following his troopers into the next room. “Don’t touch that!” Wales heard the American insisting.


“Egress,” and Commander Na Gael matched actions to words, at least until they reached the remains of the four humans. “Go on. I need to get samples to confirm their genetics.” She removed a tool and glassine baggie from one of the pouches on her belt, then knelt down beside the closest body. Wales continued on far enough to be able to watch the passageway but not see what the xenologist was doing. “Still feeling peaked?”


“A little, Manx One,” he admitted, teeth clenched.


She finished tucking her tools and samples out of sight and reconfirmed the shots remaining in her blast pistol. “That’s normal, Manx Two. You should feel queasy.” The small woman took the lead again, passing members of the tech-salvage group on the way in. The xenologist and her escort emerged into the warm early-summer sun, and it took Wales a moment to reorient himself. Commander Na Gael rustled around in the grass until she found her walking cane. “Let’s go harass Command Two and then get some tea, shall we?” He stared at her, amazed at the rapid changes in her personality and demeanor, shook his head at the bizarreness of it all, and followed, mindful of all the activity around the ship.


They emerged from the woods to find three senior officers waiting to debrief them. Col. Selassie and Major Sigurdsson stood next to the command vehicle, the Icelander shaking his head at something. “You’re sure it is Russian?”


“Very sure. At least the armor is—it’s the latest from the government development lab,” a female voice reported. “The dimples around the neck are part of an experimental cooling system. They are the only ones who use it at the moment.”


Wales smiled at having his judgment confirmed, and the xenologist slapped him on the shoulder. “Good call, Manx Two.”


Command Two and Three spun around at the sound of Rachel’s voice. “You,” Selassie barked. “And your guard. Over here.” She led the way around the back of the command vehicle. Rachel and Lt. Wales turned the corner to find General Khan waiting for them.


His eyes looked white against his dark tan skin, they opened so wide at the sight of his advisor. “Commander Rachel Na Gael Ni Drako, what the bloody hell did you think you were doing going into that ship with only your assistant?” Khan snarled. Wales eased away from his charge, a little afraid of the intensity of the general’s anger.


Honest confusion appeared on the Wanderer’s face. “Sir? We got what we needed and got out. The lieutenant’s fine—a bit scratched, but otherwise unharmed—and none of this,” she waved at the blood all over her, “is mine. I fail to see the problem, sir.”


Sigurdsson and Selassie both stepped back, away from the livid general. “Commander,” he began very quietly, taking two steps toward the xenologist. “Commander Na Gael, do you have any idea what could have happened when you went haring off from the rest of the unit?”


“I could have gotten killed,” came the matter-of-fact reply.


Khan switched tacks. “Commander, do you recall just who Lt. Wales’s parents are?”


Growing a bit irritated, Rachel almost snapped, “A male and female human, I assume,” but the blazing fury in Rahoul’s eyes stopped her. “No sir, I do not.”


“His Royal Highness Matthew the Prince of Wales,” Khan didn’t have to finish. Rachel winced. “I trust you now understand the gravity of the situation.”


To Khan’s dismay, Rachel frowned and folded her arms. “So he’s one of the Crown Prince’s offspring. He’s alive and unharmed, we accomplished the mission, and I still fail to see why you are so upset, sir.” She shrugged, arms still folded.


Col. Selassie saved Rahoul from screaming at his advisor. “Commander, the heirs to the throne take the last name of ‘Wales.’ They are the only ones who do. Andrew Wales is second in line for the throne.”


The news didn’t seem to penetrate. “Good for him. He did an excellent job and should be commended for keeping his head in a fairly nasty situation.” As the humans stared at the scarred woman, a fresh look of confusion appeared in the silver eye. “I still fail to see why you are upset. The Heir has to be combat proven, and he certainly is now if he wasn’t before.”


Rahoul’s jaw dropped and then snapped shut as he realized the problem and also remembered that the individual in question remained well in earshot. “Lt. Wales, go with Major Sigurdsson. Sigurdsson, please debrief the lieutenant.” As soon as the two disappeared from sight, Khan counted to five and got himself under better control. “Commander, the British monarchy is very different from the Azdhagi. The Prince or Princess of Wales and their children are encouraged to serve in the military, but not required to be on the front lines.”


“Oh. I see the difficulty now. Thank you, sir, ma’am,” and she nodded towards Desta. Silently, she snarled at Rahoul, «Then why the bloody blue blazes did no one tell me I’m not supposed to take my assistant with me when I’m sent to gather data?»


Rahoul Khan winced inwardly and acknowledged partial responsibility for the mess. «So you wouldn’t treat him any differently than you treat the other junior officers,» he explained. «And you are not supposed to be in combat, remember?»


«Suggestion, sir,» she sent back in a more moderated “tone.” «No harm, no foul. The lieutenant and I keep our mouths shut, I file two reports, one slightly blurred, and we communicate more clearly from now on.»


He thought about it. «I accept your recommendation, Commander.» Aloud he ordered, “After you check in with the medical unit, go get cleaned up before you ruin our suppers, Commander. Debrief will be at 1700 unless otherwise necessary.”


Rachel didn’t argue, for a change. “Yes, sir.”


Lt. Wales found Commander Na Gael reviewing information in her PDA while perched on the running board of one of the Athelstans. “Commander?” he inquired.


“Hmmm? Oh, hullo. Did Stony scorch your ears, too?”


“Major Sigurdsson?” She nodded and after glancing around he shrugged. “A little. We were supposed to wait for back-up. And you’re not supposed to be in combat, ma’am,” he reminded her, angry at having been reprimanded for something he couldn’t control.


She snorted, unrepentant. “If Stony thinks that a knife fight is combat he’s,” a string of syllables that were presumably unflattering rounded out the sentence. “If we hadn’t stopped the ratty looking one, he would have destroyed the ship with us in it. That’s what was in his hand, a combined self-destruct and communications device made to look like a cell phone. Although he may not have known what it was. I suspect that the party that—” she broke off. “Sorry, thinking aloud.”


Andrew Wales learned nothing more about Rachel’s suppositions, at least not that day or the next. Most of the NCOs and junior officers found ways to stay near the wireless, TV, or Internet ports, following the progress of the police, reserves, and some Army troops trying to quell the rioting that started the night of the auroras. Farther up the chain-of-command, the discovery of apparent humans, wearing Terrestrial armor, caused such a commotion that Wales was glad to stay well clear of the senior staff officers. Commander Na Gael had him monitoring more chemical tests, although she didn’t specify on what and he didn’t ask. “All positive, ma’am,” he informed her on the afternoon of the third day since their visit to the space ship.


“God damn it. Nothing personal, Andrew, that’s just,” she turned away and limped to the windows, leaning on the sill and staring out into the distance. “Not what I wanted to hear. Well done, and please write up your results before going to supper. Remember to put the test materials into the biohazard container.”


“Yes, ma’am.” He started pulling up the correct forms on the lab computer, then stopped, turning back to his supervisor. “Ma’am? What does this mean—if you can tell me.”


The alien walked back to the work desk, rubbing under her bad eye as if the scar tissue bothered her. She pulled a black cane with a carved dragon handle out of the umbrella stand and leaned on it. “It means that someone from this planet is working with your enemies, Andrew.” She sounded sad and tired as she added, “Your enemies and mine.” The woman turned before he could gather his wits. “I’ll go tell Brigadier Khan the good news.”


On her way down the corridor, she met Captain ben David. “Problem, Rahel?” he asked in Hebrew, startled by her morose expression and dragging walk.


She gathered her thoughts and tried to grin. “Oh, no more than usual. What can I do for you?”


“Ah,” and he drew her to the side of the hall, in case someone else needed to pass. He shifted back to English. “I’m returning to Israel next week. I’ve been promoted, and Captain Oldman will take over as adjutant.”


Rachel smiled and held out her hand. “Congratulations, Major ben David! That’s wonderful.”


Moshe looked around to see if anyone was coming, then took his advisor’s hand, pulling her into a tight embrace. “Thank you. I’ll miss you,” he told her ears.


She hugged him, leaning a little against him before pulling back. “You’re welcome, Moshe, you’ve more than earned a promotion. And you’ll find another xenologist to give you grey hairs,” she warned, trying to cover her own emotions.


He shook his head. “No, Rahel Na Gael Ni Drako—not like you.” He left it there, turning and going with her to Brigadier Khan’s office door. As she went in, Moshe decided to go visit First Sergeant Lee. “Lee, keep an eye on Rahel, will you?”


“Ah, yes, sir. Is there a problem?”


Moshe gave the lean NCO a grave look. “There’s a storm coming.”


Two pairs of brown eyes met, and Lee nodded. “So you sense it too, sir.”
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Rachel anticipated Rahoul’s problem as soon as she heard his personal ringtone at 0400. She hadn’t slept well, finally giving up around 0200. Too much coming and going of timeships had left ripples in the threads, irritating the Dark Hart. Rada also sensed a split beginning to develop, a separation between the known future and at least three possibilities. Was it just a temporary anomaly, as happened rather often in Ter-Tri’s timestream, or was someone meddling? Either way it made Rada feel as if the universe were brushing her fur backwards. And then the phone had rung.


She answered. “Nightmare?”


“Affirmative. Meet at the glasshouse,” Rahoul confirmed, then rang off.


Rachel stretched, hid the Azdhag historical novel that she’d been reading, levered herself out of her office chair, collected a walking cane, and sauntered out the back door of the lab. She meandered a bit on the way to the glasshouse, sniffing a few plants. The heavy late-summer dew seemed to have captured their scent, suggesting that it would be utterly glorious once the sun rose. If the sun rose, Rachel corrected herself, eyeing the heavy clouds lurking low overhead.


She rounded the end of the hedge and set foot on the gravel path leading to the glasshouse. At the sound of her steps Rahoul spun around from where he’d been unlocking the door. The instant she came within reach he grabbed her arms, looking at her with undisguised relief. “Rachel! I . . . thank God.”


His distress and raw fear for her slammed against Rachel’s lowered shields, and she scrambled to raise her defenses before the emotions overwhelmed her as well. “Easy, Rahoul, easy,” she murmured in Trader. “I’m here, in the usual number of pieces.” Several more seconds passed before he loosened his grip.


The South Asian officer took a deep breath and stepped back, lightly resting one hand on his advisor’s arm as if to reassure himself. “Sorry, it’s just that . . .” The normally perfectly controlled man paused to collect his feelings. “They are getting stronger and more detailed.”


“How do you want to handle this?” Rachel inquired as she finished unlocking the glasshouse door and handed Rahoul his keys back.


Rahoul led the way into the glorified potting shed, taking a deep breath of reassuring scents of damp soil and growing things. “I don’t know, Rada. I just don’t know.” He had to act on his visions, but he did not know how to stop them from becoming reality. “Is there any way for you to find out what I’m seeing, go to the place, and prevent what will happen?”


The Wanderer looked at him, a touch of irritation in her silver-grey eye. “Listen to yourself, sir. And no, I can’t intervene because there are too many possibilities and probabilities. Unless someone is tampering with the timestream in such as way as to rework Earth’s history there’s no action I can legally take. And I’m not going to break the Laws, either,” she warned before he could even suggest it.


“But you’re going to die.”


To his dismay Rachel shrugged his fear aside. “It happens to all of us.” Her mask dropped and she continued coldly. “That’s not enough cause for me to do something stupid, sir. I’ll investigate and see if there’s any evidence that someone is meddling, but I’m not allowed to do more than that.” Her hard expression softened a bit. “Do you want me to try and put a temporary block on that part of your gift so you can get some rest?”


Rahoul picked up one of Rachel’s garden trowels and turned it in his hands as he stared through the glass wall toward the herb garden. She had done it once before, and he remembered how uncomfortable it felt, as if he had lost part of his vision or hearing. “No. I’ll do those shielding exercises you and the Graf-General showed me and see if that will stop the visions.”


Rachel nodded and bent over, dragging a tub of dirt and some clay pots out from under the wooden bench. “Here. Since you have the trowel, you can fill these half-way, please. I want to start some new rose shoots tomorrow, and you need a little occupational therapy.” She flashed her infamous grin. “I’d offer to let you weed, but it might affront your dignity as well as giving you an excuse to sabotage the green peppers.”


“You don’t like them either,” Rahoul reminded her as he began carefully moving dirt into the little pots.


“Consuming a few veggies is more dignified than it is to eat the grass when I have a tummy ache,” his old friend explained, somehow managing to look down her nose at her taller commanding officer. “Occasional omnivory is a cross I must bear.” After moving some things around on the second potting bench, she added, “And butterfat keeps my coat shiny and soft, or so I’ve been assured.”


Rahoul had a good idea who’d made that observation and he debated teasing her about it. But she asked him about Robin, Sita, and Panpit, keeping him distracted until almost an hour had passed since he’d rushed out of his quarters. At last she observed, “It’s five fifteen, sir.”


He brushed off his hands and left everything for her to clean up. “Be careful, Rada,” he cautioned in Trader.


“Yes, sir,” she agreed. As soon as he was out of sight behind the hedge, Rachel took out her phone and called a private number. The person answered on the second ring. “Good morning sir,” she began in German. “I’m sorry to bother you so early, but you need to be aware of a possible development. Yes. Rahoul’s gift, my temporal awareness, and the ’Hart’s observations are coming into unison. Yes, please. You have better back-channel to him than I do.” She listened for a moment. “Very much so, my love, very much so.” The voice at the other end spoke once more and she snorted, looking up at the roof. “Yes, it would, but he’d likely buy tickets for the wrong lottery, and then his wife would kill him.” Further comment, and she snorted again. “If not the most useless, very close. Love you too, and I’ll try.”
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A week later, several 58th Regiment members traveled to Lincoln to meet with their regular Army counterparts. The still, sunny, summer morning warned everyone of a hot afternoon in the offing, leading to some not-so-quiet moans about urban warfare drills in July. They’d managed not to get called in to deal with the riots and unrest that hit during late May’s Carrington Event, but Horseguards had warned that they couldn’t be sure that they would be spared the next time. Plus there was always the possibility of having to fight aliens in the cities, “assuming they don’t just launch a kinetic strike and leave us fighting for rubble,” Commander Na Gael had cheerfully reminded everyone, earning herself nasty glares from the assembled staff officers.


The attack came just as General Khan, his xenologist, and a few of the others had gotten out of their vehicles and were walking across a parking plaza, alert but relaxed as they went to meet the Army’s welcoming committee. Rachel trailed a few paces behind the other officers—a family illness had sent Lt. Andrew Wales home on emergency leave, and the xenologist looked forward to not having to keep an eye on anyone but herself for a change. Rachel froze mid-step, eye going wide as she spun to the left so that she could see. Someone concentrated on them with a predator’s intent, attention focused on the uniformed officers.


“General, ‘ware!” She cried out before a bullet slammed her between the shoulders, knocking her to the ground as the others dove for cover. Her head struck a parking block, and Rahoul heard a sickening thud. Three more shots cracked, enough that Rahoul and the others could locate the source—the roof of a building behind them.


The soldiers scattered out and took cover behind vehicles and concrete planters, crouching as they moved, scanning the surrounding roof edges for additional attackers while trying to avoid becoming the next target themselves. Only Commander Na Gael remained in place, terribly still, dark stains spreading over the pale pavement beside her and over what Rahoul could see of her light gray jacket. His blood ran cold, and he feared the worst as he peered out from behind the vehicle where he’d taken cover. His guards kept him down—he was too valuable a target to rush into fire. Instead it was Sergeant Anthony Lee who risked hurrying to the woman’s side. Lee felt the increasingly dark patch on her coat, then rested his hand on her neck, searching for a pulse. Rahoul’s heart sank—it was exactly as he’d foreseen, and once more he hated his horribly useless talent.


Sirens wailed as the police and Army security arrived, followed by a St. John’s ambulance. “No!” Rahoul called to Sgt. Lee, and an Army medic now crouching beside Commander Na Gael’s body. “Do not take her to the local hospital. Lee, you know what to do. See to it.”


“Yes,” the lean NCO cleared his throat. “That is, yes, sir.” As Rahoul’s guard hurried the general into better cover, he caught a glimpse of Lee and two other GDF personnel taking up guard positions beside Rachel’s body while Captain Slobodan “Sheep” Cluj talked on a secure phone to someone at the British branch headquarters.


Rahoul swallowed, trying to get some moisture in his mouth, while calming his racing heart. His guards urged him to get indoors, but the general stopped behind a thick concrete pillar as Col. Warren Glazier rushed towards them, a senior police officer in tow.


“Brigadier Khan! My men and I take full responsibility for what happened. We swept the area fifteen minutes before your arrival, and the local police meant to have an overwatch on the other roof.” Glazier stopped at near attention, his anger and confusion very obvious.


Khan shunted aside his own feelings, instead nodding his head slightly as he acknowledged the colonel and the police officer. “Thank you. Do what is necessary, Col. Glazier. However, I think we ought to continue as planned, especially now that we have such a stellar example of the hazards of urban warfare staring at us.” That’s something Commander Na Gael would have said, a little voice whispered to the South Asian officer. “I’ve sent one of my NCOs back with . . . Excuse me,” and he turned as a furious-looking Capt. Cluj trotted up, followed closely by a security police officer. “Yes?” Cluj just pointed to the black-clad security specialist.


“Brigadier, I must take custody of the injured woman for ballistics confirmation,” the stranger began.


“National security requires that Commander Na Gael receive medical treatment only at a secure GDF facility.” Somehow Khan kept his temper and tone under control. “Security Protocol four five dash eight dash two. Validation code: hairball,” he recited.


Undeterred, the man pressed, “Sir, I must protest. She will receive standard care, and if that fails, then the body will be returned following the autopsy if that is your concern.” As he spoke, Sheep Cluj pulled the protocol up on his tablet computer, all but shoving the display into the man’s face. “What?” The other GDF members present gathered in a loose half-circle around and behind their commanding officer, presenting a united and angry front when the security man looked up.


Khan had been counting to twenty in Punjabi as the security specialist read from Sheep’s tablet. “Commander Na Gael will receive medical treatment as per the applicable security protocol. If you wish to dispute this, you will need direct and personal authorization from the Prime Minister, the Minister of Defense, and Lt. General Eszterházy. Shall I have my aid start dialing for you?”


Completely at sea, and severely outranked, the security officer yielded. “No, sir.” He handed the tablet back to Capt. Cluj before making one last effort. “I will be notifying my superiors of this interference with our investigation.”


“Do so with my blessing,” Khan snarled. He spun on his heel, his officers stepping aside as he led the way into the building where the joint simulation exercise was to be held. Col. Glazier spoke quickly to the senior police officer before trotting after the others, catching up with the GDF soldiers at the door.


As soon as everyone entered the lobby, Khan pulled his people aside. “We are going to proceed with the exercise.” He held up a hand, forestalling the protests. “One, it keeps things simple for the police and Army, who’ll be doing their investigation and clearing the scene. Two,” and he took a deep breath, making sure he was fully under control. “Two, in a true urban combat situation, who are the first targets?”


The men exchanged glances and Major Thorsten Sigurdsson rumbled, “Senior officers, medical personnel, and technical personnel, sir.”


