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CHAPTER ONE

IDYLLS AND DILEMMAS
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The late spring morning grew more beautiful as the sun rose over the Vaer Mountains well above the town of Vaerna spread out across the plain below. The air was cool and slightly brisk, the grass returning to its verdant green after a long, frigid winter and the cloudless sky allowed the sunlight to warm both the mountains and the village as it rose higher in the sky and burned away the last of the light fog that had covered the town through the night. It was also the perfect day for Kastria Bretan to leave her home at the edge of the mountains, hidden in a copse of trees beside a small stream that ran pure and clear constantly, feeding into the Vaerna River as it flowed through the center of the town.

Kastria emerged from the old house of wood and stone, constructed generations earlier by ancestors she knew precious little about. It was a small, sturdy home, large enough for her and small enough to feel comfortable and cozy. With a bit of reluctance evident on her lean, narrow face, Kastria stepped into the bright sunlight and tilted her head back for a moment, closing her eyes and letting the sun wash over her, warming her body but not her spirit. She was reluctant to enter the village, but there were certain necessities that could only be acquired there and she hoped the few craft items and loaves of her special bread would be enough to provide coinage for what she needed. 

Wearing a loose, black coat over more form-fitting black clothing as she always did when venturing beyond her property with her old, calf-high black leather boots to complete the ensemble and her large, black bag slung over her right shoulder, she was ready for the journey. Her long, black hair, as black as her clothing but clean and shiny, fell over her shoulders and down her back. Taking a deep breath to prepare herself, she forced her feet into motion and began walking along the narrow, winding path through the trees, done so to keep anyone wandering by to see her home and intrude upon her serenity.

The sounds of nature, birds and insects, provided a rhythmic symphony of soothing polyrhythms that kept her calm. Anxiety threatened to change her mind about beginning the trek and the sounds kept her artistic mind engaged as she made her way through the trees. Once past them and on the shallow slope leading to the village more than five miles away, the sounds would vanish, but she would be determined to complete the journey at that point.

She took her time, walking slowly, knowing she had the entire day to handle her business, making shopkeeper Eido Nareg, a fair and respectable businessman, and follow through with her plan to look around the village to see the sights she hadn’t seen since long before winter had set in, particularly the waterfall near the central street of the town as it crossed over the Vaer River. It was a magnificent sight, as she remembered, but she’d been wanting to see it again after such a long time. It should be flowing freely now that the spring thaw had taken place and the only snow remained at the peaks of the mountains now behind her. There were other things to see in the village, but the waterfall had always held her attention and sparked her imagination.

She’d been a creative person almost her entire life, starting as a young child with her mother teaching her to play the flute. She’d loved the lessons, no matter how strict or demanding her mother had been, and loved the instrument. At one time, before the untimely passing of her parents, she’d visited the village quite regularly and strolled the town playing her instrument, garnering what the villagers offered in response to her talent. She remembered those days fondly, thinking about them as she continued her casual journey.

Once she left the shadows cast by the trees and stepped into the open, the sunlight grew brighter, her dark green eyes narrowing against the intrusion of the glare from above, and the sounds of nature fell silent. It felt as if she was completely alone, the only being left on the world of Byxis. The sense of isolation, something she relished, felt a little different with thoughts of being the only one there. She loved being alone and taking care of herself, but there was just something about the idea of no one else to hold a conversation with or to rely on should she need help. It was a little disconcerting, but those thoughts faded as she continued walking across the lush grass field as the slope led toward the plain and the town more than five miles away.

With the village in view ahead of her, Kastria’s thoughts turned to her experiences with the people of the village and how she’d come to isolate herself from them. While she’d always had a good rapport with shopkeeper Eido Nareg, the same couldn’t be said about either Elder Deno Bakol or Constable Timryn Juren. She didn’t perceive either of them as being bad men, but they were a bit jaded after experiences with her parents. 

They’d both been artisans, her mother a musician and seamstress with her father having been a woodworker and painter. Kastria had inherited their creativity and learned their skills as she grew up. She didn’t think she had quite the talent either of them had, but they’d often told her she’d surpassed their abilities. Music still remained a large part of her life, her solace and regular companion, particularly on the frequent occasions when she found herself feeling low and mentally vulnerable. She played her flute at least every other day, sometimes to help her mental state and others simply to practice. Each time, though, she regretted no longer visiting the village and providing entertainment for the residents, but that wasn’t by her choice.

