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      Tyton saw the entire murder play out in his mind before the killer even entered the medical bay.

      The killer was methodical and careful, taking a circuitous route to the Wraith’s medical area. To the killer’s credit, she had managed to keep her emotions and errant thoughts on a tight leash for the past several days. Ironically, this was exactly what tipped Tyton off, though he didn’t want to believe it. But here she was… about to murder King.

      Good thing Tyton had asked Aylana to place a digital tag on King. She would send a notification to Tyton’s wrist-com whenever someone came within fifteen meters of the ship’s medical bay. If someone brought a weapon inside, the Wraith’s alarms would sound.

      But the killer didn’t bring any weapons.

      She didn’t need to—she was the weapon, and King was her victim. Trapped in stasis and infected with one of the Hive Queen’s eggs, the human was helpless. They had to keep him in the stasis pod until King’s amazing nanobots flushed the egg from his system or until they found a cure. According to Lohet, death was the only cure. Apparently, the killer agreed.

      “What are you doing, Belfona?” Tyton stepped off of the medical bay’s transport pad.

      “I’m keeping a promise.” Belfona stood right beside King’s stasis pod, holding a large ice sledge hammer.

      Tyton calmly approached her. Belfona’s beautiful star-black eyes were resigned and her hands remained steady. “This is not the way.”

      “There is no other way, Tyton. Look around you.” Belfona looked left and right to make her point. “This medical bay has state of the art tech, and it can’t help King. Not with that Hive egg hooked around his spinal cord.”

      The ice sledge hammer looked heavy, but that didn’t seem to bother Belfona. Her magic allowed her to create weapons of ice and fire. Under normal circumstances, Belfona’s magic was deadly. In King’s present condition, he didn’t stand a chance against her.

      “Sorry, Tyton.” Belfona lifted up her sledge hammer. “I can’t let you prevent me from sparing King from turning into some Hive monster.”

      “I can’t let you kill him, Belfona.”

      “Guess I’ll have to kill you first.” Belfona’s ice sledge hammer disappeared in a puff of white smoke. Then she smiled at Tyton. It was an attractive, almost hypnotic smile. Drawing him to her. Making him want to…

      Tyton snapped out of it, realizing that Belfona was bewitching him.

      “I’m impressed.” Belfona’s smile remained in place. “Not many males can resist me when I use glamour magic.

      “Guess we’ll have to settle this the hard way.” Belfona thrust her hands forward and a barrage of ice spikes flew toward Tyton.

      He held up his right hand. The spikes slammed into an invisible wall and dropped to the floor. The ceiling lights flickered for moment as did several medical bay consoles. He would have to be careful not to draw too much power from them, so as not to interfere with King’s stasis pod.

      Belfona bellowed a warrior’s cry as she flung herself at Tyton. She slashed at him with a hastily made fire sword, driving Tyton away from King’s stasis pod. Belfona lunged twice before trying an overhead strike. Tyton leaned left to avoid the blow, but Belfona’s move turned out to be only a feint. Instead of swiping at his head, Belfona redirected her fire sword at Tyton’s front leg.

      Tyton cried out and crumpled to the floor. The tip of Belfona’s fire sword was aimed centimeters from his face.

      “I’m disappointed. That was too easy.” Her lovely eyes turned hard. “Yield or die.”

      Belfona gasped as her fire sword flew out of her hand. Seconds later, she found herself flinging through the air and smacking into a control station. She shook her head to try to shake off the dizziness, then looked back to the floor where Tyton still lay. His body started to fade into nothingness. Belfona looked up. The real Tyton gazed back at her with sadness.

      “Your leg…” Belfona whispered. “Illusion. You used an illusion on me.”

      “Your heart is in the right place, but I will not allow you or anyone else to harm King.”

      Belfona straightened herself up. “You’re so goddamn self-righteous. And too powerful.”

