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Smoke climbed from the broken huts, desperate to escape the nightmare that had happened inside. Four Terran Marines jogged through the remains of the village, moving from position to position and providing cover for one another. It was routine that drove them, not fear. There was no way any of the small furry natives could have survived the orbital strikes, let alone been able to attack them.

Sam grimaced and gagged. She turned her head away from her Cern SAW-8 light machinegun and spat on the ash covered ground. “I can’t breathe this shit! It tastes like I went down on girl that tried to cure a yeast infection with third degree burns!”

“Maybe less tequila the night before an op next time?” Ravi, another Marine crouched in the rubble of a nearby hut, said.

“No, girl, this ain’t tequila. This is just—” Sam fell silent as she glanced into the destroyed hut behind her and made out the partial remains of a child under a larger one of the four armed natives. “Fuck, we wiped out kids too.”

“We didn’t do it, the Navy did,” Ravi reminded her.

Sam shook her head and swallowed her bile down. The kid’s unburnt face was kind of cute. The villagers were a short haired cross between a four legged monkey and a cat. They called themselves the Kwalii.

“What did they do to deserve this?”

“Cut the chatter,” Dana, the squad’s Corporal, said over the fire team’s channel. “We’ve got a mission to do, stick to it. I want our team to secure the first village for testing.”

“Yeah, we will... it’s just these people aren’t a threat.”

“Intel says they defend their sacred grounds, and those sacred grounds might be housing a Kesari base,” she replied. “So let’s finish this up and secure a perimeter so the nerds can come down and not be scared when a leaf falls off a tree.”

“Those trees have some pretty big leaves,” Lorin, the squads only male member, pointed out.

“What, are they compensating?” Sam teased.

“Tiny roots,” Lorin played along.

Riva giggled into the comms. Dana shook her head and signaled with her hand for them to move out. It only took three more minutes to reach the edge of the small village. Massive trees loomed less than fifty meters from the village. Between the village and the forest were fallen trees that had been smashed, burned, and turned to pulp by the powerful energy weapons from the strike craft that had razed the village.

“Starbirth, these trees are huge,” Lorin breathed as they made their way through the devastated trees.

“Jealous?” Sam teased him.

“Grateful! I mean, come on — one guy and three women? I need all the wood I can get to help me out!”

Even Dana chuckled at the man’s self-deprecating humor. She forced herself to relax a little. Her promotion to Corporal was recent and she was still new to the squad. Breathing down their necks wasn’t going to get her anywhere. Unless they were screwups and deserved it. She even considered making a joke of her own when Ravi’s fist shot up in the air.

“Cover!” Dana hissed and dove next to a fallen tree that was thick enough for her to kneel behind without being seen.

Sam and Lorin slipped into the redecorated underbrush and scanned their surroundings, making sure they had line of sight to their teammates first and foremost.

“Movement in the trees,” Ravi said. “High left.”

Dana tapped her multicalc to shift thermal imaging into the display of her helmet. She scanned the trees, starting a few meters off the ground, and saw nothing that couldn’t be explained away by wind making the limbs rustle and sway.

Dana’s eyes narrowed. She tapped her multicalc again and brought up regional information. The wind was blowing along at a sluggish six kilometers an hour.

“I saw one!” Lorin hissed. “They’re cool, except for their face. How’s that possible?”

“Their fur acts as insulation,” Dana said, remembering one of possible variables from the briefing. She tapped her control tool again until it increased the thermographic sensitivity.  “Hides their body heat.”

Sam spoke next after adjusting her helmet’s instruments. “They’re watching us. Too scared to do anything. See! I told you they weren’t a threat.”

“Yeah, well... keep your eyes peeled,” Dana said. “We’ve got to clear them and establish a safe perimeter.”

“Clear— fuck,” Sam swore.

Dana put an edge to her voice and asked, “Is that going to be a problem, Private?”

Sam sighed. “No Corporal. Just... some days my job really sucks, that’s all.”

Dana softened the steel in her tone, “Oorah.”

The other Marines responded in kind and moved out, staggering their approach to the edge of the forest. They took positions with three to six meters between them, depending on available cover, and surveyed the forest ahead of them.

The trees were massive, some as wide as three meters across at the base. They stretched high above them, with the beginning of the forest canopy measuring fifteen to twenty meters, depending on location. Vines hung from the overhead branches or wrapped around the mighty trees, stretched taut and in some places broken where the trunk of the tree refused to let the vine win.