A few years earlier, she’d composed a rather lengthy piece, one filled with her spirit and her love for the instrument, and had performed it in the town square. The passion and intensity of the composition drew a large crowd, one so large that it blocked the flow of pedestrian traffic through the square. Constable Juren had interrupted her performance and dispersed the crowd. As a result, he’d banned her from performing within the town ever again. It had been both sad and disheartening, but he’d pushed the matter until it became a judicial edict, pronounced by Adjudicator Jhado Gowin. She was not allowed to enter the town with her instrument and she’d abided by the edict, no matter how much she wanted to rebel and perform at least the conclusion of her masterpiece.

Once again, she’d left her flute at home as she began her trip to Vaerna to sell her wares and earn a little money to spend on her supplies. Hopefully, she would make the full exchange at the shop of Eido Nareg, but she wasn’t counting on it. There were a few things he rarely had in stock, but there was another shop closer to the heart of the village where those items could be found. 

She continued on her way, ambling along the narrow winding path worn through the field separating the village from the mountains and took in everything. She’d seen it all before, but it was somehow different with the advent of spring. It was such a beautiful day that she couldn’t help taking a slower pace to see everything around her, things she wouldn’t have noticed if she’d focused completely on her purpose for visiting the town. There were flowers beginning to bloom, wide fields of them on either side of the path stretching for yards through the thick grass. Smaller insects flittered around the flowers, the silent and graceful butterflies and the gently buzzing bees of varying types as they all sought nourishment from the flowers. The sight of them brought a warm smile to Kastria’s face as she took it all in.

Before long, seeming to have taken no time at all, she neared the edge of the village and her back stiffened with the tension and anxiety that appeared as she realized what she had to do and what might happen. The village was abuzz with activity. People were walking around, all dressed in the handmade garments typical of the town. The women were wearing long dresses with well-worn bonnets and the men were dressed in simple trousers and long-sleeved tunics beneath fleece-lined jackets. As she crossed the official border of the town and walked past a few buildings constructed of raw lumber, the first of the town’s stores, she glanced to her left and saw a group of seven children playing with a small brown ball made of excess leather from a tanner’s shop. She smiled lightly at the sight, enjoying seeing children having fun.

As she walked past, the gameplay stopped and they all looked at her. She was known in the village and she was reminded of the rumors and the things frequently said about her.

“Look!” one of them shouted. “It’s Floof.”

Kastria cringed at the demeaning name, one that had followed her since childhood. One of the adults, seeing her behavior, had called her the most fully aloof person they’d ever seen. It had been shortened to Floof and the name had followed her ever since. She hated it, but there was nothing she could do about it and tried to ignore the cry from a child. Still, it brought a faint grimace of disgust to her face and the pain of condescension to her soul.

She looked away from them before tears of frustration began to form in her eyes and focused on her destination, the shop of Eido Nareg across the wide bridge spanning the Vaer River less than a hundred yards ahead of her. She noticed the few people crossing the bridge, moving in her direction, looking at her surreptitiously with barely suppressed grins on their faces. They knew about her and found it amusing that a child had been so vocal in using the nickname they knew Kastria despised.

The few people passed her, giving her wide berth as she walked along the center of the bridge. Once they were past, she moved to the left and paused near the center, the spot giving her the best view of the river and the high waterfall a hundred yards upstream. She leaned on the wooden railing with her hands dangling over the side and watched the water fall rapidly and gracefully over the tall rocks with spray cascading to the sides creating a slight rainbow effect as the sunlight struck it properly. Kastria smiled warmly as the serenity of the constantly falling water soothed her and pushed the thoughts of what the child had said out of her mind.

As she watched, letting the steady flow and roar of the waterfall soothe her, she noticed a woman and child approaching the edge of the river near the base of the waterfall. The woman appeared to be roughly the same age as Kastria with long, light brown hair and a soft figure. The child had the same hair, not quite as long, and appeared to be no more than two or three years old. After a few moments, the mother sat down a few yards from the edge of the river and said something to the child, but the little girl didn’t listen. She was apparently fascinated by the rushing water and moved closer to the edge. Kastria watched the child carefully as she almost waddled through the tall grass as the mother reclined and tilted her head back. It brought a frown to Kastria’s face and she stood up straight, her face open with concern.

