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Chapter 1

Twyf wrapped herself around Aden’s arm and asked, “Are you ready for this?”

Aden looked down at his yellow-skinned Tassarian bride and smiled. “Of course! This is long overdue, what with all the negotiations and preparations we’ve been making.”

She returned his smile and looked at the closed double doors in front of them. When the time was right, they would open. She was in no hurry. Their wedding ceremony was long overdue—almost a year, in fact—but they were together and that was what mattered.

“I’m surprised you included your mother,” she said. “You’ve been so distant with her.”

Aden’s cheek twitched at the thought. “I’m still dealing with that,” he admitted. “This seemed like a good step.”

“Toward what?” Twyf asked. “Forgiving her?”

Aden pressed his lips together. “Forgive her? Sierra and I—all of us—were experiments. Conceived in a lab and grown in artificial wombs. They raised us in strict environments and messed with our heads to implant false memories to hide what really happened.”

Twyf squeezed his arm to show her support. “I can feel your anger. I love you, gella. No matter what happened or what will happen, I will always be here for you.”

Aden smiled and leaned over to kiss her smooth head. “I know. I’m sorry. As harsh as it sounds, she did provide guidance as I grew up. Her version, at least. And I know my father struggled between doing what his duty required him to do and showing more love and support. I’m not worried about forgiving her and I’m not concerned about how she feels.”

Twyf’s smooth skin wrinkled on her brow. “Then why?”

“For me. I have these false memories of my childhood. I know they aren’t real, but I still have them. I figured I’d try this, in hopes I could finally put it behind me. Put her behind me.”

Twyf pressed her cheek against his shoulder and turned to kiss the sleeve of his suit.

“Besides, as twisted a concept of mother as she might be, I’m more concerned because you don’t have any family except Seph.”

Twyf smiled. “Thank you for caring so much. The truth is my sister and I came to terms with our situation many years ago. We’re all we have left, but even if that wasn’t the case, Tassarian society is different. When we find our krish and start our new lives with them, the old family no longer matters. Well, it matters, but it’s not like it was. Tassarians focus on the mated pair; that is what matters the most to us. Podlings come and go, but what matters most is sharing our lives together.”

“That’s my plan, sharing my life with you,” he said. He let out a long breath and added, “Kids...wow. I haven’t thought about that at all.”

“I have,” she said. She smiled. “Don’t worry—our physiology is too different to ever have any.”

Aden frowned. “I feel like such an ass for not thinking about that. Are you okay living with no children? No podlings?”

“Yes. You are my krish. My soul mate. We are bonded and I am yours. That is what matters. As I said, Tassarians raise our podlings—our children—and then they are gone into the universe to live their own lives. A Tassarian parent and child relationship is not like the relationship Terrans—most Terrans, I mean—have.”

“But you and Seph are so close...”

“Special circumstances,” Twyf said. “Not natural for our species, but caused by what we endured when the raiders took us from our home world.”

Aden sighed. “Good thing they’re already gone. I’d have to track them down and make them pay for what they did.”

“But if they hadn’t done that, we might have never met and then I’d still be searching for my one true krish.”

Aden smiled. “Okay, but I don’t have to like what you two went through, or the price so many had to pay for it.”

She nodded. “When all this is over, maybe we can try to stop it from happening to others then.”

“I think that’s a good—”

A chime sounded, silencing Aden and forcing them to look at each other as the doors opened up before them. A path made out of smooth stones led between small ponds teeming with colorful fish and ornamental grasses and flowers. Beyond stood their friends and family, gathered in a semi-circle to bear witness to their union. Janna, the Vagnosian captain of the Uma, stood facing them, waiting for them to join her so she could officiate the small ceremony.

Aden smiled down at his wife and earned a matching smile in response. As one they stepped forward and began to walk down the path that would make the paperwork they’d signed several months ago feel real.

Three steps into the path, Aden lifted his eyes from the gathering. A dark shape dropped away from one of the small twin suns of the Pithaca system. Aden’s eyes widened in spite of the sunlight behind it and slowed.

