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When mankind realized Earth would soon become uninhabitable, Humans formed a cooperative central nexus in order to save themselves from certain extinction. Together, they built and transferred their population to massive space habitations in orbit of their planet and as many as possible revolving around the other planetary bodies in the Sol System. They also constructed spacefaring "liveships" in hopes of traveling through the galaxy in search of new homes. Unbelievably after almost a hundred years, their communication sent out into the universe to discover other intelligent life reached an audience. Their first allies arrived in mankind's solar system in 2073 and shared their knowledge, technology, and resources. With these gifts, Humans were able to power their liveships for swift navigation through space corridors that fold space and time as well as eventually heal their dying planet.

 

 

Though mankind has a brand-new shaky start, strong potential alliances, and hope for tomorrow, only 58 years into their desperate struggle for survival, a hostile enemy with Napoleonic ambitions emerges as a yet another threat to not only mankind's survival, but also that of their associates who have faced the aliens in times past. Abruptly, the peace the allies have begun to forge is jeopardized as questionable agendas and hidden motives are unveiled. In the wake of these very real, immediate threats a cataclysmic organic menace is only beginning to be recognized as one that could ensure the total annihilation of every living thing in the universe if, together, they can't find a way to stop it.
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Prologue

Halon

 

 

The Sinshe-Shojani dreadnought class battleship Paladin left the space corridor with two other massive warships in its wake. Instantly, the ships cloaked. As far as its captain, Rida Halon, knew, the corridor was unknown to all but them. The technology the Vreah culture had imparted to them about how to detect and stabilize likely wormholes for faster-than-light travel and communication had given them the means to create interstellar shortcuts of their own. Nevertheless, Halon remained wary with the shortcuts. At faster-than-light speeds, even given that the corridors allowed for undistorted space-time, cloaking was impossible once inside. Should any other ships be present, they would be detected at once. 

More the worse for them, Halon stood straighter at the thought that hinted at a perpetual unspoken challenge. Paladin was the pride of the fleet, holding a combination of FuRod purebloods, their seed-mothers propagating the next generation, along with hundreds of Seph-controlled herd soldiers. 

"Approach arrival?" he asked.

His second-in-command stood near him before the bridge viewscreen and spoke without turning his head or relaxing his at-attention stance. Halon had never seen Carron at ease, while on duty or off. His distrust of him had grown over the time they'd served together, prompted by the unspoken knowledge that his Second was actively searching for an opening, any weakness at all to exploit, in order to usurp him. Halon was determined to never give him that edge.

Half a tide cycle, and he would look upon his home planet, the home of all Sinshe-Shojani, the rightful owners. FuRod were strong, the chosen of Ruro, those who lived by the Code that dictated that only the powerful, the pure, survived and ruled. He'd been a mere boy the last time he'd looked upon the place of his birth, when the planet had still been subjected to Hiiwa filth--the weak-willed females and males not destined for paradise or honor.  

Halon had been raised by his grandmother until he was ten. He'd never known his real mother because all children were raised communally. But Halon's grandmother had gone out of her way to take Halon under her wing. Knowing she had only a few short revolutions with him, she'd taught him things that were forbidden by the Prophet's Code--something that would soon become his whole life when he was called to warrior training with his father. The first brutal act once he'd been ripped from Mare Arie's safe world had irrevocably set the tone for what was to come: His ears were ritualistically mutilated to resemble those of revered, sunji carnivores.

Mare Arie called what would happen to me "the proselytizing", and she'd warned that none resisted the breaking and remolding. I boasted that I alone would stand strong, that I would never break, never become a monster that preyed on the weak and rose to stand beside the Great and Terrible Ruro. Mare Arie believed I was different, believed I could do what no other had or could. 

I'd forgotten my boast. Her unwavering belief...

Halon tensed at the memory he rarely allowed to enter his mind anymore. He was full-grown, middle-aged at over a hundred revolutions, no longer a foolish child influenced by his grandmother--a mere seed-mother with little more standing than any other lowborn Hiiwa...though he'd wondered quietly before he'd been taken at ten if she was the secret leader of the rebels. She'd never told him. Wisely. Because he'd been chosen, Sinshe and strong, poised to become the champion he was meant to be. He'd followed in his father's footsteps, chosen his own destiny, taken up the mantle of Monarch. The Code didn't permit disobedience in a pureblood any more than the drug Seph did in their high-dosed herd soldiers.

Halon's jaw tightened as the image of his planet filled his mind's eye. Shojan. From orbit, nothing could have been more breathtaking than his home, the colors and lights and bodies of water brilliant and bold, filled with life and luster even from the unfathomable distance. Whenever he'd been in orbit, he'd told himself he could see Phares glittering brighter than all else. Phares, City of Almighty Ruro's Favor. 

The burning moisture in his eyes felt familiar, as if he'd shed tears when he'd last looked upon the beauty. 

Did I...weep...then?

Halon bristled inwardly, tightly controlled outside, even as the events of the past intruded involuntarily. 

Destroyed. His father, Monarch Hilongko, had commanded Shojan's destruction, according to the Code that had fractured the inhabitants since time immemorial. Sinshe warriors of the FuRod clan had made themselves rulers by right, being chosen by the Creator. They'd fought Hiiwa, who'd only wanted to co-exist peacefully. The Prophet had named them those destined for destruction. Hiiwa had tried numerous times to stop the war, but Sinshe forced them to defend themselves with their unwillingness to be anything but masters. Finally, the Hiiwa submitted to subjugation but the conflict began anew when they attempted to prevent Sinshe from leaving the planet and conquering space. Instead, the Sinshe had taken all 12 of the enormous warships.

In truth, they hadn't expected to find other lifeforms, let alone so many of them--all spacefaring. Enemies had been made, lines drawn, until they'd met the Vreah, so unlike the other closed, wary societies they'd encountered. Halon's father had seen a way to learn, to discover the means to conquer all other life in a wide galaxy, to become the dominant overlord, as they were meant to be. 

Halon had obeyed his commands...not blindly, not without question. But the Code had been furthered nevertheless until the Vreah realized their true intention, quickly fractured relations, and Halon had been ordered back to Shojan to end the Hiiwa on the planet once and for all.

Halon had looked upon his planet one last time before he'd given the order to obliterate it with the weapons of mass destruction already in place on the surface as well as from the spaceships under his command in orbit.

I didn't want to see what was left. I ordered our retreat and I refused to look upon the ruin and devastation I caused. 

His eyes burned at the internal clash of the boy he'd been with the warrior he'd become.

Mare Arie...

He couldn't decide whether he'd longed with bleeding heart to look upon his demolished home or unconsciously hoped to never return to it as his father had commanded him to before he'd died. The day had arrived regardless of his buried feelings about the inevitable homecoming. 

The time elapsed with Halon holding himself in a stone stance beside his Second at the approach to the coordinates of Shojan. What he anticipated seeing escaped him at the sight of something quite different. 

"What in the Mighty Ruro's Name is that?" Carron muttered under his breath. 

Looming near the far side of Shojan's gargantuan moon was a structure that at once reminded him of a colossal spaceship as well as an orbital habitation larger than any he'd encountered before. Modules were stuck together as though at random, without thought to aesthetic or asymmetrical design. Rather, specific requirements seemed to dictate the shape and form of each antenna, mirror and rubble-mantled section of the spinning cylinder. Though Halon could see orbital shipyards in the asteroid belts in the distance, the habitat appeared fully self-sufficient. 

