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Dedication
This story is dedicated to LRC who inspires me to love and create with vulnerability and honesty.




Chapter One
I watched as she placed her hand upon the CoN (Creed of Nations) and swore to protect planet Earth. She was the first woman to take the top position in OrbForce and the flashing cameras were hindering my ability to read her expression. I could see tension in her jaw. Was she nervous? Was she scared? Surely, anyone who had come this far in the ranks of OrbForce knew no fear. Her voice was confident as she recited the ARAAN (Agreement of Religions Among All Nations). I hadn’t heard it in a long while. Her eyes flashed a light of hope that shot through my entire body and I was suddenly eager to meet her. Our paths had never crossed in all my time with OrbForce and I was suddenly struck with an overwhelming desire to talk to her and get to know our new leader, Commander Ruth Callow.
I had worked for our previous Orb Commander Nelson Vokbar for the past 15 years and we had become a family of sorts. He was a great leader and would not be easily replaced. The entire OrbForce Fleet was gutted when he was killed in battle last week, but the excitement of new leadership was starting to revitalize troops. As Ambassador, I was hopeful that new leadership would strengthen my discussions with the administration of Planet Ulum and perhaps peace between our planets could become reality.
I stared at my comtal (communication portal) watching the press conference after the swearing in of our new leader, Commander Callow. She was a beautiful woman and not only the first female to ever hold the position of Commander, but also the youngest at 34 years old to hold the highest rank. Her power surpassed any nation’s leader and her influence was even greater. I was stirred by her radiance and charisma as she smiled through the predictable questions. She handled the barrage of media inquiries like she had been doing it for years. She had moved up the ranks from a sergeant in the Protocol Squad to First Lieutenant of Weaponry and now Orb Commander. Her résumé was impressive but her mastery of the press left me in awe.
After the press conference, I spent the next hour looking through the database to gather any and all information I could find on our new OrbForce Commander. Most of her information had been erased from the Open Information System (OIS), but there were a few pictures and random bits of information that kept my desire to know more satiated. I found myself getting lost in her pictures. Her thick golden hair was always pulled back tight and her uniforms were pressed to perfection.  Her radiant skin showed no signs of aging, still soft and delicate despite the rigorous battles she had fought. She had an alluring presence that triumphed in a world scarred with war and violence. Images from the press conference were now all over the OIS and I was looking at them with a warmth rising in my body that I had not felt in a long time.
The woman I had loved with all of my being, Izzy, was killed seven years ago, fighting off a small squad of Earth Infiltrators (EI), the lowest of life forms found on planet Ulum. These ruthless beings refuse to follow proper battle engagement protocol, which I had persuaded Ulum leadership to agree to almost a decade ago when I first became Ambassador.  Since losing Izzy, I hadn’t felt an attraction to anyone so intensely as I felt in this moment to my new Commander.
My comtal started flashing and I jumped back to reality and reached to press the “Accept” button on the screen. I hadn’t even processed the incoming request before I realized I was staring at her now face-to-face. I smiled nervously as she started to speak.
“Ambassador Erlich, it’s nice to finally see you face-to-face,” she said. No one used my last name anymore, but I liked the way she said it.
“Commander Callow, uh, hello, nice to meet you as well, “ I answered nervously.
“We need to meet to go over our next mission. When are you available?” she asked.
I explained that I had stayed aboard OrbForce anticipating these meetings, which seemed to have pleased the new Commander.  She invited me to her office immediately so that we could get the introductions out of the way.
I felt a trembling sensation throughout my body that I had not felt since my first day as Ambassador. I had been to that office hundreds of times over the last 10 years, but suddenly found myself running through the path I would take in my head. I was shaking with anxiety and anticipation of sharing the same airspace as her. I wanted to be in her proximity more than anything at that moment.
Before I had a chance to scan my retina, the doors slid open and my breath caught as my eyes met hers. She seemed shaken too, or perhaps I was just projecting.
“I saw you on the visual shield,” she said as though I needed an explanation.
“Of course,” I smiled and extended my hand. She reached out and firmly grasped my hand in hers and the warmth of her skin felt electric. My entire body felt light to her touch as her eyes held mine with such intensity that I wondered if she felt what I was feeling.
“Please sit down,” she instructed as she released my hand slowly, letting her fingers linger with mine as she pointed toward the chair with her other hand. I watched her swallow hard and could feel my own words getting lost in the haze of the heat I was feeling.
She walked with graceful ease back to her desk and sat with the metal and glass panels of buttons and screens between us. She stared at me for a moment before smiling again.
“You will have to excuse my manners, I am new at this,” she laughed. My heart thumped in my chest at her smile and casualness. “Would you like something to drink?”
“No, I am fine, thank you,” I said. I was actually very thirsty at this point, but was struggling to form sentences so I was keeping it simple. I didn’t know what was wrong with me, but I did know that something about Commander Callow had me in a whirlwind of emotions that I had not felt in ages—and I desperately wanted more. The thought of her dismissing me from our meeting made me ache a bit inside. I didn’t want to leave this room now, or possibly ever. I liked how she made me feel. I liked the way her eyes held mine as though we could pause the world around us with those glances. 
She briefed me on where things stood with all the nations’ leaders and the expectation that Commander Vokbar’s death not go unpunished. I hated the idea of retaliation, but was reluctant to voice any concerns at this point.
“You don’t agree?” She asked.
I shifted in my seat, stunned by her noticing any change in my otherwise well-known poker face. “Nooo,” the word came out longer than I wanted in a tone that immediately indicated I didn’t agree with everything she was saying.
“But?,” she pushed.
“It’s just that, while I grieve for our former Commander, I don’t see retaliation as our best deterrent for an all out war. I worked with Nelson…I mean Commander Vokbar for years and I know that he would not want his death to be our reason to let go of our promise to all people to maintain peace if at all possible.” I tried to explain my reluctance, but I sounded like a liberal westerner.
“You called him Nelson?,” she asked, completely throwing my train of thought.
“Well, we worked together for so long, we became more like family. He was like a father to me.” I could feel myself choking up. The reality was, I hadn’t grieved for him or the loss that his death left in my life. Having lost my parents at 18, he gave me guidance early in my career and both he and his wife became like parents to me.
“I know,” she whispered. “I am truly sorry for your loss. Maria speaks so warmly about you, as though you are her daughter.”
“I didn’t know that you and his wife were friendly.”
I was trying to stifle my emotions. My ability for stoicism in any situation was one of the reasons I was given the job as Ambassador. The scientists on Ulum had trained an elite group of natives to read the limbic system messages through human facial expressions and send signals to leadership during meetings and conferences so that they could use the information to their advantage. I was known as the “undetectable” among the Ulum elite and there is even a meme of me being the human without a limbic system. But here I was, just moments from weeping with real tears in my new boss’s office. I should have felt vulnerable, but instead I felt safe with her bearing witness to my lapse in emotional fortitude.
“We aren’t. She spoke to me moments before I boarded and asked me to look after you,” she said.
“Oh, yes…just like a mom, right?” I smiled now and forced back the tears welling up in my eyes.
“Do you want to continue this conversation later?,” she asked.
“No, please. I understand what is at stake and will follow your directives, Commander,” I said.
“I’m not sure if I want you calling me Commander all the time either.” Her face lightened up as she reached for my hand. “Perhaps, we can just go by first names in here?”
       I am sure that I was now blushing, my face as flush as the red moon on Ulum, but I could no longer help myself. I sat in silence and directed my gaze toward the floor, hoping she wouldn’t see the effect she was having on me. This was no way to make a good first impression.
         She lifted my chin with her finger and looked at me for a moment without saying a word. I stopped breathing as her touch had now lit a fire inside of me. In this moment I wanted to taste her lips on mine. I wanted to kiss her and feel her warmth against my face. My hunger for her was building and if I didn’t get out of there I was likely to act on it and that would surely cost me my job.  I quickly stood up and reached out to shake her hand.
“Whatever you would like, Commander, err uh…”
“Call me Ruth, please.”
“Whatever, you would like, Ruth,” I responded with a smile as I started to make my way to the door.
“You have not been dismissed.” Her voice was sharp and nearly cut through the back of my head.
“I apologize Commander. I just thought…”
“You thought you could leave without scheduling our next meeting?”
The mixed signals I was getting from the new Commander had my head spinning. I tried to get back to my seat as quickly as I could without tripping over my own feet. One minute we are establishing first-name greetings and the next I felt like I was being reprimanded. I really needed to get out of her office before my insides combusted.
“Can I call you Z? Isn’t that what everyone calls you around here, Ambassador Z?,” she asked.
“Yes of course,” I said.
Hardly anyone used my real name of Zoey and the leadership on Ulum preferred names with letters and numbers. They had no understanding of naming offspring nor could they tolerate learning new names.
“Z, are you available to meet here in my office tomorrow at the same time?,” she asked.
“Yes, Comm… I mean Ruth. Sorry, it might take me some time to adjust.” I dared to look into her grey eyes again.
“I will see you then. You are dismissed Z.” She placed her finger on a print reader and the double doors opened allowing me to finally leave.
I hurried back to my satellite office suite and collapsed on the couch. What had just happened? Who was this new Commander? What was happening to me? Had she been specially trained to shake the unshakable? I had to find out more about her, so I did what anyone on the OrbForce would do in my position. I went to visit my best friend, CT, in Human Resources to do a quick investigation of my new boss.
It took some persuading but I finally talked CT, who I had known since OrbForce training, into unlocking the Commander’s personnel record for 10 minutes. Ten minutes was not nearly enough time to scan all the contents of her file, but I was able to view the list of trainings she had completed throughout her years with OrbForce. It was an impressive list, but nothing about limbic system manipulation. Her ability to affect me had me reeling.
