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Chapter 1

“Niko, when was the last time you changed your thruster housing? This is eroded so badly I can’t imagine you’re getting more than sixty percent out of it,” Aden said as he tightened the last latch on the armor plate housing over the thruster.

“It’s on my list,” Niko said over the comm link. “I’ve got the parts, too; just not the time.”

Aden grunted, not sure he believed the man. The Hidden Treasure was clearly misnamed. It was a hidden piece of floating space shit. Niko claimed it broke down from time to time. Since they’d split away from their friends on the Uma and charted a course toward the Terran system, they’d overloaded the system and fried an entire subsystem and now this: mechanical failures in the ion thrusters.

“In fact, I was planning on finding a decent mechanic to handle that sort of work when you guys found me.”

“We found you escaping a jail cell,” Seph, the blue-skinned sister to Aden’s Tassarian girlfriend, said in the background.

“I could fix it,” another woman’s voice said. “This ship, I mean. I like it. It’s got character.”

Aden snorted, his disgust at the repurposed Lermian scout ship overriding his surprise at Neesha’s recent behavior. Around Meshelle and Janna, Neesha was withdrawn and quiet. With good reason: Meshelle had beaten her when she thought the lower-class Vagnosian was trying to hurt Garf instead of help him. Now that the Vagnosian sisters were probably light-years away, she was finding her voice.

“So why am I out here?” Aden asked. It was a legitimate question. He wasn’t a mechanic by a long shot, just a Terran with an education that covered a lot of different topics. Where he excelled was in shooting people.

“You volunteered,” Niko said. “I learned a long time ago never to volunteer for anything. If it doesn’t get you killed, it gives everyone else a reason to blame you.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Aden muttered. “I’m all set out here. Go ahead and turn it on. Let’s see what happens.”

“Don’t you want to come back in first?” a different, breathy voice asked. This one was filled with concern.

Aden smiled. “The thruster won’t fire, just power up. I’m tied to the hull even if it did. Ion thrusters don’t have that much boost that it’d hurt me.”

“Okay...be careful.”

“Yes,” Niko teased. “Be careful out there, sweetie. I’m turning the thruster on in three...two...one...enga—”

A flash of light overwhelmed Aden. Before he could react, he felt himself jerk, straining his back. The strain disappeared a moment later, only to be replaced with a spinning sensation that left him dizzy. He blinked the phantom images out of his eyes and understood what was happening. He was spinning in space.

“Aden!” Twyf screamed.

Hearing Twyf’s voice reassured a small part of him that his communications were still working. It was only a small part, though; he had many more things to worry about. The first was the alarm on his suit that there was a breach, causing a slow but steady depressurization. It was near his hip; he could feel the cooler temperature of air rushing past. The same place where his tether had been attached.

He spun around as he floated away from the Hidden Treasure, but this time he focused and saw the stretched-out tether that had snapped back to the ship. Nearby chunks of metal raced him through space. Chunks of the armor plate and thruster that he’d thought he’d fixed.

“Go after him, damn it!” Seph shouted.

“I can’t!” Niko snapped. “Feedback took out the rest of the thrusters. We’re dead in the water.”

“Use your quantum drive!” the Tassarian demanded.

“And splatter him across the hull? I can chase with maneuvering thrusters, but we’ll run out of fuel before we catch him.”

“Aden!” Twyf shouted as he spun through space. “Aden! Are you okay?”

“Venting a little,” Aden said. He pulled against the centrifugal force and moved his arm down to cover the spot on the front of his hip where a tiny plume of air was escaping into the vacuum. “Covering it, but it’s still leaking.”

“Where are those thruster packs?” Seph demanded. “The ones we escaped the station with?”

“They’re gone,” Niko said. “They were empty so I broke them down for parts.”

Aden racked his brain as he watched the Hidden Treasure float from his left to his right and then out of view. He was still close, but already he could tell it was getting smaller. He was getting farther and farther away.

“Use your maneuvering thrusters then!” Twyf shrieked. “Do something! Anything!”

“He’s going to run out of air before I get there,” Niko warned.

“Because you’re talking about it!” Twyf screamed. “Move! I’ll do it!”

“Now hold on a minute. He—”

“Stop!” Aden shouted. He waited a second, making sure they’d listened. The silence on the comms gave him hope, even if it was fleeting and false. “Let me try to use this breach in my favor. It’s making me spin around now. Maybe I can redirect it and use it like a thruster. Slow myself down and head back. My tank levels are at sixty percent and dropping, so I have to do it now.”

