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Chapter 1

Aden stared out one of the two large and undamaged windows at the front of the Uma’s lounge. The lounge had once been luxurious and stately, or so he’d been told. By the time he’d joined Meshelle’s crew of mercenaries and come aboard her sister’s ship, it had been converted from a space yacht to a heavily customized troop transport. The lounge had been left mostly alone, but that mindset was maintained when it came to fixing and maintaining the ship.

Even that was nothing compared to the state of the bow lounge now. The couches, chairs, and tables were torn apart and broken. Anything not bolted down had either been sucked into space or been flung across the room when space debris and enemy fire pierced the armored plates over the many windows.

“Don’t think I’m doing your job for you,” Amber, Aden’s only other human companion on the ship, said.

He jerked his gaze around to look at the blond-haired woman and nodded. “Yeah, sorry. Spaced out there.”

“No, the space is out there,” she said with a nod towards the window he’d been looking through. On the other side of the transparent tyranium alloy window, a swirling cloud of gas and light showed the distant wormhole that they’d been sucked through. “And unless you’d rather be out sifting through space junk looking for something Chuck can use to repair the Uma, you’d better get your head on straight in here.”

“Yeah, I will,” Aden said. “I mean I am. It’s just...what did we do?”

She snorted. “You were there. Your guess is as good as mine.”

“I know. But aren’t you curious? Worried? We were out of it for six days. A lot could have happened!”

“A lot did happen,” Amber admitted. “Janna was ready to give up on us and we’re lucky the Uma was shot up so bad she couldn’t leave us behind.”

“I don’t think she’d leave her sister.”

Amber raised an eyebrow. “They may be bound by blood and honor, but Vagnosians cut their losses when they have to.”

“Fine,” he conceded. “That’s not the point though. Twyf and Chuck both agreed that they saw the energy, but neither could explain what it was. Chuck’s been struggling around the clock to figure it out, but he can’t because he has to fix the Uma. I’ve been trying to help, but there’s been so much work. Today’s only the second day I haven’t had to catch some sleep in my suit just to function.”

“Don’t expect a pity party from me.”

Aden sighed. “Stop it. You know me better than that!”

“Then why aren’t you picking shit up in here?” she snapped.

Aden pointed at the wormhole. “Because of that. Because that green-skinned woman, the Oracle of Ampythea, said we’d unlocked the gates and returned Aspartillian energy to the universe. That had to be what we saw, but we couldn’t measure it. Why not? What is it going to do to the universe? To us? Starbirth! We were right next to it!”

“I feel fine,” Amber said. “Better than fine, in fact. We’d been shot up and pumped full of meds in our suits, but we came out of it without a scratch. Even Garf, and he was as close to the Devikian land of milk and honey as one of those ground pounders can get.”

“Lucky for us the Criknids weren’t healed too. All we had left was harsh language and bad breath.”

Amber chuckled. “Dead is dead. Nobody’s figured out how to fix that yet.”

Aden glanced out the window and looked down instead of up. The blue and green world beneath them spun in place. “I still can’t believe what happened,” he said.

“You’re stalling. We just went over this,” Amber snapped. “Or are you daydreaming about the Oracle’s massive boobs again?”

Aden chuckled. “No, not that. I mean...they were massive, weren’t they?”

“Not natural,” Amber agreed. “Gravity should have had those things pointing at her toes, not the sky. Or at least hanging to her knees. Those things would have smothered a man alive. Besides, Twyf’s got more than enough to keep you busy.”

Aden nodded as he thought of his beautiful Tassarian lover. Or mate. Or whatever they were. It was serious, especially to Twyf, but he wasn’t sure he understood just how serious.

“Not to mention if Seph catches you checking out other women, she’s likely to tie you up and dump you in a tub full of flesh-eating snails.”

Aden grimaced and shook his head, chasing the threat of the carnivorous Tassarian mosanryk snails and the half-naked alien woman out of his mind. “I was talking about her encouragement to ransack the world and take anything we wanted. It seemed disrespectful.”

“According to her, all the people were dead. The Criknids and Kesari killed off the entire species, remember? Spoils of war, if you ask me. Or salvage, if you prefer.”

“You’re a pirate,” Aden accused.

She shrugged. “Tell yourself whatever you need to. We find a buyer for some of the artifacts we found and hopefully it’ll cover the damages and supplies we used and we can all still make some credits out of this.”