I couldn’t sleep at all thinking about her, our new Commander. I wondered about how I could pull off what was needed for her mission on Ulum without tipping off Ulum leaders to the plan. I tossed and turned with the idea that I would no longer be trusted after this regardless of how it turned out. My time as Ambassador would be over, no doubt. I felt heavy and clouded. My attraction to the new Commander didn’t help. It only added to the tension I was feeling. I closed my eyes repeatedly and tried to focus on my breaths. I thought about calling on MedShield for a sleeping pill but I wasn’t up for the evaluation that would be required. I kept picturing her and I wondered what she was thinking about. Was she sleeping? This was her first night as the Commander and an entire planet was counting on her for peace. I can’t imagine the weight she was feeling. Or was she? She seemed to be handling everything with ease as though she had known this would be her life since the day she was born. Suddenly, I noticed the light flashing on my comtal and I sat up to see what the message was. I pressed ‘Accept.’
“Commander Callow, is everything alright? Have Ulum rebels attacked Earth?”
“No there have been no attacks. It’s just that I saw that there was still detectable movement in your room so I realized that maybe you couldn’t sleep either.” she said.
“No, I couldn’t.” I smiled at the thought of her knowing that she was on my mind.
“Are you feeling okay?” she asked.
“Yes. I just have a lot on my mind. I was just thinking about my approach with Ulum and how this will all work.” I said more than I wanted to say.
“Care to share?” she pushed, almost flirtatiously. 
“I know them all very well and was sorting it all in my head.” I tried to backpedal.
“Hmm. Well if you aren’t going to sleep, why don’t you join me for a drink and we can talk about it.” She could tell I was trying to avoid talking about my fears and concerns.
It didn’t matter what happened to me in the end, anyway. All that anyone was concerned with was peace at any cost. I have always known that fact and now had to accept that the “any cost” meant my job. I knew it was for the best, but I just wasn’t sure what I would do next. Of course, I felt confident that any PR firm on the planet would hire me; or maybe I could consult on movies, but I just hadn’t considered life after OrbForce.
“Unless you plan on sleeping,” she nudged me for a response.
“I will make my way down. I just need to put on my uniform.”
“I’ll come to you.” The screen went black.
I scrambled to my closet to get a uniform on, but the door started opening before I had a chance to change.
“Commander, I apologize, I did not get changed in time.”
“Relax Z. It’s after hours. I won’t note it in your file.” She winked. “And please, call me Ruth.”
She sat a bottle down on the cabinet next to my sleep pod and pulled out two disposable cups. She poured what appeared to be a wine of some sort, but I couldn’t read the label at my angle.
“Here,” she handed me a glass and raised hers for a toast, “to new beginnings.” She smiled and took a long sip.
I tasted what was the most amazing flavor I had ever tasted in my life and immediately took a second and third sip.
“It’s good, isn’t it?” She smiled.
“What is that?” I asked.
“A hybrid being developed in Italy. It’s not available on the market yet.” She smiled warmly.
We sat in silence drinking our wine for several minutes. I started thinking about being fifteen years old and sneaking beer into my room when I had a friend spending the night. We drank three beers each and ended up making out all night, blaming it on the alcohol.
“What are you smiling about?” Commander Callow asked, interrupting my memory.
“Oh nothing,” I shrugged, slightly embarrassed. “I was just thinking about the first time I tried beer.”
“Oh?”
I smiled, “I was 15 and had a friend over. I was trying to be cool so I snuck a six-pack into my room and we drank it all.”
“Two girls and a six-pack? Sounds like the start of an old country song.” She laughed out loud at her own joke.
“Yes, it kind of turned into a country song, back when songs had lyrics of course,” I said.
“I miss that.” Commander Callow admitted.
“Me too,” I agreed, “But I guess in the name of peace it was worth eliminating lyrics from songs so as not to offend.”
“I guess so,” she paused, “So what happened?”
“What happened with what?” I had forgotten where our conversation started.
“With the girl?” Commander Callow smiled mischievously.
“Oh you want the gossip?” I teased.
“Yes, please. I never get to hear any gossip anymore.” She poured another drink for herself and handed the bottle to me.
“Well we drank all the beer and made out like 15-year-olds for most of the night.” I paused. “And then the next morning too.” I laughed.
Commander Callow smiled at the end of my story but didn’t say anything. She started to walk out of the refreshment lounge in my studio and took a seat on the sofa.
“Sit down.” She motioned for me to join her on the sofa.
I walked over and sat next to her in the silence. It felt strangely comfortable and I didn’t bother turning on any more lights. We spent the next few hours reminiscing about first kisses and music with lyrics. We talked about our childhoods and how we could still remember the time when ISIS was a threat to all nations, until Ulum made their first strike on planet Earth. We could both remember the passing of the PET (Peace on Earth Treaty) and how it changed humankind forever. We talked about joining OrbForce and shared stories of training embarrassments. I had a hard time believing that Commander Callow could have ever struggled with any part of training. She seemed to embody OrbForce. She promised to show me the proof someday. We laughed a lot and the night quickly turned into morning as we strolled effortlessly down memory lane. She teased me about making out with my friend and threatened to find out her name and bring her on board just for sport. I was enjoying the companionship. I hadn’t had a normal conversation like this in a very long time.
“I can’t believe the morning is here,” Commander Callow had noticed the time on her comtal-bit, a wristwatch-size comtal.
“Yes, we will be meeting soon,” I joked.
“Oh yeah,” she looked at her bit again. “Do you want to push that back to after lunch?”
“I can work around your schedule, Commander.”
“Hmm.” Her lips curled into a partial smile and her eyes looked directly into mine. “I think you should get some rest, I should get refreshed, and we should have our meeting in my office after lunch.”
“I will be there.” I confirmed.
“And I want to hear more gossip sometime.” Commander Callow continued.
“Anytime,” I smiled back and met her eyes with mine.
She held me in her gaze and I froze. I wanted to hug her, but I was fairly sure it was inappropriate since she was the Commander and I was her subordinate. I stood there drowning in a sea of emotions, not knowing what to do. Ruth was now two inches from me and wrapped her arms around me in a warm embrace. My heart took control and I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my face against hers. We stayed there holding each other for a very long two minutes. She released her arms and lowered her eyes as she looked at my face.
“Why did we not meet sooner?” She left the question hanging between us. I was at a loss for words and the question echoed in the silence. Her expression went solemn as she squeezed my hands before releasing me from her touch. I wondered what thought had just crossed her mind at that moment to change her expression.
“I will see you later,” she murmured as she turned to leave. She was gone before I had a chance to catch my breath and say goodbye.
I collapsed on the couch and started replaying the hug and her question in my head. I fell asleep within moments and barely woke up with enough time to shower and prepare myself for our meeting. I took a little extra time to press my uniform twice and wrap my hair back into a perfect bun. I used a scented soap in the shower, which, is something I rarely did anymore because Ulumese despise smells, especially the fresh flowery smells that Earthlings enjoy. Since I would not be going to or speaking to any Ulum today, I thought it would be nice to smell like a woman for a change. It had been a long time since I even thought about my appearance with the secret intentions of dressing to impress. I liked the way Commander Callow looked at me, and as long as she was looking, I would give her a little extra to check out. On my way to her office I felt butterflies in my stomach and reminded myself this was not a date. It was in fact a meeting regarding peace on Earth so I needed to stop acting like a schoolgirl with a crush and get serious about my role as Earth’s Ambassador.
I entered her office and she greeted me professionally and insisted I sit down as she slid a comtal across the desk to me.
“I had your comtal retrieved earlier today to download some files on it. Please read them tonight.” She started.
I snatched the comtal off of her desk and worried briefly that my searches might have not been cleared. I made a mental note to change my settings to automatically delete my browser history as long as the Commander would just retrieve it at will.
“Is there a problem?” she asked.
“No,” I shifted in my seat. “I just wanted to see where the files are.”
“We have found a weakness in Ulum that only you can exploit.”
She had my full attention. I had worked tirelessly to find a weakness in Ulum leadership but had failed over the years. I was only able to keep Ulum leaders placated but I had not swayed Ulum rebels. What had I possibly missed? I had gone through everything over and over, trying to find a weakness that I could use to Earth’s advantage.
“Oh?”
She smiled warmly with just a hint of sarcasm in the corners of her lips.
“Oh?” She asked as though I already knew the answer.
“Commander, I have tried over the years to find a weakness to exploit but I have not been able to. I am eager to know what you and your intelligence committee have discovered,” I was emphatic.
She paused and looked at me for a long moment with the same sarcastic smile. “You really don’t know?” She pushed me.
“I truly am unaware of a weakness in the Ulum leadership,” I confirmed.
“Well, Z, the weakness is you,” her eyes locked with mine and we sat staring at one another for what felt like an eternity.
I could feel the heat rising in my face and I was sure I was blushing from confusion and embarrassment. A smile started to creep onto my face and before I knew it I was laughing heartily in the Commander’s face. She stared at me as my laughter grew maniacally boisterous. I couldn’t stop myself. The idea that I was the weakness was comical at best and surely a joke. Commander Callow continued staring at me, now squinting her eyes as though she were concerned that something was wrong with me.
“Are you okay? She asked. “Do I need to call MedShield?” Her finger hovered over an emergency button on her comtal.
“What?” I asked gathering myself. “Are you serious?” I gathered myself
“This is not a joke, Z,” Her voice was calm and almost at a whisper. “You are the weakness.” She paused and met my eyes again, “I have studied every conversation you have been able to record and we have run a multitude of tests and the fact is that Ulum leaders, specifically the Ulum General A001, displays positive, almost human-like, signs of affection toward you. You are the reason why Earth has not been obliterated.”
Commander Callow was waiting for a response, but I was dumbfounded. I was completely blindsided by the conversation. How long had she known this information? Did she know last night?
“Commander Callow, I really—”
“Please call me Ruth,” she interrupted.
“Ruth, I really think we need to review this information. I do not believe that Ulum A001 has any positive or negative feelings,” I insisted.
“There’s more,” Ruth continued as I shook my head in disagreement.
She went on to explain that they had found evidence that A001 was keeping a private file on me, which included photos, videos and private details about me.
“There is a breakdown of video footage on your comtal. You will see the subtle changes in the General’s face when you arrive, when you speak, and when you leave. We also received intelligence from one of her subordinates. We believe she actually has human-like feelings for you.” Commander Callow stared at me waiting for a response.
“I respectfully disagree.” I stood up to indicate I was done with the conversation.