“You think you can do it?” Niko asked.

“Yes, he can!” Twyf hissed.

Aden grunted. “I’ll find a way.”

“Be careful,” Twyf breathed.

Aden’s lips twitched, offering the closest thing to a smile he could afford. He timed his rotation in his head and pushed his suit with his thumb while trying to redirect the venting air with his palm and fingers. He kept counting as he spun, ignoring everything in his helmet’s display until he’d finished two more rotations. Each one was taking longer to complete. He was doing it!

“Slowing my spin,” he mumbled before checking his available air. Forty-six percent. He was leaking too fast. By the time he stopped spinning, he’d have almost nothing left. “It’s not enough.”

“Aden...” Twyf trailed off. Her voice came back a moment later, stronger. “No! You can’t give up. You can’t!”

“I’m not giving up,” he said. “Just don’t expect to be taking any deep breaths any time soon. Appreciate it if you hurried up.”

“Why aren’t we moving!” Twyf demanded.

“We are,” Niko said. “I’m not wasting time and thrust on changing our orientation, that’s all.”

“Oh,” she mumbled. “Aden? Stay with me. We’re coming for you!”

“Copy,” he said, afraid to waste any more air than he needed to. He watched Niko’s ship pass through his field of view, slower than ever. Not much more and he’d have to worry about more than just his spin.

“How’s your air holding up?” Niko asked.

“Twenty-one percent,” Aden said. “Getting chilly.”

Twyf whimpered in the background.

“If you can slow down, that’d make my life a lot easier,” Niko said. “I read us at a good five minutes out, and that’s with a minor miracle that breaks the laws of space travel.”

Aden adjusted his grip on his suit, redirecting his source of thrust. He was still spinning but he figured he should try to maximize the reverse thrust as much as possible when he was facing away from the Hidden Treasure. When he spun around again and saw the ship, it looked the same as the last time he’d seen it. Aden had the resist the urge to cry out in victory. He was down to seventeen percent. The range to the Hidden Treasure was over five hundred meters. He was screwed.

“Hurry,” Aden said as he clamped his hand over the hole in his suit. The vacuum tugged at him, preventing him from creating an airtight seal. “Fifteen percent...saving what I have left.”

“We’re coming!” Twyf whimpered. “Hang on!”

“We’re not going to make it,” Niko growled. He slammed his hand against something, probably his console from the sound of it. “Damn it!”

“Move!” Seph snapped.

“What are you doing?” Twyf asked.

Aden was curious too. He couldn’t see through the ship’s hull to begin to guess what was going on. They were crammed in the cockpit, which had two seats, not three. Seph was a pilot and a good one, but the Hidden Treasure was Niko’s ship, not hers. He knew how to fly it and get the most out of it.

“Seph?” Twyf asked again.

“What’s going on?” Aden asked.

“I...I don’t know. It looks like Seph’s pushing against the viewport,” Twyf said. “She’s not talking.”

“What the...her eyes are rolled up and...Twyf, your sister’s bleeding. What’s going on?”

“Seph! What—Aden...she...”

“Hang on,” Niko cried out. “We’re catching up! Aden, I don’t know what you’re doing, but keep it up! Ninety seconds out.”

Aden saw the ship come around from his left as he twisted. It was bigger. Much bigger. The range was under three hundred meters. He checked his air reserve. Nine percent. It was going to be close!

“You’ve got to be out of air,” Niko said. “Remember to breathe out or you’re going to tear your soft tissue out. We’ll do everything we can.”

Aden frowned. He wasn’t out of air yet. Six percent left, but he couldn’t see the ship. Based on his last reading, he should be about two hundred meters out, maybe a little less.

“Too fast!” Niko cried after several seconds passed and the ship closed. “Seph!” Twyf screamed.

Niko grunted, leaving Aden even more clueless about what was happening inside the ship. He wanted to ask, but he was worried about the Hidden Treasure smashing into him and leaving a smear on the hull. As Niko had said, the ship slowed down— or Aden sped up, he wasn't sure. What mattered was that it was close. Close enough he had a chance.

“Hang in there, buddy. I’m counter-thrusting...no, no I’m not— you're speeding up. Starbirth! What’s going on out there?” A few seconds passed before he heard Niko speak again in a strained voice. “Neesha, get to the air lock! Suit up and—”

“I’m good,” Aden said. “Just get close.”

“How can you...never mind. Matching velocity. Okay, rotating to bring the air lock to you.”

