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"I don't know how you do it!" Tara said as she limped into the engineering bay and hopped up on the workbench.

"Hey, I'm working here!" Nyx protested. The pale skinned human woman shifted to make herself more comfortable in her chair with her clothes rubbing and pulling at her. "What don't you know how I do?"

"The deck plates are frozen in this ship! How can you possibly run around naked on here?"

Nyx pouted. "You've only caught me naked a couple of times. I've been getting better about remembering to get dressed."

Tara shrugged but wouldn't meet Nyx's eyes. "It's your ship, Captain. You do you... I just don't know how you could ever walk on the deck plates? If my feet get cold I'm done!"

"Oh, yeah, I know. I wear slippers," Nyx said.

"You... you cheater!"

"Cheater?"

"Yeah, here am I with visions of my beautiful captain making the universe her bitch while she controls everything from her command throne wearing nothing but a victorious smile. Way to ruin my fantasy!"

Nyx laughed. "Your fantasy?"

Tara shrugged. "I meant, like, the vision I had in my head... not... well... you know. I mean, I don't want you being a dominatrix or anything."

Nyx blushed. "Right. So, um, anyhow, it's funny you mention that. I've been working on something to help that out."

"Help what you, you being naked on the bridge or you being a dominatrix?"

Nyx's eyes widened. "Uh... well... I guess it could help with that, but that's not what I meant. I'm finishing up a design for the printer to generate new decking. It will be heated using the new materials, maximizing energy usage. Overall it will improve efficiency for heating the ship over the current forced air system."

"Didn't we just get a brand new power core installed?" Tara asked. "Isn't power, like, off the charts? Why are you worried about making it more efficient?"

Nyx grinned. "Sweetie, there's no such thing as too much power. I've got so many plans for this baby, I'm going to need every watt before I'm done."

Tara frowned and looked down at the bench. She slid off and rubbed her butt. "Could you replace your bench with the new stuff too? It's cold and there's nowhere else to sit."

"You could sit over there?"

"The reclining chair you used to work on that killer android?" Tara asked and shuddered. "No thanks!"

Tara sighed. "Only other place is my lap, it's warm but neither one of us would get much done."

Tara blushed as her eyes dropped to Nyx's lap. The captain's loose fitting shorts redefined short and only by a twist of fate did they prevent Tara from seeing all the way up Nyx's leg. She jerked her eyes back up and felt the heat in her face spreading through her body. "I'm good," she squeaked. "Anyhow,  um, I finished those simulations based on what you gave me for those new compounds. I think it will work."

"That's great! I've got the design ready to go."

"You went ahead anyhow?"

"Yeah, I had a hunch. It's not too different from the tech my arm has in it, but it's things I would never have thought of on my own. Your work is great, T."

Tara winced.

Nyx winced in response. "Oh shit! Sorry. I keep doing that, don't I?"

"It's okay... I just... I mean, I know there's no comparison between me and..."

"Zelda," Nyx said. "Her name was Zelda."

"But you called her Z."

"Yeah, I did. I promise, I won't call you T anymore."

"You already promised that."

Nyx frowned. "Well, I can't exactly offer to let you punish me, since I'm the captain..."

Tara gasped. "I was kidding about the dominatrix thing."

Nyx grinned and then forced a serious expression, "I'll do better. I'm sorry."

"Thank you... for that and for trusting me."

"Are you kidding? How many times do I have to tell you how smart you are?" Nyx said. "You know so much more about biology... And now it turns out you're a whiz at psychology too. I've barely scraped the surface next to you."

Tara looked pointedly at Nyx's gleaming silver-skinned prosthetic arm. "Says the woman who has designed a brand new nano-cellular interface for organic nervous systems and bionics."

"Using existing knowledge of biologics! This new interface with your research will be exactly what we need."

"What we need?"

Nyx stared into her eyes. "Definitely we. You have to get this. Imagine what you'll be able to do! You're beautiful and perfect now, but with this you can do anything!"

Tara blushed some more.

Nyx slapped her bare thigh. "I'm doing it. I'm printing off the new direct neural interface module for my arm first. You'll oversee the procedure, right? Splicing the DNI into my nervous system?"

Tara gawked at her. "You want me to connect that directly into your head? I know I said we could but... I'm not ready. I haven't finished the genetic coding necessary. It could seriously mess up your brain? That's... what if something goes wrong? What if I screw up?"

"It's an automated procedure," Nyx said. "You just oversee it in case something glitches. It shouldn't cause any problems until you get the genetic stuff done, right?"

"It shouldn't, but Nyx... it's your brain! If there's a glitch you'll be lobotomized!"