“Z, there is nothing wrong with this information. It isn’t a bad thing. This is actually really, really, good,” Ruth reached over and put one hand on mine.  The touch of her hand sent heat through my body. She took my other hand in hers. 
            “Please have a seat Z,” she urged, “Please consider this information for a moment.” Her eyes were looking into me and I couldn’t move. I could feel her hands on mine and I was unwilling to break contact with her.
“I think it’s more than possible,” Commander Callow continued with a gentle stroke along my thumb still held in her hand.
I swallowed hard. “Ok,” I could barely breathe at this point.
She smiled and released me. She motioned for me to sit down again and I obliged.
“If this information is accurate, you believe that I can persuade the Ulum General to turn on her people?” I asked.
“Don’t you think I have done my homework here? I didn’t become OrbForce Commander by using information that hasn’t been vetted and then vetted again.”
“Of course, I apologize.” I looked down for a moment. “It’s just that…”
“It’s just that you didn’t see it first?” She asked.
“Yes,” I admitted.
“I don’t think you realize the depth of your pull on anyone,” Ruth was speaking softly.
I looked up at her again. She stood up and came around her desk and sat in the chair next to me. She placed a hand on my knee and continued. “You didn’t become Ambassador by chance. You earned it because of your ability to move people in the direction you want them to go. You earned it because of your ability to talk, empathize, and persuade. You have a pull that can’t be taught in any specialized training. What you bring to the table is unique. I have read your file more than any other OrbForce personnel and I know how you have moved mountains with your smile, knowledge and wit. Yes you have the ability to hide your emotion unlike any other human being, which has been an asset dealing with Ulum, but your intuition has made you a success.”     
She was inches from my face and I could smell her hair. I wanted to kiss her in that moment and I was sure she had to be feeling the same thing. I fought every pull in my own body not to kiss her.
“Hey, are you okay?” She looked up at me again.
“Commander,” I paused unsure of what I would say next, “I think I should take a break.” I leaned back to put distance from my lips to hers.
“A break from what?”
“This meeting,” I took a deep breath. “I just honestly… I’m feeling a little...”
She leaned in and my breath hitched as her lips brushed mine. My body erupted with fire and I clasped a hand behind her head and kissed her. She did not pull away as I thrust my tongue against hers. I stood up, pulling her up with me and not letting go of her mouth. I moved her to the side of the room and backed her body up against the wall, and when I pressed my body against hers I could feel her breasts against mine. My entire body was aching for more from her. I kissed her hard and pushed my knee between her legs and pressed against her. She moaned quietly and then pushed back against me, pulling her lips off of mine.
“We can’t,” she said, breathless.
“Why?” I pushed my mouth against hers again and her hands wrapped around my neck and head pulling me harder against her for a moment before she pushed back again.
“Z, we can’t…I can’t do this. I am the Commander, your superior. This just…we can’t.” She sighed.
I caught my breath and fell into a chair facing her desk. She sat in the chair next to me and put her hand on my knee.
“Z,” she waited for me to look up. “It’s not you. I just can’t.”
“No worries. Let’s just forget the last few minutes.” I said. I did what I was known to do best and withdrew all of my emotions from the situation. I could deal with them later, privately.
“Z, we should talk about this.”
“There is nothing to talk about. I should not have kissed you. I think it is clear that I am attracted to you but I know the boundaries and am fully capable of staying within them. Please accept my apology for any awkwardness or uncomfortable feelings I have created. I think it is best to just close the door on this and focus on defeating Ulum. That is my priority.” I said.
Ruth studied my face for several minutes. I met her stare with a smile.
“Like nothing happened?” She asked.
“Exactly,” I said.
Ruth got up and moved to the chair behind her desk and sat down studying my face again. I tapped a few notes down on my comtal.
“Will I have access to all the intelligence reports on my encounters with Ulum General A001? If the information is correct, exploiting her feelings will likely be our best way to pull this all together,” I said.
Commander Callow’s expression shifted showing a glimpse of sadness.
“Is that correct, Ruth?” I asked again.
She swallowed hard. “Yes, it is, Z,” she said.
We agreed to meet again after I had an opportunity to review all of the intelligence reports. Before I left, Commander Callow informed me that I would have a new security detail with me wherever I went. I argued that it wasn’t necessary, but knowing it was a battle I wouldn’t win, I didn’t push too hard.





Chapter Two
That night I grabbed a light meal in the OrbForce café and called for a flash transport to Earth. I would return to OrbForce later that night, but I needed a drink, in a bar, with regular civilian earthlings. I noticed the two security shuttles traveling alongside my flash-taxi but tried to ignore it. I really needed a break from the day and I needed to stop thinking about Commander Callow. I stopped at a bar on Earth and decided to hang there for a while. I ordered a drink as the music playing in the background took me back to a much simpler time. I could hear the old familiar sounds of country music and could almost sing along to it. I ordered a second drink.
As I sat there watching some basketball game on the television I felt someone sit next to me at the bar, but I didn’t turn to look. For all I knew, it was someone from my new security detail. I sat there staring at the television, listening to the music, and trying like hell not to think about that kiss.
“Do you like basketball?” A woman sitting next to me asked.
“Oh, a little. I just like sports I think.” I said slightly feeling buzzed from my second drink. When I turned to look her light blue eyes and light brown hair caught my attention. She was an attractive woman and just the kind of distraction that I needed to forget about the Commander.
“Do you like sports?” I asked.
“A little,” She said. “What are you drinking?”
“Rum and coke, “ I said.
“A classic,” She said, waving at the bartender. “Can we have two more over here?”
“Am I buying or are you?” I smiled.
“You should be buying me a drink,” she said.
She was attractive and confident and I was thinking less and less about the kiss. I agreed I should be buying the drinks and then she asked about my security detail. I explained that I was the Ambassador and she mentioned that I looked familiar like she might have seen me in the news, but was otherwise disinterested in my work or the security bots that were staring in our direction. We talked about basketball and football as we enjoyed our drinks. We reminisced about music. She confessed to knowing a great place to get contraband downloads but it was always moving locations. She had an in with the guy who ran it and promised to get me any song I wanted. After a second drink we hit the dance floor and shared several kisses. I was hot and aching to be touched. I was on edge and feeling charged up after my encounter with the Commander and needed a release. My new friend Abby seemed like a willing partner. 
After several hours of drinking, dancing, and grinding on one another, she asked if I wanted to come to her place. She lived in a loft down the street and we walked together laughing and holding hands. Of course my security detail was right behind us the whole way and I was feeling a little irritated by it. As we approached her door she inserted the key and I was feeling anxious to touch her and to be touched.
“Ambassador Z, you need to return to OrbForce,” her voice echoed in my head, but I ignored it.
“What’s wrong?” I asked Abby who had stopped unlocking her door.
“Um I think someone is talking to you,” she pointed behind me.
I slowly turned and saw Commander Callow standing with my security bots. What the hell? I thought.
“Commander, can this wait?” I was drunk and irritated.
“Ambassador Z, this is non-negotiable. Please come with me.” She stretched out her hand.
“This is weird,” Abby said, giggling now uncontrollably from the alcohol.
“Yes, it is.” I started laughing too and kissed her while the Commander stared expressionless. I broke from our kiss and we laughed again, “I better go. I’ll stop by and see you soon.” I said.
“Bye Ambassador Z!” Abby said imitating a robot and saluting, which made me laugh harder.
The Commander was not amused and said nothing as we walked to an awaiting security ship and quickly returned to OrbForce. I was taken to MedForce and treated for alcohol consumption. One injection later and I was sober, alert, and being escorted to the OrbForce conference room. Commander Callow was waiting for me.
“Feeling more like yourself, Z?” She asked.
“I apologize.” I said.
“I will not have you acting recklessly when we are in the middle of a major shift in our relationship with Ulum. Is that clear?” Commander Callow was firm.
“Yes.” I took a deep breath.
“You are ordered to stay on OrbForce until you depart for Ulum in less than two weeks. Is that clear?” Commander asked.
“Yes,” I answered.
“You will need to be in my office at 0900 hours tomorrow. Do not arrive late. You are dismissed.” Commander Callow started to walk away.
“Ruth,” I said. “Can I please explain?”
“There is nothing to explain. You have been dismissed Ambassador.” She said.
“I just needed to get out for a night. I screwed up and I needed to forget what happened,” I said.
I could see the tension release in her body. Her shoulders dropped and she looked at my face, which I took as a sign to continue.
“I shouldn’t have allowed my feelings or my attraction or whatever it is get in the way of our mission. I do not make mistakes like that. My emotions do not get the best of me like that and I needed to get away and figure out what happened,” I said.
“And your new friend was going to help you figure that out?” She asked with a hint of jealousy.
“Well, that was just me exercising my destructive side. It won’t happen again,” I said.
“Z,” she started. “You said it was done and we could just forget about it. I wanted to talk about it. You shut that conversation down.”
We stared at each other for several moments until I finally broke the silence by reconfirming that there was nothing more to talk about. I was feeling sober and more confident than ever that this crush I was feeling for the Commander was simply just that—a crush. Commander Callow didn’t challenge me. She looked into my eyes as if she were trying to read inside of me before she dismissed me again.
Back in my room I felt like I was unraveling. Was this all because I had never grieved for Nelson Vokbar? Things had changed rapidly in my life and would soon change even more once my final mission was complete. I was more robotic in my response to all the change, but perhaps my human side was a little more connected than I had realized? I decided that later that afternoon I would call Maria to check in on her and see how she is doing and then maybe go to the memorial exhibit set up in the library on OrbForce. I was going to get through this on my own. I was sure my connection to Commander Callow was somehow rooted in my loss of the former Commander and once I finally grieved for him, the magnetic attraction I felt in her presence would dissipate.
Maria was warm as always and concerned about me. Apparently, Commander Callow had developed a bit of a friendship with my “mom” and let her know about my indiscretions. Maria cautioned me to stay focused and reminded me that Nelson always believed in me. I felt a lump building in my throat and tried to end the conversation but she wouldn’t let me out of it that easily. I finally sobbed about missing him and she cried too. I told her I was concerned that this would be my final mission and I felt lost about my future. She urged me to think more positively. She assured me that OrbForce would find somewhere for me to go after this mission was complete if it was decided that Ulum couldn’t trust me. She encouraged me to trust the new Commander and to always believe in peace. I felt much better after talking with her. Say what you will, sometimes you just need a little mothering to get through the tough stuff and as much as I would like to pretend I didn’t have emotions, I did. I had many of them and repressing them was finally catching up to me. Maria reminded me to focus on what I do best and the rest would fall into place.
