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"The Danis system is remote and ignored for a reason," Tara reported over the comms. "The system has next to no worthwhile resources in it, other than the energy the sun is putting out. That would be valuable, but it's not close enough to any other systems to justify the logistics and transporting energy that could be gathered from it. Not for enough profit to make it worth it."

Nyx finished adjusting the armor on her new bodyguard, the slender but ferocious Likchan, Domina. She replied to her XO without needing to move her mouth, courtesy of the coprocessor she'd interfaced her prosthetic arm into. "What about that NHE claim?"

"Right, that," Tara said. "New Horizons Expeditions placed a preliminary colonization claim but that was almost a year ago. There hasn't been any chatter about it since then. I can't dig into their systems but Bex has pieced together bits and pieces of communications that lead me to believe it was a failed colony."

"Maybe not so failed," Nyx mused.

"The distress signal?" Domina asked.

"Right," Nyx said. She spoke out loud since she was right next to the woman. "Your suit is sealed up tighter than a virgin."

"Thank you, Captain," Domina said. "May I ask why you were able to detect the background signals of the lost civilization in the other solar system but not the distress signal until we arrived in the Danis system?"

"Of course," Nyx said. "Don't want to bore you with tech talk, but basically the background signal has been travelling for millions— maybe billions— of years. The distress signal hasn't been going that long. Even at the speed of light it would have taken years for it to cross the distance between systems."

"Whereas the warp tunnels let us pass between systems instantly," Domina said. "I understand. Thank you, Captain."

"Well, not instantly, but... yeah, close enough, Nyx said. Her eyes lost focus as her mind started down a new path.

"Nyx, Bex has pinpointed the signal. Want her to take us down?" Tara asked.

Nyx shook her head and filed her thought into her coprocessor to chew on in the background. "Fuck yeah I do. Let's go see if there's anybody left. And, hopefully, make sure they didn't find anything."

"Ruins of the civilization you spoke of, the Kektok?" Domina asked.

"Kektok was the system, not the people. They... well, it's best I don't say that name out loud. I know, I'm a fucking nut job, but as long as I'm the only one that can put a name to the people that makes it that much harder for some greedy dumbass out there to go and end up ruining the entire universe... like I almost did."

"Yeah, but you got all this cool new tech out of it," Tara said. "Not to mention me."

Nyx smirked. "In that case risking the safety of every living being in the universe was worth it!"

"Aww, you say the sweetest things, baby."

"Captain Baby to you," Nyx said.

"Oops, you'll have to punish me for that slip later."

Nyx saw Domina watching her and blushed. "Right... I'll, uh, do that."

"Jahn gave you the medicine to neutralize the effects of my pheromones, did you not administer it?" Domina asked.

"We did," Nyx said. "We haven't worked it out of our system yet though."

"Pfft, like that would matter," Tara outed her.

"What?" Nyx protested.

"With all due respect, Captain, you're a horny bitch," Tara said. "I've been scratching that itch of yours even before Domina came along and it doesn't stop."

Nyx smiled wistfully. She saw Domina watching her so she shrugged. "She's right. Some of my best ideas come to me while my legs are wrapped around—"

"Cap, it looks like the signal is coming from a mountaintop. Well, more like the side of a mountain, but halfway up."

Nyx frowned. "Why? Are they hoping to get a better signal up there?"

"There's a small shelf there. I read multiple heat sources but only two could be people... wait, maybe one. The other is cooler and... what the heck?"

"Tara?"

Tara hesitated before answering. "I'm not sure what this is, honestly. I can't get enough of a bio reading to identify it."

"That's not terrifying or anything," Nyx muttered. To Domina she said, "Be ready for anything."

The Rebexa began to vibrate under their feet. A low roar began to sound around them as the ship's shields and hull battled the planet's atmosphere.

"ETA is seven minutes," Tara announced.

Domina checked the rifle in her hands and nodded to Nyx.

"Copy that," Nyx said. She powered up the platform she and Domina would take once the cargo bay doors opened and waited. Seven minutes. A lot could happen in seven minutes. After those minutes were up even more could happen. Especially if whoever sent out the distress signal discovered or, star's forbid, deciphered some of the Etheros technology.