Aden hesitated and shook his head. “I think we did a lot more than that. From what she said, it sounds like Meshelle changed the very universe when she put that crystal on the pedestal.”

“We’re still here and things still work the way we expect them to,” Amber said. “Can’t have changed too much.”

“I hope you’re right,” Aden mused. He sighed again and looked at the mess around them. They’d made a dent in it, but hours of cleanup remained. After that came the repair work, if they had supplies enough to fix the damages.

The PA system in the ship chimed, drawing their attention. “All crew, stand ready,” Janna’s voice warned. “We’re going to re-enter that wormhole in less than thirty minutes. Finish up your tasks and find a secure place.”

Aden and Amber met each other’s gaze. “Ready for this?” he asked her.

She dropped the broken piece of chair she held. “Sure. We know what to expect this time.”

Aden swallowed and smiled back. Their last trip through the wormhole had been weird, but safe enough. The visual effects as the light seemed to stretch and slow had been just that: a brief visual side effect. What he was worried about was what they were going to find on the other side of the wormhole. Would it be a fleet of Kesari and Criknid waiting for them? Or would there be nothing but a universe that none of them recognized?


Chapter 2

Aden stopped and waited for the door to the bridge to slide open. Meshelle, Janna, Twyf, and Tosc looked back at him. He stepped in, his armored boots clanking on the metal floor as he moved behind Janna’s chair to stand closer to Twyf at the sensor station.

Janna’s serpentine tendrils her race called hair twisted around itself as she watched him. “This your idea of a secure place?”

“Are you expecting trouble?” Meshelle asked.

“I am,” Aden said. “I’ve got no idea what’s waiting for us on the other side of that wormhole. Fluvulis beat us here last time, remember? Doesn’t that mean he knew where it was before we did?”

“Captain, Chuck did say we were moving through the dark faster than we’d ever gone before,” Twyf said.

“By a factor of ten,” Aden added. He caught the smile from his girlfriend and winked back at her. Her lips parted into a full grin that dazzled him. Twyf was naturally hairless like all Tassarians and blessed with skin the color of burnt gold. Unlike her more athletic blue-skinned sister, she possessed the curves of a voluptuous courtesan and was eager to put them to use with him.

“The Terran’s right,” Tosc announced from his position at the pilot’s station. His fox-like lips lifted in what might have been a sneer or a smile. In either case, he bared enough sharp teeth to prove that Lermians were natural predators. “But it’s too late to do anything about it.”

“Too late? Why?” Meshelle snapped.

“We don’t have enough fuel to burn out of the wormhole’s gravity well,” he said. “We can use the black box for FTL travel, but our thrusters don’t have enough left to do much more than let us dock at a station, and that’s supposing we use ion engines for subluminal travel.”

“This is ridiculous,” Meshelle snapped. Her hair tendrils curled up at the tips to show her agitation. “If we do run into anyone, we don’t have enough fuel to maneuver and fight.”

“The shuttle?” Twyf asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” Janna said. “The shuttle’s fuel tanks are too small. They wouldn’t make a drop in the Uma’s.”

“I know that,” Twyf said. “But there’s another gun. You know, just in case.”

Aden’s lip curled up in a grin. He caught Twyf’s sparkling pale golden eyes with his. “You’re lucky I’m already crazy about this amazing woman or I would be all over you.”

Twyf’s smooth brow furrowed and her eyes rounded. She relaxed and laughed a minute later. “No, I think she’s the lucky woman.”

Aden opened his mouth but Janna spoke before he could. “Meshelle, new rule. No more hookups between people working together. They’re making me sick.”

“Hey!” Aden protested.

Twyf gasped and turned to face the captain. “Captain, we don’t technically work together. Aden works for Meshelle; I work for you.”

Janna scowled and turned to Meshelle. “Get someone in that gun. Maybe loverboy here?”

“Kessoc,” Meshelle said. “He’s probably the next best ship gunner after me.”

Janna grunted and activated the Uma’s PA system. “Kessoc, get your suit on and report to the shuttle as gunner. Everyone else, suit up. We’re not expecting trouble, but we don’t know who, or what, might be waiting for us on the other side of the wormhole. You’ve got...four minutes, give or take.”