Later I went into the library to visit the tribute that had been put together to honor the legacy of Commander Vokbar. I remembered the first time I met him. He had selected me from a group of three others to be the Ambassador; a key position in keeping the peace between our planets. He believed I was the best for the job and I tried to never disappoint. As I looked over a list of his achievements I could feel the pangs of guilt creeping into my heart and mind. This is what I had not dealt with; the guilt. I felt responsible for the rogue Ulum attack that left the Commander dead. I should have known. I should have been more persuasive with the Ulum General to do something about these Ulum. His death was somehow my fault and in that moment I felt the crushing weight of what I had not faced yet. I collapsed onto my knees and felt pressure in my chest making it hard to breathe. Now I felt physically out of control and tears streamed down my face. I buried my face in my hands and started to sob again right in the library for anyone to see. As I kneeled on the floor crying, I felt a hand gently squeeze my shoulder, but I didn’t stop. I could feel the energy releasing from my body and I needed to get this cry out of me. I already knew who was there without looking up.
Commander Callow asked if I was okay and through sobs I said I was fine. I asked to be left alone to grieve in quiet. Her hand released from my shoulder and I heard her footsteps fade, but something told me she hadn’t gone far. I sat down on a nearby chair and thought about the better times. I remembered when Nelson and Maria took me out for my birthday the first time and each year after. I remembered his sense of humor and his incredible intelligence. I wondered what he would think of this plan that Ruth and her intelligence committee had put together to manipulate Ulum into a false sense of security. Would he agree with a mission that would clearly mean the end of my career with OrbForce? He would most definitely find another job for me on OrbForce. Commander Callow hadn’t even mentioned it. Did she think I didn’t realize what this all meant for me? Did she think I was going into this blindly? Clearly she didn’t care about my future. Peace was her priority as it should be. Whatever casualties came in the name of peace would be worth it. She was focused on her job and that was why she was Commander. I let my eyes close and before I knew it I was asleep.
When I woke up, the Commander was in a chair facing me on the other side of the room. She looked like she was just waking up too. I checked my watch to see how many hours I had missed our meeting by. I looked up at her when I realized how late it was and she smiled warmly. She asked if I was okay and I apologized for missing our meeting. She invited me for coffee back in her office.
She asked me to talk about Nelson and she told me about her relationship with him too. It hadn’t even dawned on me that of course, she had known him well too as she had worked as his direct report for years. Her expression was sad and I confessed that I felt guilt about his death and I asked if she blamed me for it too. She reminded me that many have died in this fight for world peace and there was no one to blame except those who pulled the trigger. She was incredibly wise for her age. Maybe I could call her a friend one day, but for now, my guard was up.
We spent some time reviewing the intelligence reports and her team was accurate in their assessment of General A001 and his/her human-like expressions. I was incredibly disappointed that I had not picked up on it.
We discussed plans to set up a meeting with all Ulum leaders, including the Ulum Earth Infiltrators, and myself. I would have to manipulate General A001 into coordinating with the rogue party. I planned on scheduling a video-conference with the General later in the day. I would have to use this new intelligence in order to get everyone together and display weakness and lure all into a false sense of security with regard to our plans. I would have to offer up the idea of trades and possible prisoner releases in order to get all Ulum to the same table. I was sure now that I could sell this easily to General A001. Once I had her on my side, she would get her peers on board.  Shortly before I departed, OrbForce would be attacking the most populated villages in each sect of Ulum and after I launched into orbit, the Ulum leadership would be forced to surrender or be wiped off of the planet once and for all. I was fairly certain that the rogue Ulum would be taken out regardless of their participation in surrendering, but those details were not up to me. Whoever survived would never trust me again so that would be the end of Ambassador Z. This would be my final trip to the red planet that I now loathed for all the senseless loss of life that those living on it had caused.
Ruth and I went over the plans and I agreed to follow up with her after my video-conference with A001. She asked to conference in with a black screen so that Ulum wouldn’t detect, but we couldn’t be sure about their latest developments in technology so we decided she would have to just review the recordings after the fact.
During our meeting Ruth stayed behind the desk, likely to keep a safe distance from me. She continued making deep eye contact with me and I was trying hard to not let it affect me, but there was something about her voice and how she looked at me that had me wanting more. My mind was quick to take control and remind my heart and body that more was just not in the cards. I was better off waiting a couple of weeks and returning to Earth to find Abby and see what might be in store for us there. After this mission I would likely have plenty of time to explore all my options. When we finished our meeting, Ruth stood up to see me out. She came out from behind her desk and brushed my hand in an awkward attempt to hug or handshake. I wasn’t sure what to do at that point, so I just smiled. She smiled and said she would see me after my video-conference with A001. I nodded in agreement and left before it got anymore awkward.
Halfway back to my room I realized I had forgotten my comtal and went back to retrieve it from Ruth’s office. I stood outside her door and could hear her talking to someone. Her voice was too muffled to understand her completely, but I definitely heard her mention my name. My heart was racing now and I wanted to know who she was talking to and what she was saying about me. I waited a few more seconds before pressing the entry request. The doors slid open and the Commander had a look of surprise on her face as though she had been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. I didn’t let on that I had heard anything. I merely smiled and pointed at my comtal on the chair. She told the person on her comtal that she would get back with them and disconnected without waiting for a response. I tried to peek at her screen without being obvious, but I was unable to see anything. Her screen had a blackout option for security purposes so it couldn’t even be picked up on any video surveillance on OrbForce.
“I apologize Commander, I forgot my comtal.” I said.
“I am always happy to see you. No worries Z.” She said.
“Oh,” I didn’t know how to respond, “Ok well I will get out of here. Sounds like you are busy.”
“Z,” she paused, “I don’t want,” another long pause. “I don’t want things to be weird. Was it weird when you left or was that just me?” She let out an awkward laugh.
“Yes, it kind of was.” I smiled. “I am sorry. It is just…”
“What?” She asked.
“I am attracted to you. I am working on it. I don’t want things to be weird because of that. I will not be throwing myself on you again. I mean people walk around attracted to one another all day and it doesn’t have to be weird. We have a serious mission to accomplish and I get that. I am here to do a job. After the mission is complete, I think we both know I won’t be around anymore.”
Commander Callow looked like she had seen a ghost.
“You and I both know that Ulum will never trust me again. My time as Ambassador will be over,” I said.
She stared at me intensely.
“You did realize that, right Commander?” I asked.
“Of course, yes, but it’s just we haven’t discussed it.” She seemed nervous.
“Did you think it wouldn’t have occurred to me?” I asked.
“No, no of course not. You would absolutely know that. I just…I guess I just wish I would have brought it up sooner before this,” She said.
“And now I have made things weirder.” I smiled.
Commander smiled back. We stared at each other for several long moments before she walked toward me and pulled me into an embrace. She held me tightly and the warmth of her body surged through me. I couldn’t speak much less resist. When she pulled back I saw a tear rolling down her cheek.
“Hey, are you okay?” I asked.
“Must be allergies,” she laughed. We both knew allergies were eradicated on OrbForce.
“Nice try,” I said.
“I am fine. I really don’t know why I got so emotional in that moment.”
“Well it’s not like I am dying.” As the words left my lips I felt knots in my stomach. There was always the possibility of being killed on planet Ulum, but I had a great security detail and felt fairly safe.
Commander didn’t respond to my joke. Maybe she too thought about the dangers for a moment. I didn’t think much of it at that point.
“I appreciate your honesty, Z.” She said.
“Of course. Honesty seems to always have a better ending, doesn’t it?” I asked.
Again she didn’t answer my question.
“Let me know how your call with A001 goes, okay?” She said.
“Of course. I am on my way to coordinate now,” I said.
She grabbed for my hand as I walked through the doors allowing her fingers to brush through mine as I left her office.
The knot in my stomach had stayed since I made my dark remark about dying and I couldn’t shake the ominous feeling all afternoon. I had coordinated with Ulum to conference call with A001 at 3:00 a.m. Earth time. I had a few hours to get my thoughts together and work on my sell. I had to convince A001 that we were falling apart and needed their help. I had to make her believe that we were ready to talk about sharing our soil with them and possibly giving them some control over sections of Earth.
I wrote down some notes and reviewed some of the intelligence information that Commander Callow had provided. I would be more aware of how my words affected A001 in this conversation, but I had to be careful not to be obvious or appear distracted. I thought about my conversation with the Commander and wondered why she avoided my questions. Maybe she didn’t like to think about the worst possible outcomes of things. But that didn’t explain why she avoided my question about honesty. She must have thought it was rhetorical. I tossed the conversation around in my head and stayed on the hug we shared for a bit. Her touch was electrifying, but I couldn’t understand why when she hugged me she then shed a tear. I told myself I would not make light of dying around her anymore and then joked that maybe I would if it would lead to more hugs. Her warmth felt like the coziest blanket and I longed to stay wrapped up in her, holding her in return. But this was just not meant to be. Like some sort of awful star-crossed lovers sort of thing, the timing was wrong for us.
My conference with General A001 went according to plan. I shared my personal loss with A001 and she extended condolences and dropped her guard from there. She explained that the forces that killed Vokbar were rogue and would be handled for violating the rules of engagement. She told me that she didn’t agree with the rules personally, but went along with them because of me. She confided that I was the only human she could ever tolerate and hoped that the new Commander knew that I would not be replaceable and if any personnel changes were made in my position, it would negate all agreements that are currently in place. I agreed to relay the information to Commander Callow. Our encounters were of course being recorded and I had no doubt that the Commander was listening as we spoke, but I wasn’t going to share that information with the General.  I did decide I would have a little fun at the Commander’s expense though. I told the General our new Commander was sure she was in over her head. I insisted that the General would have to trust me as we navigate through this transitional period and I was sure I could manipulate the new Commander into acquiescing to almost anything the General wanted. The General apologized for the rogue forces and was delighted that I felt I could negotiate some territories on Earth for Ulum. We agreed that a summit with all Ulum leaders and myself would be helpful. I asked if she would like anyone else from Earth to be present and she asserted that another human at the table would be too hard for some more militant Ulum to resist killing. She was able to protect me, but couldn’t guarantee the safety of another human. As our meeting came to a close I asked the General if we would be able to have some time for just the two of us to talk privately about some other opportunities I felt that might be available for her Ulum forces to enjoy. She seemed surprised and pleased with my offer and agreed. Now, I had her exactly where I needed her. It would be up to Ruth to ensure that the media on Earth distributed the same message.