She gripped the rail tightly in her hands. So tight, in fact, that only the failsafe built into her prosthetic arm kept her from crushing the platform's railing in her fist.
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"We're holding over the plateau," Tara reported. "Looks like they've set up a primitive dwelling. A hut and a farm and a small pond. Looks like two people... Nyx, be careful, one of them looks heavily armored. The other is, um, naked."

Domina looked to Nyx and got a shrug in return. "Maybe they don't have any spare clothes... or maybe they've got some kinky sex thing going on."

"If the universe is truly infinite, then I suppose even that is possible," Domina offered.

Nyx smirked. "Let's not scare them too much? Keep the gun but lose the helmet, at least?"

Domina nodded and quickly removed her helmet. "As you wish, Captain."

"Thanks Tara, we'll check be careful," Nyx said and pressed the control to open the cargo bay doors. Domina had her rifle at her shoulder.

They swung out and away, leaving the platform floating in mid air on the technology Nyx had developed. She lowered the crate-like platform down, adjusting for the cross-wind and the thrusters of the Rebexa to keep it level and steady. She guided it across the plateau and landed on the ground just past a small orchard of alien trees.

Domina was the first over the railing. Nyx followed behind her and held her hands out, indicating she wanted to talk. Domina's hands were filled with her rifle, broadcasting a different story.

"Hell, I'm Nyx Bloom. This is Domina," Nyx called out to them. "This planet doesn't register as inhabited... I'm sorry, did we catch you at a bad time?"

The naked human woman stepped forward. "Bad time? Why... oh my— shit!"

The armored woman said, "Why don't you get dressed? I'll talk to them?"

The naked woman backed up and then asked her companion something too quiet for Nyx to hear over the wind and the Rebexa's thrusters. They spoke back and forth a moment before the armored women turned her attention back to Nyx and Domina. "One minute... sorry... we weren't expecting you."

"Then why broadcast a distress signal?" Domina asked.

Nyx grinned and shook her head. "Bad timing, I bet."

"Are you with the company? New Horizons Expeditions?"

"What? No. Just an independent," Nyx said. "I've been looking for something from one system to the next. My long range scans told me there might be something here I've been looking for, so I came and once we got close we picked up your distress signal."

"What are you looking for?" the woman asked.

"Mind telling me who you are, first?" Nyx countered.

"Oh, of course. My name is Alexis Murray and my... partner is Synthia Zhao. You  may call me Alex, but please call her Synthia."

Nyx frowned and glanced at Domina. "Um, okay. Well, Alex, there's an extraordinarily rare metal I've been looking for and I think I found it here, but it's to the southwest some. We came to your distress signal first."

"The southwest? How far?"

"Twenty of thirty kilometers I think. It's underground."

Alexis frowned. "I suggest you leave it where it is then. Our ship landed near there and all crew were lost save for us."

"My scans didn't pick up any signs of a derelict ship."

"It was torn apart and... well, we don't know what they did with it exactly."

Nyx straightened. "They? Who is they?"

"Bugs," Alexis said. "A colony of thousands of giant, man— and ship— eating bugs. They destroyed four walkers, three mechanized operators like myself, and our entire ship and its entire crew."

"Except for yourselves," Domina noted.

"Yes, we escaped and ran until we left their hunting range. We've been up here for nine local months."

Nyx had her cybernetics do the math on the fly so she could respond without missing a beat, "That's the better part of a standard year."

Alexis's eyes widened as they shifted to Nyx. "Yes. We feared no one would ever find us."

"Hey!" Synthia called out as she trotted back to join them wearing some dirty and worn utility overalls. She had a pistol holstered at her side as well. "Sorry about that, we'd just woken up. Not much to do in the winter up here. I'm Synthia, this is Alex. Boy, are you two a welcome sight!"

Alex turned to her and said, "They want to investigate what's under the bug hive."

Synthia's smile melted faster than an ice comet running into a star. "No... no you don't. They'll destroy you, your ship, and everything. I watched them eat the ship that brought us here!"