The kwalii retreated, leaping from limb to limb or scampering across the forest floor ahead of them and staying under cover. Dana took aim a few times but the agile creatures were smart enough to keep obstacles between them and never exposed themselves for more than a blink of an eye.

“Stay frosty,” Dana whispered over the comms. “Move out, let’s secure these kwalli and maybe we can keep any more of them from dying.”

Sam glanced over at Dana. “Really?”

Dana smiled back at her. “As long as they’re not threat, I don’t see why—”

Ravi’s scream cut her off.

They spun weapons moving as they turned to watch their fellow Marine hauled into the air by a vine wrapped around her leg and flung into smaller vines hanging from a branch. They wrapped around her and bowed, flexing as the woman was caught by the natural netting.

The Marines twisted and searched the trees for threats. The kwalli were gone, either hiding or fleeing through the trees. The forest was silent except for the sound of leaves rustling and falling from the branches that had been bent to make the trap Ravi was now struggling ini.

“Get her down!” Dana hissed. “Lorin, go!”

“On it!” Lorin said as he rose from cover and started to hurry forward. He made it three steps before he slowed and said, “What the fuck?”

He held up his arm to look at it. Dana and Sam heard the strange tinkling sound and looked around but couldn’t identify it. 

“Help!” Ravi shouted as she struggled in the vines that had wrapped her up.

“Lorin?”

He looked up at the trees and gasped. He lifted his rifle but it slowed halfway up and then dropped back down. The weapon fell from nerveless fingers a moment later. The Lance Corporal swayed in place a moment and then collapsed to the ground.

“Open fire!” Dana shouted. “Burn those fuckers out of the trees!”

Sam braced her SAW and raised to the trees. She squeezed the trigger and clenched her teeth together as the 8 millimeter weapon began to scream. Bark and shredded wood chips flew, creating lethal splinters for anything caught close by. To her left Dana squeezed off burst after burst from her CERN AR-8 assault rifle, coring suspicious shadows in the trees above them. Dana moved one foot at a time, shifting her aim and searching for targets while she put down covering fire.

She made it to Lorin’s side and dropped to a knee. There wasn’t any blood that she could see, but he was face down in the green and brown undergrowth.  She fired the last of her sixty round magazine and swapped it out.  “Reloading, cover me!”

Sam’s answer was to sweep her lethal stream of belt fed bullets across the treetops above her.

Freshly loaded, Dana grabbed Lorin’s shoulder and flipped him over. Twigs, bark, and larger chunks of exploded wood pulp fell around her. She reached out and felt Lorin’s throat, feeling his pulse one moment and noting the tiny dart sticking out of his neck.

Her eyes widened and she grabbed the man by the handle at the back of his collar. “Poisoned darts!” she shouted. “I’ve got Lorin, cover me.”

Instead of hearing the response of fresh explosions of caseless ammunition, Sam’s gun went silent. Dana twisted and saw her slump back into the tree she was using for cover. She slid against it and then down, coming to rest with her legs folded under her. There was no way she was comfortable with her legs like that, but Sam didn’t seem to mind.

Dana tucked her head down, keeping her exposed lower face and upper neck concealed. She yanked on Lorin and tugged him across the ground towards the edge of the forest. She’d barely moved two meters when she heard the impact of something large hitting the ground beside her and to her left.

The Corporal let go of Lorin and twisted around. Her gun was firing even as she raised it, giving whatever it was no mercy. It jerked in her hands but the enhance recoil reduction made the weapon easy to keep on target, except she hadn’t seen her target yet. She looked up at the tall figure that lunged forward and saw it kick the barrel of her rifle out and away.

Dana kept her grip and started to bring it back around. The creatures arm swung down, punching the rifle down and tearing it from her grip. It went off once as it was yanked from her grasp, spraying dirt where the bullet tore a furrow in the ground.

She looked up and saw the creature’s other hand as it swung across and smashed into her helmet. Dana’s head was jerked to the side and twisted, knocking her sprawling to the ground. She tasted dirt and blood while the forest tilted and spun in front of her. She had to get up. If she didn’t it was going to kill her.

She pushed off the ground, rolling away and reaching for her sidearm or a knife or anything she could find. A heavy foot landed on the armored plate of her chest, pinning her to the ground. She looked up, blinking at the swaying figure above her. A few blinks were enough to start to bring the thing into focus, but a sharp sting in her cheek was what brought clarity to her.