After we ended our conference my comtal was flashing with an incoming request from Commander Callow.
“I’m in over my head?” She asked.
“I thought that was a nice touch too,” I returned.
“I think it was completely unnecessary,” Ruth said.
She was not happy with my adlibbing, but it worked so there wasn’t much she could do about it. Backtracking now would ruin our progress. She lectured me on sticking with our strategy as it was discussed and I argued that she would need to trust me to handle the conversations as I saw fit. It was clear she wasn’t used to having subordinates oppose her. She didn’t say it, but she seemed to actually like the challenge. 
The next morning I flipped on my comtal to see the coverage of a deal between Earth and Ulum was on every social media and news outlet there was. The Commander was set to do a press conference later in the day with leaders of all nations on Earth appearing with her as a show of support. This would be the biggest coup in the history of media manipulation. When the humans on Earth find out the truth, once the mission is complete, Commander Callow will become a superhero. She will forever be a shining star in the history of Earth. Her name will be imprinted in every textbook, and children across the planet will be carrying around Commander Callow dolls. I took a moment just to soak in the news as though I didn’t know what was happening. I wanted to feel like any other human on Earth was feeling right now. They all were probably feeling shocked, hurt, disappointed and scared about the future. They were all probably reeling from the idea that the leaders of all nations had agreed to give in to Ulum. This would be hard to get over. Would they ever trust OrbForce again?
I headed to Commander Callow’s office after breakfast to review the plans for the day. She welcomed me with a warm smile and I congratulated her on the press coverage. She was quiet and seemed unimpressed with herself. We reviewed the details of the press conference. Everyone would be ported in as live holograms in the Earthdome located in the former UK territory. It was too difficult for all the nations’ leaders to travel to one place that day so holograms would have to work. On television, no one would even realize they weren’t there in person. She asked if I wanted to join her in her office while it was filmed. I thanked her for the opportunity, but was sure I would be in the way. She assured me I wouldn’t and insisted I stay.
As the technical crews arrived and began setting up in the Commander’s office I watched while she had her hair and makeup done. The finished product took my breath away. Her charisma poured from her smile as the red light went on and she began to address planet Earth. I was mesmerized seeing her work the camera, in person. She had a natural ability in front of the camera that couldn’t be taught. When she was finished, even I believed her. Her words, her delivery, and her ability to connect with an audience through a camera lens were absolutely breathtaking. The technical crews wasted no time breaking down their equipment and vacating her office as soon as her portion was completed.
After everyone had left, she asked me what I thought. I told her she was beautiful on and off camera and prefaced that with the clarification that I was not trying to flirt with her, but rather being honest. She thanked me for the kind words and offered me a drink. I decided one drink wouldn’t hurt. We sat on the couch in her living quarters and sipped the same delicious wine we had enjoyed several nights prior.
“I appreciate you staying,” she said, “Sometimes it feels weird when the crews leave. I really feel like I am surrounded by a stadium full of people when I do these press conferences, even the recorded ones. Is that weird?”
“No,” I said. It really did make complete sense to me.
“I am glad that we can be friends.” She looked at me for a reaction.
“Me too,” I said. I was careful not to react with what I was truly thinking. I actually wasn’t sure what we were other than superior and subordinate, but now she was calling me her friend, which felt nice.
“Maybe if we had met some other time in our life,” her voice trailed.
“Maybe what?” I asked.
“Maybe things would be different for us.” She looked at me again for a response.
“Different, how?” I asked.
“Maybe we would be more than friends.” She touched my hand.
The words almost stung and her touch felt like fire on my skin. I couldn’t speak as I focused on breathing. My insides were throbbing with an ache for her and a sadness, too.
“So it’s not just me?” I smiled, attempting to lighten up the mood.
“No, it’s not. I am attracted to you too Z. It’s just the timing,” she said.
“Is wrong, I know,” I said finishing her sentence as she squeezed my hand.
I took the last sip of my drink and placed my cup down on the table in front of us. The tension between us was building and I knew if I didn’t leave soon my heart was going to cause me to weep.
“I better get going,” I said.
“Stay a while longer?” She grabbed my hand again and pulled me back down to the couch.
“Commander… I mean Ruth, this is difficult for me,” I said.
Ruth kissed me softly and I pulled my head back and looked at her. Her eyes locked with mine and I kissed her in return. I pushed my weight against her forcing her against the couch. Her tongue danced with mine as I lay down on top of her and felt the heat of our bodies collide. My heart was pounding in my chest and I was afraid if I stopped kissing her it would be over. My mind was racing with the words that the timing was all-wrong and I finally forced myself to come up for air.
“I’m sorry Ruth. I should really go. This just won’t end well and we both know it.” I said.
“Z,” tears were welling up in her eyes.
“Don’t,” I said as I wiped a tear from her cheek. “I’m okay. Promise.” I smiled and stood up.
“Just stay. I don’t want you to go. Not yet. Just stay here with me for a while longer,” she said.
“I don’t know what it is about you, but I can’t say no,” I said.
She hugged me tight and I wanted to feel her lips on mine again. My body ached with desire for her and I collapsed in her embrace. She sobbed softly on my shoulder and I begged her to tell me what was wrong, but she insisted she was just caught up in the moment. Something told me there was more to her tears than she was letting on, but I wanted to hold her and she was letting me so I stopped pushing for answers. We lay down together in silence until we fell asleep wrapped up in one another’s arms. Maybe it was the warmth of her body, the privacy of not being watched in some room with a wall full of video monitors, or just sheer exhaustion, but I slept more soundly than I had in a very long time lying next to her.
In the morning I felt her lips gently press against mine and heard her whisper very softly that she was sorry. She thought I was sleeping and so I didn’t let on otherwise, but I wanted to know what she was apologizing for. Was she sorry that she asked me to stay? Was she sorry for kissing me? Was she sorry that the timing wasn’t right for us? I know I was. I felt comfortable with her even when I knew she was holding something back from me. I felt safe with her despite her reluctance to tell me what was really bothering her. After she sat up and started to move about, I opened my eyes and said good morning. I apologized for falling asleep and crashing in her suite all night. She refused to hear an apology and appreciated my company.
“Look, Ruth, we only have a couple more days and our mission will be over and our time working together will be done. Maybe we can catch up from time to time after I leave OrbForce,” I said.
“Yeah,” she said. “That will be nice,” her voice trailed.
“Or not,” I said. “I know you will be busy. I get it. No worries.”
“No, it’s not that. I just think you will be too busy. I am sure you will have a ton of offers,” she said.
“But not on OrbForce,” I said.
There was silence, which was deafening. It was clear she hadn’t even considered finding somewhere else for me on OrbForce as Maria and I had discussed. The reality of it stung my insides. I had devoted my life to my work on OrbForce and was willingly going to give it all up in the name of peace and would get nothing in return.
She didn’t respond to my comment and I started to feel agitated and rejected.
“I better go,” I said.
“We’ll meet later to review the media coverage,” she said.
“Of course. Send me a meeting request and I will be here,” I said as I gathered my things to leave. Tension was starting to fill my body and I was hurt by the fact that I wasn’t a factor in the future of OrbForce.
“Z,” she reached for me. “Wait.”
Our eyes locked.
“Would you consider staying on with OrbForce even if not as Ambassador?” she asked.
“This has been my life since I turned 18. I know no other way,” I said.
“I’ll see what I can do.” She smiled.
I forced a smile in return feeling even more irritated. Why would she even ask me that? I think if she knew me at all, it would be evident that I would want to stay with OrbForce and if anyone could make that happen it would be the most powerful position in the entire force, her, the Commander.
“Great,” I said as I continued making my way and not revealing the tension that was seizing my body.
“Bye Z.”
“See you later,” I said.
I walked back to my suite feeling jilted. I forced myself to consider my loyalty and the part of me that took my original oath for OrbForce quickly took control of my thoughts and gave me perspective. When I signed up years ago, I knew that I was devoting myself to something bigger than me. I knew that I wanted to make a difference and I had. There was no room for egos on OrbForce and this was a key moment in my career to remember that. I knew that I had a job to finish out and from there I would decide what I wanted to do next.
Her lack of consideration prior to our conversation this morning was weighing on me. The Commander was most definitely keeping something from me and I could not understand what or why. She was under no obligation to share classified information with me regardless of whether or not it involved me, but I felt like something was heavy on her mind and in her heart and whatever it was, it definitely involved me. Maybe the realization that I would be gone soon was just a lot for her to process. She had to feel the same connection I was feeling. Two people don’t spend the night so comfortably while physically intertwined without there being mutual chemistry.
The Commander must feel lonely at times. Her history was empty of any partner or spouse and as humans, we crave contact with one another. That is what separates us from the Ulumese. I convinced myself that her emotional reveal the night before was a result of her loneliness. But my mind wondered about the secrets she was keeping.
After breakfast I saw from my suite that the media was feeding into the story that Earth as we knew it was crumbling under the thumb of Ulum since Vokbar’s assassination. I knew the media was easily manipulated these days, but I never imagined they would so easily bite into this story. The days of journalism no longer existed. News media was basically public relations and spinning stories to sell advertisers. OrbForce had some of the brightest marketing talents in uniform and they knew exactly how to pull the media strings. They were careful to keep Commander Callow as the hopeful savior since her reputation in the eyes of Earthlings was important. The way it all played out was better than any Hollywood script.