Thoughts flung through his mind wildly, forcing him to take command of himself before he allowed his confusion to become obvious. That the nature of his ideas harbored a flare of hope was a betrayal of all that he was, everything the Code dictated. 

She's alive. Unfathomably, Mare Arie survived. 

"Orders, Rida Halon?" Carron barked.

"Scan the structure," Halon said through his teeth, soft but not lacking in control. Only long practice allowed him that strength. "Don't alert potential inhabitants."

While his Second implemented his command, he allowed his mind to return to the questions bombarding his consciousness. Had those left on the planet--potentially billions--survived the nuclear devastation he'd let loose upon it all those revolutions ago? How? There was simply no way they could have, considering the annihilation he'd overseen personally. But the memory of how he'd ordered a retreat whispered accusingly. He hadn't wanted to confirm the outcome--the only possibility given the force of their attack. 

Impossible... But if anyone could find a way to survive the aftermath, it was Mare Arie. To feel satisfaction that she prevented complete annihilation of the Hiiwa-Shojani is another betrayal of the Code. 

As soon as he realized Carron was watching him closely, he rigidly shielded his reaction. He narrowed his gaze, directing his attention toward the viewscreen. He couldn't act brashly. His father had trained him well. Hold. Investigate before acting. "Scan also the planet," he commanded.

"For what, Monarch?"

Halon drew breath into his lungs, feeling like his insides were scalding. "Life," he muttered in a clipped tone. 

Turning on his heel, he strode toward the other side of the bridge. "I'll be in my private chambers when you have something to report." The words were tossed over his shoulder, not heated, not out of control. Yet he felt Carron was evaluating him rather than the situation when he heard the affirmation of his commands from his Second. 

Halon entered his state room. Only then did he give in to the weakness stealing through every fiber of his being.

No one had doubted the destruction of their planet. That Shojan would face a nuclear winter, the fallout and subsequent radiation, were all but assured. Once all life was obliterated, the Sinshe would return to the still uninhabitable planet, heal the mass destruction visited upon their beloved home, take back what had belonged to them in the first place, and rebuild--unopposed. 

Halon had followed the Code, returned at the time his father had specified. He'd anticipated nothing more, nothing less than the best Sinshe-Shojani minds could predict about the state of their homeworld in 79 revolutions.

Survivors. Carron doubts there could be any, just as all displaced Sinshe-Shojani have in the revolutions that have passed since we pronounced judgment on the weak and unworthy. But...there is a way...

Arie could have intercepted the communication in which her son Hilongko, supreme monarch, ordered Halon to return to their homeworld and deal the final blow on the planet. Women and inferiors meant nothing to FuRod purebloods. They communicated freely without acknowledging their slaves working silently all around them. It was more than conceivable before the Sinshe-Shojani left the planet that Arie had overheard the rulers speak openly of the vast underground bunkers built deep beneath Phares, a city occupying more than a third of the interior of the planet. They'd spent centuries building and stockpiling those bunkers with every conceivable necessity to house and protect the warriors and a contingent of serving Hiiwa if the spaceships they designed couldn't be made spaceworthy. If she'd been the rebel leader...

Arie must have overheard the destruct command from the Monarch, long known of the stockpiled underground bunkers, gotten as many as she could on the planet into them before I gave the damning command to end all life on the planet. 

There are survivors. I'm certain of it. But could those survivors have built an enormous space habitation like this one in orbit of Shojan in the revolutions since? 

They had no way to leave the planet. We stole (no, took--took what was rightfully ours) all the spaceships. We abandoned those on the surface. When even that wasn't enough to get them to kowtow to our authority, we nuked them from orbit. 

Unless some other spacefaring culture rescued them...

A scent he would have given the last breath in his body to forget stole through his senses. Halon couldn't recall that particular perfume without being reminded of exquisite velvet skin the color of pure gold he'd never wanted to stop caressing... Chemically-induced reactions? Surely they had to be. He'd always wondered, doubted the authenticity of the wearer's feelings for him...but never his own for her.

Halon shook his head as if to disperse an actual scent that was discombobulating his mind. No. He wouldn't revisit the rejection that had led to the break with the Vreah culture. He had no wish to recall the stupidity of youth. A pureblood male had more testosterone running through his body than a herd soldier pumped with Seph.

His thoughts were too loud, his faculties too sharp with a clarity he'd avoided because of the pain associated with disobedience. 

Mare Arie warned me about the training I would receive as a Pureblood FuRod, the breaking and remolding, over and over until my submission was complete. She told me I would choose to submit before long, and voluntarily, anything to avoid the torment that rebellion brought. 

I promised her I would stand for the truth. Not mere truth. Truth of a higher form. She told me if I would stand strong, I would have to look for Truth when it would be so much easier to accept the lies and errors on the surface. But if I searched hard enough, I would be rewarded because Truth would make itself known to me. But, even if I refused to seek Truth, eventually it would find me because Truth has a way of growing and gathering to itself such explosive power, when it burst free at last, it would shatter Lies beyond recognition. Truth must reign, and the pain of realizing I'd lived my entire life in service to Lies would be more terrible than any pain I'd suffered previously. 

I asked her over and over, "Mare Arie, how will I know the Truth from Lies?" She always said the same thing: Lies would be easy to swallow, as easy as giving up and surrendering, but they would forever bring niggling doubt and uncertainty that couldn't be destroyed by the breaking and remolding process. Truth would overwhelm--at once bringing to the knees and then lifting to stand--and cleansing. I would never doubt Truth once it revealed itself to me.

Halon realized he hadn't prepared himself for this event adequately. He'd assumed his training would prevail, believed what was told to him, never seeing a cause to waver for fear of reprisal. But the thoughts in his head were so loud now, he couldn't shut them out. 

Desperately, he dropped into the machine, hooking himself up to it by rout, so he could feed on a steady stream of the pureblood Prophet's legacy, passed down through countless generations: The rigid doctrine, the purity beliefs, ruthless tactics, the religion and goal of dominating the entire cosmos with Ruro guiding and welcoming each subsequent Monarch into His kingdom. That was the inheritance of the strong. 

Purpose about who he was and what he had to do as the chosen of the Almighty flooded out the noise in his head until it was all he could hear again. This was the better way. Halon felt himself capitulating and, as result, the agony tearing his mind apart subsided.

Less than a quarter of a tide cycle later, Carron entered Halon's private chamber to find him calm and in complete control once more. His Second moved to the center of the room, pulling up a hologrid that mapped a pulsing signal coming from the planet and reaching into the orbital habitation. "We discovered a distress call coming from the surface of the planet."

"Origination?"

"You were correct, Monarch. I was wrong to doubt. There must have been survivors after our attack..." Carron stroked the outline of his lips. "...though we haven't been able to deduce how--"

"The bunkers. The Hiiwa knew of them and fled into them."

"That would presume they were aware of the coming nuclear strike," Carron said, flabbergasted, doubting his superior's implications once more.

Halon's gaze was steady and strong. "Even the inferior left behind are survivors. They are Shojani, though a lesser version. That must be who yet lives despite the odds. And they rebuilt in the time since, found a way to send out this distress call. The question is: Was it received, and, if so, by whom? Did the survivors leave the planet with those who rescued them? Did the aliens set up this habitation? Or did the Hiiwa-Shojani?"