“Almost there,” Aden whispered. He turned around and reached out with his free hand. He slapped the side of the ship and grunted from the impact. It stopped his rotation but the recoil started him away from the ship again. He fumbled, grabbing at edges and catching a ridge of twisted metal the explosion had caused. He stopped himself and glanced over to his left. The engines were there and the air lock beneath them on the belly of the ship.

Aden ignored the flashing warnings on his display and pushed himself down. He sucked in three quick breaths and let go of his suit. He needed both hands to work his way down the hull and reach the air lock door. His body was chilled and his hip was growing numb, but the door to the air lock slid open before he reached it. Neesha had it ready for him.

He pulled himself through the door but missed the controls on the inside. His inertia carried him in too fast and then the ship’s artificial gravity took hold and yanked him down to the floor. He grunted out what breath he had when he hit and tried to suck more air back in. His lungs quivered, struggling against the decreasing pressure and fighting to pull it in.

His reserves were at zero percent, a flashing red symbol that announced he was seconds from dying. There were a few wisps of air left in his suit but they were being sucked into the air lock faster than he could think up a way to stop them. His only hope was to cycle the air lock.

Aden flipped over and struggled to get his feet under him. His prolonged time in zero-G took a moment to compensate for. A moment that he feared would cost him his life. He managed to get a hand under himself and struggled up, reaching with the other for the panel that was too far away. Aden felt the burning in his sinuses and open mouth. The moisture and fluid was being sucked out, slowly but surely. He fell forward and crashed onto the deck.


Chapter 2

“Aden!”

Aden shook his head and blinked. He ached all over, but his chest, throat, and head felt the worst. He heard his name, though, and sound didn’t carry in a vacuum. He picked his head up and looked at the air lock door. It was closed. Neesha must have activated it after he got inside.

He rolled up onto his knees and stood up slowly. He had a coppery taste in his mouth. Blood vessels probably burst. He could see clearly, so his eyes had been spared. His ears felt weird, like he was under a lot of pressure or underwater, but they didn’t feel wet. He swallowed and winced. His throat was definitely inflamed.

The overhead light flicked from yellow to green, signaling equalized pressure. The inner dock slid open as he reached up to unhook his helmet and pull it off. A golden-skinned arm and leg slipped through the door as soon as there was enough room. The limbs were followed by the rest of Twyf’s body. She threw herself at Aden, staggering him as she collided with him and wrapped her arms around him.

Twyf helped pop his helmet off and replaced it with her lips. She kissed as much of his face as she could and settled on a final kiss that ended on his lips and risked his recently stabilized blood pressure.

“Come on,” Niko called through the open door. “Enough already. Help me with Seph!”

Hearing her sister’s name, Twyf jerked her smooth head back and turned to look behind her. She bit her lip and then turned back to Aden. She gave him another quick kiss and then detached herself from him enough so they could both see what was going on.

Seph was resting on the ground just inside the cockpit at the far end of the main hallway of the small ship. Niko was kneeling beside her and looking up at them. “Weirdest thing I ever seen,” he said and shook his head. “I thought she was a lot tougher than that, after all we went through back at the station. Stress must have gotten to her.”

Aden frowned and shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said and began to work at stripping his damaged suit off.

Niko gestured at the blue-skinned Tassarian and said, “Explain this then.”

“I can’t,” Aden said. “Or I won’t.”

Twyf’s head twisted back and forth between the two as they spoke. Neesha was off to the side, sliding an undamaged suit up her body.

“What? Which is it?” Niko asked. “Can’t or won’t?”

“Some of both,” Aden admitted. “I’m not sure what happened to her, and if I were, it wouldn’t be my right to tell.”

Niko scowled. “You do know you’re on my ship now, right?”

“Yes.”

Niko took in a deep breath and let it go. “Loyalty I like. I don’t see much of it in my line of work...but I can appreciate it. As long as it doesn’t threaten my life or my ship. Does it?”

“Not right now,” Aden said.

Niko scowled and looked back at Seph. The red blood on her lips and cheek under her nose were a sharp contrast to her blue skin. He pinched his lips together and scooped her up in his arms. “Grab the bio-unit and let’s see if it helps figure her out. Aden’s going to need one too.”

Twyf brushed her lips against Aden’s scruffy cheek and hurried to the storage in the small galley to get the bio-unit. Aden stumbled out of the air lock, still off balance from his depressurization, and kicked off the last of his suit. He left it on the floor and waited for the spike-haired blond man to carry Seph to one of the four alcoves, two to a side, that dropped down to the small crew quarters.

“Thanks,” Aden said to Neesha. “You saved my ass.”