      It hurt Tyton to see the anger in those beautiful eyes directed at him, but that wouldn’t change his position on the matter. Belfona moved toward King’s stasis pod, but Tyton mirrored her movements.

      “Stand down already, Tyton. You won.” Belfona shifted her eyes to King’s stasis pod. “Sorry I let you down, King.”

      Without another word—or look at Tyton—Belfona left the medical bay.

      Now it was just Tyton and King. Tyton looked down at King drifting in the stasis pod’s blood red fluids, dozens and dozens of tubes and betel vines attached to him. The pod was a combination of organic and machine. Its dark gray base appeared to be made primarily of a husk plant while the pod’s transparent cover was oval with changing color readouts near King’s feet. The stasis pod simply had to be one of Elysia’s contributions to the Wraith. His homeworld was the only place that Tyton knew of where they integrated organic and technology.

      Judging by the grimace on his face… King was in great pain. Was he wrong for keeping him alive? The entire crew and Lohet argued that King was a threat and put the galaxy at risk.

      Tyton bent forward as he studied the human’s face. So much like his own. Yes, in a way he was passably handsome. Belfona was obviously attracted to him despite convincing herself otherwise. He couldn’t blame her. There was something magnetic about this human. Still… King did have a dark side.

      He was completely naked and well-muscled but extremely pale. How could someone from such a distant part of the galaxy be so physiologically similar to him? The odds were astronomical, and yet here lay King. The only human to venture this far into the galaxy with nothing but his wondrous nanobots—and augmentations. In so many ways, King had beaten the odds, but what if he couldn’t this time? There was a really good chance that he would die. What would he do if King metamorphisized into the Hive?

      Tyton pulled up a stool and sat down at the head of King’s pod despite his growing headache. The headache would most likely last the rest of the day thanks to that little illusion stunt he pulled on Belfona. And he needed to get back to the bridge and then deal with Deck-3. Those things would have to wait. Tyton looked down at King’s frozen face. So pale and fragile—almost handsome. Should King survive, would he and Belfona eventually mate or would Belfona choose him instead?

      None of that mattered right now. Tyton placed his hand gently on top of the pod’s translucent cover and reached out to King’s mind. He was unconscious, of course, as his body and nanobots battled against the Hive egg. Hopefully, a part of King would hear him.

      Forgive me for invading your mind, King.

      And with that Tyton created a mental link between them and began singing to King directly into his mind. This was the preferred way of communication between Elysians. Well… one of them anyway.
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      Showing confidence—especially when you’re terrified—can shield you from death. There had been many times in Kali Tiamatx’s military career when her father’s philosophy had saved her.

      But not this time.

      “With all due respect, General.” Kali kept her voice level. “This is a suicide mission.”

      “I disagree, Commander.” General Lojiatar regarded Kali as one regarded a disagreeable pet. “This is a mission of the highest honor. You and your crew will offer your lives in service to the Sna’kar Empire.”

      Semantics.

      Honorable or not, Kali and her crew would not be coming back from this mission, and only fools believed that the Sna’kar constituted anything close to an empire. The Cyrax and the equally despised Planetary Alliance were far more influential and powerful.

      Kali glanced down at her data tablet. Had she missed something? No. This mission was doomed to failure from the start. “Sir, the Alliance will surely blow up our asteroid long before it gets close to any of the Alliance’s main planets.”

      “I didn’t ask for your advice, Commander. I gave you an order.”

      Kali stared at General Lojiatar. His deep set yellow eyes possessed a youthful vigor, but his sinking jawline and military record placed him in the far beyond prime category. The general stared back at Kali, a smug grimace on his fading bronze face. Military braids and shiny medals lined his uniform. The well-organized desk between them prevented Kali from seeing the general’s tail, which was unfortunate because unlike generals—tails never lie.

      Kali suspected that General Lojiatar was one of those throwbacks who believed that females should not serve in the military aside from medical duties. A male like him wouldn’t mind at all to see her fail. The general’s next words snapped Kali out of her reflection. Did she hear right?