She gasped and realized her helmet was gone. It had been torn off when he hit her. Or maybe when she hit the ground. Whatever, it was gone. She could see clearly though, the thermographic overlay missing now that her helmet was gone.

“You’re—”

Her words slurred off as the powerful neurotoxin took hold of her. Her thoughts were scattered and it took all she had to fight against the encroaching shadows until the darkness consumed her.
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Dana woke to the sound of cursing. She picked her head up slowly, her neck aching in ways she’d never felt. It wasn’t just her neck that hurt either. Her cheek was on fire, her arms were tingling, and it was entirely possible that a Devikian was sitting on her chest.

She blinked as Sam’s swearing began to cut through the fog in her head. She was standing, not lying down. Standing with the help of some kind of ropes that had been tied around her chest. Her arms were lashed to her sides by more ropes. Behind her one of the massive trees kept her upright. Her guns and armor were gone.

A laser blasted her in the eyes, searing her vision and promising to end her life as it burned through her brain. Except it didn’t. She blinked and tried to dip her head to mitigate the brightness. It wasn’t a laser, it was a light. A light attached to a floating camera.

“Who are you, Terran?”

Dana turned her attention to the person standing beside the camera. She couldn’t make them out beyond noting they only had two arms instead of four.

“Don’t tell them a fucking thing, Corporal!” Sam growled. 

“What’s going on?” Dana said, her voice dry and cracking. “Who are you?”

A groan from her right announced Lorin waking up. She saw he was lashed to another tree a few meters away. That left Ravi unaccounted for.

“You are Terran Marine’s working under the Terran led Unified Inter-Species Task Force?, correct?”

Dana focused on the speaker again. She wasn’t alone, there were others standing beside and behind her. Some of them were shorter and had four arms, but the lights were so bright Dana couldn’t make out any details.

“The UISTF is made up of several governments,” Dana said. “Not just Terrans.”

“But Terrans created it and lead it still?”

Dana didn’t bother with answering the question. “You’re already facing an act of war for capturing us. Release us to avoid further retribution!”

“Act of war?” a man hissed. He stepped forward and blocked enough of the light for Dana to see the mottled tan and brown fur on his arms. She squinted so she could confirm he was one of the cat-eyed Lermians. “You destroyed villages full of innocents without provocation!”

“Navy bombarded your village, not us!” Sam protested.

“Private!” Dana snapped to shut the woman up. She turned her head back to the Lermian and said, “Our orders are to secure the area.”

“And mine are to protect these people from the likes of Terrans,” he hissed at her and swung a staff he held in one hand around. It extended until it was two meters long. She could see the staff ended in a pointed blade that glistened with keen edges on both sides of the blade.

“Wait a damn minute,” Dana protested. “Where’s my Marine that was caught in that snare?”

The Lermian turned and threw his spear. It sailed through the air and slammed into a bundle hanging from vines tied around a tree limb. Whatever the bundle contained let out a grunt and then a sigh.

Dana tried to ignore the glaring light as she watched the bundle sway a little and then come to a rest. It was too far away to do any more. She turned her attention back to the Lermian.

“You son of a bitch, if that was my Marine I’m going to—”

The Lermian drew a savage knife from his belt. The blade curved forward and ended in a point that was designed to sink into flesh and cause even greater damage when it was pulled free. “My people are hunters. We crave a challenge. A sport worthy of our time and effort.”

He stepped closer to her and twisted the blade so he could press it under her chin and lift her head higher.

Dana’s nostrils flared with a mix of fear and anger. “You’re not stupid enough to bring down the wrath of the Terran Navy on this stone aged world,” she said.

“You... you’re no challenge. There’s no sport here.”

She grimaced as his blade forced the back of her head to scrape against the bark of the tree. “You want a challenge, you let us go and give us back our weapons. We’ll wipe this rock clean!”

“We’re sorry, okay? We didn’t blow up the Kwalii. We’re just following orders!” Lorin shouted.

The Lermian glanced over at Lorin and then back to Dana. “Gutless cowards.”

Staring into the vertical slits of his eyes she saw rage. There was no mercy. No compassion. No understanding. She’d known a few Lermians in her life. They’d all been aloof and stuck to themselves. They’d also been calm, collected, and always in control of themselves. This man was different. He was beyond reason. She swallowed and felt the edge of his knife dig into her throat.