Twyf nearly stumbled but she recovered and looked up at him. Her lips were parted in a silent question. A chill swept through her as their krish shared Aden’s sudden anxiety. She turned and looked up, following his gaze just as he grabbed her up in his arms.

“Incoming!” Aden shouted as he tackled Twyf and sent them both flying into the fish pond.

The wedding guests were experienced veterans and reacted to Aden’s words as much as to his actions. The serene garden exploded around them as the ship opened fire on the ceremony. Fire and shrapnel burst through the air, obliterating anything, and anyone, in its path.


Chapter 2

Aden lifted his head slowly above the surface of the pond and looked around. They were a little over a meter deep, giving them both enough room to shelter from the worst of the attack. Of course, this was only the beginning; he doubted a single strafing run would satisfy whoever was trying to kill them.

Twyf poked him in the chest from where he hid her beneath him. He looked down at the water and saw her face shimmer in the sloshing water. Her eyes were wide as she looked to her left and right. Between her expression and their bond, he knew she was asking if it was safe. He moved a hand up and raised a finger, asking her to wait.

She nodded and fanned her hands, the receded webbing between the base of her fingers helping her lower herself deeper in the pond. He watched her and looked away, certain she could hold her breath far longer than he could. For the first few weeks of their lives, Tassarians lived in the water and could breathe it like air.

The stink of smoke assaulted him as he risked a look around. He heard people shouting, a few notable voices rising above the rest to try to restore order. There was Meshelle, barking orders. Garf was howling in rage and Neesha was shouting for Niko.

Aden almost stood up to check on his friends. He began to when he heard the sound of wood cracking and snapping to his left. He picked up some low-pitched clicking noises. Every muscle in his body tensed in recognition. There were Criknids nearby.

Aden looked down at Twyf again and plunged his face beneath the water. He held up both hands and made mandibles out of his fingers to share what he’d heard. Twyf’s eyes widened and a bubble of air escaped her parted lips. She clamped them shut and nodded, and then swam across the bottom of the pond to hide in a corner and gave him a thumbs-up.

Aden lifted his head up and looked around again. He heard the Criknids moving through the tall hedges around the garden again and tried to focus on where he thought they’d come through. His shell-shocked friends were making enough noise he wasn’t worried about being discovered, but he was worried about them. The best chance he and Twyf had were if he was able to get off a surprise attack. The problem was that meant using his friends as bait and he wouldn’t do that.

“Aden!”

Aden turned and saw Seph had spotted his head sticking out of the pool. She and Sierra hurried toward him. Both had dirty and torn clothing, but Seph’s looked almost fresh compared to the rags Sierra’s dress had been turned into. Sierra’s elbow-length gloves were dirtied and torn like the rest of her, revealing the glint of metal beneath them.

“Is Twyf okay?”

“She’s hiding,” Aden whispered. He turned and gestured at the nearby hedges that kept out the wilder bushes and trees of the nature preserve the garden had been formed out of. “Criknids!”

Seph’s eyes widened and then narrowed. “No!”

“I need a gun,” Aden growled.

“Some of the others have them, but none to spare,” Seph said.

“We’ll get our own,” Sierra offered as she stared at the tall green bushes that sprouted red and purple flowers.

Before she could expand on how she planned to do that, the hedge just ahead of them exploded. Sierra was closest and went flying backward from the shockwave and shrapnel. Seph was knocked over and only managed to save herself from slamming into the ground by twisting her body and using her telekinetic ability to send her into a roll. Aden was driven back down into the water.

He fought the burning need to cough the water he’d inhaled and waited. A large shape stepped into view above the pond, casting a shadow over the pond. That was good enough for him.

Aden drove his feet into the rocky bottom and exploded up and out of the water. He grabbed the Criknid’s right leg and rolled laterally until his side bumped into the four-armed insectoid’s left leg. Aden pulled on the bony leg in his hands and twisted his body to add leverage to it. The heavy soldier reached for him before he realized what Aden was doing. The reach unbalanced him further and allowed Aden to topple him into the pond.