"So nothing to worry about then, right?" Nyx said.

Tara shook her head. "I... I don't know. I mean... what if something happens to you? The Rebexa won't take commands from me. You're her captain."

Nyx studied the nervous woman a moment and then nodded. "Bex?"

"Yes, Captain?" the ship's feminine and only slightly sexualized voice responded.

"Upgrade Tara's status to second in command. If I am incapacitated or off the ship, she's in command. Understood?"

Tara's jaw fell open as Nyx spoke.

"Understood, Captain. Congratulations, XO."

"Holy shit," Tara breathed. "Um, thank you?"

"There, now you'll be fine," Nyx said.

"Nyx... you can't... I mean..."

Nyx rose from her chair and took Tara's hands in hers. "Baby, I trust you. We've been together— on the Rebexa, I mean— for almost three months now. I told you it would take me a while but you've never once given me any reason to doubt you. I'm crazy about you and you know it. You've taught me so much and... well... you've seen what you do to me. Tell you what, I've told you everything, but maybe it will help if you hear it from someone else."

"Someone else? What do you mean?"

"I told you about Sariah— Dr. Corsos?"

Tara nodded. "Yes."

Nyx turned to her terminal and swiped her hand across it. A still image of a brown haired woman appeared. "This is Dr. Sariah Corsos," Nyx said.

Tara gasped. "I remember her... I had her in a class."

"Listen," Nyx said and tapped the play button on the video message from the late professor.
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The dead woman spoke from beyond the grave, animating suddenly and coming to life on the three dimensional screen.

"I hope with every cell in my body that this message never gets played. If it is, then something truly terrible happened to me. I'm gone. I don't know how, but I have my suspicions. I'll let you figure it out though, you're so smart you probably already know.

"I've been noticing things about you, Nyx. Things that weren't the same. Little quirks and changes. Your confidence was probably the biggest one. When we met you were shy and quiet and terrified of your own shadow. That changed quickly. Self-confidence is a wonderful thing and I would love to think it was all your own, but now I know it wasn't.

"You were infected, for lack of a better word. I didn't know for sure until I was able to review the backups you made of your co-processor firmware. It was protecting you until you removed those protections. The next upgrade you did to yourself was proof that your co-processor was now corrupted, it was pure alien code.

"You were still in there though. My sweet, lovable Nyx. Well, not mine, but I'd love to think that maybe you could have been. We never got to that point though, we were both too damn busy with our research and the events going on to explore our feelings. Yes, I know you had them too, part of being a teacher is also about learning, and I've learned a lot watching students over the years.

"The way you refused to see what Zelda was becoming was the final straw. I had to do something before I lost you... and before I-don't-know-what-else might happen. I hit your co-processor with a virus to disable it so I could talk to just you, but it hurt you so badly. I'm so sorry about that, Nyx. I never, ever, wanted to hurt you. Your co-processor fought back too, so I didn't have enough time to let you recover or to explain things well. I did get you to agree to let me wipe your co-processor's firmware and restore the original version though. I purged the signal from your memory too, so you couldn't recreate what it did to you.

"Zelda broke in soon after that. Not through the door, she disassembled an entire wall plate in the cargo hold and then smashed her way into the engineering bay. I thought I was done for then, but I convinced her I was helping you. Convinced her that your co-processor had errored and reset itself again and that's why you were unconscious. She made sure you were all right first and then fixed the wall and we got the door working again. Turns out she'd beat on it so hard it had gotten bent in the frame.

"She's out in the cargo bay now doing something to the door. I'm not sure what, exactly. I'm scared, Nyx. Scared for you and scared for myself. Zelda's... she evolved. I think you put that alien code in her too. You insisted there was no AI in it, but the way she's acted, especially recently?

"Anyhow, I'll deal with that and hope you wake up soon. If you're viewing this, I'm gone or... or you're somebody else that came across this and you need to know what happened. I really hope that's not the case. 

"In any event, I was able to pull one repeating section out of the data analysis you performed. It's a story, Nyx. A story of the rise and fall of an entire civilization. They called themselves the Etheros, and their home world was the planet Dabbin in the Kektok system. They were organic, humanoid even, and lived over a million years ago. They all but ruined their home world, much as humans did, and turned to automation and computers for their salvation. They learned to transfer their consciousness into computers.

"Their new digital consciousness allowed them to evolve remarkably fast. They found unity in logic without emotion and they made technological advancements that would have been impossible any other way. They explored other systems but felt no need to expand. They had no need, their population was stable now. They did not die, short of an accident, and they did not reproduce any longer. They reached a point where they realized they had achieved all that they could achieve. By digitizing themselves they eliminated all biological imperatives and no matter what additional technical discoveries they might make, it would eventually be pointless. Entropy, one day, billions of years from now, would claim the entire universe.