“Correct. As far as I’m concerned, we are in a combat situation and will proceed accordingly. Other things will come later. Is that clear?” Khan accepted their nods—he really couldn’t ask more at this point.


The original schedule put the simulation in the morning, with de-briefing and lectures in the afternoon. For once Commander Na Gael’s role had been limited strictly to that of adviser, making her absence at least a little easier for the GDF soldiers to deal with. Regimental Sergeant Major Sheldon Smith passed a message to Capt. Cluj, letting him know when First Sergeant Lee, Corporal “the other” Lee, and Sgt. Navarette reached Headquarters. No one said anything else about Rachel’s absence, although several times Rahoul caught himself turning to ask her something, and he noticed the others having similar problems.


As they drove out of Lincoln late that afternoon, Rahoul considered the day’s events before finally taking time to call Headquarters. The meeting had gone very well, all things considered, and both the GDF and the Army officers finished the day with a better understanding of their mutual capabilities and needs. Getting their communications equipment to work together made a vast difference, and Rahoul made a note to add commendations to Major de Alba’s and Capt. Cluj’s files. Then he phoned the office.


Lt. Col. Desta Selassie picked up on the first ring. Rahoul heard the confusion in his second-in-command’s voice and imagined Desta Selassie frowning, shaking her head as she spoke. “Something strange happened in the lab, sir, but Sergeant Lee isn’t making sense and he won’t explain what he saw.”


“What do you know about the Sangre Protocol, Selassie?” Rahoul asked, guessing at the problem.


“The what, sir?”


She’d never been briefed and this wasn’t the moment to do it, the general decided. “I’ll brief you when I return. Trust Sergeant Lee and don’t push him. Is there anything else I need to know about?”


“Well, sir, I’m not sure. There’s a little note on the television news that a groundskeeper found a member of the staff of the Royal Observatory’s Shetland Islands facility dead. I presume it will be considered homicide, because the body had been stuffed into a gap between a hedge and the wall of an electrical equipment building.”


Rahoul made a note. “All those details were on the news?”


“Ah, no. I had Maria make a few phone calls when I saw the location, since Rachel has contacts there.”


“Good thought. We should be back in,” he glanced up and noted the scenery, locating himself, “oh, half an hour.”


“Very good sir.”


After ringing off, Rahoul sat back against the seat, closed his eyes. The officer hoped—oh, how he hoped—that he’d arrive to find his friend, confidant, and perennial pain-in-the-ass xenologist recovering in her quarters and grousing about medical technology and snipers with lousy aim. Rahoul couldn’t bring himself to think about the other possibility.


As soon as his vehicle pulled to a stop at the entrance to the motorpool, Rahoul threw the door open, protocol and dignity gone to the winds in his rush to get to the lab. He hoped against hope that he’d been wrong somehow, and whispered prayers as he cut through the gardens. The lab door opened and Tony Lee ducked out of the way as Rahoul bustled in. “Report,” he demanded.


The tall NCO tried to speak, then shook his head and pointed to the storage room where Rada’s ship hid. The door panel stood partly open, and Rahoul’s heart plunged as he looked inside. He saw nothing, not even a dust bunny, and turned back to Lee, who’d managed to regain his composure.


“It disappeared, sir. Five hours after we got back, Captain Oldman heard a funny noise, felt her ears pop, and called me. I looked and,” he spread his hands helplessly, brown eyes full of confusion and unshed tears. “It was gone and her with it.”


Rahoul swallowed very hard, trying to force down an enormous lump. “Rada, that is, Commander Na Gael told me that when she died, her ship’s navigation program would take it away from Earth so that the self-destruct mechanism wouldn’t cause us any problems.”


The sergeant turned away, fighting to control himself. “So we were too late,” he whispered.


Rahoul put a hand on Lee’s shoulder. “You did your best, Tony. She,” it was his turn to fight for control. “She was not immortal. You know that better than most.”


“Yes, sir,” the sergeant choked out.


Rahoul squeezed the taller man’s shoulder. “Have you written up what happened?” Lee nodded and the officer continued, “Go home Tony. We’ll survive without you for a week.”


The ordinary-looking younger man straightened up, “No, thank you, sir. I want to be here for—”


The general cut him off. “We can’t have a memorial service for at least a week, Sergeant. There are matters that come first. Go home to your family. I’ll let Capt. Oldman know that you went on emergency personal leave starting at 1700 today. You are dismissed.”


Rahoul’s tone left no room for argument and Lee didn’t try.


“Yes, sir.” He walked quietly out of the lab, leaving General Khan alone with the empty storage closet.


The officer took one last quick look in the concealed chamber, shaking his head that Rada had managed to shoehorn anything besides cleaning supplies into the odd space. After a moment, he shut the door. It failed to latch and he frowned. Her ship powered the lock, he remembered, then clenched his teeth against memories. Not now. I promise, I’ll let myself feel, but now is not the time. Selassie’s words about the murdered astronomer had made Rahoul uneasy, and he needed to find out why. He glanced around, automatically making sure that nothing hazardous was in progress, then departed the lab, switching off the lights as he went. I’d better send out a memo that no one is to water the plants in the glasshouse unless they’re already assigned to do so. Otherwise, those rose starts will probably drown, he decided before turning his thoughts to more important matters.
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As Brigadier Khan braced for the storm that would follow the official announcement of Commander Na Gael’s death, Home Secretary Arnold Winston leaned back in his desk chair and frowned at his executive assistant while tapping his watch. Winston detested anything that disordered his schedule and plans. But someone in the Global Defense Force had gotten done in and the Home Secretary was supposed to know about it. “Who was it, exactly?”


Abdul Zina opened a plastic folder and handed it to his boss. “A special adviser to our branch of an international security group, apparently. Something called the ‘Global Defense Force,’ specializes in debunking claims about aliens and sea monsters.” He shook his head a little and chuckled, disbelief obvious as he added, “She was purported to be some sort of alien herself, according to the dossier.”


Secretary Arnold Winston looked at the photograph of the murdered intelligence asset with a mixture of distaste and curiosity. He didn’t care for seeing blood or dead bodies. The woman’s red-flecked, blind eye stared up into the camera, and Winston wondered fleetingly why she hadn’t had the hideous orb replaced with a glass prosthetic. But curiosity warred with revulsion, and Winston continued looking at the images, a trifle disappointed. A supposed alien should look more, well, alien—not like a small woman with ugly facial scarring. He did note her lack of ears, but nothing else that stood out as unusual. Winston glanced up at his assistant. “Any clue as to who killed it?”


“Not yet, sir. She was shot in the back with some kind of combined energy and metal projectile. If it did not kill her instantly, then the blow to the head as she fell finished her by breaking her neck. There was no trace of the shooter when security got up to where they’d probably been.”


Winston grunted, then closed the folder and handed it back. Well, Bill had said that there were other Outsiders who could pass for human, and apparently Bill’s specialist had flushed one. “Very well. I have been briefed. Anything else?”


“No, not unless the police find something odd about the woman from the Royal Observatory’s facility in the Shetlands who killed herself.”


The middle-aged bureaucrat rocked a little before getting out of his very comfortable chair. “Have you ever spent much time in the Shetlands?”


“No, Secretary, although from what I’ve heard, it’s a miserable, cold backwater—and that’s in the summer.” Winston nodded his agreement, and the younger man held the office door open for his boss. The sooner Secretary Winston left, the sooner Abdul Zina could meet his friends and see if what they said about the new girl was true.


Half an hour later, Arnold Winston arrived at a very nice restaurant in a quiet side-street in Mayfair. Bill preferred not to be seen at more popular venues, and Winston agreed. He hadn’t realized how completely becoming Home Secretary would disrupt his favorite routines, including eating at prominent restaurants and cafés. Well, they say that power has its costs, he reminded himself. “Yes, I have a reservation. Mr. William Smith is waiting for me,” he told the maître d’.


“Yes, sir. This way please.” The Italian-looking man led Winston back to a quiet corner table. “Your server will be with you momentarily, gentlemen. Buon appetito.” He left, and Wilson took one of the two remaining seats, angling so that he could see the rest of the room. Bill nodded, but didn’t speak until Winston had ordered a glass of wine.


“So. How is business?” Winston asked.


The person he knew as Bill Smith nodded again, more slowly, and sipped what looked like a cocktail. “It goes smoothly. We are on schedule and my specialist does not foresee any difficulties developing, although,” he smiled, revealing a few too many sharp-looking teeth. “One never puts complete faith in consultants or self-described experts.”


“No. They tend to miss the larger picture,” Winston agreed. “Speaking of which, one of the Army’s contract scientists had a fatal incident this morning.” He raised an inquiring eyebrow but left the rest of the question unsaid as a waiter arrived. Winston ordered the soup of the day and smoked-salmon-stuffed ravioli with a white wine sauce. Bill selected fettuccini carbonara with an additional chicken breast. After the waiter left, Bill set what appeared to be an electronic book on the table and slid a tab on the side. The hair on Winston’s arms and neck rose, as if he’d touched a static electricity generator.


“Yes, I heard about it from my consultant. She was not the intended target, but her death served the same purpose.” Bill’s words flowed without inflection or rhythm, forcing Arnold to concentrate very hard to follow the strange language. “Yylsavi,” Bill called the language. It formed an unbreakable code, and the “e-reader” on the table garbled it further, should anyone walk too close, so that passers-by only heard English-language commonplaces. “They hear what they expect to hear, just as most humans only see what they expect to see,” Bill had explained. Which also explained why Arnold Winston, with a little help from a being called Bill Smith, had worked so hard to become Home Secretary.


Winston knew what his world needed, and Bill could make it possible. Oh, Winston thought as he sipped his wine, if only more people really thought before they did things, if they considered the need for order and structure in their lives, his own life would have been so much better and easier. But no, the vast majority of humans acted without thinking, failing to recognize their own best interests, and even their real needs at times. Winston knew better. He had disciplined himself until he knew exactly what would be best for himself—and, over time, he’d learned what would be best for others as well. His inability to convince more people of this wisdom had frustrated him until Bill came along.


“Bill, I had a spot of difficulty blocking the information about the Carrington Event last month,” Winston reported, after Bill failed to elaborate on the scientist’s death. “There have been questions in Parliament. However, no one has commented on the domestic unrest that followed.”


Bill raised a long, thin finger and stopped his dinner guest, then turned off the language mask. Their waiter set their plates on the table and poured each of them a glass of water. After he left Bill switched the masking device back on. “Are you surprised at their oversight?”


Winston cut open one of the ravioli as he snorted, “Not in the least.”


“You really cannot expect anything but blindness and disorder from people so willing to let anyone and everyone, even their self-avowed enemies, take up residence in the seat of their power.” Bill cut his fettuccini into even lengths, minced the chicken breast, arranged everything into orderly rows within the deep plate, and only then began eating. “However, that shall not last much longer.”


The rich, smoky fish and light pasta melted on Winston’s tongue, complimented by the tart sting of the wine sauce. He savored the complex flavor, taking his time with the excellent dish. Bill matched his companion’s slow pace. There was, after all, no need to rush. The day’s work had been done, and if it had not been precisely what “Bill” desired, well, it had still accomplished a necessary step.
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Two days after Commander Rachel Na Gael’s death, Tony Lee managed to smile at his mother’s teasing. “Tony, you must be a changeling,” she declared yet again, looking up at him. Her own grandfather had not exactly lacked in stature, but Mrs. Major Luke (Annabel Travers) Lee barely reached 160 centimeters tall. Lean like her son, she patted his arm. “Your Da’ won’t be back for a few hours yet, Tony. Here.” She pressed a five-pound note into his hand. “Go to the local and get a pint. But come straight back when you’re done!” She wagged her finger at her only child, who managed a weak smile. He didn’t want a pint, but he didn’t want to stay in their small semi-detached house, either. The lack of constant activity made him restless, and the house seemed to shrink as the hours passed.


“Thanks Mum. I shan’t be long.” He stepped outside. The low, dark skies threatened rain, and he ducked back into the house for an umbrella before setting out. He turned the corner, as if going to the King’s Arms, but continued for another block, then turned south. Tony walked briskly, alert and ready for trouble. This neighborhood clung fiercely to working class respectability, and seemed to be winning the battle, but the soldier took no chances. Any yob who tried to challenge him would discover that Tony possessed the escape skills of a buttered eel and the ability to fight back if cornered. The gray weather and early hour seemed to work, however, and no one gave him a second glance as he walked along.


Once he reached the slightly shabby city park, Tony found a bench and sat, hard. He couldn’t explain to his parents that he’d come home on unexpected leave and he felt a touch guilty about it. Neither could he let himself grieve, at least not where they could see and hear. He loved his parents, but he needed to be doing something, preferably tracking down the people who’d killed his mentor and friend. There was so much that he still wanted to ask Commander Na Gael, so many questions. She’d traveled the stars, and he wanted to know what they looked like, what sort of worlds and things were out there.


After listening and looking around to ensure that he was still alone, Tony put his elbows on his knees and rested his head in his hands, umbrella leaning against his leg. She couldn’t be dead. He knew that she was, but his heart refused to believe it. Without a body you could never be sure, that was a GDF mantra. But every time he started to hope, he heard Brigadier Khan’s words in his memory, saw the terrible disappointment and sorrow in the officer’s eyes. Tony knew Brigadier Khan, knew that he never, ever lied about serious things. The dark clouds seemed to grow lower as Tony mourned.


He heard footsteps and sat up as an old woman walked past the bench. Her shabby but clean dark gray coat and dark kerchief matched both his mood and the low sky. The woman limped a little and Tony noted her oddly still right arm and the slight tilt of her head. Stroke probably, he decided, or a palsy of some sort. She continued past his bench to the next one and sat carefully. Tony didn’t stare, or obviously watch her, but he nodded a little to himself as she took a white paper bag out of her pocket and started tossing bits of bread. Harmless old women turned up to feed the birds in most parks in Manchester, despite the posted park rules. He returned to his thoughts, not emerging again until the old woman very carefully folded the bag and tucked it into her pocket, just like his grandmother had always done. The woman tried to stand up, but she seemed to have difficulty leaning forward without losing her balance. Tony got up, walked over, and offered her his hand. First Sergeant Lee’s heart all but stopped as she looked up at him and smiled. “Thank you, young man.”
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The next day, Rahoul wondered if he should buy stock in a company that made headache tablets. The Shetland Constabulary had ruled the radio-astronomer’s death as suspicious, and toxicology studies were in progress, confirming Desta Selassie’s misgivings. As a result, Selassie tasked Lt. Janet O’Keefe with looking through all the available news and police reports to see if any other space-related personnel had died mysteriously in the past weeks. Rahoul studied O’Keefe’s brief initial memo and felt the muscles in his forehead starting to tighten. Mr. Terrance Kilmli, a specialist in the interpretation of images from the HEREO-1 near-space satellite, crashed his car under very odd circumstances not long after the Carrington Event. It appeared that his brakes failed at the same time that the gas pedal stuck, causing him to lose control on wet pavement and hit a pole at more than 150 kilometers per hour. “And, of course, the wreckage burned,” Rahoul growled to himself, massaging his temples. The police and Lt. O’Keefe noted that Kilmli’s car, a Mercator Avonleigh borrowed from a neighbor, fell under the parameters of a recent safety recall for accelerator system software problems, making the accident quite likely nothing more than an accident. Rahoul closed the file and snorted.


Two hours later, Rahoul stared in disbelief at the general on the other end of the secure computer video conference call. “Sir, just to make absolutely certain that I understand. I am to go to Manchester alone, without any support staff or security, and meet with Police Inspector Morris about some material they’ve found that may or may not be of interest to the GDF?”


Major General Alexander Adams nodded. “That is correct. Before you protest further, Rahoul, the situation surrounding the acquisition of the material is very sensitive. To the point that you are the only person whom we can send without causing a domestic incident.”


The headache began pounding as Rahoul tried to find a way to phrase his next question. “Ah, can you tell me anything more, sir; perhaps a recommendation concerning the nature of the sensitivity?”


“You speak Punjabi and Pashto, and you are familiar with the protocols for dealing with items of cultural and religious sensitivity,” General Adams reminded Rahoul. “Go in mufti, but go armed. Details about the location and time of your appointment will be in your secure file this evening, Khan. Adams out.” The screen went dark.


Damn, he can almost match Rachel’s gift for vagueness, Rahoul started, catching himself as a wave of sorrow overrode his irritation with his superior officer. “Not here, not now,” he whispered, concentrating on the throbbing at his temples in order to distract and refocus his attention. Physical pain overrode his emotions, giving him space to maintain control. “There will be a time, I promise,” he repeated yet again, “just not right now.” For a moment he envied First Sergeant Lee, and wished that he too could have gone on personal leave. Then Rahoul settled himself and began making travel arrangements and deciding how much of what little he knew to tell his executive officer.


Police Inspector Howard Morris seemed like a decent enough chap, Rahoul thought as they shook hands the next day. Morris waved him into a spare seat in his cluttered but tidy office. “Thank you for coming on short notice, Mr. Khan. I understand that you were told what the problem is? Ah, tea?”


Rahoul nodded. “Yes, but why don’t you tell me what you’ve observed—and tea would be lovely. You may have seen something or noticed a detail that would clarify things.”


The rotund blond man nodded. “Two teas,” he requested over the intercom, then cleared a little space on the desk so he could see his calendar. “Right. You heard about our little disturbance the night of May 24-25?”


A sergeant brought in two very full mugs of tea, and Rahoul waited until she left before replying. “Yes. Six square blocks of disturbance, according to the news. ‘Underprivileged and oppressed youths’ I believe the term was.”


“It started—” Here Morris lifted three file folders and a book, pulled out a map, and handed it to his consultant. “Started at the blue spot, spread along the red arrows, and we stopped it there. Would have been nice if we’d known in advance that we’d have neither power nor radios, but we managed to contain the mob. We found the items in question where the green stars are.”


Rahoul frowned as he studied the map. According to the markings, the riot had started near a mosque, but nothing suffered damage until the next block. “How did it build? That is, when did people start gathering? Was there a protest or sports event?”


Morris shook his head. “It started as if someone threw a switch. Strangest mob I’ve seen in ages, Mr. Khan. Witnesses say that the crowd just appeared, intact, started rioting and moving all at once. And instead of taunting us, throwing water bottles and rocks, the usual thing, they moved together against the police. It was damn scary once or twice, I don’t mind telling you. As if they were testing us. Then, when it stopped and dissolved as quick as it started, no one hung about to harass the fire brigade—no taunting, nothing.” He drank more tea before concluding, “As the clean up began, we found the items.”


Rahoul finished his tea and returned the map. “That does sound puzzling, Inspector Morris. I’ll take a look at the items whenever it’s convenient.”


Morris heaved himself out of his chair. “Right. No time like the present. This way, please. We’re keeping them in a special section of the evidence and property rooms.” The policeman and his expert threaded their way through the usual maze of desks, corridors, canteen, interrogation cells, and the like, stopping at a very solid locked door. The officer on duty signed them in before unlocking the room. “Legacy of that mess in Glasgow,” Morris explained.