      “Wormhole?”

      “Yes.” General Lojiatar steepled his fingers. “Our allies have provided us with wormhole technology.”

      The general swiped at his data tablet and clicked. “There. I just sent you the wormhole specs. Classified, of course.”

      “Of course, Sir.”

      Allies? Then the rumors that she had been hearing were true. The Sna’kar have aligned with aliens from a parallel universe. The Monarchy and military likely felt that they were getting the better of whatever deal they had struck with the aliens and would turn on them once they had gotten what they wanted.

      Fools. The aliens were probably using the Sna’kar as a proxy against the Planetary Alliance.

      They will discard us once we accomplish their objective—that or turn on us before we turn on them.

      Kali swiped through her tablet. The wormhole specs certainly looked impressive enough, but she was no trained scientist. She could have been, but instead she chose to join the military—despite her mother’s objections. Once again her mother was right, and now Kali would pay the price, and her crew as well.

      “What about our families?”

      “They will be well taken care of and given even more once you complete your mission.”

      “Should we fail?”

      “With so much at stake, Commander Tiamatx, is failure really an option for you?”

      There… the threat was now in the open. Their families would pay should Tiamatx and her crew not succeed.

      “I would like to see the orders for this mission.”

      The general pointed to her tablet. “The Monarch himself signed off on this mission. You and your crew are to report for duty in forty-eight hours—then you leave.”

      Again… that condescending tone. General Lojiatar had no concerns or reservations about sending sixty-one soldiers to their deaths. Worse… Kali and her team only had forty-eight hours… to say goodbye to their loved ones. Forever. Forty-eight hours to say goodbye to Hyeteon.

      “Thank you for your service to the Sna’kar Empire.” The general’s eyes were already back on his data pad. “Dismissed.”

      Kali considered putting a bullet through the general’s head. Instead, she squared her shoulders, spun around, and slithered out of the office. She needed to inform her crew and mate. Forty-eight hours wasn’t fair and certainly not enough time for any kind of decent goodbye. But it just might be enough time to cry in Hyeteon’s strong arms and perhaps… time enough to plot a little revenge.
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      “Y’know, I could really do this on the bridge.”

      Tyton was tempted to remind JeMerik of his numerous failures at gaining access to Deck-3. He stepped down from Deck-3’s transport pad, half-expecting flying drones to attack them.

      “Stop complaining, Ishvaran,” said Lohet, surveying Deck-3 with his six red eyes. “Think of this as boy’s night out.”

      “My idea of boy’s night out includes AR gaming, illicit drugs, and females gyrating on a stage.”

      Tyton didn’t doubt it—especially the illicit drugs part. Maya had mentioned to him about JeMerik’s possible addiction proclivities. Addict was the term she used, but Tyton was willing to give JeMerik the benefit of the doubt. Since he was a technopath, it was quite possible that JeMerik needed certain medications to keep him mentally stable. Pilfering the medical bay and changing its records to cover his tracks, however, was a matter that Tyton would eventually have to deal with.

      The three of them moved down the hallway with purpose, Tyton leading the way. Lohet stopped short. Tyton and JeMerik turned to see what was on the Ku-duku’s mind.

      “Your AI said that we don’t have much time before Deck-3’s defenses get around her hack. So let’s take the shortcut to the defense module, shall we?”

      Lohet held out his meaty hands to both Tyton and JeMerik. A gesture far too intimate for a mass murderer. Tyton suppressed a shudder at the thought of the thousands of poor souls killed by this sapien. One way or another, he would see Lohet put on trial for single-handedly killing every person on Angkor dera. For now, justice would have to wait, so Tyton placed his hand on Lohet's shoulder. Lohet smiled at him, then grabbed JeMerik by the elbow.

      A blinding white light briefly overtook Tyton’s senses. When his sight returned, Deck-3 had turned a sickly green. At least what they could see of it, which was basically a hallway. JeMerik pulled away faster from Lohet than Tyton did.