Nyx nodded. "All right. Why don't you two come on board and tell us more about these... bugs. I've got room for you and I'm happy to save you. I promise I won't risk the Rebexa or any of us dealing with them either."

Alexis and Synthia shared a look. Synthia turned back and asked, "Are you the captain?"

"Captain and owner of the Rebexa," Nyx said. "She may not look like much, but trust me, you won't find another ship like her in the universe."

"Is that good or bad?" Alexis asked.

Domina hissed a laugh beside Nyx.

Nyx ignored her newest crewmember and motioned them forward. "It's good, I promise. Come on, the lift can carry all four of us."

"Even me?" Alexis asked.

Nyx studied the mechanized operator. "Two twenty five, plus or minus twenty kilos?"

"Two oh five," Alexis corrected her.

"I could carry you and another four or five. Well, not me, personally, but my lift can."

"Oh, okay," Alexis said.

Nyx glanced past them at the crude hut. "Do you have anything you need to get?"

The two woman looked to each other again before Synthia said, "I'll miss Duster and Needle the most, but I'm not bringing them with me."

"More survivors?" Nyx wondered.

"No, Duster is one of the cliff rats that got friendly with us up here. Needle is the snakefish that checked me out in the pond and decided I wasn't good to eat."

Domina glanced at the pond and Nyx said. "Oh... all right. All aboard then, you ladies look like you could use a good meal!"

"Fuck yes we could!" Synthia agreed. "Oops, sorry... we've been alone a long time."

Nyx grinned and motioned them back to the lift. She kept glancing at Alexis now that she knew what she was. She had a few more threads running in her cybernetics chasing down possibilities based on the inspiration the cyborg provided her. "I think we're going to get along just fine."

The two survivors held hands as the lift rose. They floated smoothly back into the hold of the Rebexa to find another woman waiting for them. This one was a tall Zendari woman with a medical scanner in her hand. She met them as soon as they stepped off the lift and began scanning them straightaway.

Nyx noticed Synthia was fighting back tears. "Are you okay?" she asked her softly.

Synthia nodded but didn't speak. She swallowed, but that was as much as she could managed.

Alexis saw her partner's trouble and spoke for her. "We hoped... but never expected to actually be rescued."

"Oh! Well, you are!" Nyx said with as much cheer as she could muster. "It might be a little bit until I can get you back to a human station or find another New Horizons ship, but you're welcome to stay as long as you like. I have cabins to spare. This is Jahn'Kar, the ship's doctor. Between the five of us there's only one other person on the ship, Tara, and she's probably busy discovering something new and amazing in the field of exobiology."

Synthia nodded. Her jaw moved a little but she ended up shaking her head and reaching out and grabbing Nyx by the shoulders. She pulled her in for a hug and let the tears rush down her cheeks.

"We're in no hurry to return to a company ship or a human system, Captain," Alexis said while Synthia clung to Nyx. "I won't hug you, but I will say thank you. I— we— are you in your debt."

Nyx smiled over the shoulder of the woman clinging to her. "Good, then why don't you two get settled in and see if there's anything else we can help you with? Clothing, food, any technical help? When you're comfortable and ready we'll talk about the bugs.

Synthia shuddered and let Nyx go. Her cheeks flushed and she nodded. "Sorry, I... I've only been rescued once before, I'm not very good at this."

The gathered women laughed. Nyx turned to the Zendari and said, "Jahn, if they're okay can you show them to some rooms so they can rest a bit?"

"One room," Synthia blurted out. She slipped her hand in Alex's and said, "She's my girlfriend, we only need one room."

Alexis looked at Synthia and smiled.

"Oh," Nyx said. "That's good... I was worried I was going to have to warn you about the XO."

"Why? What's wrong with her?" Alexis asked.

"Wrong with her? Absolutely nothing. She's only the most beautiful woman in the universe and if any of you tried to steal her from me, I'd have to space you is all," Nyx said. She winked at them and added. "I'm kidding... maybe. It's never happened before though. Oh! Jahn, make sure they get inoculated too."

"Inoculated?" Synthia asked. "We've had all our shots."

Air hissed through Domina's thin nostrils.