He lowered the knife, dragging it down her throat and then down her chest over her shirt. The curved point caught the buttons of her uniform and popped them off one at a time until her uniform hung upon and she had only her undershirt between her skin and the knife.

“What are you doing?” she asked, a tremor in her voice. “We have no fight with you, we’re after the Kesari and anyone working with them. We—”

“The Kesari?” he said with a snarl that turned into a laugh. “Compared to now the galaxy thrived with the Kesari in place. Now the Ampytheans marshal their strengths while the Terrans bring death to the galaxy wherever they see fit, all in the name of a better future.”

Dana jerked her eyes up from the knife that he held at her belly. “What— what are you doing?”

The Lermian turned to the light. “These Terrans have brought unprovoked death and destruction on the Kwalii. The Kwalii are friends of the Lermians. An example needs to be made of what happens to those who would prey upon the weak.”

“Wait,” the woman beside the floating camera said. She stepped forward enough to be identified as a red-skinned Furian. “Examples, yes. We should hold them for crimes against the Kwallii... and against all of the civilized people of the Milky Way. The Terrans are crude, violent, and undomesticated. They need to be showed the error of their ways!”

The lermian turned back to Dana. He growled deep in his throat and said, “Let this be their first lesson then.”

Dana opened her mouth and then found she couldn’t take the breath she’d intended. The upturned point of his knife sank into her flesh and severed her abdominal muscles like it was parting warm butter. He yanked up, ripping the blade through her flesh faster than the agony of what was happening could register.

She felt a tug and then lightness, followed a heartbeat later by another tug that pulled her against her ropes. She looked down and saw the piles of red and pink on the ground. Her boots were covered in the quivering and sliding mess. Blood rained down, adding to the pile.

Dana looked up, unable to breathe or speak. Her eyes rolled back in her head as darkness rushed to claim her a second, and final, time. The last thing she heard was the Lermian’s gloating: “Another gutless Terran.”
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Amber slammed her hand down on the panel, closing the formal document she’d just read. She leaned back in her chair and heard the startled snort behind her.

“Morning already? Hey, what are you doing over there already?”

“I didn’t want to wake you,” Amber said. 

Brindal grinned as he thought back to last night. “Yeah, I slept pretty hard after last night. Come back to bed and I’ll show you how hard.”

Amber smirked and felt a touch of her foul mood lift. “Any other time I’d take you up on that.”

Brindal sat up. “Wait, you never turn down morning sex. What’s wrong?”

Amber sighed. “The damn Herickti’s,” she said. 

“You made the payment just yesterday!”

“Yeah, I know. They’re like loan sharks though. A few days late and they’re all over me. Demanding a higher rate until I can re-establish proof with them that I’m not a liability.”

“That’s comet-shit,” Brindal spat. “You’ve signed a contract with them! They can’t—”

Amber turned to face him, her tired eyes making him stop mid-sentence. “That’s in the contract,” she said.

Brindal sighed. “Well, what if you refuse to pay it? Just keep giving them what you owe? They wouldn’t turn that down, would they?”

“My alternative is to return the Uma to them.”

Brindal grunted. “That sucks.”

Amber chuckled and shook her head, “Brin, thank you.”

“Thank me? For what. I’m just your boytoy and resident software expert.”

She climbed out of her chair and stepped around it, allowing the oversized shirt she’d slipped on to fall to her thighs. She leaned over the edge of the bed and pulled him in for a kiss that rekindled his morning urges. She pulled back, a soft smile on her normally hard face. “For making me feel younger than I am. Younger than I have any right to feel, at least.”

“Bah,” he waved her words away. “You’re plenty young enough... you barely even old enough to be called a cougar!”

She grabbed a pillow and smacked him with it.

He grinned and said, “Seriously, I’m good for you. Being in charge of this ship and all these people is hard! I see what you go through and I know I could never do it.”

She gestured with her hands at the ship around them. “So you’re here to remind me that there’s more to life than all of this.”

“It’s the least I can do for all the great sex!”

Amber rolled her eyes.

“So... what are you going to do? About the Herickti’s, I mean?”

Amber’s face clouded with worry. She sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. She gave him a distracted smile when he slid next to her and began to rub her back through her shirt. She shook her head and said, “They were never this hard on Meshelle or Janna.”

“Yeah, but they were daughter’s of the Herickti matriarch,” he said, prompting her to continue.