Ruth and I caught up later in the day and she too was impressed with the media coverage. I would follow up with General A001 later that evening to continue the sell and see where she was on getting everyone to agree to sit at a table with me to discuss what we could offer for peace. Ruth was confident in her plans but was reluctant to discuss what would happen while I was meeting with Ulum leaders. I knew the basics, but she wasn’t offering up too many details.
The idea was that while I met with leadership pretending that Earth was weakened by Vokbar’s death, OrbForce would be striking in the most violent areas of Ulum and destroy all weaponry bases before the meeting ended. Communication bases would be eliminated first, which was going to make things slightly difficult for me to leave, but my pilot would have contact with OrbForce flight control, so I was feeling confident that I could get out of Ulum safely as long as no one at the table found out what was happening while we were speaking. I knew the strike would be quick and I was fairly certain that some new weaponry would be utilized. I wanted to ask about it, but it was more important that I focus on what my role was to be in all of this. I felt that her reluctance to go over my exit details was curious, but she also had a lot to consider during the strike. All personal ties aside, there were many OrbForce soldiers whose lives would be hanging in the balance of this mission and it was entirely plausible that not all would make it back safely so I am sure that was weighing on her.
Ruth and I reviewed all the media coverage from news sites to gossip columns and found a few reports that needed to be reviewed by marketing. Otherwise things were going along as planned. Ruth was curious about how I would continue with A001.
“Does the new intelligence on A001 affect how you feel when you speak to her now?” she asked.
“I would be lying if I said no,” I said.
“Do you feel like you can still do this?” she asked.
“Of course, I don’t mean it affects me negatively. I just mean I think about it. I was looking for signs on our last video chat. She just…well A001 is interesting.”
“How do you mean?” Ruth asked.
“I just think she or he or whatever is more evolved than most Ulum. The Ulumese do not understand human emotions, but A001 seems to have either studied it or allowed herself to be open to it.” I said.
“Interesting. I can have intelligence look into whether or not she has studied it and if so what,” Ruth said.
“I don’t think it is necessary for my benefit or for this mission. At this point we are so close to completing what we set out to do, I don’t think it matters,” I said.
Ruth’s face lost expression. Something I had said jolted her somehow. Again, I mentioned the end of the mission and it seems to have affected her negatively. She should be excited to complete her first big operation as Commander. She was going to be a hero; this would be one for the history books.
“Why the long face?” I pushed.
Ruth smiled and ignored my question.
“I think I will have intelligence dig into it just for future knowledge. It never hurts to know as much as possible,” she said.
I nodded in agreement. Our work for the morning was wrapping up and I asked the Commander if she needed anything else. She paused for a moment and stared at me with a hesitant grin.
“No, Z, you are dismissed,” she said. “But of course you are also welcome to stay for lunch. I am having mine delivered. I can add anything you want to the order from the kitchen.”
I thanked the Commander for the offer and decided I should probably head back to my own suite. It was hard to be close to her and not want for more. I knew that it was not going to be, but it was going to take me a bit of time to get over my physical desires for her. The heart wants what the heart wants. She tried convincing me to stay but I think she could feel the ache in my eyes and backed off quickly.
As I headed down the hall I received a red alert notification on my comtal from A001. I raced back to my suite and sent over an immediate video conference request. The General was quick to accept and appear on screen. She was visibly upset and I did my best to ease her conscious. She notified me that there were concerns among her fellow Ulum leaders that my request for a table meeting was a set-up. She pointed out video and photo footage of the Commander’s swearing in and the cheering from OrbForce soldiers. She played sound bites of the Commander declaring contempt for Ulum and vowing to avenge the death of Vokbar. My mind raced as I tried to figure out how Ulum obtained any of that coverage. I urged her to listen to me and then I told her the following story.
“Shortly after that swearing in on International news here on Earth I met the Commander for the first time. I can assure you, and this stays between you and me, that our new Commander, hasn’t the first clue as to how to defeat you. She confided in me and has entrusted me to negotiate a final agreement of peace with you. Yes, she looks pretty on the camera and you know Earthlings love a pretty face, but beyond that she has confided that even OrbForce IE (Intelligence Elite) is unable to piece together a strategy that would allow Earth to control Ulum. We are done fighting. The nation’s leaders chose her specifically because they know Earthlings will be able to accept this from her because she is aesthetically pleasing and looks good on camera.”
A001 listened intently and agreed with me that Commander Callow had the celebrity thing going for her. Ulum had long believed Earthlings to be shallow, vulnerable, and easily manipulated life forms. A001 bought my story without question. I pointed out the negative news stories that had flooded media since then and A001 revealed that those stories were the only reason certain Ulum leaders were still agreeing to sit at the table with me and negotiate. She confided that my safety had been threatened by at least one Ulum leader, but she was able to negotiate for my safety during the meeting. I thanked her for her honesty and for her concern over my well-being. I knew that it was probably met with much opposition by her fellow Ulum. She confirmed that all Ulum leaders had agreed to the summit and I explained that I would be bringing documents to seal the meeting and deliver everything I had promised. She was pleased with my consideration of Ulum. She asked if I would be staying after the meeting and I explained that it would probably be best if I returned to OrbForce to deliver the treaty and get them to our judicial board to be recorded and implemented as soon as possible. She agreed that timing was important and we could meet less formally after things settled.
We wrapped up our video call and I was feeling confident that I had persuaded A001 to believe me. As soon as our call disconnected the Commander was breaching the entrance to my suite. I joked about her never knocking but she was in no mood for jokes. She quickly reminded me that it was imperative I manage my relationship with A001 and ensure that this mission goes through. I assured the Commander that I had it under control.
“Did you not see the end of our conversation?” I asked.
“Yes, but Z, this has to stay on track. We must have all Ulum leaders at that table with you. If just one decides not to attend, this mission is over before it even starts,” she said.
“Yes I know. I understand fully,” I said.
I started wondering if she was irritated that I was portraying her poorly to A001. No sooner did this thought cross my mind, when she asked me about my pretty face comment. I smiled at the Commander and reminded her that I had made no secret of the fact that I thought she had a pretty face.  Ruth realized I had taken the opportunity to flirt and she blushed in return before excusing herself to return to her lunch.
As the Commander left, I received another notice on my watch that I had received a message from Abby. The message was short and sweet.
Hey it’s Abby. Just thinking about you. Don’t forget about me next time you come back down to Earth.
I decided to send a quick response.
You have made it impossible to forget you now. I will be in touch soon.
I lay back on my couch and thought about Abby. She was just what I would need when this mission was over and my life would be a blank slate. She was fun, sexy, and more importantly didn’t care at all about my work as Ambassador.
I wondered if the Commander had seen my message exchange. I know she was having me closely monitored, surely to make sure I didn’t screw up her first big mission. The plan revolved around me and she couldn’t take any chances on me making a mistake. In the middle of my daydream I actually fell asleep. I awoke startled by a dream but struggled to remember the details. I had been in some sort of dangerous situation and my life was in peril. I was sure the anxiety of my future was now finding its way into my REM cycle. As I sat up and tried to shake the dream off, I realized my comtal was flashing with a request from the Commander.
I hurried to her office to finalize our plans. Her demeanor was becoming less confident and more anxious and gloomy. She reviewed everything with me down to how I would engage with each of the Ulum leadership but again did not discuss my exit strategy.
“As far as exit strategy, I know communication will be blown, but my pilot will still have contact with OrbForce Base, correct?” I asked.
She seemed surprised by my question. “Uhm…yes,” she said.
“I just want to be clear on how I will be able to get out of Ulum airspace before they realize what has happened,” I said.
“The timing will be difficult,” she said.
“Well, that doesn’t sound reassuring,” I said.
“You will know when to go,” she said.
I took a moment to process her suggestion. She was planning every detail of this mission, but was leaving this part up to my instincts? Either she really trusted me or had some other plan she wasn’t sharing.
“You trust my instincts?” I asked.
“You know these aliens better than anyone. You will know when to leave. You will have plenty of time,” she said.
“Well I was hoping you could give me a calculation on time as far as when the final target will be hit so I can plan accordingly,” I said.
There was silence and I began to wonder if she hadn’t thought of every detail.
“At approximately 89 minutes after your arrival, the final target will be hit,” she said without looking at me.
I guess she had it all figured out. I entered a few notes into my comtal and asked if the meeting was complete. Ruth asked me to stay again and watch a movie. I couldn’t refuse the offer.
Ruth ordered food from the Executive Kitchen, which was a treat as it meant it wasn’t freeze dried food. She decided that since it was nearing my last night as Ambassador, she would make sure I experienced all that OrbForce had to offer. I joked about wanting to go back to Earth the following night, since it would be my last night as Ambassador.
“So you can go have a rendezvous with your friend Abby?” Ruth asked.
“Well, maybe,” I smiled back.
“I did some research,” Ruth said.
“On what?” I asked. “On Abby?”
“Well you should know she is involved in a huge contraband ring. I could have her picked up and prosecuted tonight if I wanted,” Ruth said.
“Oh it’s just music. It’s not weapons or religious material,” I pleaded.
“Stay away from her until your mission is complete,” Ruth said.
“Or what? You will have her picked up?” I asked.
“Maybe,” she said with a hint of sarcasm. The door buzzed and the food arrived. It smelled amazing and was hot and served on actual plates with old-fashioned silverware. We both took a place at the table in Ruth’s dining area while the staff placed our meals and drinks before us. This was a level of service I could get used to. “So do you like her?” Ruth asked after the OrbForce Executive Kitchen staff left.
“Who?” I asked.
“Abby,” she said.
“Oh,” I said.
“Is that your answer?” Ruth asked smiling.
I smiled back and explained that I had lost the love of my life seven years prior so I wasn’t planning on jumping into anything as my heart was still aching from the loss. Ruth listened intently before acknowledging that she had already read my psychological evaluations following the death. She asked me if I wanted to talk about her and I declined. I had worked hard to move on. I wanted to tell Ruth that the only person who stirred my insides like my former lover, was her. I wanted to tell her that I hadn’t felt so safe and comfortable with anyone since, as I did with her. I didn’t say anything though. Ruth had made it clear there would be no us, at least not a romantic version of us. But the chemistry was undeniable and I prodded her to admit to it while we ate our warm meals.