The child moved quickly toward the edge of the river while the mother sat back with her eyes closed, completely inattentive. Kastria wanted to yell for the mother to help her daughter, but the roar of the waterfall was so loud her voice wouldn’t be heard over it. She looked around quickly and saw no one close. The only people visible had their backs to her and weren’t paying attention to anything other than their own concerns. 

She looked back to the river and the girl as she reached the precipice of the bank, several feet above the fast-moving river and the roiling white water at the base of the waterfall. The child seemed fascinated by the patterns generated by the falling water, the random and violent rolls as the water struck the rocks below, just as Kastria was, but the child didn’t know the danger the river presented. She continued forward and lost her balance at the edge. Without a sound, she tumbled forward into the river.

Kastria straightened up and gripped the railing with both hands. The mother still hadn’t moved, was oblivious to the fate of her child. Kastria looked around again and still saw no one paying attention. Setting her jaw, she looked back as the child bobbed to the surface and splashed in the water uselessly as it carried her toward the bridge and away from her still-oblivious mother. 

The child needed help and there was no one else. Kastria didn’t know the child or the mother and owed them nothing, but she couldn’t just stand by and watch such a young life be taken away from the world because of parental neglect in a dangerous situation. She was the only one paying attention and knew she had to act. With a quick glance around to see if anyone was finally watching, she dropped her bag and shrugged out of her coat then leaned over slightly to remove her boots. As she dropped the second to the bridge, her tight clothing began to ripple. Her hair shifted as well, drawing tighter around her head and the clothing stretched upward as her face began to change shape. There was a little pain as her body’s shape began to alter, but she’d experienced it so much that it was barely noticeable any longer. 

She leaned slightly forward and placed her hands, webbing having grown between her fingers, she bent her knees and vaulted over the railing before the transformation was complete. The final stage happened just before she reached the water. Her body became streamlined and both her hands and feet grew longer, changing into elongated flippers. Her face elongated as well, her mouth stretching and pulling back into an almost predatory opening. Gills appeared on her neck as it expanded slightly to give her a sleek appearance and her eyes widened, becoming large, green orbs. 

Just as she leapt from the bridge, she heard a loud scream from behind her, one of fear and shock. Kastria ignored it and plunged into the stream, instantly swimming against the river’s flow with an innate strength brought on by her transformation into a proto-shark. She’d only done that once before, when hunting for food in the mountains and had an urge for fresh fish, but she understood the form and made it work. It took an effort, but she moved against the flow of the river and, with her eyes shifted to allow perfect vision beneath the water, she spotted the drowning child ahead of her.

Her legs kicked rapidly and powerfully with equally powerful strokes of her arms. Her eyes remained focused on the struggling child, her dense clothing becoming saturated and dragging her below the surface. The girl was sinking and her struggling slowed. She was drowning and Kastria pushed herself to move faster, feeling the strain of the extra exertion, but she focused and kept moving, angling downward to intercept the child before it was too late. As she neared the child, Kastria continued to kick furiously and extended her arms, her hands ready to take hold of the child. 

She reached the child less than a dozen feet from the rocky bottom of the river and her hands closed gently around the child’s abdomen then angled upward and began kicking as hard as she could. She could feel the child’s heartbeat through her hands, slow and growing slower. She knew the child didn’t have long and pushed harder than ever. It took only a moment to reach the surface and she broke through, pushing the child through first. As air returned to her lungs, the child began to thrash around in surprise and shock, but Kastria held on firmly. 

They were less than ten feet from the riverbank and Kastria pushed the child ahead of her as she kicked toward it, fighting the current, and heard a loud yell coming from upstream.

“The mother, Lasha Tursing, called out, “My baby! Where’s my baby?”

Kastria struggled to keep the child’s head above the rushing water and couldn’t respond. The scream did, however, attract attention and people began lining the bridge. Kastria didn’t want anyone to see her in that form, but she wouldn’t be able to hold onto the child and make it to the bank in human form and decided the child’s life, and her own, were more important than her dignity and standing in the community. She already wasn’t accepted and there was not much else they could do to her.

Focusing on what she had to do, she pushed to the bank, the current pushing them a little farther downstream and closer to the crowd gathered on the bridge and around its ends, and began a portion of the change as she reached the bank. Her hands shifted back, as did her feet. She braced her feet on a rocky protrusion beneath the water and tightened her grip a bit on the struggling girl, lifting her out of the water the best she could and pushed her onto the grassy bank. Breathing hard, she placed her hands flat on the ground a few feet from the child and pushed herself upward, kicking off the rock with the remaining strength in her legs. She launched herself out of the water, falling forward then rolling to her right, toward the child, and onto her back. She remained there a few seconds, catching her breath for a moment before turning her head to check on the little girl.