“I find another job,” she said after a moment. “What else can I do? If that means we work harder, than we work harder. No other options I can see.”

Brindal hesitated a moment before saying, “We could just walk away. Give the ship back and go do something else. Go live with Elle for a while or something?”

Amber snorted. “Surrounded by a bunch of Criknid? No thanks!”

“Hey, my sister’s there too!”

“Yeah, but she’s wrapped up in all her Oracle shit. She’s practically an Ampythean, all the time she spends training to be whatever they want her to be.”

Brindal frowned. “It’s what she’s supposed to be. She’s still as human as you and I are.”

Amber sighed. “More or less...”

Brindal stiffened and his hand stopped rubbing her for a moment. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Amber turned her head to see if she’d upset him. She sighed when she saw his concern. “I’m sorry. But she can do things you and I or any other normal can’t. Things nobody can do, of any race, unless they’re one of the Ampythean’s chosen few.”

“She didn’t ask for that. She was just born that way. Well, maybe not born, but she’s awakened. If anything, it’s partially your fault she’s like that.”

Amber grimaced. “For all the good we thought we were doing, sometimes I wish we’d never taken that job... Wish I’d never met Aden.”

Brindal pouted. “Then you wouldn’t have met me and Elle either. You saved our lives.”

“Yeah, but if we’d never unlocked that stupid forge or gate or whatever they called it, you’d never have been in danger in the first place. Elle would be a normal young woman and you’d be graduating from honors from some robotics school and on your way to making a stable living with a legit job.”

“Not on Marloon we wouldn’t,” Brindal argued. He slipped his hand under her shirt and resumed rubbing her back. “I get it now, we were never equals on Marloon, we were second class citizens. Humans were nothing more than a labor force for the Vagnosians.”

“You’d have gotten off planet, you’re good at what you do.”

“I did get off the planet,” he said and shifted so he could get both hands under her shirt. He worked them up her back and began to massage the muscles in her shoulders and neck. “Things worked out just fine, if you aske me.”

Amber moaned and lowered her head to give him better access to her neck. “Okay, I’m a selfish cradle-robber, but I guess I’m glad things worked out the way they did too. But only if you keep rubbing.”

Brindal laughed. “Yes, Captain.”

Amber smirked and tried to enjoy the moment while thoughts of their uncertain future circled around in her mind.

“You know,” Brindal said after a few minutes of working her tense muscles into putty, “we could work with Shavatsu. Take on some of her Criknids and maybe take on some more mercenary jobs. They pay pretty good, you said.”

Amber grimaced. “The Uma is a Vagnosian yacht. It’s had a lot of upgrades, but it’s no gunship.”

“Sure, but we wouldn’t want a job where the Uma is doing any fighting or guarding or anything, we’d just want to use the Uma to get us where we need to go.”

Amber picked her head up. “Criknid on the Uma... I don’t like it. I know, they just do what their queen tells them and they aren’t any worse off than anyone else, but that’s a hard sell to the rest of the crew.”

Brindal nodded. “I don’t know... maybe. They’re a smart bunch, mostly, I bet they could handle it. You should give them a chance.”

She turned and caught his eye. He paused as she smiled at him and then turned to face him. “I’m glad I took a chance on you and your sister. You’re a good distraction when I need one.”

Brindal laughed. “I’ve got another idea for a distraction...”

She rolled her eyes even as she smiled.

Brindal leaned in and kissed her. She returned it and then backed away and held up a hand. “Ah! Morning breath!”

Brindal backed off. “Oh... right, sorry. That’s all right, I’ve got a better place to put my mouth anyhow.”

Amber’s eyes twinkled and she laughed again. “Ah, to feel that young again.”

He guided her hand to his lap. “There, now you’re feeling what it’s like to be young.”

She licked her lips and said, “I guess I found a place for my mouth too.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4


[image: ]




“Captain, you seem—”

“Aden.”

Mystique paused. She blinked a few times, an affectation she’d acquired to demonstrate she was processing data— no, not processing data, thinking about something. “I know your name is Aden.”

“Call me Aden,” he said. “The only time you should call me Captain is if we’re off the ship or dealing with people that aren’t crew.”

“I will factor that in,” she said while her second processing stream took the update and made the necessary changes.

“Sorry to interrupt you,” Aden said. “What were you going to tell me?”

Mystique smiled at him. “I wasn’t going to tell you something, I was going to ask you something... if that’s all right?”