"This habitation is not of Shojani design, though some of it has been built using materials from nearby asteroids and our moon. And this structure isn't the only one. It was placed in stable orbit, one of the only two stable positions, and there is another habitation, similar, but just as alien in the second stable position. Whatever these habitations are, whoever built them, they didn't originate from the planet. They're alien."

"What purpose do the habitations serve? Military? Science or research?"

Two distinctive lines drawn from forehead to nose gave Carron a perpetual look of wariness, but Halon recognized the ruthlessness behind the reserved expression. His Second wouldn't approve of passivity to this clear threat. "They can defend themselves. They're fully armed. But not a match for Paladin. Our scans show advanced technology and science inside the habitations. As to the alien's purpose here, it's unclear what their intentions are. We've downloaded their database and our tactical teams have been studying them behind our cloak. They don't believe the aliens are innately hostile."

Perhaps not, Halon noted, but they were prepared just in case. His father would call that the markings of a formidable enemy--albeit one who willingly allowed vulnerability. They weren't on the defense because they didn't expect to be attacked.  "Did these aliens receive the distress call from the surface of the planet?"

Carron's cool eyes met his and held for a long moment before he nodded. "Yes. And they're actively blocking it. The blocks were clever, no doubt untraceable by all but our own vastly superior detection systems."

Halon frowned at the implication. These squatters in their habitations had deliberately ignored the distress calls they'd received from the surface of the planet they were wantonly orbiting? The gall drew Halon's ire like thick, black lines on a pristine white page. "Who are these encroachers?"

"They call themselves Humans. They come from a planet named Earth, southeast of the massive central star, far from Shojan. We've never been to that region of space. They must know of the space corridors to have ventured so far out of their own solar system."

Halon nodded. "Undoubtedly." 

The Vreah, ever eager to enlighten new cultures in the joys of space travel and trade, had disclosed all locations. 

"This is Sinshe-Shojani territory. We won't be conquered. These aliens will serve us."

"Your orders, Monarch?" Carron's barely contained excitement tempered Halon's anger, as it usually did.

"The Project needs them on Neth-beo. Awaken the herd soldiers properly. Once they're sufficiently motivated to obey, send them out in cloaked shuttles. Dock with both of these habitations. The herd soldiers are to take captive all beings they encounter. If they meet resistance, destroy the rebels. Do it quickly and quietly. We don't want the aliens to alert their home planet to our visit until we're long gone." Halon studied the hologrid. "As for the orbital habitations, don't destroy either of them, if it can be helped. We may yet find some use for them."

"Should we station FuRod warriors to stay behind and take charge of the stations once the herd has rounded up the inhabitants?"

Halon felt his father's caution working in him, allowing him to think through the situation tactically before responding. "No. These Humans are presumably numerous and will come in force if we leave a contingency behind. We're not ready for outright war. First, we must secure Shojan. I refuse to be deprived of what rightfully belongs to us. We'll deal with the Humans another time, but in the unlikely event they don't pose a threat, we can use the habitations until Shojan is cleansed."

"And what of the planet survivors, Captain Halon?"

The pulse in the hologrid held his attention. "Shut down the distress beacon if you can."

"We attempted that immediately. It's originating from a protected valley on the planet's surface. We can't disable it remotely."

Halon knew every sector of his planet and the underground city. He suspected he knew exactly where this protected valley was that kept the communication tower sending the distress call safe. That particular section was near a bunker entrance. And the bunkers had been built to be impenetrable, capable of being opened only from the inside once occupied. The Sinshe-Shojani wouldn't get inside them by force without another nuclear war. Even then, the shelters had held up the first time and would no doubt stand strong against further attempts as well.

"Then leave the distress beacon for now. The survivors aren't going anywhere. We'll deal with them later, after we've delivered our new herd workers to the Project. In the meantime, find out everything you can about these aliens. And, if there are any other Human habitations like these occupying our sector of space, we need to locate them and shut them down without delay."

Carron saluted, and Halon dismissed him so his Second could get the extraction underway. The blinking on the hologrid rendering near Phares' underground was relentless. His gaze wouldn't be drawn away from the red pulse. 

Mare Arie was old when I was taken from her for my training and the Rite. She couldn't have survived this long, could she? But Shojani females are resilient, especially those who were seeded and served FuRod purebloods, as she did for so long. Something tells me she not only survived, but she was strong enough to keep those who remained in the bunkers alive all these years. 

That certainty led to another. In order to send out the distress call in the first place, they would likely have had to leave the bunkers for short stretches, venturing out into lethal radiation and a hostile nuclear winter left behind from the missile detonations. They must have left the shelters. It's the only way they could repair the communication towers that remained intact so they could remotely access the satellites in orbit of the planet. The Sinshe-Shojani stockpiled what they would have needed to do that in a relatively safe way years before the nuclear war. 

Overwhelming admiration filled him at their tenacity. The Hiiwa-Shojani survived. For countless eons, they tried to circumvent war with talk of equality and peaceful co-existence. But they kowtowed when threatened. Rather than going to war, they accepted enslavement. But, when they pushed back, we obliterated them...or thought we had. The weak-willed unfathomably cheated inevitable death. There's no question of that. 

Even after his time in the indoctrination chair, Halon couldn't tamp down on the sense of treacherous pride rising in him for the first family member he'd ever cared for. 

The only real question is, does Arie still foolishly speak of peace between all Shojani, or does she at last realize revenge is the only option left to the remnant she's saved?

 

 


Chapter 1

Tori

 

 

Astoria Bertoletti thought she'd learned her lesson with randy Vreah males. Previous experience had taught her three unbreakable rules: 1) Never take them to your quarters unless you want to be seduced, 2) Expect the wild flirtations to be relentless even in a so-called safe environment, and (most importantly!), 3) Always watch their hands. 

The Catalogus Lab where she worked classifying planets on the Aero, the first Human Ambassadorial spaceship of the corvette cruiser class, didn't have so much as a chair, given that the machine took up most of the space...which made dodging Verrick's attempts to catch her--and her near escapes--a little less obstructed. The virile male only chuckled at her efforts with energized motivation burning in his cerulean blue eyes.

If only he wasn't so beautiful, she thought, panting mostly from a lack of rest the night before, the one previous to that, and... 

Exhausted, she eyed Verrick Vos over the cataloging machine. In her grief, she hadn't slept much since her beloved cat Bepo had died a week ago. 

Verrick's velvet hands will turn me into pure mush if I let him catch me. I wish I could forget what his hands feel like on my skin, but I didn't like how obsessed I was the first and only time he caught me, held me, caressed my jaw. For hours, it was all I thought about, and I was so glad later, when the memory faded, that I darted away on pure instinct within minutes of his capture.

The planet Verrick came from, Vree, had a natural aurora borealis phenomenon that dominated the atmosphere with dazzlingly gorgeous colors and phosphorescent lights. The inhabitants' pride in their breathtaking homeworld had made its way into their fashions. Vreah males and females underwent a permanent beauty skin treatment when they were young in order to make their skin a distinctive color similar to the planet-wide natural phenomenon. Hair was also usually dyed to match and eye color treatments could change color on a whim. Verrick's chosen color was blue. 