As she looked, the mother was running toward them.

“Oh my baby girl,” Lasha cried out as she ran. “Are you okay?”

Kastria slowly sat up, her body shifting back to its human shape, the black clothing covering everything other than her face, hands, and feet. 

Before she could respond to the mother, another woman came running toward her from the edge of the bridge, pointing as she shouted, “I saw it! I saw the whole thing! That woman is an agent of Shaol! She is evil and tried to kill that child!”

Kastria looked toward the sound of the shrill voice and saw the short, stocky woman with short, blond hair bouncing around her broad shoulders with an expression of commingled fear and anger on her face. She was followed by most of the crowd, though a few had chosen to go on about their business.

One other person ran behind the woman, one Kastria recognized. Constable Timryn Juren rushed forward and caught up to the woman. They both stopped several yards from where Kastria sat, looking at them with confusion on her face.

“Slow down, Cantha,” Timryn said and moved slightly between her and Kastria. “This is no time for such accusations. This will all be settled by the Adjudicator and the Elder.”

“No,” Cantha Sumeny shook her head. “I saw what she did. She changed into an unnatural creature and tried to drown the little child.”

Timryn set his jaw, his eyes narrowing as he looked from Cantha to Kastria, “I don’t know what happened, but it looks like Floof, I mean Kastria, saved the child.”

“No,” Cantha replied and shook her head sharply. “She is an evil creature and it’s only by the grace and intervention of the creator that the child still lives.”

Behind Cantha, someone in the crowd filling the area, called out, “She’s evil. I saw her change. Take her away.”

Timryn turned to fully face the crowd and held up his hands, speaking loudly, “Stop this! Everyone back away. I will handle this.”

Surprisingly, the crowd began to disperse, backing away toward the bridge. Cantha, though, remained where she was until Timryn looked at her, scowling.

“You, too, Cantha,” he said firmly. “Go home. I’ll handle this.”

Cantha looked at him angrily and said, “I am a witness. I should go with you.”

“No,” Timryn shook his head. “I’ll contact you later for your report. Now go home and remain there until I arrive or I send someone.”

Cantha remained there a few seconds longer, staring intently at Kastria with an angry snarl on her face, then finally backed away and turned around, trudging angrily up the fairly steep slope to the roadway above.

Once she neared the roadway, Timryn turned around and looked at Kastria, still seated several yards away. He stared at her for a few seconds then started slowly toward her, his gentle brown eyes hard and cold.

He shook his head as he neared and said, “I have no idea what just happened or what I just saw, but I have to do something, especially after what Cantha has accused.”

Kastria nodded slowly, “I understand. Do what you must. I sought only to save the child from drowning since her mother was not paying attention.”

Timryn shook his head, “I won’t pretend to understand what I saw and I won’t ask, but you will explain yourself to the Elder and the Adjudicator.”

Kastria nodded and slowly climbed to her feet, “I would like to retrieve my belongings first.”

Timryn glanced toward the bridge, “Did you leave them there?”

“Yes,” she nodded and moved slowly toward him. “On the bridge.”

He frowned, “If they are not there, I will see that you are compensated.”

“Thank you,” she said and nodded once.

Timryn turned toward the slope and said, “Come with me. I don’t want to use restraints, though I’m sure Cantha would like nothing better.”

Kastria nodded and followed him silently up the slope. Timryn glanced back a couple of times to make sure she was still following and was able to make the climb without footwear, but she made the climb easily though she still hadn’t fully recovered her strength after the rescue.

On the bridge, they found her coat, shoes, and bag. All three had been trampled and were covered with dust and footprints. She pulled on the shoes, shrugged into the coat, then picked up the bag. She opened it and looked inside, shaking her head at the sight of what remained of her crafts and food, a jumbled mess of splinters and crumbled bread. She was sad at the loss of her potential income, but slightly glad that she’d opted to leave her flute at home.

“Okay,” she said after a few seconds, lowering the bag to her side held in her right hand. “What happens now?”

Timryn shrugged and said, “I have to take you to the jail and hold you there until Elder Bakol arrives and determines what should be done.”

Kastria nodded, “I understand.”