"Not against D-funk, you haven't, " Nyx said.

"D-funk?" both women repeated.

"It's a long story," Jahn'Kar said. "Don't worry, you'll be fine. I've almost come up with a cure for Domina too."

"A cure for me? Why do I need to be cured?" Domina asked.

"So your pheromones stop having an effect on people around you," Jahn'Kar said.

"That... might be wise."

"Yes, it would be," Nyx agreed. She looked at the two survivors and said, "Ladies, I'll let you get situated. I'm going to go over the data we've got and talk to my XO, then we can chat later. Perhaps over dinner? Then we'll decide what comes next."

Alexis and Synthia looked to each other. Alexis turned back first and said, "We look forward to it, Captain."
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"X— Oh!" Nyx cooed as Tara met her at the door to the bridge.

They clung to each other while their lips squished and slid against each other. When Tara finally backed away Nyx was gasping for breath and fighting to make sense of what just happened. Instead of finding an answer she just grinned.

"I heard what you said," Tara explained. "When you warned them to stay away from me."

"Oh, that."

"Yes, that. I never thought I'd like being claimed as property."

"You're not property... you're just... well... you're mine," Nyx said. "So, I guess, in a sense, maybe you are."

"I'm happy to be yours," Tara agreed and gave her another quick kiss. "But you're mine too, you know."

"Somehow you invented a new metal with no weight and unbreakable strength," Nyx said.

Tara stared at her. "What are you talking about?"

"The ball and chain on me? It's very comfortable."

Tara rolled her eyes. "You're too much!"

Nyx winked at her. "Come on, let's get up to a safer orbit. I'm dying to go over the scans."

"I've been studying these bugs they mentioned. They're... something else, all right."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, the planet has some pretty impressive interference. It really limits standard scans, but you gave Bex a boost that helped me get some more data. I've been able to locate some of the, um, bugs, and tried to focus on them. I'm not even sure what all I'm seeing in them. Their genetic makeup doesn't match with anything known. I'd need a physical sample to map them and understand them."

"Our new guests say that's a very bad idea," Nyx said. She worked her way past Tara to her seat and climbed up into it. "I made them a promise too, so we can't go and grab one right away."

"We shouldn't," Tara agreed. "They're all gathered together. We'd trigger the entire nest and it sounds like that would be a very bad idea."

"If they can really eat a ship, fuck yeah it is," Nyx agreed. "Do you really think they can do that?"

"Based on what I've seen so far of them... maybe? Their exoskeletons are loaded full of...well... metallic compounds. Sort of. They're super dense and flooded with molecules that would be metallic if they were aligned properly to form metallic bonds and form positive ions."

"Like layered armor?"

Tara stared into space for a moment. "Sort of. Not exactly, since it isn't layered, per se, but the connecting tissue would serve a similar purpose. So yes, I guess it is like that."

Nyx nodded. "That's pretty fucking ingenious."

"Not pretty though."

Nyx laughed. "No, but next to you nothing is pretty."

Tara blushed. "Stop it!"

The captain grinned at her.

"So anyhow... their shells are full of this crap, making them super hard to kill, and that means their claws and teeth are too. That gives them the strength to cut and tear metal."

"Then they eat it and, I'm guessing, break it down into tiny little molecules that get redistributed to help them grow and get stronger."

Tara nodded and then gasped. She picked up the theorizing, "Except whatever it's broken down into isn't living tissue, so they don't have to maintain it, just the connecting tissues. So that saves them on a metabolic scale. Wow, that's.... evolutionary."

"You're going to want one of these on a table, aren't you?" Nyx asked.

Tara nodded. "Oh yeah. A dead one though. These buggers can probably chew through just about anything and I don't want it eating any of us or the ship."

Nyx nodded. "No promises, but..."

Tara blinked her eyes repeatedly and stuck out her lip. "Even for me?"

Nyx sighed. "We're both women! You're not supposed to be able to use that on me! It shouldn't even work!"

"But baby..."

Nyx sighed. "I'll see what I can do. I have to find out about that signal. It's still here, so something is still active. It has to be stopped."

Tara's smile faded. "I understand. That's more important than any bug."