He glanced around the bridge of the Sentinel. Everything was quiet on the scout ship. The displays showed no alerts or warnings and it was late at night, leaving the rest of the crew off duty save for Aden and Mystique. “Now is a great time.”

“You seem bothered,” she stated. “Why is that? The ship is in good shape, our stores are nearly full, and everyone seems to be enjoying each other’s companionship.”

Aden chuckled. “There’s an old Terran saying, those who go looking for trouble usually find it.”

Mystique blinked again. “Ah, because they are looking to find a problem and don’t stop until they find one?”

“Or something else very much like that,” Aden said with a nod.

“Are you... looking for trouble?”

“Heck no! I’ve had enough trouble to last me a lifetime. But we don’t seem to get what we ask for.”

That caused more blinking from the AI turned android. “Have you found some trouble already?”

He hesitated and then sighed. “I think so. The Kesari knew they couldn’t beat us, but the Ampythians didn’t do much to join the fight against them. They helped out a little, but mostly because of requests from a few of us. They were aloof to the various governments.”

Mystique watched him as he paused to gather his thoughts, studying him and providing data for her secondary core to analyze and store. Most of her downtime she spent studying data about Dominic, the Terran that had rescued her and effectively given her life. He was everything to her, her bonded soul mate and reason for living. Dom was sleeping now though, and Mystique seldom needed to rest the body that the young Terran woman, Ellena, had given her.

“The UISTF wiped out the Kesari where we could, but what remained scattered to distant systems or went into hiding. Their stranglehold on technology was broken though. The galaxy was freed from their influence,” he continued.

“That’s what you set out to do, wasn’t it?”

He nodded. “Yes, but it wasn’t good enough?”

“Why not?”

Aden sighed. “It was good enough for me. For most of us, I think. Starbirth, maybe everyone... but the UISTF didn’t stop.”

“Why not?”

“There’s another saying: nature abhors a vacuum.”

Mystique blinked and then she made her brow furrow to show her confusion. Her new body was crafted from Pacathian metal and fully synchronized to her control board. The living metal she was made up of was so expressive she enjoyed testing its limits and seeing what all she could do with it. The paradox of Aden’s statement offset the fun of pushing her body, setting off error states as unhandled conditions presented themselves. “Space is a vacuum – most of the universe is a vacuum. How can nature abhor it?”

He smiled. “Think about it. A vacuum tries to destroy itself. It sucks anything it can into it so it fills the absence.”

Mystique’s eyes widened. “A vacuum exists to try and make itself obsolete.”

“Yes,” Aden said with a smile. “In this case I’m not talking about space, I’m talking about the hole left behind when the Kesari were no longer around. Now anybody can create and sell black boxes for FTL travel if they know how. Every race, government, and company is scrambling to create new ways to harness the Aspartillian energy, whether it's for weapons, defense, or utilitarian purposes. The Kesari aren’t stepping on our backs and keeping us in check anymore.”

Mystique bounced up on her toes, hopping in excitement. “You think the UISTF wants to take over for them!”

Aden hesitated and then sighed. “Yes, it’s becoming more and more obvious.”

Mystique lowered her enthusiasm at his reaction. “This is the first I’ve heard of it and I keep informed of the latest happenings being reported across the private and public networks.”

“I’m not the first to realize it,” Aden said. “Terrans have led the UISTF since I shared what we knew about the Ampytheans with them. The other systems joined in but now they’re starting to pull back. First the Argosians and Quarnians, then the Lermians and Pyranosians. The Devikians are rumored to be splitting soon, and the Vagnosians are showing less and less interest in it now that they’ve secured increased trade and market share for their merchants.”

Mystique considered what Aden had told her and nodded slowly. “You are an excellent analyst.”

Aden chuckled. “I’ve never been called that before. Thank you... I think. Wait, who am I kidding? You’re like the smarted person around... anywhere. I’ll take any compliment you can give me.”

Mystique’s ruddy cheeks flushed. “I may have dual tasking abilities, but I lack experience. My imagination consists of random number generation weighted by statistical probabilities. This body is alive, in a sense, and I am self-aware and able to pass any tests that would designate me as an artificial intelligence, but I will never be a human... or a Kondoron, since that is the race I requested my body resemble.”

Aden glanced at her body. Kondoron’s looked very similar to humans, only petite. Mystique was tall for a Kondoron at almost one and a half meters. She had brown hair that reached to her waist done up in a braid and her skin was tanned with a hint of caramel to it.