Timryn then gestured to the far side of the bridge and said, “I apologize for this, but it is the law.”

She nodded again and followed him as he started across the remainder of the bridge, fear of what awaited her in the hands of the local judicial system. She knew there was nothing she could do or say to get out of it and began resigning herself to whatever fate lay in store for her.
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CHAPTER TWO

BLINDSIDE
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Sitting in her spacious office aboard the stealth carrier Blindside, a massive older ship salvaged from a defunct fleet of unknown origin, Doryl Torlon sat with her back to the room’s single door as she stared out the massive viewport taking up more than half of the chamber’s outer bulkhead at the grand vista of a dead world once known as Pyrilon. The world had been destroyed eons before the formation of both the Galactic Order and the Hegem, the two sides of the ongoing war to control the galaxy. Doryl supported both sides and neither, preferring to operate her established business purely for profit. She would take payment from either side as long as it didn’t include direct conflict with the other. Her operation, known simply as the Torlon Company, was not in the business of fighting battles. It was in the business of acquiring and transporting cargo, some legal and some far from it.

She had a small fleet of ships with the most experienced crews she could hire and, after more than twenty years in business, she’d never had a failed delivery. Her crews were the best in the business, including her primary crew and their ship, the Deviant.

She stared at the dark brown surface of the dead planet with her chin resting in the palm of her right hand, her dark brown eyes narrowed deep in thought while waiting for information concerning a recent request from representatives of the Hegem. It had something to do with a renegade Galactic Order scientist, a deep space researcher, that was in the process of defecting with information he’d uncovered that could mean the end of the war in favor of the Hegem. The Hegem officials were not pursuing the scientist, not wanting to appear as if there’d been any involvement in his defection. It was a political move and one that Doryl could appreciate, but there would be pursuit by the Galactic Order and the Hegem wanted him delivered to them safely. Of course, they offered a hefty sum, enough that Doryl couldn’t resist. She’d accepted without many details and hoped that her own resources, the talents and connections of the people she’d hired to keep the business running, found enough information to at least begin the pursuit.

She trusted them and they’d proven themselves in the time they’d been in her employ. If there was anyone in the known universe that could find the details needed to make the mission successful, they were the ones.

She was waiting on their reports and plans, staring at the planet taking up almost the entire viewport, before bringing in the crew of the Defiant. She wanted to know all the details and have a concise plan formulated before sending the ship out. She knew the commander of the ship, Sevin Pastrus, didn’t like surprises or last minute details, but he’d learned to deal with the former, somewhat. He liked having a plan and being able to express the details of it to the remainder of his crew. Pastrus was the best in the business, recruited from the Galactic Order fleet and he’d chosen his team from various places around the galaxy, some former military and some independent operators.

Doryl shook her head and pushed thoughts of the team out of her mind as a chime sounded alerting her to the scheduled meeting with her staff. As always, they were waiting in the outer office, a small room attended by a cybernetic assistant, her digital secretary, At the sound of the chime, Doryl rotated her chair to face the door, leaning slightly forward over her large desk and placed her hands flat atop it, forcing the thoughtful frown from her face and replacing it with a look of stern control, the one they were all familiar with that meant the situation was serious and she would take no flack.

“Send them in,” she said, her voice a raspy alto, and sat back.

She shook her head slight, thinking that she needed to add a voice component to the secretarial system, but it would wait.

The door across from her slid open silently and the four people possibly holding the information she needed walked in. First was her Logistics Director, Pascin Daul. He was tall and walked with confidence. His short hair had been dark and was almost completely gray. His sharp blue eyes were open wide, though they appeared small, set in a face seeming hewn from solid stone, and he filled out the standard gray uniform of the company, the only adornment being the corporate logo on the left breast in black stitching, a throwback to older days rather than the more modern technique of laser imprinting.

Behind him was the man given the designation of Supplier, though his duties included as much distribution as acquisition. He was the one handling all of their shipments and shipboard equipment, including weapons and certain devices that were considered contraband by both the Galactic Order and the Hegem. He was a tall man with ebony skin, nearly as dark as the space between solar systems, and looked almost like a shadow inside the uniform. His name was Hamor Tilay and he was as equally ruthless as he was capable.