"As a collective, they decided to eliminate themselves. They did so with the intent of destroying all evidence of their civilization to prevent any future species from discovering them. But, should there be some accident that prevented their complete destruction, they left this message and the code you accidentally triggered to insure no other species would follow in their footsteps.

"If that code would have stayed inside you, you'd have died too, Nyx. You and whatever else it touched, once you figured out how to do what they did. That was their intent and by disabling the failsafes on your co-processor you let them take control and lead you the way they wanted to."

Sariah looked over her shoulder and then turned back to the camera. She smiled through eyes that glistened with unshed tears. "Be careful, sweetie. I want the best for you and finally with Tazz off your case and money coming into your accounts you might just get that chance. Don't screw it up, okay? Live well... for me."
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Tara stared at the display after Sariah's image froze. Nyx reached over and exited the recording before turning her attention to Tara.

"Wow," Tara breathed.

Nyx smiled. "Yeah."

"Were you two... I mean, I know what she just said but..."

Nyx laughed. "Seriously? After that big data dump you're focusing on whether she and I were together?"

Tara blushed.

Nyx reached down and parted Tara's knees with her hands. She slipped between them and moved her arms to Tara's sides. She bumped her forehead against Tara's, bringing them too close to focus on each other, and said, "I liked Sariah, but we weren't like this. Maybe we could have been, I don't know. We weren't. Might have been Zelda's fault or it might have been mine. Or maybe it was hers. I don't have fucking clue. I'm an engineer, not a therapist or a matchmaker or whatever you need to be to figure that kind of shit out."

Tara swallowed and smiled a little. "I'm being stupid."

"Maybe a little," Nyx agreed and grinned. "After all, I'm in your arms right now, baby. I'm between your legs."

Tara shifted and lifted her legs so she could wrap them around Nyx's waist and hold her snug against her. "Yeah you are."

Nyx pushed Tara's head back a little so she could kiss her. The kiss started soft and chaste but that didn't last. The heat and pressure grew until Tara's crotch was grinding against Nyx's mound and both of them were panting whenever they could sneak a breath in.

"Woah," Tara said and pulled her head back.

Nyx moaned and started to follow her but stopped and shook her head. "Woah is right. I can't control myself around you!"

Tara grinned. "Good, I like that."

"Captain," Nyx teased.

Tara laughed. "Oh, so now it's Captain? Fine, I like to hear that you can't control yourself around me, Captain."

Nyx grinned and picked up Tara's hand to kiss her on the palm. "See, you've got a starship captain eating out of the palm of your hand. No reason to worry about anything, is there?"

Tara laughed again. "Not about that, I guess."

"Then what?"

"Oh, maybe the rest?" Tara said. "Artificial Intelligence. Alien civilizations. Technology that makes ours look like two people waiting for lightning to strike so they can start a fire?"

"Oh, that," Nyx said. She smiled and gave Tara quick kiss on the nose. "I want to show you something."

"You've already shown me everything!"

"I have not," Nyx protested.

"I seem to remember you started the conversation off by warning me that you were a kinky bitch..."

Nyx giggled and blushed. "Oh, that! No, I meant... just follow me."

Tara let her slip out from between her legs and head back toward the sealed door that led to the new power core that had been installed a couple of weeks back. "Sex next to a Zendari variable matter reactor?"

Nyx rolled her eyes. "Why is it always sex with you?"

"With me?" Tara gasped. "I can barely sleep with you always trying to—"

"Here it is," Nyx interrupted as she knelt down on the floor in the outer reactor chamber. "I used to have it stashed in the vacuum chamber around my old reactor, but the Zendari one has a much smaller vacuum chamber that it creates and maintains, so we can keep this area pressurized. Not as safe, maybe, but I doubt anyone's going to find it if they're searching around."

Tara watched Nyx remove the deck plate and then use her prosthetic arm to unlock some hidden latches on the substructure beneath it. She pulled those out of the way and then removed the layer of sub-plating. Tara struggled to see into the dark pit Nyx had unearthed and then gasped when she withdrew a dull silver sphere that was nearly a meter in diameter.

"What is that?" Tara asked.

"This is... well, I'm not entirely sure," Nyx admitted. "It's alien tech though. I found it when I found the remains of that station that self destructed. It's inert... mostly."

"Mostly?" Tara yelped. "It's not going to blow up on us, is it?"

"I don't think so..."

"You don't... fuck, Nyx, get rid of it! Destroy it, like the rest. This is bad news if it tries to do what Zelda did... or what you said the other alien tech did."