Aden grabbed the Criknid’s legs and held them up, forcing him deeper into the pond. The water thrashed, worrying Aden that the soldier was going to hurt Twyf. It took less than a second for him to realize the thrashing wasn’t just the soldier. Twyf rose out of the water and threw his dropped weapon into the air before she turned and fell on the Criknid’s back, driving him deeper into the pond. 

Aden let go of one of his legs and snatched the rifle from mid-air. He identified it as it flew: a Kesari ARMD-3. He flipped it around in his grip and struggled to imitate the three-fingered grip of the Criknid.

More Criknids filled the gap in the hedge and spilled through. Aden saw one of the four-armed and four-eyed monsters turn on him and raise his rifle. The bug-man’s head lifted and turned, refocusing on a new threat since Aden hadn’t even turned more than his head yet to face them. The first round spat out of the single-fire ARMD-3 in the Criknid’s hands but it wasn’t enough to stop the white and pink streak that was Sierra from crashing into him.

“Go!” Twyf shouted from the drowning Criknid’s back. “I’ve got this one.”

Aden let go of the soldier’s leg and grabbed the large rifle in two hands so he could control it. He fired by instinct, bore-sighting the rifle since he couldn’t use the optics designed for the Criknid’s four eyes. By the fourth pull of his trigger, he’d sent enough of the supersonic three-millimeter slugs into one of the invaders to leave it a quivering pile of flesh and chitin on the ground. He turned and looked for his next target, convinced that the rising and falling of Sierra’s metal fists would take care of the Criknid she’d tackled.

A secondary explosion indicated another breach of the hedge wall. Aden hoped his friends could handle it while he focused on firing one magnetically accelerated round after another into the Criknids that poured through the hedge near him.

He moved as he fired, scrambling across the ground to his left to get closer to the hedge and closer to his targets. As counterproductive as the maneuver seemed, he knew it was only a matter of time until he ran out of the tightly packed needles in the rifle’s magazine.

Sierra ripped a bloody chunk of mixed chitin and flesh from the Criknid and cried out as the next in line shot her point-blank. She spun away, earning a howl of fury from behind Aden. Seph’s scream was premature; Sierra kept spinning around and lunged inside the reach of the Criknid. She smashed her fist into the elbow of the arm that held the rifle as she thrust herself inside that arm and the one supporting the weapon.

Aden finished off another Criknid with a double tap into the neck and then the side of the creature’s head. He widened his focus in time to see Sierra grab the Criknid’s rifle in her left hand and his wrist in her right hand. She thrust her shoulder up as she yanked down with both hands. Before the Criknid could understand what she was doing, the crack of chitin rang across the unlikely battlefield. His arm dropped lifeless across her chest and the rifle fell to her metal feet. Sierra kicked it across the ground toward Seph just before one of the Criknid’s other arms, this one tipped with a wide open lobster claw, slammed into the side of her head and sent her flying across the ground and leaving a spray of blood across the ground.

Aden put three rounds into the Criknid’s chest and two more in his face, sending a fine mist of puréed tissue into the ranks of Criknids behind him. The Criknid collapsed, giving Aden more targets.

Between his rifle and Seph’s, the Criknids were being mowed down. They started to fall back when they realized their squad was down to four members. Aden limped forward, forcing himself ahead in spite of the shots he’d taken without realizing it. The good thing about the Kesari ARMD-3 was the ridiculous speed of the tiny projectile. Each bullet traveled at over three thousand meters a second. That made for a tremendous amount of kinetic energy; however, against a soft target like unarmored flesh, the rounds passed through and did little more than cauterize their own wounds. At least until they hit a bone; then the target ended up getting dead in no time.

Aden’s rifle ran dry but he was close enough he scooped up another that had been dropped by one of the dead Criknids and brought it to bear just as Seph killed the last one that was backing into the hole in the hedge. She kept firing until her rifle stopped working, proving she’d worked through the magazine with the same efficiency Aden had.

Seph dropped her weapon and shouted, “Sierra!”

Aden watched her run across the ground, blood running down the side of her once white bodysuit. He turned and looked to the other side of the garden, less than fifteen meters away, where the second squad of Criknids was being finished off by the combined efforts of Meshelle’s crew and Niko.