Neesha lowered her helmet and smiled at him. The many tendrils on her head that served as hair for Vagnosians twisted and then relaxed. “Your quick thinking saved it. I just made sure we could get you back. Besides, I owe all of you.”

Aden smiled. “Consider me even then.”

She hid her smile behind her helmet as she pulled it on her head.

“Quit flirting with the guests and help me out. She’s your sister-in-law, after all.”

Aden jumped and moved ahead to where Niko held Seph beside the alcove. He tapped the control to open the hatch and climbed down the rungs set in the wall. Niko lowered Seph to him, feet first, and waited for Aden to move out of the way before he climbed down after him. Aden was laying her in her bed by the time he made it into her cabin.

“Think it’s just her nose that was bleeding?” Niko asked.

Aden frowned. Seph was wearing one of her bodysuits, this one a dark-red with some black trim to set it off against her blue skin. It covered her from neck to wrist and ankle, but was form-fitting and thin enough to leave little to the imagination.

“We’ll have to wait until she wakes up to find out,” Aden stated. He had no intention of violating Seph’s privacy out of respect as much as fear for what she might do to him. Seph had a lot of skills and talents, and most of them included finding ways to hurt or kill people who underestimated her.

“Not even a peek?”

“No,” Aden snapped. “If she’s injured, she needs that suit on to keep her warm and moist.”

“Warm and moist—I like the sound of that,” Niko said. He elbowed Aden and grinned at him.

“You’re a moron.”

“What?” Niko asked as Aden turned to face the short ladder.

Twyf dropped down, a bio-unit held in her hand so she could scan her sister. Unlike her sister, Twyf wore a white bodysuit that hugged her curves like it was painted on. Unlike her sister, Twyf left her suit unfastened midway up her chest so a significant amount of her ample breasts were on display.

“Who needs it more?” Twyf asked as she held it out.

“Seph,” Aden said. “I can wait.”

The golden-skinned beauty hesitated. “You sound rough.”

“I’ll be okay,” he assured her and took it from her. He turned to Seph and set the unit for her race and gender. Once he had it calibrated, he held it above her and pressed the button to activate it. The device hummed in his hands and then began to paint Seph in multicolored beams of light that probed her body and scanned her health. He let go of the unit, trusting the anti-gravity system built into it to maintain the optimal distance.

“I don’t get it,” Niko said. He jerked his eyes up from Twyf’s expanse of cleavage. “How come she needs her suit on to protect her skin and you don’t? Is it a color thing? I’ve known my share of Tassarians and they’ve all seemed to prefer staying as juicy as possible. Why not you?”

Aden scowled and turned. He slowed as the pressure caused an ache behind his eyes. The hesitation gave Twyf a chance to answer.

“We’re an adaptive race,” Twyf explained.

“I know that,” he said. “Never known one of you to not be worried about dehydrating, though.”

“We adapt to our environment some,” she said. “But our adaptations aren’t only evolutionary. We adapt consciously and subconsciously. Aden is not only my lover, but he is what you call my mate. My partner. My everything. I live for him, and he for me.”

Niko looked at Aden with rounded eyes. “Whoa.”

Aden forced a smile and nodded. Even moving that much made his head hurt that much more.

“We—Tassarians, I mean—adapt to fill the needs of our mates as much as we adapt to meet our own needs. My body changes to be what Aden most desires and what I desire, which is usually the same thing. That includes increased tolerance to drier environments. I wear the bodysuits for comfort and because Aden likes how I look in them.”

“Wait a minute. I’ve seen plenty of Tassarians shacked up with folks and they didn’t act anything like you.”

“Shacked up, or enslaved?”

Niko gawked at her for a moment and then shrugged. “Is there a difference? That’s who they’re stuck with.”

She shook her head and smiled at Aden. “A difference bigger than the distance between the farthest stars in the galaxy. I change because I love him. Because pleasing him pleases me.”

“That’s intense,” he mumbled. “So I shouldn’t have mentioned him flirting with Neesha?”

Twyf grinned. “He wasn’t,” she said. “But if he desired her, she would be welcome in our bed.”

Niko’s breath hissed through his parted lips.

Twyf smiled and slipped Aden’s hand in hers. “Aden won’t do that, though, and that is why I have given all of my heart to him.”

Niko turned to look at Aden. “You’re either the luckiest son of a bitch alive or...no, you’re definitely lucky. Just look at today. There’s no way you could have made it back like that. I can’t make sense of what happened.”