“I understand,” Rahoul replied, looking around at the shelves and cabinets full of neatly tagged or boxed things. He followed Morris around a corner to a separate cubby that someone had lined with green fabric.


Morris stopped and pointed to the floor, “The items are there. I’m not supposed to cross that white line.”


Rahoul covered a snort of disdain with a nod. “If you like, you may certainly watch. The items may not even be sensitive.” That said, he nonetheless pulled a pair of tight-fitting silk gloves out of his bag, followed by a pair of white cotton ones. “In this box?”


“Yes.” Morris watched with interest as Rahoul pulled the paperboard box off of the shelf, set it on the green-draped table, and pulled out three book-looking things.


Rahoul glanced at the script on two of them. He opened the thinnest one, explaining, “This is an urban warfare manual,” before setting it to one side. “This one is a commentary on the Koran, and the other is a Koran.” Rahoul flipped through the Koran, then stopped, backing up and frowning. “No, this was a Koran, to which someone has added pages. Some is still in Arabic and some is in Punjabi.” He held the book up so that the police inspector could see the different scripts. “Because it has already been defaced, anyone can handle the book without causing problems.” Rahoul started to set the volume down and stopped, carefully running his finger along the base and top of the spine. He leaned over and pulled a small flashlight out of his bag and used it to peer inside the binding at the book’s spine. “Do you have someone who can take pictures, Inspector? I’m going to cut the spine open, because someone has tucked something of possible interest in here.”


Morris left and returned with the duty officer and a digital movie camera. The two policemen watched and filmed as Rahoul used a knife to slit the binding, revealing a very small transmitter and antenna. The transmitter had markings on it and, with a pang, Rahoul dug Commander Na Gael’s spare loupe out of his bag and used it to study the device. The words were in Trader, presumably the manufacturer’s name and the power of the thing, along with “recharge when the light goes out.” He looked up at the policemen, who were watching avidly. “This may explain how the mob gathered so quickly and dispersed so rapidly, Inspector Morris. It’s a micro wireless device. I know of someone who is much more familiar with electronics and who could tell you more if you need.”


The commentary book had also been “defaced,” and it, too, contained a transmitter or receiver, this time between two pages that had been glued together. Rahoul suspected that it was a receiver, but he’d need Captain Ahkai’s wizards to sort it out. “I hesitate to speculate, Inspector, but these may explain some things about your riot. And if they were close enough together, the interference from the Carrington Event would not have blocked them as it did your wireless system.”


The duty officer looked suspicious. “How can you tell it’s a wireless set, sir?”


Rahoul already had a cover story with documents to match. “I was a communications tech in the Army, eighty-six through ninety-six, then Reserves for another four years. I don’t recommend Iraq or Bosnia for your next vacation, corporal.” Rahoul scolded the duty officer a little. “Some of us ivory tower types have seen the real world.”


“So, defaced books with wireless sets inside them and an urban warfare manual?” Morris prodded, bringing them back on topic.


“Correct. These,” Rahoul flipped through the commentary, “these lists are addresses, in Pashto.” He set the book down and opened the Koran. “And these look like more addresses, along with dates. I don’t know enough to say where they are. Manchester, London—maybe not even in the UK.”


The beefy inspector folded his arms. “Right. This now reaches above my forensic science capacities. Gen—” he caught himself with a glance at the corporal. “The person who recommended you suggested that his people might be interested in the books if you found something useful.”


“I would definitely send them to him, provided that you don’t need them as evidence of anything,” Rahoul agreed, peeling off the gloves. On a whim, he brushed an exposed stud on the bottom of the Trader-labeled box and felt a slight tingle. “And this still has power to the battery, Inspector. You might wrap it in a static-proof computer bag, then foil, before sending it along.”


It took considerable time to fill out the necessary paperwork for the Manchester Police, the local Religious Rights Council, and for the GDF technical team. As a result, Rahoul departed the police offices around 2100. He declined a lift to the train station, opting to return to the station on foot. The long summer evening provided more than enough light, and he needed the fresh air. Rahoul walked at a steady pace, alert for possible trouble among the other pedestrians out late on a fine summer night. While the shopping areas and residential plazas near the train station posed no hazards, Rahoul needed to pass through a few less savory blocks on his way from the police station. Physically he blended in with the neighborhood’s residents, so he concentrated on moving as if he were harmless, walking neither quickly nor slowly, shoulders relaxed. A few men gave him suspicious glances but did nothing more, and Rahoul made certain not to look for too long at either the men or at the burka-shrouded figures trailing behind them. Within a few hundred yards, the signs shifted to English again, with a few older Chinese notices above one or two shops, and Rahoul breathed a silent prayer of thanks.


Three blocks from the train station he ran into a mess. “How bloody long does it take to clean up rubbish?” a shrill voice demanded from within a gathered crowd. Rahoul eased up to see a large rubbish lorry on its side, blocking the street. A spill of trash completely blocked the sidewalks, and the police refused to let any pedestrians through. “There is a tripping hazard,” Rahoul heard the constable explain, causing someone to mutter, “Bloody ‘ealf’ an’ safety’ strikes again.”


An irritated man answered the original loud question, “More than two hours, I’d guess. Must be a special kind of rubbish.” That generated laughter amidst the grumbling, and Rahoul turned to go the block around. He saw a convenient passageway and ducked into it, strolling along like one of the locals. The alley widened and he eased to the side. Someone grabbed him, spinning him against the wall and into the shadows before he could even yelp.


“Move slowly, Brigadier Khan,” a voice grated—he could almost place it, but not quite. “Hands in the clear until I verify your identity.” The officer did as he was told, preparing to bolt for shooting cover as soon as he knew who or what had surprised him. Instead he froze with shock and recognition.


The figure raised a small device the size and shape of a cell-phone to eye level while covering Rahoul with a pistol. Whatever the box showed must have been satisfactory, because the muzzle lowered and the stranger slid the weapon into a drop-holster with practiced ease before walking forward into a bit of light. Rahoul knew the slightly dragging gait and tried to speak but no sound came out. He swallowed and tried again. “But I watched you die.”


“Yes, you did,” a soft voice affirmed. A tall shadow detached itself from the shadows and glided over to Rachel’s side, offering the small woman her walking stick. “Thank you,” she said, smiling up at who or whatever it was before turning her attention back to Rahoul. “Or I should say, you almost did. I assumed too much.” Her words broke off, and the man beside her rested his hand on her shoulder in a protective gesture.


Rahoul couldn’t stand it any longer. Rank and cover be damned, he rushed forward and grabbed Rachel, hugging her so tightly that she squeaked. The man beside her stepped back, out of the way. “Rada, if you ever, ever, even think of doing that to me ever again,” Rahoul threatened, not letting go of his friend and adviser.


“It was needful,” she managed, muffled by his coat. “And we have to get under cover or this will all have been worthless.” She slithered out of his arms and started back into the darkness.


“What do you—?”


The tall figure made a beckoning gesture. “This way, sir, before the next sweep,” and he, too, moved toward cover. Totally befuddled, Rahoul followed the pair into what seemed to be a narrow passageway that sloped to below street level. He brushed the wall and felt cool, damp stone under his fingertips. “Mind the lintel,” the man ahead of him warned, and Rahoul ducked under a low bit. Something swept closed behind the officer and he flinched. “Just a bit farther, sir,” the voice assured him. Indeed, Rahoul rounded a curve and caught sight of a dim light. He sped up and found himself in a snug set of rooms.


“Welcome to Purgatory,” Commander Na Gael said, as she took off the grey-black camouflage coat over her clothes. She wore an exotic, close-fitting dress, and when she pivoted Rahoul caught a glimpse of tight breeches and a knife sheath through the split in the skirt. The Wanderer flopped onto a pile of cushions and sprawled bonelessly. “It is most certainly not home, but it’s not hell either.”


Rahoul shook his head and turned to see Sergeant Tony Lee hanging an armored jacket on a wall peg. “You’re on compassionate leave with your parents!” Rahoul blurted.


“Yes sir. And now I’m here.”


“Rahoul, I’m sorry for hurting you,” Rachel began quietly. “I’ll explain things later, after we stop the next assassination.”


“No. Explain now, Rachel. What is all this, where are we, and what are you and Lee up to? And what assassination are you talking about?”


The mismatched pair looked at each other and Lee began. “Do you mind if I sit down, sir?” When Rahoul shook his head, the lanky Englishman settled onto a wooden chair. “Thank you. With Rachel’s permission I’ll skip to the important part.” She nodded. “As you know, instead of taking Rachel’s body straight to the morgue, Sergeant Navarette and I took her to her ship instead. In the chaos of the shooting, I’d not gotten a correct pulse, and once I realized that she wasn’t dead yet, I reverted to protocol. But she disappeared along with her ship. When you explained what that meant, sir, I assumed we’d been too late getting her to medical attention, and you know the rest.” Lee managed to hide his feelings very well, but Rahoul caught the younger man’s hesitations and glances toward Rachel. Rahoul wondered about the relationship between the two.


“Obviously I was not dead, but I needed to be in order to sort out exactly just what the hell was going on,” she said. “So I tracked Tony down. He was exceedingly surprised and nonplussed when I appeared in the flesh. It took some work to convince him that I was neither a ghost, nor a shape-stealer, nor someone trying to con him.” Lee smiled a little at Rachel’s rueful tone and Rahoul imagined the scene. “When we found evidence of the second assassination, he agreed to help me. A friend of a colleague told him about this place, and we’ve been working from here for the last four days. I think.”


“Yes, ma’am. This is the fourth night,” Lee confirmed.


Rachel rubbed under her blind eye and closed the other briefly. “The third, we barely stopped in time—that was yesterday—but we may have a chance to completely block the fourth. If we don’t and there’s a fifth, things will have gone so far down that track that all you will be able to do is brace for disaster.” Rachel opened her eye to meet Rahoul’s confused gaze. “I don’t want to try and get details, sir. I’m draining myself dry as it is trying to zero in on who, where, and what is behind all the deaths and attempted murders.” She sounded both apologetic and sad as she tried to muster a smile and failed. “We have blocked one other try, thanks be,” she repeated.


“And you nearly got killed in the process—you’re not doing that again, ma’am.” Lee’s words tumbled out, and he frowned at the small woman, who gave one of her shrugs, or tried to. “That’s why we, ah, well sir,” the NCO prevaricated.


“The word is ‘Shanghaied,’ Tony,” Rahoul supplied as Rachel grinned. “Who else knows that you’re not dead?”


Rachel straightened up from her sprawl and counted off on one hand, “General Eszterházy, because I needed to maintain my security access, Captain Ahkai for the same reason, and someone whose name you do not need to know, sir. He’s allied with the GDF, but I’m not at liberty to say anything more.” The brunette slid forward onto one knee, tried to get to her feet, and staggered. Before Rahoul could help her or she got her balance, Lee had his arm under hers, steadying and supporting her. She started to speak but closed her eye instead, then shuddered and went limp. Lee tsked before lowering her back into her pillow pile. No, Rahoul realized, it was a nest, like the one in her quarters but without the frame.


Lee confirmed the officer’s suspicions. “Could you hand me that blanket please, sir?” Rahoul looked around the room, found a soft tan blanket, and passed it to the NCO, who draped it over the unconscious woman. He straightened up and walked back to his commanding officer. “I think she’s going to die if she keeps this up, sir. I keep asking her to stop, but she refuses.”


“What exactly is she doing?”


“She goes into her ship and does some kind of, I’d call it mind meld with the creature and the computers in it, sir. She’s trying to look forward in time, I think, or to force data out of the future.” The brown-haired man waved his hands, frustrated by his inability to explain or understand. “Each time she comes out she’s more drained, and food and sleep don’t help. We did manage to stop an assassination but it hurt her, sir. And her injuries have not healed very well.”


“Her shoulder,” Rahoul said, and the younger man nodded. “Sergeant Lee, I believe you and her. But unless there’s something urgent, I think we all need to eat something and rest. I’d already had a long day even before you two scared a decade off of my life.”


“Yes, sir.” Lee let his relief show. The general could make sense of things—that was what officers were supposed to do. And Lee could go back to taking care of Rachel, which was what he was supposed to do. “Oh, sir, she wrote this out.” Lee pulled two pages of notes off the top of a stack of newspapers.


Rahoul found something clean to sit on while Lee made tea and heated supper. The general read his advisor’s notes, his gut starting to churn as he followed her logic. Why had the Home Secretary not been informed of the Carrington-type event in time to take steps, when the GDF as a whole had several days’ notice and then the last-minute update? Why had the Army and domestic security groups, including the police forces, not been informed? And who started the “spontaneous” attacks and mob violence in the cities, which had coincided exactly with the loss of electrical power? Who should have anticipated something like that? And why had Rachel been informed of the Carrington event only via her private backchannels, while the other branches learned from their governments?


Sergeant Lee set down tea and something food-like beside Rahoul, and he ate and drank without tasting anything. “Sergeant Lee, I do not like what she’s found,” the tired man said when he emerged from his thoughts. When combined with what he’d seen that afternoon, Rahoul felt torn between red rage and tears of grief.


“It scares the hell out of me sir,” Lee agreed. “She said that we needed to contact you because you’d seen this before. Have you, sir?”


“No, I’ve never—oh dear Lord.” Now his stomach truly churned, and he pushed his hands against his temples, trying to will away a building headache. “If her suppositions are correct, and if this is not just a series of very unfortunate coincidences, then yes, I have. Back when Andrew Whitehead was in command. It was the first mission we had after I became executive officer. Do you remember it?”


Lee searched his memory. “Ah, I don’t think so, sir.”


“Children.”


The tall NCO’s eyes sprang open. “The bird-like things that kidnapped some troopers’ children! When we thought we’d lost Rach—ah,” he caught himself, “the Commander in the explosion.” Brown eyes narrowed and he turned, looking toward the sleeping alien’s nest. “Sir, we never heard how the aliens learned our identities and family locations, did we?”


“No, we did not.” Rahoul frowned, still rubbing his temples. “London said that they were looking into the matter, but that was all I ever heard.”


Lee shook his head, still looking away from Rahoul. “Wolf Weber knew something. I sat next to him during a personal security briefing and, ah, I can’t remember who was giving it now—anyway, sir, they said that we needed to be especially careful with Internet things because someone or something could conceivably track us to our families. Wolf snorted and said under his breath, ‘and just like last time, they will be found and terminated if they do.’ It didn’t make sense at the time.” Lee turned back to the officer. “What if Rachel kept looking and found something? Something she told Wolf about or that he learned about?”


“His cousin’s child was one of those kidnapped, so you are probably right. If someone in government worked against us, gave the information to the aliens . . .” he didn’t have to finish. Lee went pale and Rahoul crossed himself, hands shaking, nauseated with anger at the betrayal.


“Why, sir?”


Rahoul shook his head. “Not important yet. First we have to confirm treason and prevent whatever Rachel is trying to stop. Then we find the traitor and stop him or her.” He leaned left and right, stretching his back a little. “Then we can ask why. But right now I need to know where I can stretch out for a few hours. I’m not expected anywhere until at least midday tomorrow, and I need sleep so I can think.”


“There’s a loo around the corner there, sir, and a spare bed over in the corner, behind the blackout curtain. Not fancy,” Lee added quickly as Rahoul stood up. “But no bugs.”


“Thank you, Lee. Wake me when Rachel stirs, please.” After making a quick trip down the hall, Rahoul fell into the doss bed, asleep as soon as the curtain fell to.


Tony slipped back into the main room and knelt beside Rachel. His lady remained unconscious, so deeply asleep that she didn’t even respond to his touch. Tony picked up her cold hand and stroked it, wishing he could take some of her burden. Her words had scared him, and his mind shied away from the pain of imagining what would happen if she pushed herself to the breaking point, or if they failed to stop their enemy. Instead, Lee gently adjusted the blanket over the sleeping alien, poured a mug of tea, washed the dishes and disposed of some empty tins, then sat back down on the wooden chair and picked up Commander Na Gael’s computer.


She’d shown him how to use it access the Internet and how to tap the security network using one of her passwords. “Don’t worry about the security aspect, Tony,” Rachel had reassured him. “There’s a secondary access level that you don’t see on the screen. All you get is your basic security level, plus use of some additional unit data search capabilities and my ship’s computer. However,” she’d wagged her finger and looked stern. “I do not care to find that you and the Dark Hart have launched a multi-day game of battle chess, poker, or skat. Nor do I want to get a bill for a fourteen-inch Procyon optical telescope with built-in tracking and digital photography capability and the extended life battery pack that goes with it.”


“They have it available already, ma’am? I thought it had been delayed.” Then he realized that she’d been winding him up. Tony shook his head yet again at her eccentricity as he logged into the regimental network and began looking for more information on radio astronomy and signals enhancement. He found one or two things and pulled them into Rachel’s “file cabinet.” After making certain that Rachel was still asleep, he found the paused game of battle chess that he’d started the day before. He could barely figure out how to play the complex game, but he loved watching the graphics.


Some time later he heard, “Move the cruiser two jumps on a heading of zero two zero slash minus zero three zero.” Lee did, and watched with delight as the opposing picket ship slid out of line in response, opening a hole for his pocket battleship. An amused voice commented, “Took me quite a while to learn that trick.”


Lee paused the game again, already planning how to take advantage of the new opportunity. “Good evening, ma’am.”


“Good evening.” She covered a yawn and blinked a little. “Sorry. I need you to do a little data hunting for me, if you don’t mind. This time, run a search for deaths taking place around universities and research centers, outside of the UK. Use a five-week search window, please.”


“Yes, ma’am. Am I looking for anything specific?” Lee told the game to save itself and logged back into the Defense Force’s search system.


Rachel rubbed absently under her blind eye, thinking aloud. “The assassinations have targeted astronomers and satellite technicians. Exclude those fields and those specific labs and centers, like the Americans’ JPL or Russia’s Star City. You know better than I do what parameters to set,” she smiled and patted his shoulder. “Thanks in advance, Tony. I’ll be back in a bit.” The woman limped silently toward the short tunnel leading to her ship.


“Ma’am?” Tony called quietly. When she turned, he said, “Be careful, please?” She gave him a tired smile and nodded, then turned a corner and disappeared. Tony set a timer on his watch before turning his attention to his new assignment.


An hour later, his watch beeped. The NCO saved what he’d found so far before setting the computer down and stretching. He stood up and stretched more, then went to check on Rachel. As he’d expected, he found her in the pilot’s chair of her strange ship, reclined at a forty-five degree angle. Unlike the past few times that he’d looked in on her, Rachel appeared to be conscious, staring up at the ceiling. Beside her, the usually blank display screen showed a long series of symbols and a few recognizable numbers. Lee watched as her head turned toward the display. The writing scrolled from top to bottom, then shifted sideways to reveal a new set of symbols and data. One set started flashing, then enlarged. Rachel said something, her tone exultant, and a creature in the fluid-filled tank at the rear of the ship splashed.


“Ma’am?” Tony ventured.