Aden nodded when he saw the Terran man’s hands red with blood. He was notorious for preaching second chances and not hurting or killing others, but Aden had learned that Niko’s mercy ended where the Kesari and Criknid were concerned. He’d suffered too much at their hands to allow him to feel anything but hatred for them.

“Sierra! Are you...oh, thank the stars!”

Aden turned and saw Sierra rubbing her hand across a nasty gash on her head. She pulled it away, clearing away the blood for a moment to show the gleaming mesh of the metal that the Ampytheans had laced her skull with. It had saved her from the crushing blow of the Criknid, just as she’d saved all of them with her quick thinking and selfless action.

“Aden?”

Aden turned and saw Twyf climbing out of the pond. Her white dress was shredded far beyond any hope of modesty. Had the struggle with the Criknid not been the death of the garment, the water turned it into a sheer clinging mess.

“I’m here. I’m okay.”

“You’re hurt!”

Aden glanced down and saw the blood staining his pants and shirt. Not as much as he expected, but it was enough. “Their bullets don’t bleed much,” he said.

“How many?”

Aden shrugged. “No idea—three? Maybe four?”

“We have to get you help!”

He shook his head and looked to the others. Not all of them were standing. “No, we need to help them.”

Twyf turned and let her hand fly to her mouth to cover a gasp. “Oh no!”

Aden limped over with Twyf’s help and stood next to Chuck, the Uma’s Argossian engineer. The engineer was on all four of his limbs and watched Meshelle and Janna. He hesitated, searching for the right words to ask while Twyf gasped beside him.

“Oh no,” Twyf whispered again.

“Get a tloktin bio-unit!” Meshelle screamed. “Now! Move it!”

Aden looked around and saw a few of the others doing the same. Niko was watching the Vagnosian mercenary captain as she knelt next to her sister and shook his head. Amber, the only Terran who still worked for Meshelle and Janna, held her arm and turned away. She took long strides in her now bare feet toward the path back to the recreation center.

“No sense in wasting your time,” Niko warned her.

Meshelle spun around and pointed her Predator II eighteen-millimeter pistol at him. “Shut your mouth, Terran, or I’ll see that medical attention would be wasted on you too.”

“Boss, he’s right,” Tosc said from where he knelt beside the fallen captain. “Janna’s gone.”

Meshelle shook her head. “No! She’s too stubborn to die. Not like this. We can bring her back. It hasn’t been—”

The Lermian tilted Janna’s head and showed where one of the bullets from the ship that strafed the reception had caught the back of her head. Janna’s hair tendrils had been torn off, along with part of the back of her skull.

“She’s not the only one,” Garf grumbled. He stepped aside to reveal two more bodies, one covered in short fur and a formal Lermian bandolier and the other wearing a Terran Naval uniform.

Twyf gasped again. “Aden! Your—”

Aden nodded and walked over to her. His legs grew steadier even as his stomach suddenly seemed to be floating in space. He stared down at the body of his mother. Blood stained her uniform in several places across her torso where the uniform had tears in it. He didn’t know if the ship’s weapons had caused the wounds or if it was shrapnel or the Criknid soldiers. It didn’t matter. The Kesari were behind it.


Chapter 3

“The ships are fine,” Seph announced as she crossed the ferracrete from the Uma’s shuttle. “Meshelle made contact with Kanya on the Uma. They haven’t seen any unusual activity in orbit.”

Aden shook his head. “What’s she doing then? Where’s Meshelle going?”

Seph turned her head to glance at the shuttle behind them. “Back to Vagnos. She’s taking Janna back there.”

“Bad idea,” Niko grunted.

Seph sighed. “Ever try reasoning with a Vagnosian who has her mind made up? Especially one who just lost her sister?”

Niko glanced at Neesha and opened his mouth. Her eyes narrowed, prompting him to change his words on the fly. “Strong beliefs make for strong reactions.”

Seph smirked. “Very strong, in Meshelle’s case.”

“So we lost her,” Aden said. “Lost the Uma. Again. Damn.”