Most men from Vree were incredibly tall. For a woman, Tori was considered tall at 5'11, but Verrick was 6'5 and his body could only be described as god-like. His well-honed stomach muscles were on display even in a professional setting, when he added a woven garment under a floor-length coat that served as a shirt, slimming pants, short boots, and the wide, decorative belt that was the height of Vreah fashion. 

The most distinctive trait about the culture was their skin. There was no describing it fully, no scientific or medical explanation for how much like velvet the texture was. It even looked like living velvet. The urge to touch it was like a never-ending craving, especially once a person had actually come in contact with it, however briefly. 

From the first, Tori hadn't liked the sensation physical contact brought. She couldn't even explain why she'd been so put off, beyond that Verrick's almost obscene attraction to her from the first time they met disturbed her. 

She wasn't the type of female who drew notice from admirers. She was too tall, too skinny, only made more so by the long, broomstick skirts and shapeless tops and sweaters she wore. With flaming red-orange, shoulder-length hair and bangs; ghostly white skin sprinkled liberally with freckles she'd hated most of her life; a small, square face and oversized glasses; a big mouth and upturned sea-green eyes, she was no beauty to call attention from anyone. Being shy and naïve without an ounce of self-confidence, her nose almost always stuck in a book, weren't considered irresistible traits either. The bottom line was, she was too clumsy for true adoration from others. Instead, she probably extracted pity from everyone around her.

True, the Vreah as a culture loved anything new and mysterious and were ever eager to satisfy their intrigue. Open and free, extremely social, they were taught from an early age that rampant curiosity was the driving force in the universe; nothing in this regard should be stifled. Their friendliness and generosity had a way of enticing other cultures...but at the same time making them slightly uncomfortable because to be so open left vulnerabilities the Vreah didn't seem to want to acknowledge. To be so eager for an exchange of information, relations and items could be unsettling. Yet without the Vreah's intelligence, resources, knowledge and advances in technology, few other cultures would have become spacefaring. 

"I didn't expect to see you today, Verrick," Tori murmured, her body jumpy from the anticipation of having to leap to one side or the other without warning. 

"Didn't you, my sweet? Whenever the Aero is in Vree space, I intend to be here, where you are, where I can see you." 

"Is that what Ambassadors do in Vreah culture?" He and his twin sister Vespera were diplomatic liaisons with other spacefaring cultures.

"Always."

His accent was mildly similar to the British on Earth. Flowing, silky, elegant. She wanted to listen to it more than she should. The Vreah were too compelling by half. She almost groaned out loud at his impact on her in the room that suddenly felt as small as a tin can. 

"And I haven't come empty-handed. I bear gifts I hope you're sufficiently wooed to accept this day."

Woo? Gifts? Tori bit down to keep another groan from escaping. Verrick and his wooing and gifts. He showered both on her each time she saw him, and she'd learned her lesson in that regard, too. 

Though the alcoholic beverage Cyceol he'd brought with him last time was beautiful to look upon in a flame-proof Vreah glass--a deep blue like his eyes and even more so when he lit it on fire--she'd discovered one sip was her undoing. I should have researched everything before I touched it! Cyceol means "flames of love" in their language and the alcohol simulates feelings of infatuation. Like I need that. 

After that, Verrick set himself to learn everything he could about her and quickly discovered how much she loved food and was nearly always hungry. He'd come with a "picnic basket" of treats. She'd been so exhilarated about trying everything, she hadn't stopped to consider the consequences until it was too late. She'd spent more than an hour in MedBay until her system had been cleansed of the too-rich, foreign concoctions. 

On another occasion, he'd brought flowers, which had seemed harmless enough until she'd learned that flowers in their culture had very significant purposes. Not surprisingly, the aurora borealis phenomenon on Vree made their flowers nothing short of ethereal. They actually sparkled. The Har-mae was similar to a water lily with multiple layers of petals so beautiful and fragrant, it was no wonder it was a courting bloom. Maz-mae roses signified engagement or betrothal. Accepting one was like signing a contract. He'd attempted to give her them one time, luckily after she'd discovered their implications and so refused.

Since then she'd suspected both Verrick and Vespera were going through what the Vreah called a maturity cornerstone. Another perk of being Vreah was that they rarely looked their age. With all their technology and advances, they'd extended their average life expectancy to 175 years. 

Most Vreah pair-bonded late in life, just past middle-age (which was around age one hundred), since females began harvesting their eggs when they turned 20 and preserved them for the time of reproduction, just as the males sperm-banked. Though Verrick and Vespera looked Tori's age of 32, she knew they were actually much older--closer to 95, which was the age most Vreah began actively searching for permanent mates to settle down and raise a family with. 

"I've heard of an Earth holiday called Valentine's Day. Is this particular day not the day this celebration of love and pair-bonding was observed in Human history?"

Tori stifled her intrigue that he'd discovered something that fascinated her. Though very few Earth holidays continued to be celebrated since the Great Catastrophe took place, she loved all the traditional "high days" and made a point of noting them year in and year out whether they were commemorated by anyone else or not. 

Verrick raised one perfectly arched eyebrow toward the numerous packages he'd brought with him today. "If you'll permit me, vlassa..."

While the language translation matrix the Vreah had developed and shared made actually learning new languages unnecessary, Tori had studied Vreah dictionaries. She knew what that endearment meant. "Heart"--the version of the word a male would say to a female he was courting. 

"I have heard of your recent loss, Astoria, and I was torn asunder to learn of your dearest pet's passing."

Despite herself, Tori felt herself relenting out of uncontrollable curiosity as Verrick lifted the totes onto her worktable. She saw now that the boxes were similar to little cages with velvet coverings. She softened in expectation. 

Tori had very few vices. She lived on Basic easier than almost everyone else she knew. All Humans were given the necessities of life without qualification: nutritious food, clean water, clothing, medication and medical care, living space, education, training, and a salary that was exactly the same for every Human being alive, whether a member of Parliament, the captain of a ship, or in charge of waste disposal. Everyone had a job and all positions were critical to the survival of the Human race. Salaries were electronic credits that could be spent on individual wants and needs beyond the basic necessities. 

Per Parliament edict, Tori had inherited whatever her parents owned so she had no requirements that weren't met beyond her desire for pets. She spent her credits on her menagerie of "babies". While pets were generally discouraged unless they had a dual purpose (eggs that could be used for food as well as the eventuality that the pet would itself one day become dinner), Tori saw them as her family. 

She'd had Bepo since she'd transferred off Nexus Habitat Beta, where all children were raised and educated, when she was 13. Bepo had been a friendly, hardy and strong feline, the only one board the Aero and, as a consequence, loved by all. Even Raze Salen, Tori's best friend, who wasn't much of a pet person, had loved Bepo and had usually walked the ship corridors each day with them when her cat needed exercise. 

That Verrick knew of her barnyard of animals wasn't a surprise. She'd foolishly invited him into her quarters last time they saw each other. He'd met Bepo; Miss Moppet, her bantam frizzled golden lace Polish chicken; and Mr. Snubbs, a Netherland dwarf rabbit that Raze jokingly called Mr. No-Neck. 

Verrick's brought me pets, Tori thought in abject interest and a little terror when he unveiled, then lifted the first animal out from a small crate with holes. The tiny creature that fit into Verrick's hand had nearly microscopic, clawed feet like a chicken with bristly gray, dense fur; huge round, black eyes in the middle of its body that made it look utterly defenseless; a snubbed nose; and what appeared to be little more than an O for a mouth. 