Third in the door was Tibonna Trawes, Intelligence Director, with connections throughout the galaxy and could find out anything given enough time. She was a bit taller than Doryl with a lean, shapely body and short, black hair framing her lean face with wide, dark eyes and full lips that always seemed pursed in annoyance, but Doryl had seen her smile from time to time and it was a bright and brilliant smile, but only appeared in extreme circumstances.

Finally, Anique Paral, the shortest of the group, not quite reaching the height of five feet, with long, platinum blond hair flowing around her narrow face with large, hazel eyes like the mane of some majestic beast. Her full figure belied her athletic prowess and her ability to hold her own in a fight. Doryl had only witnessed Anique lose control that way on two occasions, but the short, feisty woman had come out on top both times. Doryl decided after the first that she would never underestimate her.

“Take your seats,” Doryl said as they filed into the room and four chairs rose from the floor on pneumatic posts. 

They quickly sat down with Pascin at the end of the row on Doryl’s right and Anique at the opposite end to her left. Their eyes were all focused on her and waited for her to begin the meeting.

“Okay,” Doryl said as she sat back with her hands together across her stomach. “Tell me what we have.”

Tibonna nodded once and said, “I have confirmation from two reliable sources that this researcher, a historian and not a scientist, named Erak Velan has absconded with a personal shuttle with the designator of Shakis. It was assigned to him for his research project on the planet Hegran, exploring ancient ruins and was funded by the Galactic Order. I don’t know the particulars, but it appears that he’s found something that can affect the outcome of the conflict. He has declared allegiance to the Hegem and escaped the project site in the shuttle provided by the GO with whatever he found. The Hegem are waiting for him to arrive and the GO has sent a team to track him down.”

Doryl nodded slowly for a few seconds, taking it in, then asked, “What about finding him? What can we do?”

Tibonna shrugged and said, “Last report was that he was heading toward the Pradeen sector, a relatively backward region. It’s suggested that he’s heading toward the planet Byxis, though I can’t confirm that as his intended destination.”

“I see,” Doryl said and sat forward, placing her hands on the arms of her chair. “Can we get a team, possibly the Deviant team, to Byxis before he can make planetfall?”

“Conceivable,” Pascin said with a nod. “If the tracking is accurate, he won’t arrive for more than two days. The Deviant, at top speed, can be there in just under two days, if they depart within the next few hours.”

“I don’t know,” Halmor shook his head, his voice deep and resonant. “The Deviant has just returned from a mission and the ship hasn’t been fully resupplied. It’ll take at least two hours to do so and to complete the integrity checks.”

“Make it happen,” Doryl said firmly. “I want that ship on the way. They’re the only troubleshooters we have and we need them now.”

Halmor nodded and started to stand, “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get the work done as quickly as possible.”

“Go,” Doryl said and waved a dismissing hand. “Get out of here and get it done.”

She then turned to Anique and said, “I want you to go with them, Anique. Tibonna will brief you on everything you need to know before launch. I’ll let Sevin know what’s going on.”

“Of course,” Anique said with a curt nod. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a serious mission.”

Doryl smirked and said, “I think you can still handle yourself.”

“Definitely,” Anique replied, offering a smirk as well. “I said I haven’t been on a mission. I didn’t say I was out of shape.”

“Just remember,” Doryl said, her eyes narrowing slightly. “I want this Erak Velan and whatever it is that he found brought here. I’m not ready to just hand it over to the Hegem. We’re not their errand runners. They’re going to pay handsomely for our efforts.”
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CHAPTER THREE

DEVIANT BEHAVIOR
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Danela Sylos lay flat on her back, dressed in loose-fitting work pants and a tight sleeveless top that showed off the definition of her fairly muscular arms as her gloved hands gripped a metal bar between two metal posts, one on either side of the narrow bench where she lay with her knees bent and feet on the floor. She slowly lowered the bar slowly, sweating with the effort, until it touched her chest. She then pushed upward slowly, grunting lightly with the greater effort. Her jaw was set firmly and she almost snarled as she pushed. Her long, chestnut brown hair was draped over the end of the bench, falling over the end in light curls, and gleamed with beads of moisture, sweat rolling from her scalp.

She’d been at the workout for more than half an hour, working at an almost feverish pace to help remove some of the stress built up on their last assignment, escorting an unknown cargo through disputed space to a Hegem outpost close to the border with the Galactic Order. There had been no combat, but it had only been a breath away the entire time. Fortunately, the Hegem contact had arrived just as the GO launched their intercept squadron, fully armed and ready for battle. The Hegem forces had been superior in number, but the Deviant had been in the line of fire from the GO squadron the entire time. The threat of damage or destruction had been there the entire time, until the cargo had been transferred and the transport ship had fled the area with the Deviant following only a heartbeat later.