“That’s only a small part of it,” Twyf said as she stepped into the Lifesaver’s doorway. She’d changed out of her ruined wedding dress into a one-shoulder black sushuru top and matching skirt that was sheer enough the outline of her thighs could be seen thanks to the illumination from the Lifesaver’s cabin lights. “The relays to the UISTF are dead.”

Sierra frowned and looked away from Seph for the first time. “Dead?”

“I can connect to them, but there hasn’t been any new updates for a couple of hours now.”

“Did the Kesari take the relays out?” Aden wondered.

“No, I can connect to it,” Twyf repeated. “And the diagnostics show they are still receiving heartbeats from other relays.”

“What sort of comet-shit is this?” Niko asked. “How can there be no...wait, they blocked comms at that Naval base.”

“The Unified Inter-Species Task Force isn’t located in a single system,” Seph pointed out. “It started out in Terran space, but that exact fear is why it was expanded to multiple systems held by the member species of the union.”

“We picked a bad time to do this,” Twyf mumbled.

Silence fell over the small group as everyone fell into their private thoughts. Niko was the first to speak up after several seconds passed. “Maybe you picked the best time. If the Kesari found out and launched an organized strike, maybe coming here saved all of our asses.”

“It didn’t save Janna or Commander Garrett,” Seph said.

Niko winced. “Yeah, sorry.”

“Are you okay? Both of you?” Neesha asked as she looked back and forth between Aden and Sierra.

Both Terrans stiffened and looked at each other. Twyf sucked in a breath, earning their attention before they answered the question.

“Sorry, I’ve been noticing similarities between you guys for a while and this was another one. The way you both reacted. It’s obvious you’re related.”

“Sort of,” Aden said. “Same mother, same crazy training program.”

“I can’t speak for Aden, but I’m fine. She wasn’t—I don’t know. I never really knew, I guess. I’ve spoken with Aden a few times about it...”

Aden nodded. “What’s happened, happened. Can’t change it, so we’re both using it to move ahead as best we can.”

“Helps that you’ve got people to move ahead with,” Neesha said.

Aden glanced at Twyf and Sierra looked at Seph. Both of them smiled and sported flushed cheeks when they turned back.

“I’m all for some quality cuddling time with a pretty lady,” Niko said when the moment threatened to grow awkward. “But this doesn’t seem like the time for it. You criminals have convinced me we’ve got a chance to do the unthinkable and put an end to them damn Kesari. We’ve got momentum up until this; seems a rotten time to let it slip away.”

Aden nodded. “You’re right. We need to move.”

“You’re hurt,” Twyf said. “All of you are wounded. I know you’re tougher than most people, but—”

Neesha waved her hand in the air. “I’m not!” she said. “But I’ve got a meat shield with skin even thicker than his skull.”

Niko’s smile faded as her words sank in. “Hey—”

Aden waved him silent. “Get in the Lifesaver,” he urged. “We’ll get back to our ships and take it from there. The Uma’s going to launch any minute now and with the way Meshelle’s acting, I don’t want to be anywhere near that ship’s exhaust.”

The others nodded or grunted and moved toward the shuttle. Twyf backed out of the doorway and took her place in the pilot’s seat. Aden moved to take the seat beside her and Neesha and Sierra took the other two spots. Seph and Niko boarded last and stood at the rear of the shuttle. The blue-skinned Tassarian woman pulled the door shut and sealed it.

“Now what?” Sierra asked. “We’re hurt, sure, but our wounds have been tended and we’ll be fine. It’s in all of our best interests to see this through, but what that means, exactly, I’m not sure.”

“It means we head to the nearest UISTF rally point and find out what’s going on. That’s what, three systems away in the Galakos system?”

“Three and a half weeks, with the Ampythean black boxes we have,” Niko estimated.

Aden checked his console and then glanced up. “The Uma’s engines are engaging...and they’re contacting us—hold on.”

Aden fumbled through the controls and brought up the audio feed from the Uma. “Go ahead, Uma.”

“Aden,” Meshelle said and then hesitated.

“Boss,” Aden said, addressing her out of respect for when he worked for her. “Star speed to you. Are you coming back?”