      “This is impossible.” JeMerik’s large black eyes were wide with panic. “I’m not detecting any energy signatures or…”

      JeMerik turned on Lohet. “Where are we, you big ape?”

      “We’re still on Deck-3.”

      JeMerik wasn’t that much shorter than Lohet, but from Tyton’s vantage point, the Ku-duku was still looking down at JeMerik as if he were talking to a child. “We are simply in between realities.”

      Lohet swept his hand toward the end of the hall. “After you, Captain.”

      Tyton accepted the offer and moved ahead. “Aylana said that she believes that the defense module is this way.”

      The silence still felt eerie to Tyton, but Lohet’s little trick was most likely their best way to safely make it to the defense module. Tyton wasn’t even certain what the module looked like.

      The first door to their right led them to the galley. Tyton started opening cabinets to inspect the type and quality of food the Wraith housed. This was certainly not part of their mission, but as long as they stayed in between realities, they could afford to search around a bit. Maybe.

      “Nice to know this ship has a food replicator,” said JeMerik in his high pitch voice.

      Lohet pulled open a large drawer next to the stove. “It also has more of those food packets and plenty more caffeine packets.”

      “Great.” JeMerik hurried over and grabbed a handful of silver caffeine packets.

      The galley was modest for a ship that seemed designed for luxury. A metal table with six chairs attached to it, and plenty of shiny appliances. Efficient was how Tyton would describe it rather than aesthetically pleasing. Once things settled down a bit, Tyton would ask Aylana to help him remodel it. Dinning with friends should be an enjoyable experience and not merely functional.

      “Shall we go, my friends?” Lohet was already at the galley’s second door.

      Tyton wondered if the Ku-duku knew the layout of Deck-3, or was Lohet guessing like the rest of them. “Let’s go.”

      This time, Lohet led the way. The hallway was a mirror of the Wraith’s other two decks. Sleek design bordering on luxurious… To their left, a door slid open even before they got near it, which was unusual. Normally, you had to be within two meters before an automated door opened. Tyton projected his awareness into the room. He felt an odd sensation but no living souls. Lohet entered the room first.

      The second Tyton stepped inside he thought he heard wind chimes. Faint and haunting. This could not be the case, of course, since they were in between realities. A light greenish mist drifted throughout the chamber. A chamber that was too tall in height not to be an holographic illusion.

      “This is weird.”

      “I was hoping for a slightly more nuanced analysis, JeMerik.”

      “Fine. This is one big ol’ holographic illusion and a big waste of power.”

      Lohet pointed to the six standing rectangles spread out across the chamber. “Not everything.”

      Each of them examined their own rectangle. JeMerik waved his hands up, down, and across his rectangle like he was scanning it. He probably was. Tyton still didn’t quite understand how technopathy worked. He still needed to do some research on that—along with the other million other things he needed to look into.

      The few times that Tyton had joined Lohet in between realities everything except for them was green in between realities. The tall rectangles were the exception apparently. Each one of them glowed a hazy pink—and inside them, it was literally like looking into another world. Tyton continued to examine the first rectangle, stepping behind it, and then again looking at it from its side. It wasn’t even half a meter thick. How could it be standing, especially after the battles the Wraith had fought?

      He tried examining the front side again—or what he assumed to be the front. It was almost like looking at a mirror, but what it showed was exotic small white trees. With branches that seemed to prefer to grow horizontally.

      “Angkor dera,” he whispered.

      “What?” Lohet was next to him in seconds. For such a large creature, the Ku-duku moved incredibly fast.

      Tyton couldn’t resist touching it. The rectangle felt smooth and rippled like water. “It’s Angkor dera.” Tyton turned to Lohet. “Before its original settlers were buried underground. Before you destroyed the planet.”

      “I hope you’re wrong.”

      “Why—guilty conscience?”