"It's like a little Dot candy drop!" Tori cooed, unable to resist when Verrick handed her the animal that made a pipping noise and cuddled against her instantly as if cold. The spicy, chewy gumdrop had been one she'd seen in a book on the Nexus as a young child and had always wanted to try. This animal could have passed for one easily.

"It's a mashal, a male," Verrick told her, his eyes dancing at her obvious delight.

Tori stroked the soft head, in love with the mammal instantly. She wasn't ready to relinquish the first creature when Verrick brought out the second he called a female gargen. The animal resembled the world's smallest baby deer with a pink nose and tongue that stuck out perpetually. The brown eyes were so big and exotic, with immensely long and thick eyelashes, it would have been impossible to resist her. From the moment Verrick placed the animal in her hand, the gargen licked her as if loving her taste. 

"And last but not least, a male iwa."

The silvery, sparkling animal was so much like an Earth feline, Tori knew Verrick had hoped to seduce her with this one most of all. The only difference from an Earth cat was the shimmering fur that might have been visible even in a dark room and the rangy slimness that made Earth cats look fat in comparison. The iwa purred as soon as Tori set down the other two pets and cupped the furry head gently, looking into the exotic lavender eyes. Tears stung when the Iwa leaned forward and kissed her nose in such a loving way, Tori wasn't sure how she was supposed to refuse a gift so tempting. 

"He loves you," Verrick murmured so softly, Tori could have fallen into a stupor as the Iwa slipped up to her shoulder, twining around her neck weightlessly to nestle against her pulse, purring louder, the rumbling as distinctive as a heartbeat. 

Verrick's own fingers touched Tori's face, tracing her jawline and cheeks with velvet fingers that were beyond mesmerizing. She could almost hear her cousin Callista whispering in her ear, "Enjoy this. Why shouldn't you have fun, take pleasure in every aspect of your life?" 

In the other ear, her opposing angel Jana spoke fervently, "Don't throw it all away for something not worthy. You and Raze are meant to be together, just like Silas and I are...no matter how dimwitted you both are in acting like being best friends can even begin to compare what you could and should be sharing."

More than a decade older than her, Callista wanted to fall in love more than anything else in the world and have some pampering man dote on her. And a man like Verrick was what every woman could want and need. But he's not for me. He's not and never could be, just like Jana's been telling me since basic education. 

Silas and Jana had been Tori and Raze's closest friends while they'd lived on the Nexus Habitat Beta as children undergoing basic education and then primary training. The modern version of marriage was to share quarters as opposed to the beautiful rite long ago abandoned in a time when the chief concern of all mankind was focused on rescuing their dying planet and its countless inhabitants still trapped there. Considered adults, Jana and Silas had moved in together as soon as they transferred to the Aero to begin their apprenticeships. Jana had been lecturing Tori to be the one to propose the same to Raze in the years since then. Jana couldn't understand their reluctance to do anything that could change the strangely fragile relationship they both cherished.

Feeling a hint of panic flutter at the edges of her heart, Tori found herself pressing a certain button on her wrist communicator--standard issue for all Humans when they were old enough to use one. The unit allowed for retrieving, receiving, and sharing information, in-range and most patched-in distance communication, and also monitored vitals and pinpointed the location of the owner. The button Tori pushed was the one that sent Raze a "page" from her automatically, requesting contact ASAP. He would know it wasn't an emergency because her fingertip readings on the button would broadcast her heightened-but-not-endangered vitals as well. Why did she feel like this was an emergency though?

She looked up and registered that Verrick's eyes were all she could see, an endless sea of blue, and his full, beautiful lips that looked like velvet were close enough that the hint of panic became a full-fledged klaxon alarm inside her head.

In one strangely graceful movement, Tori placed the Iwa on the table near the cage and drew back to a safe distance. "Verrick, this is far too generous, and I can't accept any of these animals. I'd have to have a steady supply of food for them if I accepted even one. I'm sure they can't eat the same things my pets do. And what about exercise and litterboxes and health concerns?"

"All will be provided indefinitely, vlassa. Please accept at least one gift, I beg of you."

Like a stubborn child, Tori shook her head wildly at him as he looked at the crying iwa on the table. The beguiling eyes were looking at her with such sorrow, she knew it was begging for more contact with her. 

No. She couldn't be tempted. She couldn't. She took a step backward, then another, not surprised when she intended to turn around and instead almost ended up on her face on the matted floor of the lab. Also not surprisingly, Verrick had caught her with one arm and drawn her smoothly to the hard wall of his rippling chest. His mouth touched her ear, and she felt her eyes roll up into her head in ecstasy as his whispered words entered her veins like molasses, thick and rich and slow. Her senses felt all but lethargic, capable only of submission. So easy to give in...

No!  

"I have a headache coming on," Tori screamed so loudly, they both should have been jolted apart by the rattling noise of her screech. Only they weren't. Verrick hadn't let her go an inch. She was still an uneasy captive in his powerful arms. 

"I need to rest. I didn't sleep last night," she pleaded for mercy. 

I'm not lying. It's true. All true. What's more, I'm a total crankhead (as Raze calls me with that irresistible, only partially concealed grin of his) when I'm tired and not fit to entertain company.

Verrick chuckled against her ear, sending shivers all through her body with the vibration. "I can cure that easily, my sweet."

Tori pressed the button on her wrist comm over and over like it was a panic button. 

Must resist... 

"I'm sensitive to any medication--" she choked out.

He laughed again, and she found her face heated from a blush at the sexy sound that brought to life needs she didn't want to think about and wasn't sure she could define even if she did. 

Vreah are schooled in the art of seduction. Verrick will handle everything...

Help!

"Then a massage, vlassa. I can make every part of your body relax and let go of pain or discomfort. You'll experience only pleasure, the kind you've only imagined. And you will sleep. Eventually."

Only Raze gave her massages. Only Raze. And why wasn't Raze responding to her urgent hails anyway? The heated thought of betrayal gave her the courage to push away from Verrick's hold. She spun, awkwardly tipping to one side so he had to right her again, his smile absolutely endeared by her clumsiness even as his eyes were smoldering with nefarious intentions. Tori nursed a strong conviction he'd anticipated her response in getting away from him, and he'd looked forward to it as if it was part of the challenge he enjoyed.

"No, Verrick. No massage. No medicine. No iwa."

He sighed dramatically, but it was clear he hadn't taken her words as a final blockade to his pursuit. If anything, she suspected she'd only solidified his future manipulations. "As you wish, Astoria. But are you sure?"

He'd opened the cage door. The still-mewing, tiny feline-like creature turned to look back at her. Tori couldn't resist the animal's potent nose kiss. Just once more. 

"Now you've done it, my sweet," Verrick said in a teasing voice as the creature moved of its own accord into the cage. "You realize iwa are imprinting animals? It's why I've avoided touching it myself, since that may be all it takes. They fall in love like all beings, and, if I'm not mistaken, this one has his heart set on you."

Tori blinked at him, gasping in horror. "You're joking, right? He's not... I didn't...hurt--"

He shook his head, making a throaty sound in his utterance that made her certain he was stretching the truth in a desperate attempt to entice her into his arms again. "Maybe it's not irrevocable at this point, my sweet, but soon. Soon, the point of no return shall be reached."