She turned and smiled, baring her fangs as a ferocious joy lit her silvery-gray eye. “I found it. The node. We have thirty-six hours, as of thirty minutes ago.” The seat rotated so she could sit up, and Rachel tried to stand. She staggered a little and Lee darted in, steadying her again. “Thanks. I shouldn’t have to do this again, depending on what Rahoul can tell us.”


“You need to eat.” The creature splashed again. “Um, does it need to eat, too?” Tony had no idea what to get it if it did. Fish food?


Rachel shook her head and said something soothing in her half-guttural, half-melodic language before switching back to English. “It doesn’t really need food, but I suspect it wants a treat.” She took two steps forward and opened a small compartment, pulling out what Lee could have sworn was a fish-food shaker. Rachel opened the clear top of the tank and shook a little bright blue powder into the creamy translucent fluid. Then she lowered her other hand in to the tank, keeping her fingertips just touching the surface. Fascinated, Lee watched as an orangey-brown thing rose up to the top of the fluid and touched her hand, stayed there for a moment or two, then sank again. Rachel fluttered her fingers dry before pulling her arm out of the enclosure and closing the lid.


“A frog runs your ship?” General Khan sighed from the Dark Hart’s entrance. “Now I’ve seen everything.”


Rachel sniffed as she put the shaker back into its locker. “It is not a frog. It is a temporally-predatory psycho-symbiote that happens to have developed a taste for powdered ks’karssee. And I want breakfast.”


As she brushed past the two humans, they exchanged weary looks and shrugged. “Was that in English, sir?” Lee inquired under his breath.


Rahoul followed his advisor with his eyes and then shook his head. “I barely understand human females, Sergeant Lee. Alien females with time-traveling psychic pets are beyond my ken.”


“Amen, sir.”


After she’d gotten something to eat, Rachel stacked her pillows into a chair-like pile and settled onto it. Lee reclaimed his chair and Rahoul brought his seat in from the other room. “All right, Commander Na Gael,” Rahoul began. “Let’s put our cards on the table and see what we have.”


“First, a timeline.” Rachel began counting off items on her fingers while Rahoul took notes on his data-pad and Lee opened a database program resembling a spreadsheet. “In 2004, we encountered the first mole within the British government. In 2007, the mole was dealt with. I don’t know how, but he is no longer wasting oxygen. In 2009, the Gerzal da Kavalle failed to depart Earth’s surface, although at least two smaller vessels did escape. On New Years 2012, just over two years ago, we found the aliens and some humans in the offices rented by the Exchequer, along with explosives that they’d intended to use to create mass panic in the City at midnight. That same year we briefly lost access to the satellite and research network due to security concerns within the MoD, which they in turn got from the Home Office and OSS4.”


“I remember that, ma’am,” Lee interrupted. “Dr. Jones at the Royal Observatory held a press conference saying that if people wanted to pay four pounds per image and download pictures of stars, the government were fools not to take the money. She was rather steamed.”


“She was steamed because it threatened to derail her off-the-books, crowd-sourced star classification project,” Rachel said. “Last summer we—er, oh bother. We, meaning the Dark Hart and I, noticed a large number of timeship visits and reported it. As we—and this time I mean Vienna—feared, it was a sign of trouble. That’s when our current problems started. Someone stayed, probably multiple individuals, and began working in the UK and elsewhere.”


Rahoul shook his head. “I don’t doubt you, but I need proof.”


“The Australian Branch has several captures. And the South Africans, of all people, have two catches. Lee has the data, because he’s the one who found it once we knew when to start looking.” Rachel rubbed under her bad eye and Lee shrugged, eyes locked on the computer screen.


Rahoul began, “The riots started last summer.” He frowned and stared into the distance before continuing, “The big ones began in late August, around the time that the new imam arrived in Leuten, but there had been riots in early July.” The others waited while he thought aloud. “Summer is disturbance season, true, but these made no sense. No Parliamentary bills had been passed recently, there had been no police activity or police-involved deaths of note, and the economy was improving after the financial mess following the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s resignation.”


“Why did he resign, sir? I never heard a straight story in the news,” Lee inquired.


Rahoul massaged his forehead. “I don’t recall I ever heard, aside from ‘personal reasons.’”


“That’s the summer of last year. Then things quiet down.” Rachel flushed a little for some reason. “All is quiet until January, when a can of worms explodes in our faces and we discover that two people within the Army are tangling with extraterrestrial technology, the most recent of which had arrived less than a week before our joint exercise.”


Lee typed that in, adding, “And nothing until the Carrington Event, unless you count two attempted murders of biologists in North America, a Chinese physicist getting mugged at the International Physics Association meeting—in Luzern of all places—and the three Argentinean chemists getting themselves held hostage in a lab at the University of Santiago, Chile.” He looked up. “The last one caused an international incident that almost broke up the Pampas Branch, and none of these have been solved.”


“We have the Carrington Event, the landing that wasn’t exactly an alien incursion, and which involved a timeship, urban unrest, and two dead astronomy personnel, all this summer.” Rahoul concluded the list. He started to add something but stopped when Rachel wagged a finger. “What?”


“First we have the UK government turn over because of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and add an attempt to murder someone from the British Branch for reasons unknown.” She leaned back and folded her arms. “Oh, and an attempt to kill the secretary who coordinates the British use of the Arecibo and V.L.A. radio telescopes with the IRAA.”


“The what?”


Lee answered. “International Radio Astronomy Association, sir. They have a special panel that grants telescope time to a few small, independent or student projects every year, in between the larger university and government projects.”


“And something extraterrestrial coordinated the riot here last month, or at least it was organized using extraterrestrial technology,” Rahoul thought aloud. “Commander, I do not like what I think we are seeing.”


“Well, sir, we have thirty-four hours to stop it before all hell breaks loose,” she replied. “So, we need to find who in the government is responsible and what their connection is to . . .” She slapped her forehead. “Ah fewmets, we need to talk to Captain Ahkai.”


“Yes, we do,” Rahoul said with emphasis. “Otherwise the British branch is going to be going house-to-house in Manchester looking for me, assuming Panpit doesn’t beat them here.”


“Hand me the computer please, Lee, if you don’t mind. I won’t delete your game,” Rachel promised as she reached for the machine.


Lee passed it over to her. “Commander, you said you’d found the node. Would it help to warn as many astronomy-types as possible to exercise extreme care, like during that last terrorism watch? I can get the word out through someone I know,” he offered, starting to make a list of who he could call and when.


“Do it,” Rahoul ordered. “Rachel, get in touch with Ahkai. I’ll call Selassie so she knows I’m not really missing. And I’ll call Gen. Eszterházy.” He stood up.


“Catch,” Rachel called and tossed him her voice-comm. “Remember how to use it?” At his nod, she added, “The general is under ‘S’ in the directory. Ahkai’s number gets her direct line. The closer you are to the ’Hart the better it works.” Rahoul stalked off without deigning to reply.


As the two men worked on their own matters, Rachel considered the material that Lee had found. Everything seemed to center on the Home Office. The Home Office—or Interior Ministry, as Rachel thought of it—regulated immigration, controlled civilian security agencies, including the OSS4, and oversaw the police. Rachel began diagramming the connections as best she could, using the information the trio had collected. The more lines she drew, the less happy she felt. “Oh what a tangled web we weave,” she muttered, quoting one of Rahoul’s favorite playwrights. The Wanderer got up from her seat and set the computer on Lee’s chair, turning it so that she could project the results of her work onto the wall. Rahoul finished his calls and came back to find her leaning on her walking stick, still muttering under her breath.


“Right. I have to be back at HQ,” he glanced at his watch, “tonight. Ahkai has the material from Manchester and is working on it right now. Apparently she’s nocturnal.”


“She is,” Rachel said, continuing to study the chart. Rahoul also began tracing the connections. “Rahoul, what happens if there’s an invasion or a coup attempt while the police and Army are dealing with riots, and the government is busy recovering from the demise of a minister or dealing with a scandal?”


Rahoul replied in Trader, “It depends on the scandal and the riots. And what we are doing at the time.” He considered the exercise, his eyes stopping at the possible link between the Pakistani imam and the Manchester riot. “And the international response to the riots. If they are purely religious, or seem to be religious, and are dealt with firmly, then Britain will lose international support, especially from France and the Muslim nations.”


His adviser nodded. “That’s what I’d wondered. The current French government is already rather reluctant to allow its branch to assist the other branches, so we’d lose their back-stopping capacity.”


Rahoul shook his head, arms folded. “No. Who in their right mind would try to use Britain as a starting point for an invasion? And the French, the Low Countries Branch, and certainly the Germans would support us.”


“Would they?” She turned and faced him. “Muslim rioters brutally suppressed by the British, who could not even protect their own people from power failures that everyone else on the planet knew were pending. So the British use the poor underprivileged youths as scapegoats and a distraction from their own incompetence?” Rahoul shook his head again and Rachel frowned. “The French Minister of Defense is a Muslim,” she reminded him, leaving the rest of her sentence unsaid.


Lee trotted into the room, skidding to a halt as Rahoul exploded at his adviser. “Absolutely not! Religion has nothing to do with this, Commander Ni Drako,” he almost yelled, still in Trader. “The riots are economic and social. Religion is unrelated. And the French Minister took an oath to defend the French nation. He has to do whatever is necessary, including helping us.”


Rachel folded her arms and glared right back at him. “Listen to yourself, Rahoul. The prospect of rampaging jihadis in the streets of England touches a nerve, doesn’t it? Why?” To Lee’s amazement she stepped nose-to-nose with the furious general, continuing in a calm, cold voice. “You have said that I am paranoid about the Islamists. If that be so, it is because I have every bloody effing right to be, as you damn well know. So why are you so bloody blind, Rahoul Peter Khan? What’s your excuse?”


Lee remained frozen, barely daring to breathe lest the sound attract the officers’ attention. They too stood absolutely still, neither willing to give an inch. Finally, Rachel stepped back, making a complicated gesture with her left hand. “Fine,” she snapped in English. “Let your religious sensitivities drive your country to hell in a car with halal upholstery. I’ll be in the Tirol watching the disaster on the telly and eating smoked chamois bits.” Commander Na Gael picked up her computer, grabbed her dark coat off the wall peg, and stormed off toward her ship. Lee hesitated, then followed her when the general didn’t speak.


“Commander? Ah, ma’am, wait,” Lee called, hurrying to catch up with her.


She stopped. “Sergeant Lee, go back to Brigadier Khan. He’ll need you, and he knows how to find me if he chooses to.”


Still torn, Lee hesitated, looking first toward Brigadier Khan, then turning toward the Dark Hart. Before he could make up his mind, the scout vessel warped and seemed to fold in on itself, making his stomach churn. Lee glanced away as he heard a whistle and then felt his ears pop. Nothing remained. “She’s worse than the Cheshire Cat, Sergeant,” Khan observed from the main room. The officer sounded tired. “We need to get back to headquarters, and you need to write up everything that the three of us have discussed, as well as your own findings.”


Ten minutes after the humans left, that Dark Hart returned to their bolt hole. Rachel vented her frustration on the sacks of empty tins, the pillows and blankets, and other slow-moving targets. After she’d cleaned and tidied everything, she left a note thanking Tony Lee’s friend for use of the place, and slid two gold guineas under the page. The person could keep or sell them as he saw fit. Rachel refused to leave a debt unpaid, despite Tony’s assurances that his friend wouldn’t mind. She conducted one last sweep for any personal items or technology they might have left, then vanished again.
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A few hours later, as Khan and Lee rushed to get their findings and ideas into usable form, Arnold Winston rinsed his razor under the tap, relishing the return of hot water and electricity to his residence. Bill had warned him about the probability of losing the utilities, but Winston had given the local Council too much credit. It had taken them two weeks to get power and light back with any regularity, and the rural areas still faced rolling blackouts at best. Winston very carefully shaved under his chin, then gave the razor a final rinse. No cuts this time. He preferred the old razors, because they gave him more control. As he rinsed his face, the Home Secretary’s thoughts moved toward another control problem.


The tone of Ibrahim Mahmoud al Din’s last message had raised Winston’s hackles. Now safely ensconced in Leuten, with refugee status and a mosque of his own, the imam apparently felt that he, and not the Home Secretary, dictated the next steps in their dance. The minister snorted as he buttoned his shirtfront and reached for a dark red tie. “Illusions of power and delusions of grandeur,” Winston sneered at the memory. Al Din might briefly control the young men affiliated with his neighborhood place of worship, but Bill and Winston determined who attacked what and at what time. Without their help, al Din would still be hiding in a cave in the Pakistani mountains, preaching jihad to ignorant goat herders. After Bill and Winston reached their goals, they planned on returning al Din to that cave—his sort never saw reason. Winston sighed yet again as he collected his coat and briefcase. Too blinded by incorrect beliefs to see their own real needs.


“Good morning, Secretary,” Ms. Riley, his driver, said, as Winston climbed into the rear seat of the lightly armored blue sedan.


“Good morning, Ms. Riley. How many snarls await us this fine day?” He locked the door and settled against the soft leather as the car pulled onto the road.


Only after the car had joined the early morning traffic’s brisk flow did she respond. “Two thus far, but the closest should be clear by the time we reach the area, Secretary.”


“Good to hear, Mrs. Riley. Good to hear.” Winston skimmed through his schedule for the day, knowing full well that an update awaited him at the office. Only the usual items greeted him, and he let his mind drift back to the imam problem. As he’d told Bill, it came down to logistics. His predecessors had encouraged anyone from the Commonwealth to move to England, no matter their cultural background. In some cases, groups had been invited because of their cultural background, in order to break up the homogeneity of English tradition and society. So long as they voted reliably, a few more overly-religious individuals couldn’t harm anything, or so the idiots had thought.


As Winston now knew, however, the overly-religious could indeed cause mischief and harm, even when they voted reliably. The trick was who should be master. Oh, the imams and others mouthed “jihad,” and “sharia for the UK,” and other platitudes and slogans, but it remained Arnold Winston and Bill Smith who controlled the mobs, directing them with Bill’s technology. And once the proper national control had been established, well, Arnold Winston and Bill Smith also knew who to send back to their flea-infested homelands. It’s all about order and control, Winston thought as he watched the buildings slide past. Order and control. 


Soon the car slowed, as did the traffic around it, giving Secretary Winston more time with his thoughts, which turned to the future. He regretted the deaths of the scientists a little, now that they had names. And he regretted the chaos about to engulf the cities of England, which would require much re-ordering and cleaning up after he and Bill’s people took over the government. Or, more precisely, after Winston organized the survivors following the aliens’ arrival—the newcomers wanted minerals and some plant species for which humans had no use, and Bill assured his ally that the Yylsavi entertained no desire to govern humans.


“You require too much effort to organize, Mr. Winston,” the alien said. “Your species has much potential, but many other more orderly and cooperative species exist that can much better suit our commonwealth. Perhaps later—and I do not envy you your duty, Mr. Winston.” The admission both pleased and worried the human. The recognition of his talent and of the rightness of his ideas pleased him, but the difficulty of his task appalled him. Well, he had the training, thanks to the London School of Economics and several decades’ service in government, which also gave him access to the means needed to assert order and to banish chaos.


Marx, despite what Arnold’s instructors had believed, had had the right ideas about organization. Alas for both Marx and his students, humans required much more effort to organize and direct than the long-dead German had believed. Arnold Winston frowned at the chaos outside his window as the car rolled past a construction and road-repair site, then cleared his mind and returned to studying his papers. Two days more and then he could begin his task.


Elsewhere, between the threads and streams of space-time, Rachel Na Gael sensed trouble. The symbiote swam back and forth in its tank, agitated by something outside the ’Hart. Rachel closed her eye and pushed her mind down into a close contact with the symbiote’s own senses. She felt the problem as well—it “tasted” like the node she’d found, and carried almost the same power to warp the timethreads. Carefully, she worked back, then forward, until she found the exact place and time. “Oh fewmets!” She began humming, then singing, as she directed the ship to a new destination. The symbiote expressed concern; too many timeships in proximity to one another made it difficult for the creature to see time or to feed easily. The Wanderer acknowledged the emotion, but pushed ahead, working with the creature to bring them to the correct place. Temporal turbulence began churning, and Rachel spared a thought to her god, praying to get through to her destination. The ship hummed, and then the tone faded as they emerged into four-dimensional space. She had only seconds to act, and lunged for the door as quickly as she could.


A quick glance told Rachel where she was, and when, and the warrior darted from her ship, through some bushes, and around a tree, then vaulted a low fence, making full use of the pre-dawn twilight. She drew her personal weapon as she ran, thankful that she knew exactly how to get to the small house’s back door. A few seconds, please God, she pled, give me a few seconds lead. She slid around a corner, hit the sweet spot that popped the side gate open, and ducked into the backyard, then ran up the steps and pounded on the door.


Panpit Khan looked out the back window and startled at the sight of her husband’s friend, then threw open the door. “Panpit, grab the twins. Now. Trouble coming,” Rachel panted. The human woman spun around and fled the kitchen, taking the steps to the first floor bedrooms two at a time. “Grab some clothes too, if you can,” the alien called up the staircase “You’ve got to leave.”


“Why? What’s wrong?” the general’s wife called back, even as she chivied sleepy children. “Take Sita.”


Rachel grabbed the girl, using her dark, loose-fitting coat to conceal the child as she heaved her onto her hip. “Panpit, is there a place Rahoul told you to go in case of trouble? And not in London or a big city?” Back in the kitchen, Rachel turned off the stove and the water tap as Panpit caught up with her.


“Yes, it’s—”


Rachel interrupted her. “No—don’t tell me. Do not call Rahoul at work. Rahoul will call you when it’s safe. I can’t explain, my lady, just go. Drive as fast as is safe. And be careful, for the love of God,” Rachel warned, her accent thickening as her sense of danger grew.


Panpit nodded, grabbed her purse and a pair of shoes, then rushed out the back door toward the detached garage. Rachel followed, carrying Sita. As Panpit buckled the twins into their car seats, the Wanderer cleared the alley. The sense of not-rightness grew, and her stomach twisted as a timeship arrived nearby. Rachel jog-trotted to the far end of the alley and saw nothing. But as she turned back towards the garage, a humanoid figure appeared, blocking the outlet. “Fewmets,” Rachel repeated, running along a fence toward the figure.


He raised something, pointing it at the emerging car. Rachel fired first, aiming for center of mass with energy enough to kill a human. As soon as the shot left the pistol, Rachel pivoted to the left, shooting at a motion she’d glimpsed out of the corner of her eye. The second figure dropped. The first man staggered, but re-aimed at the fleeing car. Rachel dropped to one knee behind some rubbish bins and fired at his head, killing the intruder as Panpit fled in the other direction. Rachel waited, trying to breathe silently, listening and feeling for more attackers. A familiar, sickening, twisting sensation rolled over her, and this time she saw it: a rippling, churning mass just past the fence at the shooter’s end of the alley. The shapeless presence vanished abruptly as the stranger timeship fled, leaving the failed assassins behind.