His question refueled her anger. “You’re damn right I’m coming back,” she seethed. Aden could almost imagine her tendrils curling into knots as she spoke. “I’ll see every last Criknid and Kesari I see put down. Janna won’t rest until every last one of them is dead.”

Aden glanced around the cabin, surprised at the ferocity of her words.

Niko’s voice rose as he spoke. “Captain, I agree on principle, but don’t let your vengeance blind you.”

“I’m not blinded,” Meshelle snapped. “I’ll stop as soon as I find the one that ordered the strike.”

Niko smirked and shook his head. “I hate them too, but killing them all is genocide. No better than what they tried to do to the Ampytheans.”

The radio was silent long enough Aden checked to see if the connection had been terminated. When he saw it wasn’t, he decided a topic change was in order. “We’re heading to the Galakos system to find out what’s going on and see if we’re still on schedule to begin moving into position in three months.”

“You know the drops to reach me at,” Meshelle said. “I’ll check them. Stars willing, I’ll bring back some help with us.”

“The Vagnosian government turned us down,” Aden said.

“I didn’t say I’d bring them all,” Meshelle said. “Fly safe if you can. If you can’t, take as many of the tlokts with you as you can.”

The Uma’s engines roared as their thrust surged. Aden didn’t need to check to see the communication had been terminated. The repurposed Vagnosian space yacht rose off the ground and roared into the sky until it was little more than a speck.

Aden turned to look at the others in his shuttle. “Not much holding us here. Is everyone ready?”

“Sooner I get back on the Hidden Treasure, the happier I’ll be,” Niko said.

Aden nodded and turned to Twyf. “You heard the man—let’s get out of here.”

“Yes, Captain,” Twyf responded and then winked at him.

Aden smiled back and settled into his seat as his wife prepped the Lifesaver’s engines for takeoff. His thoughts went to his mother. Her body had been placed in a Naval suit and was tucked away in an external cargo hatch. He’d take her back to the Terran Navy and see her properly taken care of, but he wasn’t sure how he felt beyond that. She hadn’t been a traditional mom, not by a long shot. Even the memories that had been implanted weren’t of a typical Terran childhood, though those had been fading with the months of therapy he’d been undergoing to have his real past restored.

The real thing was turning out to be pretty austere, but he persevered. Knowing the truth was what mattered the most to him. Or what had mattered the most. Now that both of his parents were gone, he wondered if it really mattered anymore.

“You okay?” Twyf asked as she glanced at his distant stare.

Aden smiled and nodded. “Just anxious to put this behind us and move ahead,” he said.

“You want to be anxious for something? This was supposed to be our wedding night. The Kesari might have ruined the ceremony, but they can’t ruin what I’m going to let you do to me later.”

Aden’s eyes widened. He knew better than to doubt her; Twyf was better than her word when it came to...well, just about everything. Especially the way she treated him, though.

“And then, when you’re done with me...then I’m going to do even more to you.”

Sierra snorted and Neesha gasped behind them.

Aden felt his blush spread all the way to his ears and made sure he kept his head facing forward. Twyf knew all the ways to distract him and keep him moving forward. She could refocus him with a look and a smile. Sometimes he fought it, but he rarely ever won. This time he knew better than to try.


Chapter 4

Aden’s fingers dug into the back of Twyf’s seat as light splashed across the cockpit windows. He looked around, looking for patterns that would set the star field right for him, but he’d only been to the Galakos system once before. He waited, knowing that Twyf and Seph were hard at work gathering data and putting it together so it made sense.

“The Hidden Treasure just joined us,” Seph said.

Twyf remained silent but shook her head.

“What’s wrong?” Aden asked.

“I’m trying to figure it out,” she admitted. “The beacon isn’t transmitting.”

“It’s not?”

“No... I’m searching through news feeds to see what’s going on.”

“Seph, head for the station. We can figure it out from there.”

“On it,” Seph said.

Aden nodded and glanced at his sister standing next to him. Sierra sensed his gaze and turned to look at him. “You’re thinking they’re gone?” she asked.

Aden hesitated and then nodded.

“It makes sense,” Seph agreed. “The lack of comms, the dead beacon, the attack on us. But to orchestrate something like that...the manpower and logistics required...”