He's trying to tell me he's so in love with me, he'll have to have me soon or die trying. But he's not serious. He can't be. He loves the game, the chase. He doesn't love me. But...why choose me? There are so many more attractive and willing Human females on the Aero.

Verrick made his farewells as stylishly as he did everything, requesting to see her again the next day if the ship was still in orbit of Vree.

Feeling miserable, Tori waved regretfully to the animals Verrick had returned to their cages just as the two Intelligence & Security officers appeared to escort him back to his shuttle and a third stayed behind to do a thorough sweep of the Catalogus Lab. 

While the Vreah had an open-door policy with the cultures they'd come in contact with, Humans had never been so easygoing. Policy was to be friendly and to provide every welcome and comfort to guests, but many places on board the Aero were off-limits to anyone not part of the crew. Verrick and his twin sister had never been happy about that, claiming their entire world and the habitats in orbit of it were completely without boundaries to all. While Tori doubted that was true--they were simply not shown areas they weren't allowed into--she'd suspected from Verrick's very first private visit to her that he'd been trying to "bug" the Aero for information they weren't willing to give any other culture freely. 

Tori returned to her living quarters across the hall from the lab, somehow crashing into the door frame on her way through the sufficiently wide opening and sending her glasses wildly askew as she did so. 

Righting the frames with a moan of pain, she greeted her pets (none of them were nose-kissers) the way she always did when she came into her living quarters. Their clucking and squealing and bruxing were loud enough for her to realize she did have a migraine coming on and not one caused by her innate clumsiness. Lack of sleep, no doubt. 

I had a headache the last time I saw Verrick, too. And, if I went back over my medical logs, I'd probably find I had a headache every time I was alone with him. What does that mean? Is it him? Something about his cologne? Or me? Am I too sensitive to overt seduction?

She closed her eyes, grateful for the quiet (or relative quiet) of her own familiar quarters--what Raze called her personal barnyard. Her newest pet, a teacup pig, was still a little skittish around her and had gone to hide as soon as she entered her living space. 

With pink, bristly-haired skin, a black blaze of color on his nose, and a wrinkled, freckled butt that didn't like the litterbox she was trying to get him used to, Itsy-Bitsy spent most of his time running away from her, squealing nervously and filling the air with the noxious gas that spewed loud and rank from beneath his adorable pigtail when he was apprehensive. 

Tori glanced at her wrist comm to see a brief text message from Raze on it--he knew it was late but he would be back soon. The message said what he didn't: The trade negotiations had no doubt concluded hours ago. But he was with Vespera now and didn't want to be bothered unless it was an actual emergency. 

Tori grimaced. Maybe he didn't think being chased around the lab by Verrick was an emergency...especially since Vespera probably didn't need to actually chase him in order to catch him. The female Vreah ambassador  was sexy, naturally alluring, and beautiful beyond imagination. 

Somehow the thought made Tori even more depressed, and a heavy anvil seemed to settle inside her chest. Only when she tried to define why she felt so out-of-sorts did she become aware of her premonition that something bad was going to happen, and soon. She'd had these feelings many times before, and they didn't often pan out, certainly not as anything resembling a crisis unless a stubbed toe, deflated cake, or a misfiled library folio could be considered true disasters. Nevertheless, she knew she wouldn't relax or fall asleep until Raze was safely back on the Aero.

 


Chapter 2

Raze

 

The grassy area on top of the Vreah ambassador  Chancery interposed stark steel and glass high-rise with nature. Somehow, the contrast seemed out of place to Raze Salen, Human diplomat.

Seems inappropriate, too. Vespera Vos, his Vreah counterpart, had forever struck him as the same. Who else fit the description of professional and improper, intelligent and wildly reckless as well as she did? As, in truth, all the Vreah he'd met did. They were a society that'd baffled him since his first encounter with them while apprenticed to his mentor Ramsey Turnbull, a headstrong emissary who'd gotten his job done but rarely made lasting friendships in the process. 

Following a long day of trade negotiations, Vespera had talked him into returning to the embassy offices with her after probably more cajoling than she'd anticipated considering their memorable parting a month ago, when they'd last concluded a session of commerce agreements between their cultures. 

 Vespera had long since shed her thigh-high boots along with the long skirt and floor-length cape-coat worn by female Vreah in professional settings. Now she wore only the short corset dress that was the normal attire of Vreah women. Her seemingly endless, slim legs from top thigh to elegant ankle were distractingly bare. Her waist-length, impossibly thick and sexy copper hair flowed past her uncovered arms, and Raze found himself continuously memorized by the strands dancing against her golden velvet skin. 

"Before the Catastrophe, Earth used to have aurora borealis and australis at the poles, but nothing like this," he murmured to distract himself. Tori had shown him old Earth photographs the first time they'd visited Planet Vree. 

In the sky above the odd little patch of lawn, vibrant pink, green, yellow, blue, violet, orange and white curtains of light-colors danced as far as the eye could see. The beauty was one most of mankind had believed would never be seen again in their lifetime or beyond, but the Vreah had faced a similar Global Climate Catastrophe millennia before and their planet had healed when they implemented the advanced technology their science engineers discovered and refined to reverse the damage. Raze wasn't a scientist or an engineer and couldn't claim to understand the geo-engineering process that the Vreah had shared with Humans when they arrived in their solar system almost 60 years before. 

The short story was that in 2025, Earth inhabitants had recognized the point of no return in the global climate change crisis they'd been watching almost passively for nearly 75 years, and all nations had come together in unprecedented unity as a result. In 2030, they'd completed construction of two stable habitats orbiting the Earth, Nexus Alpha and Beta, as well as the massive orbital shipyard where liveships could be built. The liveships could be converted on-site to suitable locations capable of housing potentially millions. The quest to rescue as many as possible from their violently dying planet had begun. 

By the time the Vreah had arrived in their solar system in 2073 in response to the distress call Earth had sent out, Humans had built dozens of space habitations in orbit of planets in their solar system along with a disastrous attempt to paraterraform Mars' surface. 

The Vreah had freely offered the means to heal the Earth with a slightly modified geo-engineering process that could take hundreds of years to make the planet habitable once more.

They'd also shared interstellar travel technology that made achieving relativistic velocities and time dilation possible to allow Human liveships to travel at light speed--what the Vreah had branded Superluminal Velocity or SLV--as well as communication using similar means of Superluminal Communication (SLC). The space corridors the Vreah had detected and stabilized with negative energy around the galaxy solved the problem of space-time distortions and allowed for true spacefaring in their lifetime. 

More than anything else, the Aero's missions generally amounted to negotiating trades for food and seeds and transporting relief supplies between their far-flung habitats. To date, the Vreah had provided the most when it came to trade, and they'd also been instrumental in arranging dialogues with other cultures.

"Will Earth experience the auroras again when the planet is healed?" Raze asked as Vespera fed him another of the fruits he'd come to love since she'd introduced him to her homeworld's bounty. 

"There's no way of knowing. Our planets were and are different, though not radically so." She plucked fruit from the vine and brought another berry to his lips at the same time one of her legs slid seductively over his where they were lying on the grass. "Why don't you take these off?" 