Rachel pulled her coat’s hood up over her head and began clearing the scene. She left the bodies and their weapons, and cursed when she saw that one had been human and wore Russian body armor. She returned to Panpit’s house, cleared it, and finished closing it, making certain that the appliances and lights were off. She locked the back door and shut the gate again, then limped quickly back up the street to the house with the overgrown shrubs and the tatty pine tree in the front yard that had helped conceal the ’Hart’s presence. The morning star gleamed down from the pink-white dawn sky as Rachel dragged herself into the safety of the Dark Hart. Drained again, she flopped into the pilot’s seat and closed her eye. “Someplace neutral,” she said aloud, then began humming. Equally tired, the symbiote joined its pilot in linking to the central computer. A whistling pop marked the strange vehicle’s departure. A few seconds later, a man passed by, walking his terrier and not thinking of much at all, until he rounded the corner and discovered the first body.


Rahoul and Sgt. Lee had barely set foot in the door of the regimental headquarters building before Col. Selassie and RSM Smith, followed by Lt. O’ Keefe and Corporal Lee, ambushed them. “Brigadier, urgent news from—” Selassie began.


“Not now, Colonel,” Khan interrupted. “Sergeant Lee, give everything we’ve found and discussed to Lt. O’Keefe, then get some rest before you come back on duty. RSM, sit on him if you have to.” Khan glanced at his watch and blinked. “I said go,” he repeated when the junior officer hesitated, looking like a tennis judge as she glanced back and forth between him and Col. Selassie. Desta made a shooing motion, and O’Keefe all but dragged Sgt. Lee down the hallway, the RSM following behind.


Desta Selassie vibrated where she stood. “Now, Colonel, come to my office and tell me what it is that is so urgent.” The Ethiopian woman managed to contain herself until the door closed behind them.


Col. Selassie waited until her commanding officer had sat down before launching, “The police called. They found two dead bodies near your home, and your wife and children and car are missing.” Rahoul froze. Then he calmly and deliberately turned on his desk computer, logged into his personal e-mails, and skimmed through them. Without a word he turned the monitor so that his executive officer could read it and pointed. Desta leaned forward and read the terse message. “Did you know already, sir?”


He shook his head. “I anticipated something like this after what happened to Commander Na Gael.” Panpit did not know exactly what he did in the military, but she knew that he had enemies—thus their plans, made well in advance. “Anything else I need to know before I change and officially come on duty?”


“No, sir. But we need to have a staff officers’ briefing as soon as possible. There have been some developments that require our attention, and I put us on pre-deployment watch as a precaution. And I sent small detachments to the Royal Radio Observatory and to the IRAA after the attack there.”


“Good. Because your suspicion about the astronomer was correct, among other things. Call a staff briefing for forty minutes.” He wanted a shower and needed a shave. “Have Lt. O’Keefe load everything that she and Sergeant Lee worked up into my master computer, and warn Vienna that they are going to get a very large data packet in a few hours.”


“Yes, sir.” She nodded as she made notes, then slid out of his way as he got up and left the office, following him part of the way towards his quarters before turning and entering the communications suite.


Half an hour later, Rahoul surveyed his staff as they came into the briefing room. Sheep Cluj already knew something from helping Lt. O’Keefe load the computer for the briefing, and the Serbian communications officer cast slightly concerned glances at his CO and the XO. Col. Selassie settled into her usual seat at Rahoul’s right side, as RSM Smith took his place by the door. Major Sigurdsson glowered down at his computer display, trying to persuade it to cooperate, while Captain Pieter Smoot, the sun-bleached adjutant from South Africa, ruffled through papers on his clipboard. Lt. O’Keefe tried to act calm in her solitary place in the xenologist’s seat at the far end of the table.


“Since the Branch is already on watch, I will dispense with the usual formalities,” Rahoul began. “Sheep, privacy please.” Sheep blinked, then snapped a nod as he turned some switches at his place. Khan did the same, and a hidden transmitter began producing a scrambler field. “We are going to be discussing very sensitive materials and information, more so than usual.” The general met each staff member’s eyes in turn, gauging their reactions. So far, all was calm.


“First, we are facing at the very least another false-flag ‘alien invasion.’ The data Lt. O’Keefe, First Sergeant Lee, Commander Na Gael, and I have found, combined with other recent events, points to passive cooperation with an extraterrestrial agent or group.” He stopped. “See for yourselves.” He nodded to Lt. O’Keefe, and the junior officer called up Rachel’s timeline. After everyone had time to process the information, Rahoul swirled his finger, signaling for O’Keefe put Rachel’s, Lee’s, and her own work on the screen as a flow-chart. Again he waited, allowing everyone time to read—including himself, as he took in the materials O’Keefe and Selassie had turned up.


Cluj turned back from the projection and frowned, putting one hand to his earpiece. His eyes went wide, and without saying anything he started typing, patching the incoming call into the main speaker system for the room. “I need to speak with Command Two, Radio One, this is urgent,” a male voice informed the listeners. As Rahoul nodded his approval, Selassie turned on her microphone.


“Stalker One, this is Command Two, go ahead.”


“Command Two, Stalker One. We’ve blocked an attack on the Observatory staff, with the assistance of local police, over.”


The officers exchanged looks, and O’Keefe began typing quickly, taking notes as Selassie replied. “Stalker One, more details please. Command One is listening in.”


“Roger,” the disembodied voice began. “The Observatory gets a supplemental food and supply shipment every third week, in case of bad weather. Stalker Five got curious and inspected the latest shipment, comparing it with the previous orders and the manifest, and noticed that some of the food items came from a new source. Ruthie Peters, the person in charge of ordering supplies, indicated that she had not changed contractors, so we diverted those boxes. The local police found that the purveyor’s address did not exist, and helped us inspect the contents.”


Stalker cleared his throat and sounded a bit unhappy as he reported. “The food seemed a bit odd. Since there’s no forensics lab up here, we tossed a little to some seagulls to see what would happen. They dropped dead. No one has eaten anything from those particular boxes, and we are going back through the previous shipments, looking for any more poisoned items.”


Selassie took her computer out of the active program and called up a mapping program. “What is the address and shipper, Stalker One?”


Rahoul closed his eyes and balled his hands into angry fists as the soldier read, “Al Din’s Gourmet Halal Imports, 20 South End Road, Leuton.” He opened his eyes to see that Selassie’s display confirming the lack of any such business or building at that address.


Before Selassie could reply, Rahoul turned on his own microphone. “Stalker One, Command One. Very good job, Stalker One. Continue watching for now, and prepare to go on alert within the next few hours.”


“Wilco, Stalker One. Thank you, sir.” Selassie looked at Rahoul, and he made a slashing motion across his throat. She nodded, and after a few more words terminated the call. As she did, the attack appeared on the flowchart projected on the wall. A new line appeared as well, linking the Observatory to the Home Office. Rahoul frowned and turned to O’Keefe.


“The Observatory is supplied indirectly via a few shadow routes through OSS4, sir, probably because the control satellites for the Nimrod and Brutus systems are monitored and maintained through there,” she explained. “Sergeant Lee wondered if there might be a connection, so I went digging. Col. Selassie asked something similar when we found the attack pattern, so I dug harder.” The young officer leaned back a little, as if afraid of the reaction from her superiors.


They smiled. “Good work, Janet,” Selassie affirmed. She looked back at the chart and her smile began fading.


Sigurdsson and Cluj began speaking at the same time. Cluj stopped as Thorsten rumbled, “There are too many links to the Home Office, sir.”


“That’s what I was going to say, too, sir.” Sheep studied the two British natives in the room, as if trying to get a sense of their reaction. “Ah, does this put the branch in a pickle?”


It certainly puts me into one, Rahoul thought morosely. “No, Sheep, it does not, because we do not answer to the Home Office. Extraterrestrials are not considered immigrants, despite what some overly-rosy activists proclaim.” He noticed Smoot hiding a grin behind his hand. The South African branch had cleaned up the remnants of an exceedingly vocal, and fatally naïve, welcoming party a few years before, Rahoul remembered. “However, it does mean that we are potentially dealing with treason.”


The silence following the general’s words stretched until the senior NCO waved his hand. “Why astronomers and Commander Na Gael? Why are they the targets? And are they the only ones?”


“They are not the only ones, Smith. There was an attempt on my family this morning. They’re fine, and are in a pre-arranged safe location.” Rahoul preempted any further comment. “Desta?”


“Janet, highlight just the murders and attempted attacks, please.” The other boxes and lines faded, and Selassie picked up her laser pointer. “These are not just astronomers. All of the attacks are on individuals associated with satellite control systems.” She circled the most recent incident. “As well as radio astronomy and extra-solar object tracking.” Desta pointed out the actual attacks, as well as two possibles that Rahoul hadn’t known about. “We lost the targeting units for the Brutus system for most of last month, along with several other sky-eyes. Without the Brutus we don’t have full defensive coverage, even though the Nimrod system remains effective. And we can no longer spot incoming objects before they get to within five minutes of the moon.”


That raised a groan, and Janet waved her hand. “Ma’am, we now can go ten minutes out, as of yesterday morning, and a little further if the Russians will send us their Mir-8 data.” She slumped a little. “But that still leaves a hole, especially during our nights for the next week.”


You have thirty-four hours, Rahoul heard Rachel’s voice in his memory. “The danger point is tonight or tomorrow night,” Rahoul said. “I can’t tell you more than that as far as timing, but whatever is coming will be tonight or tomorrow night.”


It was Sheep’s turn to rustle uncomfortably. “Ah, sir, today is also Friday. Trouble seems to come on Fridays, after noon. And it’s supposed to be almost forty degrees in the south. That doesn’t help does it?”


Smoot shook his head. “No, it does not. An invasion into a riot would be fun to watch, though.”


“Not funny, Captain Smoot,” Desta said, giving her commanding officer a concerned glance.


“Not funny but excellent cover, depending on the invader’s goals,” RSM Smith pushed.


“Any other thoughts?” Rahoul noted that Capt. Cluj started to speak, but stopped himself with a little shake of his head. “Very well. Cluj, you and O’Keefe bundle everything we’ve put together, less the religious aspects of this, and send a copy to Vienna. Prepare one for the MoD, but do not send it yet. Smoot, leave the two detached groups where they are and plan on having headquarters divide into four tonight, with Army back-up and without.”


After they signaled their agreement, he continued, “Sigurdsson, see what we have in the way of non-lethal riot weapons, as well as urban warfare packages, in case the RSM is correct. RSM Smith, we go on alert at 1400, if not sooner. Selassie, pull our urban warfare files, especially those involving hostile crowds, along with technologically advanced aliens, and prepare a briefing for 1430.”


“Very good sir,” she murmured, already looking through the quick-access database top level.


“You are dismissed. Except you, Cluj, I need a word.” Sheep told O’Keefe something and handed her some papers to take with her. Rahoul waited until the others left and had shut the door. “First, once you get the data sent, contact the wizards and see what they’ve found out about the little item I sent them.”


“Yes, sir.”


Rahoul leaned back in his chair. “What was it you wanted to ask, Sheep?”


“Nothing important, sir.” He looked away from the general. Rahoul raised his eyebrows and waited, catching the younger officer’s eyes. Sheep twitched a little, then blurted, “You said that you, Lt. O’Keefe, Sgt. Lee, and Commander Na Gael worked out the connections. But Rachel is—” he cut himself off.


“Captain Cluj, I will just say that Rachel had a gift for anticipating events. I hope that I will have a chance to explain later. For now, however, leave her access codes open.”


As Rahoul stood up, Sheep shook his head. “I couldn’t close them if I tried, sir. Only the Branch commander and Vienna can block her codes, and even then both have to log in and agree in real time together.”


Somehow, Rahoul was not at all surprised.
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The sound of her telephone woke Rachel from a much-needed nap. She pulled it off of her belt, plugged in her earpiece, and answered. “Hier Na Gael.”


“Kommander, Sie mußen nach Großbrittania fahren. Ganz schnell,” General Helmut Eszterházy ordered.


“I’m not going to Britain until General Khan apologizes,” she told him, eyes still closed.


“Enough with this silly game,” the military commander of the Global Defense Force snapped. “Swallow your pride and get back to work.”


Rachel rolled onto her feet, walked a few steps, and leaned against the edge of the Dark Hart’s open entry hatch, looking out at a meadow in the Drachenstal. “Sir, until General Khan acknowledges that religion is motivating the people who are being used to distract the Army from the pending invasion attempt, he will not listen to my recommendations. In which case I cannot do my job, so there is no point in my going to Britain.”


She could almost hear Helmut counting backward from one hundred in Hungarian before he spoke again. “Commander Na Gael. You goaded General Khan, then you stormed off. You told me yourself. Go back to Britain.”


“I will go back to Britain when General Khan calls for me, sir. Or if the branch fails to intercept whatever is coming in the next twenty-four hours. But I cannot go back if the branch commander does not trust my recommendations and observations, as is currently the case.” She did her best to keep her anger out of her voice.


“Where exactly are you?”


Rachel grinned. “I’m in the Graf-General’s back yard, although he doesn’t know it. It’s a peaceful place to go when you’re dead.”


There was a long silence. “I will speak with General Khan. If he calls you, you will,” Eszterházy leaned on the word, “return to Britain immediately. Otherwise I want you here in Vienna, ready to assist Dr. Spaustet. Is that clear?”


“Yes, sir.” There was no point in angering Helmut further by pointing out that the Brits would be fine without her. I really need to spend more time away from the regiment, she decided. They’re not progressing as well as they should be. Rachel watched a lamb acting foolish in the pasture below the Dark Hart’s preferred ledge and smiled, licking her chops at the thought of fresh lamb leg and liver. Maybe I could rent a cabin from Joschka under an assumed name? Of course, neither of us would get anything useful done ever again if that happened. Her face warmed a little as she savored memories of her last meeting with her fiancé.


“Eszterházy out.” A click in her ear told her that he’d gone. Rachel unplugged the earpiece and holstered the phone, then stretched and got herself a piece of jerky. She stared out at the mountain valley as she gnawed the tough meat, fighting off the temptation to ring up Joschka.
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As Rahoul reviewed the regiment’s urban warfare plans for several major British cities and Sergeant Lee prepared to go on duty, Bill Smith frowned and considered how to correct for the new developments. The failure of a second attempt to remove the critical officer of the anti-extraterrestrial paramilitaries had eliminated any chance of taking that group out of play, according to Bill’s specialist. “That thread is knotted,” the representative from Tarqi da Peerlan reported. “And your ‘window of opportunity,’ as the humans call it, is closing.” Bill had reported the developments to his programmers and now awaited their orders.


His workspace looked out on one of the busiest traffic interchanges in the London metropolitan area. He enjoyed watching the snarls and chaos that erupted at least twice a day. The Yylsavi had left him that much of his original personality, and he spread his lips in an approximation of a human’s smile as he remembered the swirling disorder of the previous month. The morning after the riots and power system collapse, he’d watched the fools attempting to return to work in London. Despite pleas not to come to the cities, many humans had failed to heed the warnings. Bill had taken pleasure in the rapid disintegration of in-bound traffic as frustrated humans caused wrecks, followed by fighting over delays, as others attempted to flee the spreading disorder, only to exacerbate it.


Bill Smith’s smile turned into a toothy snarl, lips curled in disgust, as he thought of his last conversation with Arnold Winston. The human failed to understand that chaos never surrendered to order without force. Even then, the strong merely created a temporary pocket in the glorious, riotous, churning entropy of the universe. Winston saw chaos as an enemy and thought he could create order—even among humans! Smiths’ programmers, and the creature now called Bill Smith, knew better. Only those able to use disorder to their own ends survived. Which number did not include one human called Winston.


Bill’s Yylsavi masters envisioned several possible futures for their human tool. If he succeeded in surviving the initial disorder, one party of Yylsavi wanted to turn him over to the rampaging Muslims to further fuel the riots. Another faction would put the human in among the human captives after their invasion and record the results for entertainment. That part of Bill that remained mostly his own enjoyed imagining what would happen if the Yylsavi allowed Winston to organize a small patch of the planet while they stripped the useable cultural and natural resources from the rest of the world before “pulling the rug out,” as the humans phrased it. Bill hoped that the programmers would at least model his idea, so he could watch Winston suffer as he tried to beat back the destruction of all that he’d squandered so much trying to preserve.


First, however, the Yylsavi had to conquer the world. Bill’s masters worked with existing conditions, rather than directly invading in force, accelerating the building chaos caused by the humans themselves. Bill’s programming did not permit him to ask why, or even to wonder. Instead, he studied the humans and their governments, including the turmoil seething among those that the humans’ military called “Islamists.” Their deity loved chaos as much as the Yylsavi did, or so it seemed to the creature called Bill Smith. And soon his masters would permit Bill to unleash that chaos. He bared his teeth again, seeing dancing flames and terrified humans in his mind’s eye.


Elsewhere, Rahoul tipped the little bottle of headache tablets into his palm. Only dust fell out, and he groaned. His temples throbbed with every beat of his heart. The buzz of the intercom sent a stab of pain from ear to ear, and he winced. “Yes?”


“Sir, General Eszterházy on the line.”


“Put him through.” Rahoul stuffed the small bottle into a drawer as he turned on the two-way computer screen. The GDF insignia vanished, replaced with a strikingly handsome face. Eszterházy was frowning.


“Good afternoon, Brigadier Khan.”


“Good afternoon, sir.” The formality and frown set off Rahoul’s internal warning bells.


The Hungarian cut directly to the point. “We received your data burst, Brigadier. Have you spoken with your government about your findings?”


“Not yet, sir. I’m reluctant to approach them, given the lack of solid evidence and the delicacy of the matter.” And I don’t want to warn the traitor he added silently.


Eszterházy gave Rahoul a searching look. “You are treading a fine line, Brigadier Khan. I suggest that you bring in someone with diplomatic experience. Such as Commander Na Gael.”


Rahoul couldn’t stop his bark of laughter. “I’m sorry, sir. The thought of Commander Na Gael in a diplomatic role . . .”


“Call her in, Rahoul. Whatever your personal disagreement with her is, the situation your report outlines is too serious for the branch to be without her. Call her in. Or I will reassign her to Vienna for the foreseeable future.”


Rahoul did not try to argue. “Yes, sir.”


“Good. Eszterházy out.”


The screen turned black, and Rahoul put the computer to sleep, then turned to stare out the small window at the back of his office. She had to be wrong, Islam couldn’t have anything to do with the situation. Because if it did, then his family—his parents, cousins, others—might be part of the looming danger. Religion, especially that religion, had nothing to do with terror, with the riots. His thoughts churned as he kept seeing the flow charts, the connections, seeing the modified Koran and other books in his mind’s eye. What about Portabello Road? What about Granada? a little voice in his mind whispered, unrelenting and insistant. After an eternity, he picked up the telephone and dialed a number from memory. “Na Gael,” a woman’s voice said in his ear.


“Commander, come back. You were right about religion and we need you.”


Ten minutes later Rahoul and Rachel Na Gael stood in the lab, eying each other, neither willing to speak first. The Wanderer folded her arms on her chest and tipped her head to the side, waiting. Damn it, the human growled. What is she— A stab of pain drove coherent thought out of his skull. Red washed over the world, and Rahoul doubled over, clutching his head. Cool hands grabbed him and blessed, painless darkness replaced crimson agony.