“I think you’re doing just fine,” Aden said.

Mystique blushed again. “You should, I learned everything about fashion I could from your wife.”

Aden chuckled. “Twyf’s idea of fashion is how can she shock everyone and make them all want her.”

Mystique grinned and did a quick spin that made her filmy skirt flutter out and expose her thighs. “I only want one man to want me,” she said.

“From what I’ve seen, you’re doing a good job,” Aden said.

Mystique grinned for a moment and then let her smile fade. “We’re getting distracted. If you’re concerned about the UISTF, what are you going to do?”

Aden sighed. He felt the rush in his belly as Twyf woke up and glanced down at his station and noted that his shift was nearly over. He glanced over his shoulder even though he knew it would be a few minutes before she sought him out. He turned his attention back to Mystique to answer her question.

“I’m not sure, but I’ve been hearing about more and more incidents. The UISTF is falling apart. What remains are the hardcore faithful that want to control the galaxy. I think they mean well... but from what I’ve been hearing I might be wrong.”

Mystique did a quick search of the news feeds she’d cataloged and began to identify different reports, articles, and streams related to the UISTF. Her eyes widened as she reviewed one broadcast only a few days ago showing a Terran corporal that was disemboweled in retaliation for UISTF military actions against the local population. The rest of her fire team was brutally executed after her.

Mystique glanced at the holographic projector on the bridge and sent the stream to it so Aden could see it. When it finished she said in a hushed voice, “I did not know these events were related, that was terrible.”

Aden nodded. “It is... and then the UISTF retaliates and makes things worse. It’s going to keep escalating, I’m afraid.”

“Can’t you do something? Say something to them? Stop them from escalating it? You were there at the inception of the UISTF, you must have some influence on them.”

Aden shook his head. “I did maybe, back then. Now it’s grown beyond that. We’d pretty much parted ways with the Task Force before we helped you and Dominic. After what happened there it’s guaranteed were persona non grata.”

Another quick search returned not only the meaning of the phrase he’d used, but also a greater understanding of what he meant. She effected a gasp and said, “That’s terrible. All the things you’ve done for people... and to have them turn their backs on you.”

Aden shrugged. He felt the warmth in his chest building and smiled. The door opened to the bridge and Twyf walked in wearing one of her favored cultural outfits, a black sushuru that draped from shoulder to the narrowest part of her waist and barely covered one of her golden breasts. The fabric continued from the silver loop to hang across her hips and around her thigh just below her hip before returning back to the loop. The color contrasted with her golden skin and took Aden’s breath away.

“The people that matter I keep close to me,” Aden said while raising. He embraced his wife and they kissed.

“Gella,” Twyf breathed once their lips parted, speaking the Tassarian word for beloved. “I feel your sorrow through our krish. What’s wrong?”

Aden smiled at her. “Nothing now that you’re here. Misty and I were talking about the Task Force and how it’s falling apart.”

Twyf kissed him again. “Let them. If they insist on being greedy, let them fail.”

“I know... I’m not worried about them, I’m worried about the other people that will be hurt because of it.”

“I thought you had your important people with you?” Mystique asked.

Twyf rolled her eyes. “My gella doesn’t know how to stop caring for others.”

Mystique studied them closely, filing away huge amounts of data. “I’m envious of your krish.”

Twyf looked at her. “Why? You are bonded to Dominic. Or do you mean you’d like to join us sometime?”

Mystique blushed again and Aden coughed at the thought. Twyf loved teasing him and others— anyone, really— about having threesomes, foursomes, and more. She’d happily do it too, inhibitions and modesty were unknown among most Tassarians.

“Bonded, yes. I am alive because the essence of what I am made from came from him,” she explained. “But I cannot feel what he feels. The intimacy and openness of such a thing is something only a Tassarian and their mate can feel.”

“Not mate, gella,” Twyf corrected her. “There are many Tassarians that are mated to other species. There are almost none who’s mate is also their gella.”

“And yet there are two on this ship alone,” Mystique mused. “You two and then Seph and Sierra.”

Twyf smiled at the mention of her sister and her sister’s wife. “I’m sorry this troubles you.”

Mystique smiled and waved it away. “Don’t be. It is a beautiful thing. Envy is not jealousy. It serves to remind me how special you are and how special I must be, to be allowed to be a part of this crew and an extension of your family.”
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