She drew her naked foot over the highly-polished shoes that were part of his blues-and-whites dress uniform. He'd already removed the standard-issue jacket, leaving the "high-class t-shirt", as he liked to refer to it, with the slacks. 

Raze sat up and removed his shoes and, a moment later when she gave him a commanding look, the socks as well. The relief of being free after so many hours trapped in the uniform he truthfully hated wearing was immense. He sighed, accepting another sweet treat from her long, graceful fingers.

"Your eyes are more beautiful than the blue and green in the auroras," she murmured, leaning over him a little more so that her distractingly sleek curves were pressed tightly to his. "What did you call the color?"

"Blue-green...but also hazel."

"Hazel? What a strange word. What does it mean?"

"I don't know. A mix of colors, I think," he offered, laughing a little, even more distracted when she set the cluster of fruits on the platter and leaned over him to trace the well-groomed beard and moustache around his mouth. 

"Vreah men use a treatment when they're in puberty that destroys the hair follicles on their faces."

"I noticed your guys don't seem to have facial hair," Raze murmured, entranced by her seductive, cinnamon-colored eyes with lashes that were longer and thicker than any Human's. "Wouldn't have to shave every day, and that'd knock off a half-hour of grooming when I get up." He realized, "So, does that mean Vreah men--or women--find facial hair unattractive?"

Her smile was like a carpet rolling out to honor him. "Not at all. At least...not this particular female." Vespera laughed deep in her throat but wouldn't be drawn away from her goal as she reached up to run her fingers through his dark, toffee-colored hair with long, side-parted bangs that constantly fell over his eyes. 

Raze tensed with anticipation as she tormented him--purposely, he knew. 

A month ago, when the Aero met up with the Vreah ambassador s for a trade negotiation with the Strigoni, Vespera kissed me for the first time, and I haven't been the same since. Every kiss, every caress is like a dark craving that grows inside me. I don't want to stop. But she hasn't let it go any farther. 

In the days after we separated following the trade negotiations on Strigon, I was a wreck. My entire being distilled down to what was left of me without her. All I could think about was her mouth, the velvet of her skin that I never wanted to stop stroking. 

Funny, the sensation dissipated after a while and I could function again, but when I found out our next stop was Vree... I've been craving. Milder than when we were last together, but, from the time I arrived at the Tohal Spaceport early this morning, she's been sending strong signals, wordlessly promising what would come when we were finally alone.

The eagerness inside him felt like a drawstring purse, the threads pulling tighter and tighter until he believed he would snap if she continued her sensual torment. But finally her mouth touched his, and he was instantly lost, knowing only the plush satin of her skin beneath his palms. 

His experience with women amounted to almost nothing. In basic education and primary training, they were taught to focus on learning and preparing for the roles they would fill sooner rather than later. Nearly all jobs began at the age of 18--five years after beginning apprenticeships.

When children weren't studying, they were being inundated with live footage of the ravaged state of Earth, the daily death toll numbers, their personal responsibility in seeing that more and more Earthers were rescued. What little time Spacers had to themselves was monitored and carefully modeled to acceptable perimeters. While many did form partnerships, friendships, romantic relationships, all of those things were vociferously discouraged "For the Greater Good", Parliament's motto. 

Raze remembered few (though memorable) urges in that direction until he and Tori transferred to the Aero to begin their apprenticeships at 13. Once the shift into his own living quarters had been accomplished and he'd been under Ramsey Turnbull's tutelage, he'd dated some of the girls on board that were his age, and they'd given him a weak longing for a personal life, one that included romance and close friendships. However, his mentor had been even more demoralizing than the leaders on the Nexus Habitats when it came to insisting he concentrate on his career and what he would be contributing to mankind's survival.

In the last year, Raze had been thinking a lot about romance, relationships, love, and he'd come to the conclusion there was no other person alive he wanted to be with more than his best friend, Tori Bertoletti. But how to go about changing a relationship that had been only slightly more intense than friendship all their lives? He hadn't had the slightest clue. Countless times, he'd tried to work up the courage to ask her what she thought because she'd never done anything that convinced him she wanted more in their relationship either.

Then, a month ago, what I was missing was driven home to me in that lovesick yearning that, gratefully, lessened in the time Vespera and I were apart physically. Even when Tori told me Vespera and Verrick are about 95 years old, I wasn't swayed...much. 

For the Vreah, that's barely middle-aged, and the implication that the Vreah are sexually open to new encounters, new species, without inhibitions or boundaries, until they settle down late in life (the final territory to explore) in a permanent pair-bond to raise children was one of the first things I was warned about concerning this culture. 

Vespera looked as young as he did. There wasn't a wrinkle on her exquisite gold skin, not a single mar on any part of it--

His wrist comm beeped and pulsed against his arm in a familiar way that made it unnecessary for him to check to see who was intruding. That sound and the unique pulse belonged to Tori. Realizing it brought an emotion spearing through him that felt remarkably like guilt.

While he'd set it on a timer to vibrate only for an alert, if need be, during negotiations with the Vreah Republic Council earlier, the automatic adjustment had been made to return it to normal functioning. 

His gaze met Vespera's disappointed one as he lifted his arm and glanced at the small panel. She'd left her "link"--the Vreah equivalent to the wrist comm was something like an elaborate earring--in her office before they'd come out to the lawn. 

As he'd suspected, Tori had paged him. While her heartrate was definitely elevated above the norm, she wasn't in trouble. 

Verrick chasing her around the Catalogus Lab?  Raze guessed. For someone who's never said a bad word about the male Ambassador for the Vreah, Tori can't seem to stand him. She dreads his every visit, even as she seems to think he's a great guy and she's always excited about meeting new cultures.

"Something important?" Vespera asked in her husky, cultured accent. 

Raze glanced back at her. "No," he offered, his own dismay anticipating her withdrawal. His face felt warm and not simply from their kiss a moment ago. 

This isn't right...is it?

Instead, she murmured, "Good", yanked him back and slid her entire body over his, her mouth returning to his. Even as his exhilaration soared with the intimacy she was extending, he inexplicably found himself retreating despite the clear indication that Vespera offered the opposite. 

Mankind's government, called Parliament and made up of leaders from the "superpowers" that'd ruled their individual nations before the Catastrophe forced them to unite, had gone to great brainwashing lengths to curb every Spacer Human of a sense of self, yet pleasure hadn't been obliterated. The lines between wrong and right had certainly been dulled. Billions of Humans were stranded on Earth, hopelessly, irretrievably some might say. What use therefore were morality, tradition, values, marriage, or even divorce for that matter? All had been abandoned like crumbling ruins of an archaic system, no thought given to returning to such mundane, selfish concerns since the Catastrophe overshadowing everything else. 

But I wasn't raised to enjoy such freedom without strings, without regrets or consequences. My parents would call it indulging in a sport that devalues my integrity. Regardless of the mores of the day, I can't go through with what Vespera clearly wants like it doesn't mean much or mean anything when I believe it does, should, mean something, maybe everything. Something crucial and not worth depreciating thoughtlessly. But my morals aren't the only thing stopping me here...

His wrist comm beeped and pulsed again...and again and again. Though the sound and sensation hadn't changed, somehow the urgency felt amplified, especially when Vespera groaned and asked, "What is it now? Can you turn it off?"