When he came to, Rahoul saw ceiling tiles, Commander Na Gael, and Dr. Tierney. “I don’t recall ever seeing blood pressure that high before,” he heard the medical officer telling the xenologist.


“It was rather impressive for someone not beginning an extra-atmospheric combat drop,” she agreed. “Any lasting effects, Doctor?”


“I don’t think so, Commander, but we’ll need a full CT scan and preferably an MRI to make absolutely certain.”


“Are you serious or just trying to scare me?” Rahoul carefully enunciated.


Tierney held up four fingers. “How many fingers do you see?”


“Four.”


“What is today’s date?”


“July fifteenth, 2014.”


Not quite satisfied, the physician ordered, “Recite the alphabet backward, in German.”


After the officer managed to make it as far as the letter “m,” the balding doctor nodded. “I am serious, sir. However, if you promise to stay near a paramedic until I can get the scans performed, I’m clearing you for duty.”


Rahoul closed his eyes. What did I do to offend you, God? “I promise.”


A clear voice whispered into Rahoul’s mind, «I must really have pissed off the Lord to be stuck with following you around this weekend, sir.» He felt genuine concern behind the disrespectful words and didn’t take offense. The medical officer left and Rachel crouched down beside her friend. “Hello to you too.”


“What happened?”


He heard her snort. “How long have you been having headaches, Rahoul?”


“Since I got back from Afghanistan. They started there,” he admitted.


Cool fingers and a calloused palm touched his forehead and temples, driving away the last hint of pain. “You tried to have a stroke. Collapsed into my arms, if you must know—and don’t worry, I’ve already deleted the security video. I suggest you start getting your blood pressure under control, sir.”


“My blood pressure is just fine,” Rahoul protested, earning another snort. The hand withdrew, and he opened his eyes.


“It would be if you were being shot at during a free-fall combat drop.” She rocked back onto her heels and stood up. He sat up, and when nothing happened he accepted her hand and stood. “How do you feel, emotion-wise?”


“Calm.” He blinked. “Very calm, actually. Did Tierney give me something?”


She perched on the edge of her desk and folded her arms. “No, and I’m not imposing anything on you, yet. I suspect you’ve worked yourself into a cycle of stress, tension headache, more stress, worse headache, and so on, raising your blood pressure each time. Keep it up and you’re going to leave Panpit a nice widow’s pension.” When he didn’t take the bait, she sighed and reached for her work satchel. “Very well. Brief me so we can get the disaster de jour sorted out, please, sir. And you need to call Panpit, if you haven’t yet.”


“Come to my office, and I called her half an hour ago.” Her familiar step tap step followed him down the hallway, and they ignored the waves of surprise and disbelief that rippled along their path. “Did Helmut give you the information we sent Vienna?” Rahoul inquired over his shoulder.


“Yes, sir. Lt. O’Keefe and Sgt. Lee did a wonderful job.” She trotted ahead enough to open the door for her superior officer.


“That they did, Commander. So—” Sergeant Dale waved frantically.


“Sir, Captain Ahkai on the line, and it’s urgent.”


Rahoul and Rachel shared a look. “Put her through, and bring Col. Selassie in as well if she’s in her office.”


Rachel stood behind the general, where they both could see Roswytha Ahkai, the Branch’s technology expert. A pair of disembodied white-pink hands floated several inches in the air below an equally pale, half-shadowed face. Capt. Ahkai mimed tilting the computer monitor and Rahoul tipped his slightly, bringing more of Rachel into camera range. “Good afternoon, Captain Ahkai. What have you found?”


“Good afternoon, sir, and we’ve found rather a lot, including a signal broadcast that just started and seems to be growing stronger,” the woman informed the watchers. “Shall I go in chronological order?”


“Yes, please, Captain,” Rahoul told her, as Rachel began taking notes on her electronic pad.


“Very good, sir.” One ghostly hand reached out of view, probably adjusting another screen as Ahkai typed on her virtual keyboard. “The items found in Manchester match items found in Leuton and Birmingham. As you reported, sir, the transmitters were in the Koran, and the commentaries held receivers. As long as they remained within a few hundred meters of each other they functioned quite well, despite the Carrington interference.”


Ahkai waited until Rachel finished her notes before continuing. “We were unable to find any evidence of the content of the signals because of the Carrington interference and because only the item Gen. Khan found had any battery power left by the time we got them. However, one of my white-hats identified the master control frequency.” She leaned forward, allowing Rahoul to see the triumph glowing in her pink eyes. “And someone began transmitting on it twenty minutes ago. We are triangulating it now, but I can tell you that it originates in the London metro area, probably from within five kilometers of . . . ” A map replaced her video image.


A single point began flashing, and Rachel made a concerned noise. “That’s not too far from you, Captain. And can you send me the signal information? I might be able to identify it, if not track it. I assume you are set up for jamming?”


The disembodied hands and partial face reappeared. “We are well aware of the transmitter’s proximity, Commander, and have taken the necessary precautions. Yes, we can and will jam it if ordered.” Her tone carried a large measure of “of course, stupid.” Then Ahkai added, “Especially in light of other recent signals intercepts.” Rachel acknowledged the correction, still scratching away on her pad.


“What other intercepts, Captain?” Rahoul riffled through the files on his desk, pulling out a green folder with information about the City of London and vehicular access routes. Rachel leaned over his shoulder, pointing to the bug signifying that Col. Selassie listened in, and he nodded.


“Her Majesty Queen Sonja was rushed to the hospital following a massive heart attack, sir. I don’t understand all the numbers, but one of my people says they mean that help arrived very late.” Ahkai’s hands moved as if she were shrugging. “And Crown Prince Richard has also been hospitalized. Apparently he suffered an accident during a polo match yesterday and took a turn for the worse this morning.”


Rahoul glanced back at his advisor, who held up her pad. He read the words and nodded, making a shooing motion and handing her the file. She nodded in turn and hurried out, headed for Col. Selassie’s office. “Thank you, Captain Ahkai, and please pass my thanks to your staff. And you are under lockdown until at least dawn. Do not let anyone out on the streets without heavy, armed security, especially anyone who cannot pass as,” he forced himself to say it, “Muslim. Even then, it should only be an emergency.”


The white hand reached over and tripped a switch, and Rahoul saw a red light begin blinking behind where Ahkai’s shoulder would be. “I’ll pass the word, sir. And we’ll stay home tonight. Most of us are night owls anyway.” The hands moved in another shrug. “Sir, can you extract us if necessary?”


“We will, Roswytha. I give you my word. We never leave anyone behind.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“Khan out.” He closed the call. After gathering his thoughts, Rahoul placed another phone call, this time to General Alexander Adams. “Yes, sir. The branch has information suggesting that there will be major urban insurrections tonight, possibly timed with an invasion. Yes, sir. External invasion source, sir.” The general scrawled notes as Alexander spoke to a third party. “I don’t know, sir. After 1700 we lose our extra-atmospheric defense system, although we should be able to at least see someone coming.” More third party discussion, then Adams had another question. “Ten minutes warning at best, sir.”


“What are your plans, Khan?”


Rahoul took a deep breath, because he hated doing what he was about to do. “I currently have two small detachments protecting the ground-end of our satellite system. A third detachment, larger and heavily armed, will go to the source of the insurrection’s communications and organization, because there are at least two extraterrestrial agents involved. The largest force will remain here, on alert, ready to move out in case a full invasion in force begins.”


“Your insurrection may be starting already, judging by the reports I’m hearing through unofficial sources. The Home Office should be monitoring them as well,” the senior general reminded Rahoul.


The headache began again as the South Asian officer closed his eyes. “The Home Office seems to be the problem and alien contact point, sir. I’m sending you everything we’ve found thus far. Vienna has a slightly older version.” He imagined Alexander’s eyes bulging as the senior Army general read the report. Someone knocked on his door and coughed. Rahoul opened his eyes and saw both Desta Selassie and Commander Na Gael leaning in, tapping watches. He signaled, “I’m following.” They nodded and left.


“Are you certain about this? This is a very serious accusation.”


“No sir, I am not completely convinced, and I lack solid data. That is why I’ve not said anything until this point,” Rahoul admitted.


Lt. General Adams considered the matter, or so it sounded to Rahoul. “Very well. I will alert the metropolitan and urban units to be prepared for street fighting if the police or OSS4 call them in. Be careful, Rahoul.”


“I’ll be very careful, sir.”


“Adams out.” Rahoul dropped the receiver and trotted for the door, slapping the wall switch to turn off the lights as he went. First he changed into a combat uniform and checked out his personal weapons, then he cut a path through the troopers streaming into the briefing theater. To his pleased surprise, Rahoul saw Sgt. Lee standing beside Rachel in the shadows at the back of the room, both of them armed and armored and pretending to be invisible. Col. Selassie and Capt. Cluj hovered near the podium, apparently arguing with the computer, while Major Sigurdsson stood next to RSM Smith, both counting noses. Piet Smoot took more notes, which he then passed to Lt. O’Keefe, his shadow. As Rahoul took the low steps to the platform, he heard a voice call, “Commander, you’re supposed to be dead!”


“A lot of creatures thought that,” Rachel replied. “It was their last thought.” Her cold, heavily accented tones left no doubt that something serious was in progress, and for once RSM Smith did not have to call for order.


“There is a strong possibility that the urban disturbances currently beginning in the London metropolitan area, Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, Carnaervon, and other cities are cover for an invasion,” Rahoul began without preamble. “As you know, our satellite coverage remains poor, particularly our targeting systems. The Russians have permitted us to tap their sensor satellites, giving us five minutes additional warning time, but we still aren’t properly covered, especially at night. Someone from outside,” the regiment’s code for extraterrestrials, “provided the technology used to coordinate last months’ riots. The same is beginning again tonight, possibly as cover for an external threat, or to create a situation that will delay, if not completely nullify, our ability to respond to such a threats.”


Before he could continue, Cluj flashed an urgent hand sign and replaced the briefing slide with an internal British government broadcast. “It is with great regret that I must inform you that her Majesty Queen Sonja has passed away. The Queen is dead. God save the King!”


Silence blanketed the large auditorium until a tart voice groused, “Well damn! Now I have to train a new lab assistant.” Rahoul stared at Rachel, his shock and anger plain to see. The mercenary stared back, and Rahoul actually heard her unrepentant and defiant voice in his mind despite the distance between them. «That changes nothing and the clock is running, Command One. If anything, it will make the riots worse by providing more targets.»


“God save the King,” he managed, getting himself back in hand. “As I was saying, a small detachment will go to London, which is the source of the coordinating signals for the rioters. The rest of us will remain here, on alert, ready to go wherever necessary, should anyone or anything attempt a landing or other form of attack. The Army has been notified. Command Two, the rest of the briefing is yours. Boer One, Manx One, Interceptors, come with me.”


Five minutes later, a half-dozen fast troop carriers thundered down the back route away from headquarters. Overhead, a transport helicopter and an armed escort raced south and east, heading for the heart of the governmental complex in Westminster. Rahoul looked up from Capt. Ahkai’s latest message to see Commander Na Gael glaring at him. He knew why: she did not want him anywhere near combat. Desta Selassie had protested too, but he’d overridden their objections. No one else could speak Arabic, Pashto, Punjabi, as well as English and German; he knew the streets of London very, very well; he had access that Selassie lacked; and he’d stay back from any confrontation. Rahoul glanced over and saw Lee doing his best not to be noticed, in case another fight began in the confined cabin. Rachel also noticed Lee’s attempt at invisibility, and she grinned at his discomfort. Then she grabbed the seat frame as the helicopter dropped several meters.


The aircraft bounced more as they approached London. “Sir, you need to enter your authorization code,” the copilot advised over the intercom. Rahoul had to undo his shoulder straps to twist around and enter the numbers that told London Control to give the aircraft free passage anywhere but the palaces. His stomach started churning before he straightened up. Rachel leaned forward and touched his wrist. «Turn your hand up, like so.» He rotated his palm up, and she pointed to a spot on the underside of his wrist. «Push lightly—should stop the nausea.» It worked, and she gave him a sympathetic smile.


The helicopter deposited Rahoul, the xenologist, her guard, and two other soldiers on a discreet rooftop near the main Home Office building. Lee spotted a dim red light waving back and forth and led the group to their greeting party. “Command One? Rat Three,” came a harsh whisper.


“Silver,” Rahoul hissed.


“Horseshoe. This way.” The group hurried down several flights of stairs. “The police and special riot troopers shut this part of ‘the City’ down two hours ago, but the riots are spreading them thinner and thinner,” a sergeant in urban camouflage and full body armor briefed the group. “The signal greatly increased in strength just after you entered London airspace, and Chips One is no longer certain that we can jam it completely.”


Rahoul nodded. “Understood. Has Chips located the transmitter and power source?”


“Affirmative on the transmitter, negative on the power source.” He hesitated, then looked to the xenologist. “Manx One, Chips has a data burst for you.”


Rachel pulled her micro-computer out of its holster and tapped in a code. “Ready to copy.” She took an adapter out of a pouch and slid it onto the end of the device, then presented both to the sergeant. He pushed a flash-memory drive into the port, waited until the xenologist nodded her permission, and removed it.


“Data transfer complete, data . . . oh joy. I owe Chips four pounds and a case of beer,” Rachel breathed, showing Boer One the screen. Lee’s lips tightened into a colorless line and he shook his head.


“Manx One?” Rahoul inquired as they started down the steps again.


She touched his free hand. «She cracked a tap, one that her white hats found and back trailed. From the computer in the Home Secretary’s own office. Stripped the data and found your traitor. She’s sent the data to Vienna. They are also locking down the wizards’ lair and have pulled in their perimeter watch.»


Rahoul understood why when they stopped by a window. A red glow on two sides marked the riots. Everyone ducked a little as something exploded to their north. “This way, Command One,” Rat Three waved, and they hurried around the corner and through the empty alleys, Boer One keeping one hand under Manx One’s arm. She’d put on her strange coat, and seemed to vanish every time they passed through a shadow.


Another GDF trooper and three SAS men waited beside a door on the Home Office’s main building, a nondescript, squat office tower well away from the main traffic route. Rat Three pointed down. “Chips One says the signal is from here.”


The xenologist tapped something on the screen of her “magic box” and frowned. “It may be drawing from the local power grid, augmented by something alien, like we saw in January,” she warned.


As Rahoul moved ahead and conferred quietly with Rat Three and the SAS leader, Rachel and a second SAS man eyed each other. He stuck out his hand and she took it, shifting her grip as she did. The commando matched the shift. “Same song second verse?” he inquired, so quiet that Boer One could barely hear the words.


“Precisely. How is junior, anyway?”


“Getting married next month, despite my best efforts. I’ll send pictures. You need in?” He tipped his head toward the building.


“Affirmative. Chips One sent me a map.” She showed him their target, as well as something about the security system. Then Manx One and Boer One backed up. Lee signaled “stand clear” to the corporal with them, as the SAS man studied the door. He ran a thin piece of something along the edge of the frame. Boer One watched with avid interest as the commando unrolled what looked like twine from a small spool and fitted it into the gap between the door and frame. He then pinched a cap onto the end and stepped back. Manx One pulled the eye-shield down on her helmet and, forewarned, the troopers looked away.


Lee heard a faint hiss and a soft pop. When nothing else happened, Boer One advanced and pushed the door open wide enough to see in, then looked toward Manx One, who in turn looked to Command One. He signaled for them to go in, and two of the SAS men went first, followed by Rat Three, then Boer One, Manx One, the corporal acting as Interceptor Three, Command One, and Interceptor Four.


As they advanced, the lights flickered and died, including the emergency lights. Boer One’s earpiece crackled. “We’re expected.”


“Affirmative,” Manx One confirmed. “There’s a scout timeship in the building. Has a full passive sensor array tuned for living creatures.”


“Blackie One, Command One. Priority one is the transmitter. Manx One, give them the location. We’ll deal with the organizer.” Manx One’s body language left no doubt as to her opinion, but she did as ordered, showing the two SAS men the exact spot in the first basement where Chips One had pinpointed the transmitter’s power signature. The commandos doubled back to the closest basement entrance, leaving the troopers on their own. Rachel undid the safety strap on her personal weapon, and Lee thumbed the safety off of his rifle. She also raised the shield on her helmet, puzzling both Lee and Rahoul.


The lack of resistance also puzzled Lee, until they reached the second floor. A bullet whizzed past Rat Three as he tried to open the door from the stairwell. He pulled something off his belt and as Intercept Three slowly pulled the door open again, Rat Three tossed the item, then fired a three-round burst as a blinding flash filled the hallway. The Interceptors slid out of the door and past a dead man dressed in black. Boer One felt a tug, and Manx One handed him her satchel. “Hold this,” she mouthed. He reached out to grab her collar but she’d slid past him, around Rat and Command One, and dropped to one knee, firing around the corner under Intercept Three’s own shots.


“Target in sight,” Rahoul heard Manx One saying. “Target just ducked into an office.”


Rahoul ran through his options and made a decision. “Intercept Three, Rat Three, watch the hallway. Boer and Manx, with me.” He drew his service pistol and darted ahead, leaving the other two no choice but to follow him. Rachel grabbed her satchel back from Lee as they skirted two more dead bodies, keeping her pistol at the ready.
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This was not supposed to be happening! Winston heard echoing bangs of what had to be gunfire, and fled into his office. Bill had promised that any violence would stay well away from Winston’s person, had said that his own people would guard the Secretary! But someone had just shot one of the two men watching the building, leaving the Secretary helpless and alone. He had to get down to the basement, had to meet Bill and get away from the City of London. He couldn’t organize things from his current position. He needed the electronics that someone had shut off. Had the riots spread beyond Bill’s control? The agent swore that his people could control and aim the hordes, but what if something had gone wrong? He grabbed files and flash drives and stacked them in his briefcase.


“I am rather disappointed, Secretary Winston,” said a voice behind him. “Most people demand more in exchange when they sell out their planet to would be invaders.” The harried human turned to see a small woman standing in the doorway, leaning on a cane. “A pair of islands is all you asked for? If we translated the contract correctly, that will go down in the annals as the lowest price ever demanded for an inhabited world.” She frowned, “Or did I miss something?”


“I don’t know who you are, but you have no business here,” the Home Secretary huffed. “And I have no idea about this foolishness you’re spouting. I am calling security to have you removed, so don’t try anything foolish.” He’d never carried or wanted to have a firearm, but for some reason the small woman made him wish for a pistol.


She tipped her head to the side and studied him. “Whither goest thou, stay warder?”


He replied without thinking. “Not warder but seeker of . . .” and stopped himself. She’d spoken in Yylsavi and he had replied in the same alien language.


“Interesting. I should be the only creature on this planet who knows those phrases. And your accent is terrible. Quit using English emphases,” the grey-clad brunette said in almost the same cadence as Bill used. “Yylsavi flows without stress,” she added. “Like water in a sandy stream.”


“What the hell are you babbling about?” Winston demanded, wondering where on Earth security was and how much longer he could bluff. Bill should be arriving within minutes, and Winston couldn’t be found here with this madwoman.