I felt like we had been transported to another time as we dined together with candles glowing. It felt like we had been taken back in time and for a moment I wished that were possible. I wished we were in another time and I could freely express my feelings for her and she could let her guard down and share herself with me fully. I wanted to feel her and touch her and the more we talked the more I wanted to stay lost in the moment forever. We talked about the following night and Ruth joked about this being my last meal, which I thought was odd. Once I went back to Earth I would enjoy hot meals more frequently. But she insisted, so I indulged her sense of humor.
I left after the movie. Ruth wanted me to stay but it was too hard to be so close to her and not be able to touch her or kiss her. Her presence was a force for me and I was not strong enough to resist. She understood my position and let me go without much of a fight. I made my way back to my suite and decided to stay up and study more of the notes from the intelligence. I only had 36 hours to go as Ambassador and I needed to make sure I was prepared for any twist or turn in my encounter with A001 and the rest of Ulum leadership. I was hoping to leave behind a legacy. I wasn’t sure how the future relations with Ulum and Earth would work. I know that Earth was done playing nice and so perhaps there would never be another Ambassador. Commander Callow was certainly capable of handling the communication between Ulum and Earth and I would always be available for consulting. There wouldn’t be much to discuss after Ulum would be obliterated in the attack.
As I read more about A001 and her ability to feel human emotions, my own human emotions started to weigh on me. I started feeling heavy about this whole set-up, but I also have dreamt of vengeance since my lover was killed seven years ago. I wanted to avenge her death myself and was even given the opportunity to experience it virtually during therapy. The experience felt very real, but those responsible for her death were still very much alive and would be at the table with me in less than two days. Despite the anger and rage I felt toward them, I learned from the virtual experience that my conscience and my heart were not equipped to carry the burden of death.
I was struggling to rest my mind and decided to take a walk down the galaxy corridor and hopefully clear my head. When I arrived at the start of the star walk, I saw Ruth looking up at all the stars that surrounded us. She turned and looked at me.
“You couldn’t sleep either?” she asked.
“No,” I said and joined her near the entrance.
“It’s funny you know? Life….” she said.
“Like ha-ha funny or ironic kind of funny?” I asked.
“Ironic,” she said. “I don’t think it’s possible to have it all. Do you?” 
“No,” I said.
We sat quietly on a bench staring at the stars ahead of us.
“Do you ever think life is playing a joke on you?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Just when you think you know exactly what you want, someone….or something it could be, comes along and obliterates your reality. You know what I mean?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said and reached over to squeeze her hand reassuringly.
I held her hand as we sat in silence. I wanted to ask what was weighing on her mind, but I didn’t. I just sat there staring straight ahead like her, watching the stars float past us. We sat for some time like this and exhaustion started to settle into my body. Ruth must have felt it too as she stood up and said good night to me with a warm hug. As she turned to walk away, I saw a tear streaming down her cheek. She moved faster than usual and I saw her hands go toward her face as she walked down the hallway back toward her quarters. I wanted to call out to her or chase after her and demand answers. She was shedding more tears in my presence and it was clear that something was hanging over her and my presence seemed to be a reminder. I wanted to know but I did not move. I watched her disappear around the corridor, my heart heavy for her and my body aching for her touch.
I returned to my room and quickly fell asleep in my pod. I awoke early and was startled to see the Commander sitting in a chair facing me.
“Commander?” I asked.
“We need to talk,” she said.
“Did something happen? Are there new developments?” I asked.
“No, we need to talk about us,” she looked at me.
“Oh,” I said.
“I just thought you should know that I am attracted to you too. It is mutual and when I am near you I never want to leave you,” she said.
“I don’t know what to say,” I was struggling to respond.
“Say you feel it too,” she said.
“I already have. I have said it and even shown it. I am very attracted to you,” I was now sitting up and had reached across to touch her hand. Every time our skin touched I felt electricity from my chest to my thighs.
“Well I wanted you to know that. I mean I don’t think I ever said the words and I wanted you to know that,” she said.
I leaned in and held my face close to hers waiting for a second to see if she pulled away but she did not. I could feel her breath on my face and I grazed her lips with mine and gently touched the side of her face with my hand. She leaned into me and I pressed my lips hard against hers. Her tongue penetrated my mouth and a surge of ecstasy shot through my body. I stood her up, never breaking our kiss and turned her around to sit her on my bed. I pulled away from her and looked into her eyes and asked for confirmation that this is what she wanted.
“Yes,” she whispered. “But first…” she pressed a code into her comtal and I realized she was shutting down my room surveillance, “I don’t like an audience.”
I kissed her hard, feeling the pressure mounting inside of me causing me to feel like I could explode. I laid her slowly down on my bed and pressed my body on top of her kissing her hard. I pressed my knee between her legs and spread her beneath me as she gasped with pleasure.
“I want to make love to you, Ruth,” I whispered in her ear before kissing her neck.
“I want that too,” she whispered as she sank her fingers into my hair and pressed my head against her. I kissed her neck and down her chest pulling back her uniform at the buttons to expose more of her skin. I carefully removed her uniform top, exposing her erect nipples to my mouth. I traced her soft breasts with my tongue teasing each nipple that hardened against my tongue. She pulled at my shirt until it was off and my bare skin was warm against hers. She moaned as she felt my breasts pressed against hers. I traced her body with my mouth laying gentle kisses down her chest, between her breasts and over her stomach stopping at the top of her pants to look at her once more. My body was anxious for more, but I moved my face back up to hers and asked once more for permission. I slid my hand beneath her zipper while staring deep into her eyes.
“Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked as I pressed my fingers against her wetness.
“Please,” she moaned.
I slipped my hand back out and smiled hungrily at her as I slowly pulled her pants down. Her underwear were not standard uniform and it became clear that she wanted this to happen tonight. The black bikini cut revealed her wetness and my heart was pounding to expose her completely. She insisted I remove my pants so that she could feel every inch of our skin touching. I kissed her again gently on her lips while I maneuvered my hand between her legs feeling her wetness again and causing her to moan softly. I touched her gently at first feeling her push her hips to me before I plunged my fingers deep inside of her forcing her to arch her back and cry out. I kissed her as I made love to her with my fingers bringing her to climax. I tasted her as she came and made love to her again with my tongue until my mouth was full of her taste. Her moans made me wet with desire and I longed to feel her touching me, but I pulled my body up next to hers and lay quietly holding her against my chest and kissing the back of her neck until she dozed off from exhaustion.
I lay awake thinking about her and about what had happened and how it would affect my future. I really wanted to be with her, but my heart was telling me that this was not going to happen. My mind reasoned that anything was possible and anything could work if two people really wanted it, but my heart argued that the Commander did not want anything long-term. I started to wonder why she came to my room this night, of all nights. First she had me stay for a cooked meal and then she gave me what she knew I was craving from her. Why was this all happening? I knew she had entered my room with intentions of giving herself to me and I could not figure out why she had changed her mind, so close to the end of our mission. I wanted to believe that she was falling in love with me as I was with her, but doubts about her motivations were lingering in my thoughts like dark clouds. I really was falling in love with Ruth and I wanted her to love me back.




Chapter Three
When I woke up in the morning Ruth was gone. I felt the sting of hurt shoot through me as I reached for her and felt the emptiness next to me. I wondered if she was now watching me via surveillance. I was sitting up looking around my suite just to be sure she wasn’t still there and then plopped myself back against my pillow and closed my eyes. What if she saw the desperation in my eyes as I scanned the room? I felt vulnerable, tired, and anxious.
I had to get up and use the restroom and collect myself in there, since that was the only room in my suite not monitored by surveillance. I found a note attached to the sink that simply read:
Z, Didn’t want to wake you. Thank you for everything. –Ruth
We had a meeting scheduled before lunch with her intelligence team to review my plan and one final meeting tonight before I departed at 2:00 a.m. for transport to Ulum. I brewed a cup of coffee and checked my comtal and saw that I had received a message from Abby. She invited me to be her date to a gala in two days. I was available, I thought. She also sent me a masked non-static IP address, which gave me links to three contraband songs. I smiled when I saw the songs she had selected. It was clear she remembered everything I said the first night we met even though we were both intoxicated. I couldn’t resist clicking on the links and listening. She also wrote that prior to meeting me she never watched the news because it was too depressing, but started following it just to see me and hear about me and she wished me luck on my summit with Ulum leadership. Her note was flirtatious and sincere. She had a kindness to her that warmed my heart. I wasn’t as drawn to her as I was to the Commander, but I felt like we could be great friends in the future and possibly more.
I was halfway through the second song when a notification came through on my comtal from the Commander requesting my presence in her office. I responded that I would be there shortly.
“Contraband songs on OrbForce? Really?” she asked as I walked through her office doors.
“I knew you would find out,” I admitted. I downloaded them knowing she would find out because I was being so closely monitored and I wanted to make her jealous to see if there was more to us than last night.
“No more Abby and no more music until the mission is complete,” she said.
“For the record, she initiated conversation with me,” I said.
“I’m aware, but you responded. No more until the mission is over.”
“And then what?” I asked.
“And then you are free to do whatever you want. Your time with OrbForce will be over. I have nowhere else to put you,” she was cold.
“I appreciate you trying,” I returned with a gracious response.
“I am sorry if I led you on last night,” she said.
“You didn’t,” I said.
“I just can’t do a relationship. There is too much…”
“You don’t need to explain. I get it,” I cut her off.
“Very well then. I will see you this afternoon to review any last minute intel,” she said.
“See you then,” I turned to leave but waited.
“Do you have a question?” She asked.
“I was waiting to be dismissed. Protocols and all,” I smiled.
“You are dismissed.” The door opened.
I felt like I had been kicked in the gut, but I wasn’t about to show that to Ruth. I left smiling and walked back to my suite to re-read the message from Abby. Ruth’s coldness sent chills through my body and I wondered if this was her defense mechanism to avoid getting attached. Whatever it was, I was done. I would complete the mission and move on with my life away from OrbForce and away from Commander Callow. Abby would be the perfect distraction to forget about the world I had known for so long.