Raze lifted his arm over her head, and she slid down to the bare skin she'd exposed with the raising of his t-shirt. Tori had hailed him a half-dozen times in a matter of seconds. Again, her vitals were displayed, proving her pulse was racing, but she was otherwise fine. 

Verrick must be chasing her hard...or he caught her.

The image of his best friend with the male Vreah ambassador  in just the position he and Vespera were in at the moment gave him pause, detaching him from the pleasure, and then induced a symbolic heart attack. He didn't like the possibility, and he shifted instinctively so Vespera lifted her head again. For a long moment, her gaze held steady, evaluating him, and then she frowned knowingly. "Astoria?"

Emotion that could only be contrition that didn't seem quite warranted filled his throat when he nodded, incapable of speaking.

"Is she all right? Verrick planned to go up to the Aero today. Surely she's in good company and fully occupied?"

Though the sight of Vespera's supple, shapely body--in rather more than less of a state of undress--was sufficiently capable of giving him a mental kick in the head for hesitating in denying what she so clearly wanted them to be doing at this moment, Raze found himself murmuring, "It's getting late. I haven't checked in with the Aero all day. I need to get back."

"So check in verbally. And then come back to my abode with me. We want the same things. I've noticed."

Raze supposed he hadn't been exactly subtle about that. The instant he'd arrived in Tohal, taken a transport to her office and her door had closed firmly after their greeting, she'd broadcast her intention to pick up where they'd left off last with a deep kiss. She'd laughed joyously when he'd pressed her back against the office door as soon as they'd had it. 

Guilt stabbed through the memory like a lethal spike trap. "Vespera..." he started with not a clue what to say to make any part of this situation all right. Half of him wanted to grab her again and stop thinking altogether, but the other half--the stronger side of him--knew he wouldn't do that. 

Couldn't. Until this moment, he hadn't realized how confused he was about this whole situation either. He hadn't let himself consider too much what might happen once he returned to Vespera's side. That, too, had been deliberate. He didn't want to deal with the confusion now any more than he had in the last month and the time before that, when he'd seriously considering pursuing a romantic relationship with his best friend. Those thoughts had all but dissolved, rearing their shaming little heads, only at times like these, after Vespera kissed him the first time.

"Is this another enigmatic Human custom? Playing hard to get?" she asked softly, her words playful. 

"No..." he started, feeling the weight of what not thinking something through had brought down on him.

Surprising him, she laughed in the throaty way that could only be described as flirtatious. "I've never seen you at a loss for words, Raze. You're adorable. A novelty that continues to intrigue."

"Vespera, I didn't mean to..."

She shut him up with a kiss that lasted for only a second. "I like this side of you, vlasse. If you're sure you want to postpone the inevitable, I won't push you. But I hope you don't take too long. I want you impatiently."

Raze felt heat flood his face like molten lava. First comes love, then comes marriage... Not in this culture. Not even in my own anymore. But sex without love... 

This isn't love...is it? It can't be because I love...

Her name was on the tip of his tongue. Tori. He knew what love was. Love for his parents. His friends. His best friend, Tori, the only love that had ever given him pain when Parliament had come so close to separating the two of them for life. He would probably never forget that agony, the waiting, the insanity of not knowing, believing the worst because mankind's leaders made all the decisions and Spacers complied. Anything else was unthinkable. It was the way it worked, the way it was. Etched in stone. 

His fury had carved over that stone like intangible graffiti--or would have if the worst had come to pass and Tori had been ripped from his side. Miraculously, Parliament had instead done a one-eighty of their original ruling and agreed Tori could apprentice under her father in running the Planet Catalogus and complete her training as the Nexus Central Head Librarian from the Aero. That episode had been seared into Raze's mind, his heart, his entire being so whenever he brushed up against the memory, he felt consumed with the same enraged horror he'd experienced then. 

What was love? Romantic love? He'd kissed other girls his age, kissed them the way Vespera had kissed him so need became an all-consuming ache, though he'd never before taken such liberties with his hands as he had with this particular woman and gotten the same in return. He'd thought a lot about kissing Tori, and more, especially in the last year. But he'd never gotten up the courage to try.

The hunger Vespera brought out in him was...unnatural. New. And, only when he wasn't with her, alone instead with the cold, alien memory of their actions, did the greedy urge feel wrong. 

Until now, he hadn't let himself dwell on the shameful desire for longer than a few seconds. Watching her dress brought forth everything he'd avoided and more. The chaos in his head was senseless. Even he wasn't sure what he had to feel bad for. He hadn't done anything wrong. She hadn't. He wasn't in a committed relationship with anyone, and she wasn't either--or he assumed she wasn't. 

Or had he done something wrong? Was he already in a relationship that was all about love, even if neither of them had spoken the words. 

Bottom line, he and Vespera hadn't slept together, not even once. Beyond heated kisses and caresses, he was blameless, especially if this ravenous hunger implied he loved Vespera romantically.

He covered himself with his full dress uniform and agreed readily when Vespera offered to accompany him to the spaceport and hailed a conveyance for them. 

She curled her body toward his inside the automated vehicle, her head on his shoulder, her fingers stroking his hand. Even while he couldn't deny how much he liked having her against him like this, his head was whirling with too many conflicting thoughts. Love wasn't wrong. What was romantic love? This? This need, one that resembled a sickness in many ways? 

But not in the same way he'd felt with the possibility that Tori, his best friend, the one person in the Milky Way he couldn't be separated from, could be torn away from him. Nothing like that. 

Odd that that feeling, like I could die, could murder our leaders with my bare hands if they took Tori away from me had felt right. 

And, even while I can't deny I don't have a damn thing to feel sorry for where Vespera's concerned, the emotions I'm experiencing for our relationship feel wrong to me, like I'm doing something bad, inappropriate, immoral. Wrong.

Who's judging me? I don't even know.

 

[image: Image]

 

Raze left Vespera with a simple kiss that only wedged awkwardness tighter between them, then he made his way toward another conveyance that would take him to the orbital space station where Max Tyrrell, Aero's lead equipment & vehicle engineer, had spent the day waiting to return him to the ship in one of their own shuttles. 

As he walked, Raze was cloaked in mired, incomprehensible thoughts that had seemingly no discernable direction. The first thing he did once he boarded the otherwise empty Vreah space ferry was send Tori a message that set off a chain of even more unrelated thoughts. 

As soon as the Nexus Habitat Alpha had been constructed and ready for habitation, the world leaders and those deemed most crucial to life in space had been transported there. The one-world-government had been formed at its christening in 2045, when things had changed beyond recognition. 

Self was decried as selfish. Individual identity as a person as well as a culture became the norm. Groupthink was encouraged and became the centerpiece of the new world order's propaganda. Control of individuals, focus on survival for all was pushed. Relationships lost their importance in the urge "For the Greater Good". Careers and proper (whatever was deemed that by Parliament), focused training governed lives. Or at least that was what their leaders wanted. The constant barrage of propaganda filling the Nexus habitats day and night, filling eyes and ears made the Aero the only bearable place for Raze, Tori and countless others. 

Yet life and love and relationships continue... 

Raze had spent his life despising everything Parliament stood for and contradictorily agreeing that all that truly mattered was survival--rescuing everyone and not abandoning those in peril even in the face of hopelessness. Providing for them, keeping them alive until they could be saved from the planet and given new homes elsewhere in the galaxy.
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