      “No.” Lohet waved a granite-like hand at the other rectangles. “This is the Wraith’s Collection Chamber.”

      “What? JeMerik stormed over to them. “What do you mean collection chamber?”

      Lohet folded his thick arms and looked at each of them in turn before continuing. “The Wraith’s mission it to collect six artifacts, so the Planetary Alliance can defeat the coming evil.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” said JeMerik, his gray thin face almost flushing with color.

      “The Phoenix Cube.” Tyton pointed to the rectangle before them. “It belongs in there.”

      Lohet nodded, his six red eyes stacked into two columns on his face still inscrutable.

      “If what you say is true.” Tyton glanced at the rectangle before returning his glare on Lohet. “Why did you destroy the Phoenix Cube?”

      “I did not know that the cube was one of the prerequisite artifacts.”

      “Great.” JeMerik slapped his hands to make his point. “Our mission is over. Let’s go home.”

      “Our mission is not over.”

      “What? Unless I heard the Ku-duku wrong, we need all six artifacts—and one of them is gone.”

      “We will continue.” Tyton spun on his heel and headed toward the door. “Let’s go. We have a mission to complete.”
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      Their diversion to the Collection Chamber didn’t cost them much time since they were still in between realities. However, Tyton still found himself growing anxious. He increased his speed down the hallway and turned left. The floor layout on each deck was strikingly similar. Tyton wasn’t certain if this was a functional decision or done to confuse intruders. The hall they now walked through mirrored the others with one major difference. At the end of the hall, there was a transport pad and wall device next to an oval door.

      Could this be Deck-3’s defense module?

      JeMerik and Lohet most likely wondered the same thing. Their pace had quickened just like Tyton’s. They ignored the transport pad and stood in front of the wall device. The top half was eye level and circular, and it’s soft green metal was reflective, giving a slightly distorted view of Tyton’s face and upper chest. It was quite possible that it was used to gain access to whatever was behind the door, but Tyton doubted it. This just might be the defense console.

      He turned to JeMerik. “Is this it?”

      “Possibly, but we have to leave this in between realities place for me to be sure—or for you to activate it.”

      The device was roughly twenty-four centimeters across and its lower half slanted away from the wall. Perfect for placing your hands on it. “I believe it’s time to go back, Lohet.”

      “Agreed, Captain.” Lohet held out his hand.

      This time, Tyton placed his hand on top of Lohet’s. JeMerik frowned and mirrored Tyton’s actions. A flash of blinding white light—thankfully accompanied by no vertigo—and they were back.

      “Quickly,” said Lohet. “We don’t have much time before Deck-3 attacks us.”

      “Put your hand on it.” JeMerik pulled out his laser pistol from his jacket pocket. “It’s biometric. You should have clearance since you’re the captain.”

      Tyton placed his hand on the extended device. Barely a second later, the defense module started beeping and glowing red.

      JeMerik leaned in to get a closer look. “Well, that’s odd. It’s not recognizing your DNA. It’s almost like your DNA has changed.”

      “I wonder why.” Lohet’s tone was just short of accusing.

      “Well, there are a number of things that can change a person’s DNA,” said JeMerik. “Radiation for example and⁠—”

      “Okay, Ishvaran.” Lohet held his giant hands up. “We get it.”

      “You just don’t appreciate my great intellect.”

      “Actually, I do—but I don’t think they do.” Lohet pointed to the other end of the hallway.

      Five translucent creatures materialized out of thin air. They were bipedal, muscular, and fast. And they were running toward them.

      “Hurry, Captain. JeMerik and I will hold them off as long as we can.” Lohet whipped out his pistol as he stepped forward and started blasting. Lohet’s laser blasts momentarily disrupted the creatures’ bodies, but they quickly reconstituted themselves and kept coming. Apparently, Deck-3 was adapting.

      “Try the optical scan,” hissed JeMerik. His aim wasn’t as good as Lohet’s, but it didn’t have to be since their attackers were bunched up.