As the door closed I heard Commander Callow’s voice and again I heard my name. I stopped and listened closely. The conversation was broken up possibly because she saw me still outside her door on surveillance, but I heard her say something about granting me my final wishes. Final wishes? What was that about? Were they throwing me a party? That would be a horrible idea if it were to be leaked to Ulum. Surely, that was not it. Was that her description of what took place between us? My stomach twisted in knots at the thought. It was best that I was moving on from OrbForce as long as Commander Callow was going to be in charge. She was in my head and I needed to focus on the mission.
I cleaned out my suite and sent my personal belongings via OrbTransport to my vacation home in the United States territory on Earth. I sent Abby a quick note through a private messenger that I would be in touch soon and would love to join her at the gala.
I had appointments with MedShield to get medical clearance for the mission and afterward I would meet with my pilot to review logistics of our arrival and departure. Then I had one final meeting with Commander Callow and the Intelligence Captain to brief me on any last minute changes before departing to Ulum to meet with General A001 and the rest of Ulum leaders.
I had no issues getting medical clearance. All scans and tissue tests proved I was in perfect health, which is for some reason always comforting to hear. My pilot waited for me in a shared use conference room that I had booked to review the plans with her. She notified me that the Commander had already briefed her and she was clear on her orders. She stated that she was told under no uncertain terms to follow the Commander’s orders without question. I thought the break in protocol was odd, but I was done challenging the Commander. I just needed to get through this last mission and move on from OrbForce. I did not like how she was handling things and if this was a sign of the future, then it was clearly time for me to move on from my role as Ambassador.
I stopped for a quick snack in the cafeteria and ran into my old high school friend who worked in HR. She told me that everyone was anxious about the mission and she wished me luck. I told her that I was certain that this would be my last mission and my time with OrbForce would soon be over as the Commander made it clear that there would be no other position for me. My friend stated that she hadn’t even seen an inquiry from the Commander come through HR but we brushed it off as likely a higher-level inquiry than what she would see in her position. We reminisced a bit about the good old days over a cup of coffee before I had to go to meet with the Commander and Intelligence Captain.
I took a deep breath as I stood outside of the Commander’s door. It slid open before I had a chance to place my eye over the scanner. The Commander and the I.C. took turns shaking my hand with cordial professionalism. Ruth avoided eye contact and was quiet during the meeting. I found her disposition disheartening and cold and I couldn’t wait to finish up and be done with her. In less than eight hours the mission would be complete and I would be on transport back to planet Earth. The I.C. encouraged me to change my position on being armed, but I as always, refused to carry weaponry into peace talks. I felt like it was the perfect example of hypocrisy and would exemplify one of the very issues that the Ulumese had with humans. He was emphatic that I change my position, but I stood my ground. I had completed hundreds of talks with the Ulumese and never needed a weapon and I was not about to start. The Commander chimed in her support for me taking at least a small nerve paralyzer or some sort of protective equipment, but I was firm with her as well. In the end, they knew that I would leave any weaponry that they fitted me with aboard my transport craft. The meeting was coordinated and uneventful beyond the push for weaponry. The schedule of targets and strikes was reviewed again and I felt confident that there was sufficient time to leave Ulum before communications of the attack made it to the summit. I was sure this mission would run like a well-oiled machine. The Commander had a well thought out and perfectly coordinated plan and planet Ulum would be completely broken by the strikes. Defeat and surrender were certain. She may not make a great friend, but she was a very competent Commander and I gave her tremendous respect for the mission she had put together. After today, humans on planet Earth would be able to sleep better knowing that the threat that Ulum once posed was no more. This was a mission for the history books.
I changed from my casual uniform into my Ulum suit and went through boarding protocols with my pilot. As we ran through diagnostics the Commander boarded my vessel and dismissed my pilot for a moment. My mind began racing and my chest began swelling with anticipation. She smiled at me and the coldness that I had been feeling from her melted away.
“Z,” she said.
“Yes, Commander?” I asked.
“Thank you for your service. I just wanted to thank you and tell you that it has been a pleasure working with you and of course getting to know you on a personal level too,” she said.
I wasn’t sure how to respond without sounding distant. “Thank you,” I said, “I feel the same about you.”
Ruth reached for my hand and I fought back my desire to pull her into my arms. She ran her thumb over my fingers and looked at my face as though she had more to say.
After several moments she pulled me in for a hug and whispered into my ear, “Trust your intuition, please. It really is your greatest weapon.”
It was as if she were pleading with me.
“I will,” I returned her hug and she pulled away, turned and left without another word.
I was still staring at the entrance with my jaw agape when my pilot walked back in and asked if everything was okay. I confirmed all was fine and she remarked about having never seen two long faces as the Commander’s and mine. I reiterated that everything was fine and covered by saying the Commander just wanted to review some logistics one last time. She rolled her eyes at me and went about preparing the craft for departure.
When I arrived on Ulum, General A001 greeted me and escorted me to the conference. The other members of Ulum leadership were awaiting my arrival before transporting into the meeting. Conspiracy theorists thought that Earth would attack them as they all sat like easy prey awaiting my arrival. Tensions lifted when I finally arrived. I assured General A001 that I was there to negotiate on behalf of Earth for a peaceful coexistence between our two planets. She agreed that such an arrangement would be ideal for all involved and assured me that she would support me during the talks. The General offered me her condolences for the loss of Nelson Vokbar in person and took me by surprise when she gave me a hug. Touching and breaking personal space is not something that Ulum do. I was caught off guard by her attempts to be human and thanked her for her kindness. She laughed that she had to research how to properly hug a human. I chuckled out loud at the idea and I was suddenly feeling more confident about the talks. I knew that the General was most definitely on my side and I was determined to work her allegiance in my favor.
She notified me when the leader of the rogue state of Ulum arrived and I felt the first flutter of anxiety knowing that I would be face to face with the person who not only condoned, but ordered the death of my first love and more recently the man I considered as my father figure. I fought back nausea at the thought of even pretending to work with him. I did not let it affect my outward appearance. My ability to manipulate my facial expressions was on point since my arrival on Ulum. No matter what had happened to me personally, I was going to carry out my mission flawlessly.
As soon as all the Ulum leaders arrived at the summit, General A001 escorted me into the conference. She had her own security detail and had assigned one of her personal alien servants to watch for anyone who tried to take a hit out on me at the table. Despite the incredible danger that I was in, I felt safe. I actually trusted General A001 and felt that her intentions were honest.
As I made my way to my assigned seat I noticed an urgent message from my friend back on OrbForce in HR. I quickly scanned my comtal.
The Commander just called me personally and directed me to seal your personnel file and wipe OIS clean of any information about you. I don’t get these high level assignments. Something is up.
My heart was racing. There are only two reasons someone in OrbForce has all profiles wiped out of OIS and their personnel files sealed. They are either dead or they are the new Commander. I was not either of those at the present moment and the latter wasn’t a possibility. I could feel the blood surging through my body and I realized in that moment what was happening as the first missile hit the exterior of the building we were in.
I fell to the ground from the violent shake as another strike hit somewhere in the compound we were all gathered in. I remained expressionless as General A001 looked at me with fear and sadness. She too had just realized what was happening. This was a set-up and I would be nothing more than a necessary casualty of war. I could feel the room spinning in slow motion as the realization of what was happening washed over me and the last few days played in slow-motion in my head.
The Commander knew I would be killed in the strike. She knew the entire time and let me fall in love with her. She even had me convinced that she might love me back for a moment. Forcing me to stay away from Abby was to protect Abby and have one less person to worry about in the fallout. She hadn’t bothered asking HR about other potential jobs for me, because she was already planning the funeral, but why then did she tell me old high school friend to seal my records before I was even dead?
I was thrown again by another hit and smoke and dust filled the space around me. I fell to the ground and crawled past one Ulum leader who had been killed by falling debris. I crawled along the ground trying to find my way out of the room. Something grabbed my left ankle and pulled me back into the smoke. I realized the rogue General RU200 was pulling me back into the burning area. I kicked him with my other foot and he grabbed me and pulled himself on top of me and began choking me. I struggled to free my hands and managed to free a leg and kick him back. General A001 grabbed me under my shoulders and pulled me upright and ran with me. I attempted to contact my pilot on my comtal and saw that my craft had departed just moments before. The Commander had briefed my pilot ensuring only one person would perish in this attack and that person was me. I was short on breath but managed to mouth an apology in Ulumese to General A001. She hurried me into a room that was clear of dust and smoke and began shouting in Ulumese at her troops. RU200 lunged into the room and grabbed me around the neck again, but this time General A001 shot a laser beam through his torso and he dropped to the ground dead.
The floor was shaking from continued strikes and I felt an overwhelming sense of calm about dying. I had just witnessed a miracle in that an Ulum General killed one of their own, to protect a human. This would be the last beautiful thing I would see in my short life and as I looked around the room, dust and debris had started filling the air almost in slow motion around me. I was dying here on Ulum and I had been set up to pay the ultimate price. How had I not seen this? How did it not click? There were so many signs over the last two weeks, but I allowed lust, the downfall of humans according to Ulum, to override my instincts. I tried to breathe deeply but the dust and smoke were overpowering me and I was losing the ability to stay on my two feet. I searched around the room for General A001 but she was nowhere to be found. I saw Ulum soldiers running past me trying to thwart off the attack, but I knew that the Commander was relentless. She would not stop until the entire area was obliterated and she had most likely calculated exactly how many missiles and firepower it would take to do that. She would not stop until all Ulum leaders were confirmed dead and Earth would gain control of the Ulum people. A wall caved in next to me and a chunk of hard metal smashed me to the ground. This was it I thought. I had lost feeling in one of my legs and I was sure that this was what death must feel like. Strangely, I had no fear about the end. I tried to keep my eyes open but the smoke was becoming thick and my lungs were heavy now. I started to see a light above me and realized this must be the light I had read about in so many memoirs and books. This was surely the end. I had hoped to see the faces of loved ones who had past before me but through the blinding light I saw the silhouette of a woman. She was familiar to me, but my mind was cloudy now and unable to process who she was until she knelt against my head.
“Ruth?”
“I’m sorry,” she said, “Please, no! Keep your eyes open! Z! Please open your eyes, stay with me.”
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