Aden looked down at Seph. His head was splitting apart from the inside. Thinking straight was near impossible, but he knew the answer lie on the bed before them. His glance proved prophetic as the bio-unit beeped to announce it was finished.

When Aden didn’t move, Niko reached out and took the unit. “She’s got a lot of swelling in her head. Not sure what brought that on, but it explains the nosebleed. The rest of her is okay and her head should be, too, after some rest. I don’t have a lot of medicine, especially for a Tassarian, but she shouldn’t need—wait a minute, that’s a lot of activity. What do you make of that?”

Aden stiffened when he realized the other Terran had asked him a question. He blinked a few times and tried to see past the spots in his vision. He had to look away from the display to make any sense of what was on it. “I don’t know,” he lied. Well, it wasn’t entirely a lie; he had a good idea but trying to figure out how to say it was more work than he wanted to do.

“Aden?” Twyf asked. “Are you okay? Aden?”

“My turn,” Aden said. “Decompression sickness,” he mumbled.

“Starbirth!” Niko cursed. “Let’s get him on the floor now!”

Twyf reached up to cradle the back of Aden’s head and pulled on his hand. Aden stumbled forward and let her guide him to the floor. Twyf managed to hold his weight as he dropped to his knees and then helped him lie down and roll over. Aden stared up and barely saw the outline of her hairless golden head. A shadow fell over him as Niko recalibrated the bio-unit and set it to work over him.

“I’ll go get my medical supplies,” Niko said. “Terran meds I’ve got, and if it’s just decompression sickness, we can have him up in no time!”

“Shh, rest,” Twyf whispered while Niko climbed up the ladder. “You can’t leave me, not after coming so far and fighting so hard.”

Aden tried to smile but his lips barely twitched. The spots in his vision grew brighter and brighter, blocking out Twyf and the room around him. They grew together and consumed him, leaving him unaware of everything.


Chapter 3

The faint hum of the Hidden Treasure’s power system woke Aden up. He blinked several times but everything remained dark. He relied on his other senses to tell him that his arm was colder on the exposed side but his back and front were warm. There was pressure and heat against them. The soft, pliant sort of warmth that came from being snuggled up against another body. But in the front and behind? Who was his arm wrapped around?

The soft hissing of air through the ship’s life support vents distracted him from his thoughts. He shifted his head, wondering if there was something over his face and blocking his vision. The movement woke the person in front of him, causing them to twist and let out a gentle sigh.

The last thing he remembered was putting Seph in bed and running the bio-unit on her. He’d had a headache, but then everything was fuzzy. He had no idea what had happened after that, nor who he was with or even where he was. He hoped for the best and whispered, “Twyf?”

“Close,” Seph said. “She’s behind you.”

Aden froze, uncertain of what he should do. He was nude, he knew that much, and so were the two Tassarians in bed with him. A dream come true, by any man’s estimation. Any man but him. Sure, he had his fantasies, but the consequences of such a thing were far more costly than the benefits would be.

“You’re not dreaming,” Twyf breathed in his ear from behind.

Aden gasped, both at the surprise of finding her awake and at the sensuous thrill her warm breath on his neck caused.

“Do that again and we’re not going to need to worry about keeping him warm,” Seph said. “He’ll be generating enough of his own heat.”

“Ooh, that sounds like fun,” Twyf teased. She slid her hand down his side and slipped it between his body and Seph’s. Her fingers curled around him and gave him a gentle squeeze.

Aden’s entire body twitched. He let out a grunt and pulled his arm away from Seph’s belly and grabbed Twyf’s hand in his arm. “What are you doing? What happened to the ship...and Seph, what happened to you? You’re feeling better?”

“I’m loving you,” Twyf breathed.

“Well, I love you too, but this is a little...unusual. The last thing I remember the bio-unit was scanning Seph... and now I wake up sandwiched between the two most beautiful women in the universe...and they’re sisters.”

“So go with it,” Twyf encouraged.

Aden hesitated and then shook his head. “This is hard, but—”

Seph pushed back against him with her hips, trapping him in the firm valley between her cheeks. “I’ll say,” she agreed.

“Seph!” Aden gasped.

She giggled. “It is fun teasing him.”

“Mmm,” Twyf agreed. “Except I don’t tease him, I please him.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Aden cried out. He struggled between the two but without leverage and not wanting to hurt either of them, he couldn’t escape. “Please tell me what’s going on.”

“How do you feel?” Seph asked.

“What? Confused!”

“No, I mean your body. Your head. Everything. Physically.”