      Tyton positioned his eye near the circle’s retinal scanner. The defense continued flashing red and beeping. “It’s not working.”

      “This makes no sense.” JeMerik yelped as a creature started to pounce on him. Lohet grabbed it midair by the neck and slammed into another hologram creature. The three other creatures rushed Lohet as one.

      Tyton wanted to help, but the best way to do that was to deactivate the defense module. “What do I do now, JeMerik?”

      “I’m a genius—not a mindreader.” JeMerik let off another two shots as he pressed his back against the wall. “That’s it. Use your mind to connect with it.”

      Tyton’s peripheral vision showed him that all five translucent creatures were piling on Lohet. The Ku-duku was big and strong, but even he was starting to buckle. Tyton tried reaching out to the defense module with his mind. The beeping stopped, and now the device was glowing yellow instead of red. A disembodied voice asked him for a password.

      Password?

      Tyton felt a hand grab his left shoulder and pull him away from the device. JeMerik screamed as a translucent creature threw him against the opposite wall. Tyton shoved the hologram attacking him hard, but the hologram refused to let go, and now it had ahold of both his shoulders. The hologram’s jaw unhinged and grew five times as large. The thing was going to chomp his head off.

      Its head exploded. Lohet used what remained of the hologram’s body and started thrashing at the four remaining holograms, holding them at bay. “Hurry, Tyton. We’re dead if you don’t deactivate that thing.”

      “Thank you.” Tyton turned back to the defense module. But he still had no idea of what the password was. He couldn’t remember.

      He noticed the distorted reflection of his Elysian emblem. A sun split in two.

      That’s it.

      Tyton reach out to the device with his mind. Shatter Star.

      The module turned green.

      “Deck-3, stand down.” Tyton felt the deck’s power shift from high to low. The translucent holograms vanished. Lohet pulled JeMerik to his feet.

      “Get your cold stony hands off of me, you big ape.”

      Lohet released JeMerik and turned to Tyton. “Well done, Captain.

      “You now have complete control of the Wraith.”
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      “Am I the only one here concerned that there’s a Reaper warship in Alliance Space?” Controller Dermot looked around the Council’s circular table, politician self-righteousness plastered on his blue face.

      Rasmus despised the Garrixian leader, truly believing Dermot a coward. However, it was not Rasmus’ place to judge who sat on the Planetary Alliance Council. His role was merely to observe the meeting and to assist Regent Kestrel. Like some lowly secretary… and Rasmus was invisible to all except her.

      Admiral Tassyn stared down Dermot. “We have three Fleet battle cruisers surrounding it. It’s not going anywhere unless we want it to.”

      Regent Kestrel kept her black eyes attentive and her face neutral as she listened. She wore makeup but no glamour magic. Rasmus, like everyone else, would have to wait to see where she stood on this new development.

      “Are we really to believe that the Reapers sent us one of their most powerful ships as a gift?” Nexus Elio’s black eyes and gray complexion reminded Rasmus of death. “Surely, it’s a trap.”

      “It is not a trap,” said Viceroy Ninuta. If it weren’t for the Ku-duku’s name, Rasmus would find it hard to label the viceroy female. Tall and bulky with no discernible breasts, Ku-duku males and females all looked alike to him.

      “What makes you so certain, Viceroy?” Regent Kestrel leaned back in her high back chair. “A Reaper annihilator ship appearing at our doorstep does seem too good to be true.”

      “It’s not a gift,” said Viceroy Ninuta, her voice as warm as a bulldozer. “We have to pay for it.”

      All of the Council members stared at the Ku-duku except for Admiral Tassyn. Suggesting the possibility that he was in on the game. When he spoke up, it confirmed Rasmus’ suspicion. “An individual going by the name of The Collector is willing to sell it to us.”