A tall, lean soldier appeared at the woman’s left shoulder. “Command One, security has been delayed by a disturbance outside,” he informed someone.


A shorter man stepped into position on the woman’s right side. “Thank you, Boer One. Oh, and Commander, you were right. The assassination attempt failed rather dramatically.”


She turned her head almost over her shoulder to look at the speaker. “Good. And I think Mr. Winston does not recognize us.”


“No, ma’am. He seems a little distracted,” the lean sergeant observed from her other side.


“Remind him, Commander Na Gael,” the oldest of the strange trio ordered and the woman removed her helmet, revealing her face. One grey eye and one sickening white orb stared at the Home Secretary. He had seen that before, in the face of a dead woman. “Four failed murders, Secretary Winston,” the shorter man said quietly. “You betrayed us for nothing. You are under arrest for . . .”


Winston grabbed Bill’s emergency defense device off the desk and threw it to the ground at the general’s feet. The tall soldier moved as fast as a snake, grabbing the small woman and pulling her back and to the side, shielding her from whatever might be coming. The general dove behind the wall as the grenade struck the floor and exploded into a shower of needles. Before Winston could take advantage of the distraction, something struck his chest and the world went black.


“Commander . . !” Rahoul warned as Lee peered over the woman’s extended arm.


“He won’t be dead, sir,” she panted—Lee had knocked the wind out of her when he hauled her to safety. “I set it on stun as soon as we got past his escort. And we’ve got to grab his computers!”


“Do it, Commander,” Rahoul ordered. He and Lee secured Winston who, indeed, remained alive but unconscious. Rachel hurriedly unplugged two computers, then popped the lock on the desk and removed four portable hard drives and memory sticks, tossing them into her satchel along with the contents of the briefcase. “When is his accomplice due?”


Lee glanced at his watch and took up a position beside the door. “Any moment now, sir. Assuming he didn’t get some sort of warning.” He looked a quick question at Rachel, who had just finished putting her helmet back on. She shook her head, then jerked up and turned this way and that much like an animal sniffing something. “No. No, not a-bloody-gain.” The female pulled her PDA off her belt and began tapping the screen, mouthing something as she did so.


“God damn it, the . . .” she lapsed into Trader and then something else, her angry tone leaving no doubt as to the general meaning of her words. “Son of a n’geedak—someone from da Peerlan just departed the building and the planet. Right, I have their trace, and when I get my hands on that mixed-breed abortion I’m going to,” an inarticulate snarl concluded Rachel’s outburst.


“What about his other accomplices, Manx One?”


Her head tipped slightly to the left and her eyebrow rose. “I believe that the Metropolitan and the Army are going to have to take care of them, Command One.” As they should have years ago, she continued silently, behind her shields. But I’m not supposed to say that and you couldn’t permit yourself to think that until now, could you, Rahoul?


The trio heard angry voices, followed by a yell and gunshots, and pivoted as one. “Ours?” Lee mouthed.


Rahoul leaned out a little and listened. He shook his head, then ducked out of the way as Rat Three dove in. “I lost Interceptor Three,” the soldier managed, “they overwhelmed us.” Rahoul quickly shut the door, locking it.


“Help,” the general pointed to the desk. Lee and Rahoul pushed the desk in front of the door, forming a barricade, and Rachel overturned a long table to use as cover before checking Rat to make sure he was functional and not bleeding to death.


She also pulled a syringe and a small bottle out of her satchel, frowning as she did. “How much does our little friend here weigh?”


Rahoul left his work long enough to squeeze the under-secretary’s arm. “Eighty kilos? He’s got a layer of fat on him.”


“Thank you, sir.” Rachel drew a measured amount of clear fluid out of the bottle, then injected it into the unconscious man. “Keeping him in dreamland for a little longer, sir,” she explained.


“Good thought,” the officer agreed. Rachel searched Wilson with professional speed and thoroughness, riffling through his wallet and then making interesting sounds as she emptied his jacket pockets.


Rachel also removed the sleeping man’s belt, unzipped the interior and smiled broadly despite the rising voices outside the locked door. “Does Panpit like jewelry?”


“What on Earth are you . . .” Rahoul stopped as Lee whistled in appreciation. “That’s rather pretty.”


“And it is rather more than just jewelry. Secretary Wilson was prepared for anything, I must say. And I have thirty shots on stun, twenty on kill,” she advised. “Plus my conventional pistol in the satchel.”


“Manx, can you contact anyone outside, or the gents in the basement?”


She started trying to establish contact with Chips or Command Two, or even a civilian emergency service, while the men listened to the yells of “Allahu Akbar!” ringing in the hall outside the barricaded door.


“Can you tell what they want?” Rat dropped an empty receiver as he reloaded, then picked up the empty and tucked it into his off-side ammo pouch.


Rahoul triple-checked his pistol and wished he had a rifle again. “They want the secretary. Manx, can you get us out?”


She shook her head. “No remote on the ’Hart, I’m afraid, sir. And despite what those movies shouw, we won’t fit through the duct work, even without sleeping beauty here.” Rachel listened as the roar outside built, then faded a little. Probably off searching for a battering ram, or combustibles. She chose her words carefully. “Is it possible to negotiate, say, clear passage in exchange for . . .” she pointed towards the bureaucrat.


The humans gave her a disgusted look and she shrugged. Well, someone had to say it. Rachel went back to trying to get through to someone outside the building. After a fourth fruitless attempt, she stopped. Instead, she called up Ahkai’s map of the building and studied potential escape routes. Rahoul left his position by the door and peered over her shoulder at the screen. “Show me the shortest way out.” She took the stylus and traced it for him. “What about the roof?”


“This says that we’re in just about the only building in London that doesn’t have roof access from inside.” She called up a different diagram. “We’d have to get to the external stairs and then up. And send someone down to tell the second team that we’re egressing via helo. Unless you want us to divide? You, Rat, and Intercept take the prisoner out by air, and Boer and I fight our way down to the transmitter and out from there.” Her mask slipped enough for him to see her eagerness for the hunt.


“Hmm, no. Can you wake the secretary up?”


“No, but he should be coming ‘round in a few minutes on his own. I didn’t want to overdose him.”


Rahoul leaned closer and whispered in Trader. “Can you override his mind long enough for us to get to the stairwell?”


She clenched her teeth. “No, because someone would have to carry me or I’d have to maintain physical contact with him. Either way I can’t defend myself or anyone else.”


“Command One, what if we just let them in?” Boer One asked. “After he wakes up, when they rush the door, we let them in and run out behind them.” He concentrated on Rahoul, trying not to see Commander Na Gael’s wide, bloody-minded smile.


The lights flickered off again, and the noise in the corridor faded. Rahoul went back to the door, straining to hear what their attackers were saying. Muttering voices started rising again, but from farther away, and an acrid whiff burned Rahoul’s nose. Behind him, Rachel sneezed and swore under her breath. The mob had made Rahoul’s decision for him.


“Rat, help me move these. As soon as the prisoner can walk, we’re evacuating the building. Manx, show Boer the two closest escape-routes. Rat, you and Boer will lead, Manx will control the prisoner, and I have tail.”


Manx and Boer held a hasty, whispered conversation while studying her maps. “What about . . .” Manx shook her head, pointing to the Secretary. “Right. So that means . . .” Rahoul turned his attention back to the door. The two enlisted men shifted the barricade away and Rahoul eased the door open just a crack. He saw nothing, but more smoke trickled in around the door and he shut it again. Rat Three shook his head. “Too bad the Secretary didn’t rate a window office, sir.”


“It is strange, isn’t it,” Intercept agreed. “Be nice at least to know which way not to go once we get out.”


Boer returned from his conversation as Arnold Winston gave a groan and tried to move. Rachel rolled him onto his chest and secured his hands behind him, then hissed something into the groggy man’s ear. He protested and she repeated the flowing phrase, adding in English, “or would you like us to leave you to your Islamist friends? They seem very intent on speaking with you.” He blanched. Manx heaved him to his feet. She fastened her satchel to her back, jammed a conventional pistol and ammunition into her coat pocket, then tossed chemical light sticks to Boer and Rat.


“Ready?” Nods answered Rahoul’s question, and he gestured for Boer to open the door. Smoke stung his eyes and nose as the chief scout and the sergeant from the London office hurried out, followed by Rachel and the still-dizzy bureaucrat. Rahoul followed behind as Boer eased along the wall, leading them away from the office and toward a different part of the building. The voices faded, but Rahoul kept his guard up as the smoke grew thicker. Rachel pulled the eye-screen down on her helmet, and Rahoul followed suit. He lacked the others’ infrared vision equipment, but the shield helped keep some of the thickening miasma out of his eyes. Boer stopped and consulted Manx’s map, then kicked open a door into a stairwell. Dim red emergency lights showed in the gloom, and the group clattered faster, charging down the stairs. Winston tripped, and Manx snarled at him in the same flowing language she’d used before.


«Commander Ni Drako, do not abuse the prisoner,» Rahoul ordered silently.


She twisted her head to look back, somehow not tripping as she did. «I’m not. He’s been conditioned and I’m using that, sir.»


They continued down to the basement. Boer opened the door, and a voice called “Halt!”


Manx called over Boer’s shoulder, in German. “It’s the black cat, and I’ve got another rat.”


A man in urban camouflage appeared out of the darkness and confirmed their identity. “Good. We’ve been trying to contact you, but something is jamming all communications, military and civilian. We’ve got your spare trooper, too.”


“Have you found the transmitter?” Rahoul demanded.


“Affirmative, and we’re about to eliminate it, but we need to clear the building first.”


“The second floor is on fire,” Rahoul told him. “Multiple hostiles may be following us.”


The commando nodded. “Follow me.” He stopped a few meters later and conferred with the other SAS man, who vanished. The second man reappeared a short while later at Rahoul’s shoulder, scaring the life out of the South Asian officer. The reinforced group, including a wounded but mobile Intercept Four, trotted along a concrete utility passageway that led to an underground car park. As they reached the steel door, a dull boompf sound rolled from behind them. Manx flashed a thumbs-up sign, and the commando returned it. She started speaking quietly to someone, and Rahoul’s own radio crackled.


“Calling Command One, come in command One,” a voice pled in his ear. “Command One if you hear this, acknowledge.”


“This is Command One, confirmation mike alpha India silver.”


“Command One, Radio Three, unable air extraction due to fighting in your area. Advise proceed south to Churchill Park for land extraction, over.”


Rahoul found Boer One and began planning their route. As they did, Rachel saw a hint of motion at the edge of her vision. She pulled her hood over her helmet and signaled to Intercept to guard the prisoner, then eased silently away from the group. One of the SAS men caught sight of her and followed. Their prey tried to cut between two pillars, but Rachel fired on the run. She missed, hitting his leg instead of his back, and she cursed as he staggered and turned, firing. She and Blackie Two dove for the floor as energy bolts flashed over their heads.


“Stop!” Rachel called in Yylsavi. “You’re under arrest for violation of a known time stream and importation of—” She rolled as more shots crackled just past her helmet.


Blackie Two’s rifle thundered, sending their attacker to the floor. Rachel crawled on hands and knees as fast as she could to reach the injured alien. “Who are you working for?” she demanded, reaching for his mind. “Tell me the truth and I’ll see that you get a fair trial.”


He spat black blood at her from a twisted mouth with too many teeth. “Arnold Winston is what I work for, and Chaos is what I serve.” He choked on blood, gagging and spitting. Automatically, Rachel started to heal him, then stopped. Instead she stripped the surface thoughts from his mind, barely disengaging before death swallowed him. She took a few tissue samples and stowed them in her satchel as Blackie watched.


“You have a camera?”


“Affirmative.” Blackie Two snapped several pictures to go, using his IR helmet cam. “He’s not one of ours.”


“Affirmative. Don’t know what species yet, but not human.”


Their radios crackled, “Manx One, Blackie Two, rejoin the Interceptors. Egress in progress, repeat.” The pair scurried back to the others.


Even with a fear-paralyzed Arnold Winston in tow, the seven soldiers made good time reaching the park, dodging through alleys to avoid the swirling chaos of the riots in progress behind them. Smoke billowed out of the ground floor shops in the office blocks around the Home Office building, while dull red and flashes of yellow and white lit the northern sky. Twice, Rachel and Blackie Two warned off overly-curious civilians. After that, no one bothered the group, and they reached the park just as two transports rolled up. Boer One rejoined Manx One, and they clambered into an Athelstan. “Coming?” she asked Blackie Two.


He shook his head. “New orders. I’ll send those wedding pictures along with the other images.”


“Do it, please, and give them my congratulations.” She smiled, leaning out precariously and giving him a quick half-hug before Boer One hauled her back to safety. The military vehicles roared into the fire-lit night, away from the purely human chaos erupting as Bill Smith’s Islamist allies rampaged and opportunistic hangers-on looted and burned.


Boer One shook his head as Manx One slumped against her shoulder straps, fast asleep. He pulled her upright against his shoulder, keeping her left hand free to grab her pistol and his right hand clear as well. The troopers with them grinned and relaxed a little, still watchful. Rachel’s ability to sleep anywhere at any time had passed into regimental legend years before, and her companions took her dozing off as a good omen. Indeed, no one harassed or tried to stop them before they reached the safety of the Ministry of Defense compound.


That night London burned. Oh, not all of it, of course, but certain sections. Swaths of Manchester, and over half of Leuton, and every neighborhood where the Islamists rioted also went up in flames. But the Islamists’ allies never came. Instead, the Army, the special police forces, and, in some cities even the local residents, fought back, containing the riots as gently as possible. General Adams kept Rahoul busy enough that he couldn’t think about what was going on and why. Rachel stayed out of sight, trying to find out exactly who and what had been behind “Bill Smith.”


A few days later, once everyone had returned to the regimental headquarters, General Khan sat back in his seat in the staff briefing room. “Apparently Mr. Winston had a conversion experience of some sort, Commander.”


“Oh?” Her look of bland, polite interest fooled no one.


“Yes. As I believe the American vernacular goes, he is ‘singing like a canary.’ However, Bill Smith compartmentalized too well. We have the connection to Ibrahim Mahmoud al Din, and through him to several other equally unsavory groups, including the Islamic Front of Al Andalus.” Rachel stiffened, and Rahoul caught the flash of her claws extending before she hid her hands under the table. “The proper authorities are following those leads.” One of which led to a distant cousin on Rahoul’s mother’s side, someone that Rahoul had never even known existed. That had given him a sleepless night or two, before he learned that he connection was too tenuous to be worth the Home Office looking into.


The discussion turned to regiment-specific matters, and all agreed that the sooner the satellite system was repaired, the better. “And I still have not identified which species Bill Smith came from or who was running him,” Rada growled. “Whoever it was, I suspect they will either give up for the foreseeable future, or attack in force within a few Earth weeks.”


“Thank you for those encouraging words, Commander,” Col. Selassie said with serious understatement. “However, it is good to have you back from the dead.”


“Thank you, ma’am. It is good to be back, I think.” Being dead had some advantages, Rachel decided, so long as one was alive enough to enjoy them.


“You certainly handled this all rather calmly, Commander,” Major Sigurdsson observed at last, as the briefing concluded. “Most people don’t deal well with multiple death threats and warnings.”


Rachel shrugged. “After the second time, I did some research. It seemed possible to preempt the most serious threat in a way that would not alert the enemy, so I focused on that.”


There was much more to it, and Rahoul and Col. Selassie both gave her suspicious looks. Rachel ignored them. What they didn’t know, she wouldn’t have to explain.
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The waxing moon shone down on the garden that night, casting near-shadows from the big tree and fountain. Rachel slowly walked farther out, into the grass beyond the end of the plantings that began the “wild garden” part of the grounds. She stopped a few hundred meters past the tree, listening to the autumnal night noises. Her ears swiveled, and she smiled as an owl ghosted out of the darkness, chasing field mice in the taller grass. I’ve not had a good mouse in weeks, she thought to herself, salivating a little at the thought of a plump, juicy rodent hot with life. Or a hare, but it’s late in the season. She turned her head a little as someone behind her tripped on the rough grass, and Rachel grinned a little even as she slid her hand onto the butt of her pistol and lifted the safety strap off.


Tony Lee only spotted her because she moved, amazed at how her dark camouflage coat blended into the shadows—he dearly wanted one of those for each of his scouts. He came to a halt several meters away from Rachel, waiting until he was sure that she recognized him before drawing closer. He stopped at her shoulder, looking into the quiet night with her. After a few minutes she observed, “It’s a lovely night.”


“Yes, ma’am.” The young moon’s light washed out some of the stars, and Lee wondered what else was out there. He automatically catalogued the twinkling dots, reciting their names and the names of the nebulae and galaxies he’d found with his telescope. “Ma’am, are the stars as beautiful when you’re out there?”


“Sometimes they are. But it can be a terrifying beauty, what that art theorist call ‘sublime beauty’.” She sighed a little. “And it is very lonely in what you would call deep space. That’s why I confine myself to this galaxy. I’ve been in the emptiness between, and I admire those who can travel it and stay sane. But yes, to watch a star igniting and starting to light the gas and dust around it into all sorts of colors, or seeing tendrils of fire dance through the nebula . . .” Rachel’s voice trailed off into a memory, and she turned to face him. “I’m sorry, Tony, that your language doesn’t have the words to describe what it looks and feels like. The telescope images that you enjoy are pale ghosts compared to of the real stars and nebulae.” And sometimes it looks like everything you ever feared, and you suddenly know in your heart what Hell must be, she continued silently.


Lee considered her words as he stared up at the clear sky. “Thank you, ma’am.”


“You’re welcome, although I’m the one who owes you thanks for helping and believing me.” She smiled up at him, warming him all the way to his toes. Before he could respond, they heard someone clearing their throat behind them, and the pair turned around. Without thinking Lee stepped in front of Rachel, protecting her from whoever or whatever approached.


Rahoul nodded his approval of the sergeant’s reaction. “Just the two I needed to speak with,” he said, walking up to them. “Rachel, where can we get the material your coat is made of?”


She folded her arms as Sgt. Lee eased off to the side. “You humans will develop something similar in a few more decades or so, if memory serves, sir. I don’t recommend it for everyday wear, though. It has to be dry cleaned on delicate and it shows pet hair terribly.”


“If you’re winding me up,” Rahoul started, and Rachel shook her head.


“It really does show pet hair, sir, and reptile scales. The textured surface also catches leaves, twigs, and such, although that can be more of a feature than a bug, as you would phrase it.” Rachel pulled the hood up and stepped backward, vanishing.


Lee glanced around as Rahoul sighed loudly. “At least the Cheshire Cat left a grin behind, sir,” the NCO commented.


“I shudder to imagine what Commander Na Gael would leave behind. Would you be comfortable being permanently assigned as her assistant and bodyguard?”


Before Tony could get past his surprise to answer one way or another, a disembodied voice said, “No. Tony’s too valuable to waste his talents chasing after me, sir.”


“I did not ask you, Commander Na Gael Ni Drako, and you are not in a position to be interfering with a personnel matter.” Rahoul snapped, slapping her down. “You are dismissed to your quarters.”