“Oh.” He hesitated and took stock of his condition. He’d been briefly exposed to a vacuum, his hip had been chilled—maybe even frostbitten—and his lungs, throat, and nasal passage had suffered serious decompression. “I feel good. Really good.”

Seph wiggled against him and let out a gasp. “Ooh! Yes, you do.”

Aden jerked his hips back, pulling away from her clinging flesh before she found a way to make something happen. “Stop that!”

Seph laughed and rolled away from him. He could tell from the sounds she made that she’d gotten out of bed and stood up. “Niko said you passed out before I woke up. Exposure problems, but he said you were recovering in your bunk. Neesha needed to power down the ship to fix the damage so I came in here to tell Twyf. All we had left was artificial gravity running on a makeshift battery she rigged together.”

Twyf rubbed her hand up and down Aden’s body and stayed cuddled up behind him. Her hand dipped lower and lower on his body with each circuit. “Without life support, I was worried about keeping you warm, so I invited Seph to help. I’d say it worked.”

Aden twitched when her hand encircled him again. He gulped, glad it was still pitch-dark in his cabin.

“You kept my secret,” Seph said.

Aden struggled to digest her words while trying to push Twyf’s hand away. When what she’d said finally sank in, he asked, “What do you mean?”

“Nobody, not even Twyf, knew what I’d done.”

“You’re right.” He gave up on stopping Twyf and agreed with Seph. “What did you do?”

“I pulled you back to the ship.”

“You...how?”

“My new ability, ever since we released the Aspartillian energy back into the universe.”

“Oh,” he said and paused to think through everything he’d seen and everything she’d told him about it. “I thought you didn’t have that kind of, um, strength?”

“What secret? What are you talking about?” Twyf demanded. Her fingers continued to stroke up and down, proving her ability to multitask was legendary.

“Ever since we met the Ampythean Oracle and unlocked that gate, I’ve been...different,” Seph said. “In a good way, I think. Changed, like the aberrations they were scanning for on the Furian station.”

Her hand slowed. “You have? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know what was happening,” she admitted. “I...I was scared.”

“But you told Aden?”

Aden winced.

“I was frustrated and angry...because I was scared. I ran into him at the right place and we sparred. It came out then. I used it to beat him.”

“Beat me?” Aden asked. He let out a chuckle. “Damn near killed me.”

They could hear Seph’s smile when she said, “Yes, well, you made me even more angry. Then Garf in the locker room... Anyhow, Aden wouldn’t leave me alone about it and I suppose I really needed to talk about it to someone. It sort of came out.”

“So you chose Aden,” Twyf said. Her fingers resumed their normal movements, teasing and distracting Aden.

“I’m sorry, I—”

“No,” Twyf stopped her. “It’s okay. He is an exceptional being. How many times in Tassarian history has one of us pledged ourselves to a Terran as I have?”

“You’re not mad?”

Twyf laughed. “Mad? For realizing some of what I’ve realized?”

Seph let out a sigh of relief. “I swore him to secrecy because I feared you’d feel betrayed.”

“Just as we have tried to tread lightly around you for fear that you’d be angry because of my devotion to him.”

“Hey now,” Aden interrupted. “Our devotion to each other. Get it right.”

Twyf’s hand circled his hardness and squeezed, her version of a special hug of encouragement. “Of course.”

“Aden and I reached an understanding,” Seph said. “I’m happy to say, he’s more than upheld his end of it. I really don’t have any more doubts or concerns about him. I’m happy for both of you, but I still worry about you. Now him too—not that he might break your heart, but that he might get killed. That, in turn would break your heart.”

“So you risked your life by using your power to bring me back,” Aden said. He sighed. “Seph—”

“Wait,” Twyf interrupted. “What exactly is this power?”

“The closest thing I can find to describe it is telekinesis. With proper focus and thought, I can move things without touching them. I can use it to effectively make myself stronger too.”

Twyf was silent for a moment, but only her mouth was idle, not her hand. “That is amazing,” she said. “And useful.”

“Very,” Seph agreed. “But if I push myself too hard...”

“You black out and hurt yourself,” Aden said. “You shouldn’t do that. Again, I mean—I’m glad you did it this time.”

The gifted Tassarian laughed.

Small lights flickered on throughout the cabin. The panel beside the ladder that opened the hatch above lit up, the display panel on the wall came back to life, and numerous other small electronic displays, pads, and devices powered up. The room remained dark, but there was light enough to upgrade the ambient light from pitch-dark to the kind of dark where a person not paying attention would stub their toe.
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