"I'm sorry... but yeah, it is. If somebody else were to find it and decipher it, then it would infect— well, you know what would happen."

"It would destroy any civilization it comes in contact with that has technology advanced enough to understand it."

Nyx nodded. "Yes. The universe would be set back thousands of years. Tens of thousands in some cases. Any advanced species... gone. Genocide on a galactic scale."

Tara shuddered.

Nyx smiled. "Then there's Alexis."

Tara blinked. "The cyborg?"

"Uh huh."

"Oh no, I know that grin... you want to upgrade her, don't you?"

"Oh baby, do I ever!" Nyx giggled. "I can do sooo much for her!"

"Because you can do it, doesn't mean you should do it."

"Oh hush, she'll want this."

"Nyx..."

"What? I'm not going to force her. I'll just show her. Then... trust me, she'll want it."

"Then what?"

Nyx blinked. "What do you mean?"

"Say you upgrade her. Make her all new and shiny and... whatever. Then what? If she goes back to NHE they'll reverse engineer her and all your tech will be theirs. Or maybe she goes somewhere else, people will be all over here trying to do the same thing. She'll end up dead or on the run."

Nyx's grin faded and then turned to a scowl. "You're a real buzz kill, you know that?"

"Honey, I'm just keeping you grounded. You're brilliant, Nyx. Brighter than the brightest star... but everybody else is still plain old flawed humans. Well, humans and Zendarians and Dextans and Likchans and... you get the idea. They'll want to know what you know. They'll want to be able to do what you do... and they won't want anyone else to know how to do it so they can make a profit off it."

"Yeah, I know. People suck."

"If you ask nicely, so do I."

Nyx snickered. "I don't even have to ask."

Tara sighed for effect. "Guilty, as charged, but only because I know you like it so much."

"Maybe she'll want to stick with us?" Nyx mused.

"We're getting kind of full," Tara said. "Still some empty cabins but..."

"I know, trust me, I know," Nyx said. "Still, it could work out too. Let's see, Bex, tell me about Synthia and Alexis, of New Horizons Expeditions. Who are these ladies and what kind of skills do they have— other than surviving a disaster that wiped out the rest of their ship's crew?"
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“I’m going to need a bigger galley,” Nyx mused. Tara was sitting on her right and Domina on her left. That left Jahn across the table from her. Alexis and Synthia stood awkwardly just inside the doorway.

“This is fine,” Synthia said. “We, um, can stand.”

“I’d probably break a chair anyhow,” Alexis offered with a smile.

Nyx snorted. “Hardly. I designed these chairs to handle a lot more.”

“You designed these?” Alexis asked as she looked at a chair.

“Table, chairs, and more,” Nyx confirmed.

“So you’re an engineer?” Synthia asked.

“By hobby. By trade I’m a scrapper.”

Tara laughed. “She’s being modest.”

“And this is Tara, the ship’s XO and my girlfriend,” Nyx introduced her.

“Pleasure to meet you, Tara,” Synthia said.

“It is,” Alexis agreed. “We’ve heard good things about you.”

“Mostly threats, if I know my Captain,” Tara teased.

Alexis smiled.

“So this is everyone?” Synthia asked.

Nyx nodded. “Ye—”

“No,” Jahn’Kar interrupted. “Andari, remember?”

Nyx’s eyes widened. “Oh shit! I did forget! How terrible of me... Yes, Andari, she’s recovering from an accident.”

“Accident my ass,” Tara said.

“Tara!” Nyx hissed.

“Be honest with them,” Tara said.

Nyx scowled. “I’m not lying... just... that was before we met them.”

“It’s all right,” Alexis offered. “Sounds like it’s none of our business, whatever it is. We’re here at your discretion, after all. Anything’s better than being trapped on that planet for the rest of our lives.”

Synthia nodded and brushed her hand against Alexis’s metal fingers.

“No, she’s right,” Nyx admitted with a heavy sigh. “Andari was injured helping to fight off a mutiny.”

“A mutiny?” Synthia squeaked.

“I’m not sure you can call it a mutiny—” Tara began before Domina interrupted her.