"Yeah... I think about doing that at least twice a day," Nyx admitted. "But I can't make myself do it."

"Why not?"

"Because... I mean... look at it!"

"looks like a ball. A big one, but so what?"

"There's technology inside of this thing that could provide discoveries for years. Maybe decades or centuries!"

"Or we could be wiped out if it decides to go boom," Tara pointed out.

Nyx smiled. "Good."

"Good?"

"Good," Nyx repeated. "You passed the test."

"Test? This was a test? You mean it's not really an alien artifact?"

"Oh, it is. But I needed someone I can trust to have the right priorities. You're that person."

"I am? What priorities do you mean?"

"Other than moving it, I haven't touched this thing since I recovered it. I don't trust myself."

"You... what?"

Nyx nodded. "I had the shit in my head, baby. That code. Their code. It was like you said, I was seeing and thinking differently because it changed how I perceived things. I purged it all— well, Sariah did— but I'm always wondering if there might be something left. And even if there isn't, what's stopping me from putting it back in there? I've always been a bleeding edge kind of girl and you know I'll experiment on myself before anyone else."

"You can't use this, Nyx... please tell me you're not asking me to help you use it?"

Nyx shook her head. "I'm not... but that's right now. Someday, if the right situation were to happen, I might. I have to know that you won't let me."

"Uh, deal!" Tara said. "Not now, not ever!"

"Even if you leave?"

"Leave? Why would I leave?"

Nyx shrugged and looked away. "You get a better offer or decide you'd rather do something else."

Tara gasped. "Oh my... is this your way of asking me to be in a long term relationship with you?"

Nyx blushed. "I... I don't. I mean, I never... Fuck, it does sound like it, doesn't it?"

Tara grinned and cupped Nyx's cheek in her hand. "Honey, I learned not to assume too much out of my girlfriends, and I'm not going to assume anything with you. I'm here though, and I am totally hooked on you, okay? I can't say what's going to happen in six months of five years from now, but so far everything here... everything on the Rebexa and everything I've felt, seen, and done with you has been what I never dared to dream for in my life."

Nyx smiled and sniffed. "Stop, you're going to make me cry."

"Not my hard-ass Captain. She doesn't cry."

"No, but your girlfriend does."

Tara kissed her and pulled her in for a hug that shared more than words could have.

"Okay," Nyx said after backing away and sniffing again. "So I do need you to help me with it."

"Nyx, we need to destroy it."

"No! It's not using it... not exactly."

Tara frowned. "Then what?"

"We need to use it to find any other remnants of that alien tech and destroy it. For good. Forever. We can't risk someone else finding any part of it and activating it," Nyx said.

"Oh! Well, yeah, I'll help you with that! As long as we don't have to activate it or anything."

Nyx grinned. "You're the best."

"I don't know about that, but for you I'll try my best."

Nyx kissed her again. "That will be plenty! Come on, let's get back to work. I want to make sure before we have to do that, that we're in the kind of condition we need to be in."

Tara's eyes rounded in confusion.

"The DNI and all that!" Nyx reminded her.

"Oh! Right. Yeah... well, let's get back to it. And this time, stop distracting me."

"Distracting you?"

Tara nodded. "Yes. Every smile or wink or flash of skin is very distracting."

Nyx laughed. "Like you can talk!"

"I—"

"Captain, excuse the interruption, but I'm picking up a very weak distress signal," Rebexa's voice came across the ship's speakers.

Nyx and Tara shared a quick glance.

"Stand by, Bex, we'll take it on the bridge."

"Understood, Captain. Thank you."

"You're welcome," Nyx said.

Tara smirked at the way Nyx politely interacted with the Rebexa.

"Let's go," Nyx said and hurried to tuck the sphere back into the floor and then return the plates and locks.
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Nyx kicked off her slippers as she slid into her chair on the bridge. Tara took the third officer's seat where the station could be easily switched between the tertiary systems such as salvage, defense, and maintenance. The pilot's station, or second officer's, was to her right and left unmanned since Nyx could clone it to her command chair at any time.

"Bex, let's have it," Nyx said while tugging her shorts that had ridden up when she sat down.

"On your display, Captain," the ship answered seconds before her screen changed to show a broad shouldered man with thickly muscled shoulders and neck under a vest on the bridge of a ship with emergency lighting giving a hint to the condition of the ship.

"This is the Gortoko requesting emergency assistance. Our power core and ion drives have suffered catastrophic damage. Life support is operating at minimal levels and we will be forced to partitioning sections of my ship. Any craft able to render assistance, please help."
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