“Neesha’s contacting us,” Twyf announced.

“I’ll get it,” Seph said. “You keep digging.”

Aden nodded and waited for Seph to open up the communication channel. After a couple of seconds, the Vagnosian’s face appeared in a three-dimensional hologram between the stations. “We barely beat you here,” Aden told her. “So far we’ve got nothing to go on.”

Neesha looked down and then back up. “The beacon died within a half hour of when they attacked us.”

“How can you know that?” Twyf demanded.

“The Treasure’s sensor system picked out older signals that are bouncing around the solar system and did a comparison.”

“That sounds impressive,” Aden ventured.

“It is,” Twyf agreed. “Very.”

“Well, we know Niko’s got a little something special tucked away in there,” Seph said.

Sierra cleared her throat and looked down at Seph. “And how do we know this?”

Seph twisted and looked up at her. The Tassarian’s dark-blue lips were parted and her eyes wide. “Not that kind of— Starbirth! That’s not what I meant! Gah, you Terrans, always taking things the worst way!”

Aden snorted at his sister’s prank. Sierra grinned and rested her hand on Seph’s shoulder so that her gloved finger brushed the Tassarian’s neck above the hem of her bodysuit. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” she said.

Seph’s expression melted away and she reached up to press her hand on top of Sierra’s. “I’ll forgive you when you stop wearing your gloves around me.”

The Terran’s eyes widened and she pulled her hand back. “I’m...I—”

“Niko thinks we should check it out,” Neesha said, sparing Sierra the awkward moment.

“We’re headed that way,” Aden said. “Be ready, though. Keep those new guns warmed up.”

They heard a grunt followed by Neesha translating for them, “You don’t need to worry about that. We’ll keep in touch if anything develops.”

Aden nodded and signaled Seph to end the communication. He stared out the window into the star field and hoped that the turret-mounted pulse blaster on the Hidden Treasure’s spine and the paired particle projection cannons in the nose would be enough for whatever they ran up against. Aden’s ship—technically Aden and Sierra’s, since their mother had consigned it to them, though everyone treated Aden as the captain—had received an overhaul over the past several months as well. Plasma turrets graced the aft and under the nose of the Sentinel, as well as a pair of electromagnetic mass drivers mounted symmetrically on either side of the cockpit. He’d worked with Neesha to get the ship’s electrical systems rerouted to allow for redundancy while the hull was strengthened and the armor reinforced with the latest Ampythean-tech inspired layering.

“We’ve got a couple of hours,” Seph warned.

“We could try an intra-system jump,” Aden said. “We’ve been practicing them enough.”

“Can you be ready for a fight in five minutes?” Seph asked. “If they’ve been taken out, they would probably leave a force behind to take care of any stragglers.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Sierra muttered. “If they were destroyed, why isn’t the rest of the system talking about it? Why hasn’t an alert gone out?”

“It was a secret base,” Twyf pointed out.

“Right, and we have dozens of them. Somebody would have reported it somewhere. Word should spread faster than the dark!”

Aden frowned. His sister had a point. “Sierra, come on. We’re going to get into our armor. You two keep us flying. When we get back, we’ll swap out so you can gear up.”

“Deal,” Seph said.

Twyf looked up at Aden and gave him a quick smile. “Hurry back,” she urged.

“Like I never even left,” he promised as he motioned Sierra out of the cockpit and followed behind her.

They made it down the redesigned internal corridor to the ship’s armory. Across the hall were banks of private rooms where Marines and soldiers from various races were supposed to be given berths for the assault on the Kesari. Now they were empty and barren of all but the most basic of necessities.

Aden ignored them and moved on. The strike might be delayed, but it would happen. It had to happen. If it didn’t, they’d be running forever, and that wasn’t a life they could live for long.


Chapter 5

“About damn time I had some decent armor again,” Aden said as he walked up to the suit of heavy combat armor. Unlike the last one he’d worn on the Uma, this suit was the highest technology the Terran government possessed. That made it lighter and better fitting, but as protective or more than his prior suit. Or at least it was on paper. He hadn’t felt the need to prove Terran engineering by having anyone shoot at him yet.
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