As the pilot for the ship, Danela had remained at the controls the entire time, locked into the pilot’s pod at the front of the ship, separate from the remainder of the crew by a heavy hatch and small amount of fuel to be used should the ship be damaged severely and the order to abandon the ship had been given. The pilot’s pod would serve as a maneuverable escape pod and would be used to bring any other pods together and offer a minimum of protection until help arrived. Danela had never been in that situation, thanks to her crew and her own abilities, but it had never been as close as it had been at that time.

Since returning to the Blindside, there’d been too much required for her to relieve the stress, debriefing, medical exams, and the typical post-flight check of the ship. Once all that was done, she’d changed out of her flight suit and into her workout gear, knowing that the exertion of pressing weights would be the best way to alleviate the stress. Thankfully, the crew’s prep room had been equipped for such things, and not only for her, but she was the one to most frequently use it.

Their commander, Sevin Pastrus, occasionally worked out, but he had little time as he was always preparing for a mission or concluding all the details of a previous one. With his penchant for reading, he had little time left for such intense physical activity. He was also something of a loner when not on a mission or preparing for one. She didn’t know what he did with his time outside of the prep room, the place where the team tended to gather between missions, but she figured it had something to do with reading and studying. All she really knew about him, other than his capabilities as a leader, was that he wanted more out of life than simply commanding a ship like that. His options were limited at the time without committing to either the Galactic Order or the Hegem, but he was smart and would eventually figure out what to do with the rest of his life.

The others didn’t seem overly interested in developing the same sort of physique Danela had been working on. Baine Varik, the ship’s Systems Technician, put a little time in here and there, but it wasn’t enough to do much. Medic Carice Parol and Engineer Filo Alwis had never touched the equipment and relied on their diets to maintain their physiques and energy levels. The final member of the crew, Weapons Control Officer Khimei Joon, had her own sort of workout that didn’t involve weights. She was a small, slim woman with long, gleaming black hair that preferred working out in a different way, practicing hand-to-hand, weaponless combat techniques that seemed to serve her well.

At the time, Carice was seated at a small console in a corner of the spacious room, the terminal that connected her to the carrier’s mainframe for the medical research she felt was necessary to help her perform her duties better. Once she started, she was oblivious to the world around her and even Danela’s grunts and groans didn’t penetrate Carice’s conscious mind. Filo, likewise, was focused on a terminal of his own on the opposite side of the chamber. He, like Carice, spent a great deal of his free time learning the most recent improvements to the systems he was responsible for operating and maintaining. 

She was still working on the weights, lifting them slowly and powerfully, when Sevin Pastrus returned to the squad room with Anique Harmal beside him. He was a tall man, well over six feet tall, lean and muscular despite his infrequent workouts, with neatly styled light brown hair, steel gray eyes, and a lean face of smooth planes and sharp angles. He moved to the center of the room and cleared his throat loudly to garner everyone’s attention.

He looked around as Danela lowered the bar, slid from beneath it, and sat up. 

“Where are Khimei and Baine?” he asked, a light frown on his face.

Danela stood up and said, “She was in her quarters the last I knew. I think Baine is checking on the ship.”

Sevin nodded once and flexed the muscles of his throat to activate the inter-squad communication implant in his throat and ear then said, “Khimei and Baine, report to the squad room immediately.”

Neither replied verbally, but a pair of quick pulses in his ear acknowledged the message and he knew they were on their way.

Behind him, Filo and Carice stood up and moved slowly closer.

“What’s going on, boss?” Filo asked as he moved around Sevin’s right.

“Just a minute,” Sevin replied and cut his eyes toward Filo. “We’ll let you know once everyone’s here. I don’t want to repeat all of this.”

Filo nodded and moved closer to Danela, as did Carice. As they stood side by side with Danela at the center, Sevin almost shook his head at the stairstep height of the three. Carice was just a bit shorter than Danela with shoulder-length white-blond hair and deep, brown eyes that were just a bit darker than Danela’s eyes. Unlike Danela, the other two were dressed in their standard uniforms. Danela folded her arms over her chest while Carice held her hands clasped together in front of her with her arms at full length and Filo stood with his hands behind his back. 
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