      The Council broke out into loud, very undignified bickering. All pretense of civility disappeared as Council members tried to out-shout one another. Sekhmat was the only one who didn’t participate in the melee, and everyone went quiet when he raised his hand. Rasmus had to stifle his jealousy. One day—hopefully sooner than later—he too would wield such influence.

      Sekhmat’s low voice sounded like music. “How much is The Collector asking for, Admiral Tassyn?”

      The Vidyan scanned the room before he answered. “Seventeen million credits.”

      The Council room burst into chaos and angry accusations once more until Admiral Tassyn managed to out-shout them all. “The Collector has already sent the ship’s schematics as an act of good faith.”

      “Verified?” Nexus Elio glanced down at his data pad.

      “Yes.” Between the six red eyes and granite-like face, it was practically impossible to know what the Ku-duku viceroy was thinking. “The schematics have been verified by several independent engineers.”

      Nexus Elio glanced up from his device. “So it’s not really necessary to have the ship then—especially with such an outrageous price tag.”

      “You know damn well, Elio, that this is a bargain.” Admiral Tassyn glared at everyone at the round table. “It costs us three times as much for a single fleet battle cruiser.”

      “And you, Nexus, of all people should know,” said Viceroy Ninuta. “Having the actual piece of hardware is invaluable.”

      The room erupted into more heated arguments and bickering. Fools. How Rasmus hated these people—especially Regent Kestrel. If Rasmus weren’t male, it would be him seated at the Council representing Mornute instead of this conservative, myopic female.

      “The Collector also promises to include information about Reaper capabilities and tactics.” Everyone stared at Viceroy Ninuta for several moments.

      “Again this sounds promising,” said Regent Kestrel. “And too good to be true. How do we know that we can trust this Collector person?”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to Viceroy Ninuta.

      “The Collector claims to be a former Reaper.”

      Two of the Council members gasped. Controller Dermot’s mouth hung open.

      Viceroy Ninuta looked around the table and attempted a smile. “The Wraith vouches for The Collector.”

      “Which brings us back to the mysterious and secretly funded Wraith.” Controller Dermot’s black eyes targeted Sekhmat and Ninuta. “Why was the Council not informed of this enterprise?”

      It was Admiral Tassyn who spoke up. “Is it necessary to inform the mighty Council every time one of us wants to take a piss?”

      Viceroy Ninuta chuckled. She was the only one. Rasmus didn’t even have to look at Regent Kestrel to know that she didn’t approve of the Vidyan’s crude remark. Rasmus looked anyway just to enjoy her discomfort. Rasmus stood several meters behind the Regent and slightly to her right. Just like a good lapdog.

      The Regent turned toward Admiral Tassyn. “What is the Wraith exactly?”

      “On screen.” Tassyn stood up as a hologram gently rose from the table. What appeared to be a sizable spacecraft floated above the conference table. The Wraith was long and sleek. Its indigo colored hull edged closer toward night than blue. In a way, it seemed organic—almost fish-like and predatory at the same time. No, not predatory. Haunting. In a way, the Wraith reminded Rasmus of a sheeted ghost.

      Rasmus frowned even though the Wraith shouldn’t interfere with his plans. But it was an unknown. Therefore, its presence was unwelcome.

      “The Wraith is crewed by five individuals with exceptional abilities.” Tassyn almost sounded proud.

      “Military?” asked Controller Dermot.

      Tassyn shook his head.

      “So who are these individuals?” Regent Kestrel didn’t bother hiding her exasperation.

      “Sorry,” said Tassyn. “Classified.”

      Nexus Elio laughed hard. “Classified. From the Council? That’s absurd.”

      Tassyn kept his calm but stood straighter. “The fewer people who know about the Wraith and its crew, the more effective they will be.”

      “Well, some of us here appear to know a lot more about the Wraith than the rest of the Council.” Regent Kestrel fixed her dark gaze on Tassyn. “Would you mind sharing the Wraith’s mission?”

      It wasn’t a request, and Admiral Tassyn didn’t hesitate answering.