“I tried to take control of the ship so we could capture a Dextan slave ship and make it our own,” Domina admitted. “Instead we encountered a Dextan Cruiser and my boarding party was quickly overrun. Jahn and I escaped and Nyx allowed us to stay.”

Alexis and Synthia stared at Domina and then turned to look at each other. They turned back, both mirroring obvious concern in their expressions.

“That’s a worst-case way of looking at it,” Tara said to disarm the situation. “We rescued Domina, Jahn, and many others from a derelict Dextan slave ship—”

“Derelict due to a rebellion we started,” Domina added.

Tara rolled her eyes. “Andari was one of the Dextan guards. She’d been taken prisoner. Anyhow, we rescued them and they looked to Domina as their leader because she was a champion in the Dextan fighting league. Another woman, a Voluminari named Morgos, was her second in command. Morgos was also very ambitious.”

“You weren’t ambitious?” Alexis asked the Likchan. “To have become a champion you must have been.”

“I was... confused,” Domina admitted.

“Confused?” Alexis asked.

“Let me finish and you’ll understand,” Tara scolded.

Alexis clamped her mouth shut and nodded for her to continue.

“Morgos talked the other gladiators and Domina into the plan. They tried it out and split up. Domina wasn’t really interested but she had no options that she knew of. When her unit was nearly wiped out, she retreated. The others did not and paid the price.

“During the mutiny Andari was hurt— a total accident. Nyx was able to keep her alive until Jahn and Domina returned, then Jahn stabilized and saved her,” she continued. “Afterwards, Domina came clean about everything and vowed to serve Nyx until she’d paid her debt for saving her life twice over.”

Alexis studied Domina before speaking. “I know about the Dextan gladiatorial league. It’s illegal in most systems, but matches are still broadcast and those, at least, aren’t. If you were a champion, you’re a very dangerous person.”

Domina smiled at her. “Thank you.”

“So, one happy crew,” Nyx said. “I did some research on you two as well. Earlier, before dinner. I couldn’t find much since we’re pretty fucking remote out here, but enough. Alexis, you’re a mechanized operator. That means there’s more ‘cyb’ than ‘org’ in there, right?”

Alexis considered what Nyx said and smirked. “That’s right. Head, neck, heart, and lungs. And the heart and lungs are optional for short periods of time too.”

Nyx nodded and rolled her fingers on her cybernetic hand against the tabletop. “Were you injured or something? Sick?”

“Definitely something,” Alexis said. “My body was fine; I just didn’t want it anymore.

“You didn’t want it?” Tara sputtered.

“My plan was after I finished my service with New Horizons I’d either transplant into a more utilitarian body or, if we got lucky and scored a good colony, get a top of the line one. Maybe even organic... but I really don’t miss my old one. About the only thing I miss is being able to feel some things.”

“Some things?” Nyx asked. Her eyes went to Synthia, causing the woman to blush.

“Yes, that,” Alexis admitted. She looked at her embarrassed partner and smiled.

Synthia groaned.

Nyx nodded. “Got it. Synthia, I was able to find a little more about you. An engineer specializing in weaponry?”

Synthia blew out a breath and eagerly embraced a change in topic. “Yes. I’ve always had a thing for big guns. Maybe I’m compensating for not having a penis or something?”

Nyx snorted and Tara choked.

“No gun of my own so why not try to make others bigger and better?” she continued.

Nyx cleared her throat. “Well... that’s something. It turns out the Rebexa could really use some help in the armaments department.”

“Oh yeah? What does she have now?” Synthia asked.

“A mining laser on her crane,” Nyx said.

“Wait, if you went up against a Dextan cruiser...” Alexis said.

“Bombs,” Tara explained.

“Bombs?”

“Guided mines. Bombs. Torpedoes. Whatever you want to call them,” Nyx said. “I designed them. I released them around the cruiser and we got the hell away before I detonated them.”

Synthia gawked at her.

“I’m surprised you made it to a safe range,” Alexis said.

“All part of my design,” Nyx said.

“Mind if I had a look at one?” Synthia asked.

Nyx smiled. “I do, actually. But we might be able to reach an accommodation.”
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