A shadow among the shadows rustled away from the officer, and a faint voice hissed, “Yes, sir.”


The general turned back to the sergeant. “Well?”


“Thank you, sir, but no. She knows how to evade me, and I can’t go where she has to,” Lee said. And it would be much, much harder to hide his feelings for her if he were always with her.


“You have the necessary clearances to go anywhere,” Rahoul pushed.


The sergeant shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I’m working class, sir. And I’m not church.” He worked hard to keep his accent out of his voice, but proper speech would never come naturally to him like it did to the officers. That alone marked him, and would cause problems if he had to work with upper class civilians.


Lee had a good point, unfortunately, and Rahoul massaged his temple against the threatening headache. It would have been so simple if Lee had agreed, but Rahoul wouldn’t force one of his best NCOs to do it. “Very well. Let Major Sigurdsson know if you change your mind. Good night, Lee, and very well done last week.”


“Thank you sir. Good night, sir.”
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Three days later, the British government finished high level talks with the French, Spanish, and others, concerning an internal security matter. As soon as the talks concluded, security officers supported by the Army arrested Muhammed al Din. That Friday the riots began again, this time in deadly earnest, as the young radicals began killing “traitors” as well as burning and looting in London, Leuten, Manchester, and eight smaller cities. The police and counter-terror specialists contained the outbreak until after dark. Then the Army moved in.


Several of the Defense Force’s NCOs clustered in the recreation room, which doubled as a lounge, their attention glued to a special, back-channel feed into the television. Two or three of the soldiers winced as orange-and-yellow flames surged out of the windows of a multi-story building. The splash of light revealed a crowd filling the street below. Colored spinning lights appeared, and several vehicles screeched to a halt beyond the milling swarm. The crowd flowed toward the emergency vehicles as another gout of fire erupted.


“Oh fuck,” one of the watchers murmured, looking past the police and firemen into the shadows beyond. He knew those boxy shapes very well, and waited for the inevitable. The crowd pushed forward, intent on destroying the police vans and stopping the fire brigade. They seemed oblivious to the vehicles looming behind the red and blue lights.


Shrill yelps and cheers turned into screams, audible even over the roar of the fire and the steady voices on the police loud-hailers. The mass of people swirled, then turned and broke into clumps that tried to scatter, only to double back from the side streets before flowing down a safe-seeming dark street and out of camera range. “No tracers this time. Good thought that,” a voice observed.


The NCOs turned and stared at the speaker, their expressions ranging from stunned horror to agreement to blank confusion. Rachel explained, “The rioters won’t know where the shots came from, unless they were bright enough to notice the APCs behind the patrol vehicles, which I very much doubt. And there’s probably something equally as friendly waiting in the next square.” She sipped her glass of milk and picked a cashew from the bowl of nuts by the table lamp. “At least, that’s what I’d do if I were trying to clear the area with minimal additional damage to infrastructure and wasn’t concerned about dissuasion versus lethal force.”


Sergeant Lee felt sick at his stomach. He pushed out of his chair and left the room. He knew the burning neighborhood, had grown up not far from there, and couldn’t bear watching any more of the CCTV footage. The tall man fled outside, seeking refuge in the gardens. He wanted the evil men punished, but the destruction, the innocent people caught in the mobs and the crossfire, they tore at his heart. How could the monster in the Home Office, that imam in Leuten, how could they have betrayed mankind so easily?


Uneven footsteps crunched behind him, but Lee did not turn around. Rachel stopped just out of sight behind him, and after several minutes sighed. “How much longer, ma’am?” Lee finally asked, voice cracking.


She sighed again. “I’m sorry, Tony. Not much longer, but I can’t say more than that.”


He turned to look at her, a pale ghost in the shadows of the big tree. “Why?”


The alien limped past the bench, the grass muffling her steps. Lee watched her head tip up as she looked at the moon and stars. “Because some greedy people would not believe what was before their eyes. Because a sick individual valued power more than he loved his own people.” She turned toward him. “Not the answer you want, is it?”


“No.” His voice broke. Rachel sat beside him. Lee leaned forward, elbows on his knees and face in his hands, and she put her hand on his shoulder, offering what little comfort she could give.


Much later, Tony gave up trying to sleep and stared at the white ceiling. He loved Commander Na Gael. He didn’t want to marry her—didn’t want to marry anyone—but he loved her. Her praise meant more than any GDF or Army award, and he’d never felt as confident or had as much sense of accomplishment as when they worked together to stop the assassination and then to track down the pattern of treason. It wasn’t eros love, or philios, not like loving a sister or brother, or even a brother-in-arms. The word he wanted danced just out of his mind’s reach, like a moth on the ceiling, or the lady in a King Arthur story.


That was it! He wanted to be her knight, to love her like a knight loved his chosen lady, to fight in her honor and to win glory for her, to honor her and to be honored in turn, but not to claim her hand. That’s what he wanted. Then that’s what he’d be, Tony decided. I will serve her, knight to lady, God willing. A feeling of rightness filled his heart, and he finally slept.


Elsewhere, Rachel lay in her bed-nest, trying not to flinch or cry, as Joschka finished scolding her. “Love, beloved, please, do not do that. Don’t throw yourself into harms’ way, please,” he ended with a whisper that threatened to break her heart.


“I—I’m sorry, Awful Clawful. By oath and honor, there was no other way.” He didn’t know the details, couldn’t know them, but he’d guessed. “I had guards, I did not take the lead, I stayed down and was as safe as I could be, my love.”


“I believe you.” A sigh. “I believe you, but trouble is trouble.”


She didn’t want to tell him, but he needed to know for his own safety. “It is, and love? It was Tarqi da Peerlan again. That makes twice I’ve caught them assisting the breaking of the Law, with a third possible instance. I do not like this.”


“What about da Kavalle?”


Rada bared her fangs at the darkness. “They’re hiding. Not just from me. It has something to do with a spat with da Malnavi and da Chi’ehla.” Rather like what had killed her father, Rada snarled. “Awful, I don’t like da Peerlan’s tinkering. Warn your House, please.”


“I will.” Another sigh. “You sound tired. Are you going on leave soon?”


She had to, or she’d not be able to for six months. “Not instantly, no, but in mid-September. I’ve been informed that reservations have been made at one of Zabet’s favorite spas.”


“Has she ever met a hot spring and massage that she didn’t like?”


Rachel thought back a few centuries to a memorable moment. “You’d be surprised, but yes, and it wasn’t because the staff failed to wait on her talon and tail-tip, either. She didn’t go into details, but she won’t even do business in that star system.”


“My. That sounds like a good place to avoid then.”


“A bit like that café on Gamma Four.” She smiled in the darkness at the noises from Austria.


“Blessed St. Leopold, did you have to remind me? After three centuries, my stomach still rebels at the memory.” They talked about past adventures and future plans before he heard her yawn. “Even you need sleep and rest, Hairball. Good night, and God be with you.”


“I love you, and God bless.”


“I love you too.”


Rachel turned the phone-like device to silent, rolled over, and let dreams take her. She wasn’t on duty the next day, and could sleep until she woke.


He needed sleep as well, but Joschka tidied his desk and looked at the calendar. He wanted to marry soon. He needed Rachel with him—dear Lord but he needed her. The House wanted her in the valley as well. He closed his eyes, relaxed, and sent a query. He’d not sensed the House asking for such a thing before. After several minutes he felt growing concern centered on Rada, and saw the heart of the Drachenburg, the safest place in all the Drachenburg lands. Sanctuary? A strong affirmative—the House wanted her safe as much as he did. Joschka opened his eyes, waited for the House to withdraw from his conscious mind, and then stood.


Tomorrow, he decided as he walked through the fortified old house—no, on Monday he would contact his lawyer and see about beginning the steps for contracting a morganatic marriage. If Rada held no claim to his property, then Leopold would have no legal grounds for objecting to the match. They’d still need a dispensation because of her being Protestant, but the sooner he cleared the legal difficulties, the sooner they could marry. The decision felt right, although he sensed a hint of disappointment from the House. He shared it. If only Johann had not been killed in that accident. Johann would have raised Leopold properly, so that he’d understand matters of the heart. And Joschka could have retired long ago. But that’s not what happened. Joschka mused yet again about what Johann would have looked like, about how well he would have managed the Drachenburg lands. Far better than his father, that much was certain. If only Leopold understood, Leopold’s grandfather sighed yet again.


Above them all, the stars passed in silent rotation. A Trader timeship faded into existence in low Earth orbit over England, took an observation, then disappeared once more.
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A Carpathian Campaign


Book 1 of The Powers.


István Eszterházy, Half-Dragon, heir to House Szarkany-Kárpátok, cavalry officer and gentleman of the world finds that world shaken when an assassin’s shot starts a war. Nothing goes as he had planned and István discovers that the strongest things in the world can also be the most fragile.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Carpathian-Campaign-Powers-Book-ebook/dp/B01N2WNVN1



Coming in 2017...


The Powers continues with:



	Clawing for the Crowns (WWI alt-history, following on the story of A Carpathian Campaign)

	Against a Rising Tide (Interwar alt-history)





Keep up with the latest books in The Powers on Alma’s blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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Elizabeth of Starland


Book 1 of the Colplatschki Chronicles.


Stubborn as a mule? No, stubborn AND her mule. 


Colonial Plantation Ltd. abandoned ColPlat XI, writing the planet off as a tax loss after a series of severe Carrington-type events. Now, four hundred years later, Laurence V of Frankonia wants to write Elizabeth von Sarmas out of his kingdom, but like her Lander ancestors, Elizabeth refuses to roll over and die. 


To survive, she needs to cross the continent, thread her way through a holy war, and find friends in the Eastern Empire—an impossible task for a sheltered gentlewoman. Or is it? Never underestimate a woman with a mission and a mule.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Starland-The-Colplatschki-Chronicles-ebook/dp/B00HFEWKXY/




Elizabeth of Donatello Bend


Book 2 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Elizabeth grows into her duties as colonel and lady of Donatello Bend, and makes a fateful enemy.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00KKY2G1M




Elizabeth of Vindobona


Book 3 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Ten years after Elizabeth reaches the Empire, court politics and military command aren’t the only things she has to deal with. A marriage proposal, an assassination attempt, and a siege on the Imperial Capital bring new challenges... and new opportunities.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00LNE7D2U




Elizabeth and Empire


Book 4 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Twenty years after the events of Elizabeth of Vindobona, an untried emperor sits the throne while courtiers scheme. Elizabeth must navigate politics, religion, her relationship with Lazlo, and the Frankonians’ wrath in this fourth book of the Colplatschki Chronicles.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Empire-Colplatschki-Chronicles-Book-ebook/dp/B00PNW640U




Peaks of Grace


Book 5 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Margurite deSarm knows that she cannot govern the Sarm lands alone. But her husband, Gregory Berlin of Louvat, refuses to fulfill his duties. As Marta attempts to undo her marriage, Odile Rheinhart discovers her own unique calling. In their own complimentary ways, over ten years the two women work to keep the Sarm Valley free from the machinations of Phillip of Frankonia while balancing family, duty, and desires.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00S1XGJSA




Circuits and Crises


Book 6 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


The Turkowi begin their advance from the south as a fight between brothers threatens the Empire.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00UZP7QFM




Blackbird


Book 7 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Charles Malatesta will defend his inheritance or die trying.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00YHXJ3A4




Marie’s Tale


Novella


Another side of the story of Duke Aquila Starland.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00MW7YODI




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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(Listed in chronological order from the perspective of Rada Ni Drako.)




Hubris: The Azdhagi Reborn


Book 1 of the Cat Among Dragons prequel series.


When the Azdhagi overreach the limits of their science, only a few individuals stand between them and chaos. Three interlinked disasters start a chain reaction of tragedy and triumph leading to the re-creation of Azdhag society.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Hubris-Azdhagi-Reborn-Alma-Boykin-ebook/dp/B00J8UCN9O




Renaissance: A Novel of Azdhag Survival


Book 2 of the Cat Among Dragons prequel series.


When the Empire calls, dare an Azdhag disobey? 
Two generations after the Great Relocation and the Azdhag Empire threatens to pull apart as Great Lords, colony residents, and Freetown inhabitants struggle to control their worlds. A ghost from the past forces the King-Emperor to send the Prince Imperial and a most reluctant Tartai of Tarkeela to the colony on Pokara. Trouble, madness, and carpentry await.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Renaissance-Azdhag-Survival-Alma-Boykin-ebook/dp/B01E0CKMX8




A Cat Among Dragons


Book 1 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


They started it. Rada Ni Drako just wanted to do her job, but her father’s people declared her a corrupt half-breed, one unfit to live. Now she’s on the run and in need of a new identity and a job. When she fled back in time to join an interstellar mercenary company, she did not anticipate becoming the Pet of House Nagali, becoming the student of a mysterious but very well connected Healer and diplomat, and fighting her way into power as the only sentient mammal in the court of a reptilian empire. And falling flat on her face several times in the process.


This collection of short stories, the first in the Cat Among Dragons series, begins the saga of Rada Ni Drako and her odd assortment of allies. Join the adventure as Rada takes on her father’s people and tries to keep her head, and the rest of her, intact.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/A-Cat-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00AMNB0N6




Hairballs


Short fiction from the Cat Among Dragons series.


Rada, Yori, and some of the other Scouts are unwinding from a mission when they hear that the Division is testing new battle armor. Yori gets the idea that someone needs to put the armor through its paces, and against Rada’s better judgment, Yori ropes her into the adventure.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Hairballs-Among-Dragons-Story-ebook/dp/B00B1DR544




Justice and Juniors


Book 2 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


A collection of short stories following the exploits of Rada Ni Drako in a universe full of danger, excitement, and strange alien species.

 
Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Justice-Juniors-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00CA95AP4




A Double-Edged Wish


Book 3 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


Rada Ni Drako soars to a new height—a moment of carelessness brings her crashing down. Rada and her business partner Zabet survive a King-Emperor’s anger, a contract that leads to plague and discovery, and motherhood. But when inattention, famine, and a conspiracy from Earth’s future combine against her, Rada proves once again that there’s nothing so deadly as a cornered cat. Especially one who already lost her soul.


A Cat Among Dragons short story collection, including the novella Famine, Fortune, and Justice. 92,000 words.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Double-Edged-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00FP46K96




Revolution from Above


Novella


It takes a mammal to save a planet. Caught away from her soldiers when mercenaries invade Drakon IV, Rada Ni Drako must find a way to reconquer the planet. Help comes from a strange quarter, but even that might not be enough when treason slithers into view. Lord Ni Drako needs all her wiles, luck, and dirty tricks just to survive.
When a mammal fights a mammal, even dragons duck for cover.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Revolution-Above-Among-Dragons-Novella-ebook/dp/B00JRDA7SQ




Promises and Powers


Book 4: Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


Don’t threaten a HalfDragon’s family: he’ll change the world in order to protect them. 


Alien invasions only exist in bad movies. Earth’s militaries know better. That knowledge forces Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg to make a choice. Will he remain in hiding, or will he risk losing everything in order to protect his family and House Drachenburg? His decision pulls Rada Ni Drako back into his life. She in turn receives an offer she probably should refuse, from a creature as old as Earth itself. 


When the Cat and a HalfDragon join forces, everything changes. 


A Cat Among Dragons short story four-pack. 24,000 words.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Promises-Powers-Cat-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00IOV8L94/




A Touch of Power


Book 5: Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


So much for an “easy consulting job”! From wandering alien graduate students to a musician who plays more than just a guitar, Rada Ni Drako, or Rachel Na Gael as the humans call her, has her paws full of mischief. Her old friend Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg isn’t helping, either. Rachel really should have read the fine print on this contract. 


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Touch-Power-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B00KVP9SA2




Between Flood and Flame


Book 6: Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


What price justice, and who will pay? Rada Ni Drako returns to Drakon IV and rediscovers the joys of politics. She and her business partner, Zabet, prefer to live and let live, but a corrupt King-Emperor drives Rada to disobey a direct order. The results may bring down the government, if Rada survives. 


A dying junior cries out for justice for a long-forgotten crime. And General Andrew Whitehead decides to solve two problems with one building.
It’s just another uneventful decade (or two) for the Cat among the Dragons.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Between-Flood-Flame-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00M20HW9S




A Cat at Bay


Book 7 in the Cat Among Dragons Series


When old enemies and allies collide, a Cat needs her Dragons. 


Rada Ni Drako senses something amiss, or does she? Rada’s worlds seem to be spinning out of control after an encounter with a stasis-field scrambles her Gifts. A commanding officer who can’t bring herself to trust “the Alien”, strange doings in the depths of the Drachenburg, and a flare-up Rada’s centuries-old feud with Clan Blee on Drakon IV leave Rada wondering if age has finally caught up with her. Or does something far more dangerous than just the passing years gnaw on Rada? For old enemies lurk in the starry depths, watching, waiting, as patient as Time itself . . . 


Rada’s foes are about to rediscover a deadly truth: nothing is as dangerous as a cat at bay.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Cat-Bay-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B016LT2Y20




Shadows and Anguish


Book 8 in the Cat Among Dragons Series


Out of the embers wakes a fire. Out of the shadows comes an avenger. 


After near death at the hands of her father’s enemies, Rada Ni Drako returns to her duties, her body healing and mind intact. Or is it? The new commanding officer of the 58th Regiment of Foot does not trust her and guards his own secrets. Her strongest allies now serve elsewhere. And new dangers threaten all that the Cat Among Dragons holds dear. From the coasts of Britain to the forests of Drakon IV and the depths of the Harz Mountains, Rada Ni Drako fights her shadows.


But the price of victory may be more than a Cat and a Dragon can bear.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Shadows-Anguish-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B01HFORQGO




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com



cover.jpeg
~ o4 N 1 f\ . 3
BOOK 9 IN THE CAT AMONG DRAGONS'SERIES

ALMA T.C. BOYKIN





images/00020.gif
THE
COLPLATSCHRI
CHRONIGCLES





images/00021.gif
THE GAT AMUNG
DRAGONS SERIES





images/00017.gif
RFTERMATH





images/00016.gif
THE WORLD
BURNS DOWN






images/00019.gif





images/00018.gif
THE AUTHOR





images/00011.gif
1

IN=-LAWS ?





images/00010.gif
01LD FLAMES





images/00013.gif
NEW FAGES,
DLD COMPILAINTS





images/00012.gif
WINTER AND
DISCONTENT





images/00015.gif
ENEMY WITHIN
THE GATES





images/00014.gif
WHEN THE LIGHTS
GO OUT. .





images/00002.gif





images/00001.gif
CLAWING CLAWING BACH

FROM CHAOS

BOOK 9 IN THE CAT AMONG DRAGONS SERIES

ALMA T.C. BOYKIN






images/00004.gif
1

WINTERTIDE
RESPITE





images/00006.gif
c
"REMAINETH
FOREVER
REMORSE"





images/00005.gif





images/00008.gif
4

COLONIES AND
CONSEQUENCES





images/00007.gif
GLORIES
DF SPRING





images/00009.gif
CHANGING OF
THE GUARD