      “To save the galaxy.”
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      After days of sleeping on mats in nooks and crannies on the Wraith, Maya couldn’t help but be excited about getting some rest in an actual bed.

      Her bed.

      Maya glanced at the hologram in her quarters’ windows. Vidya. Potted holes with a nice gash that circled a good quarter of the planet. Definitely not pretty, but it was home, and that’s where she wanted to be now. How pathetic was her life if all she wanted was to go back to a dying world.

      Ironically enough, Vidya was a lot safer than space travel. Hell, an exploding sun was probably safer than being on the Wraith. Maya slipped between the covers and turned off the nightstand lamp. It still boggled her mind that she could actually be a crew member of the Wraith. She had absolutely nothing in common with these people. With the exception of Tyton, the Wraiths were little more than mercenaries. Especially that coward JeMerik.

      She would never forgive him for what he did to Aylana, and she wouldn’t trust him either. Addicts only live for their next hit. Maya reached underneath her right pillow. Still there. Her laser pistol. Much better than a security blanket.

      Maya closed her eyes and tried not think about the Reaper soldiers that she killed. She didn’t feel guilty about killing the scum. No… what bothered Maya was how easy killing was for her. She wasn’t quite a pacifist, but she was no killer either. Something had happened in the past few months. The way she took out those Reapers… someone had trained her to kill—but who? Maybe that’s what she was doing during the months that she still couldn’t remember. She was learning how to kill people.

      Don’t think about it, Maya.

      It didn’t matter. At least not for the next few hours. She really needed to get some sleep. Now that Tyton and JeMerik had unplugged Deck-3’s overactive defense system, she didn’t have to worry as much about being murdered in her sleep. Lohet could still pop into her quarters any time he damn well pleased, but the Ku-duku didn’t strike Maya as the type to make home visits.

      Goddess, how she wanted off this ship. Too bad their first stop would be Ishvara. JeMerik’s homeworld of fellow racists and thieves. Maya had never visited Ishvara before, but she had met a fair share of Ishvarans. Each one of them turned out to be condescending know-it-all jerks like JeMerik. No way she was jumping ship on that planet. She would wait until they reached Garrix V.

      Will Tyton or the others make a scene when I tried to leave?

      Maya shut her eyes tighter, trying to dispel the negative thoughts. Thankful that at least that sociopath Sedmanx was dead. She briefly wondered how Ammitu was doing back on Kurmana. No need to worry about him. Ammitu was a smart guy. He was going to make a fine leader for Kurmana.

      Maya closed her eyes and tried to sleep. Hoping that she wouldn’t dream about AOLs or jettisoning people into space.
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      “Mind being a tad more specific?” hissed Nexus Elio from across the round table.

      “Absolutely.” Admiral Tassyn’s gray-blue eyes remained calm. “The Wraith’s mission is to seek out and secure the Chrysaor.”

      Regent Kestrel sighed loud enough for everyone to hear. “Can’t remember ever hearing anything about a Chrysaor before.”

      Heads turned when Sekhmat spoke up since the Elysian usually remained silent. “In mythology, the Chrysaor was an extremely powerful weapon made of five separate artifacts.”

      “What?” Controller Dermot vented his umbrage at Tassyn. “You built a starship simply to go after some myth?”

      Rasmus smiled to himself at the Garrixian leader’s outburst. Dermot wasn’t the smartest Council member in the room, but even he wasn’t stupid enough to go up against Elysia.

      “Forgive us for being so bold,” continued Sekhmat. “Chrysaor is not a myth. We will need it to defeat the coming darkness facing our universe.”

      Rasmus felt his gut tighten. More was at play here than he initially realized. From the few Council meetings that Rasmus had attended, Sekhmat rarely spoke more than a sentence unless it was to dissuade the Council from war or nuking some obscure planet. Elysians prided themselves on being honest and pacifists. Two qualities that Rasmus found particularly annoying and self-righteous.
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