“Four minutes?” Twyf hissed. She glanced down at the loose one-shoulder purple dress she wore. The toga style dress left one well-rounded breast on display, save that the Tassarian’s modesty was preserved by the silver bodywear she’d sprayed on herself as underclothing and to keep her skin moist.

“Can you gear up in four minutes?” Meshelle asked. “Because if you can’t, don’t bother; you’ll be needed afterwards.”

“No way Kessoc can get his suit on and get there,” Aden snapped. “I have to do it.”

“You any good as a gunner?”

Aden shrugged. “Never tried outside of sims and games. Better than no gunner at all, though.”

Meshelle snorted.

“Go,” Janna snapped. She reopened the ship-wide comm system and said, “Kessoc, belay the shuttle order.”

“Go!” Meshelle snapped.

Aden stiffened and glanced at Twyf. She bit her lip and nodded. “Be safe.”

Aden grinned. “First time for everything.”

Twyf groaned as he turned and jogged across the bridge as fast as his heavy armor would allow. He careened off the wall in the hallway and headed for the lift. It dropped two floors to the sublevels with the hatchway to the shuttle mounted on the underside of the Uma.

Aden emerged from the lift and checked the clock in his helmet. He was just under the three-minute mark. Rather than waste breath on cursing, he pushed ahead and clunked down the hall to the hatch that led down to the shuttle. 

Aden dropped into the co-pilot’s seat of the shuttle with twenty seconds to spare. He didn’t need to check his clock to know; he could feel the effects of the wormhole already. Colors were off and things were beginning to not look right. He fought against the confusion and ignored Janna’s drawn-out voice over the PA system as she announced their pending interstellar leap.

With less than ten seconds to go, Aden squeezed his eyes shut and moved on memory. He fumbled with the restraints and then felt the satisfying click as the latches closed. He returned his hands to the console and held them against it. He’d switched the ship’s consoles on and cycled power to the pulsed particle cannon. There were several steps left, but they would have to wait. Even the darkness of his eyelids was beginning to shimmer.

Aden tried to pull in a final gasping breath but the universe dissolved around him. He floated, everywhere and nowhere for an eternal heartbeat out of time. His mind expanded to the edges of the horizon and beyond, teasing him with an awareness so vast it was impossible to understand.

Aden grunted as he crashed back into reality and fell forward against his restraints. He lifted his head up, panting from the sudden hammering of his heart, and stared out the windows of the shuttle’s cockpit. The running lights of the Uma lit the space above and ahead of him, reminding him of phantom memories that skittered away into nothingness as soon as he reached for them. A vast star field lay before him. The Ampythean planet and the halo of orbiting debris was gone, light-years behind them now on the other side of the wormhole.

He turned his head to the right and saw one of the three stars that orbited around the wormhole. A glance to his left revealed a second star. Behind him and the wormhole, he knew, orbited the third. Aden shook his head and clamped his mouth shut. He swallowed the drool that had gathered in his mouth. He had to snap out of it!

Aden forced his tingling fingers to finish arming the turret and then flipped on the sensor suite. He frowned at the readings. There was too much interference from the three stars and wormhole; the shuttle’s simple sensors were useless. Sure, he could filter it out with enough time and focus, but he was short on both.

Aden pressed the transmit button on the comm system and mumbled, “Shuttle sensors are screwy. You guys got anything?”

“Aden,” Twyf breathed. “You’re okay!”

“Sensors are messed up,” he repeated.

“I’ll patch you in to ours,” she said. “They’re clearing up the farther we get from the wormhole. I’m not reading any contacts.”

“No bad guys?”

Twyf laughed. “No bad guys.”

Aden’s thoughts continued to sharpen as he studied the scanner system. Janna’s voice played through the speakers a few moments later. “All hands, stand down. We’ve got a slow ion burn until we charge up the black box and go superluminal again. Congratulations, we’re the only people in the universe to survive two trips through a wormhole. Grab some chow or a few minutes’ rest, then get back to repairs.”

Aden waited a moment, surprised at her abrupt sign-off. He shrugged and turned his attention back to the scanners again. It bothered him that the shuttle’s sensors were screwed up. That didn’t make sense to him. He popped the seal on his helmet and placed it in the pilot’s seat before he disconnected the Uma’s feed and tapped into the controls of the system.

Aden tried to filter through the noise, searching for patterns to eliminate the worst of it first. He spent several minutes before the sound of a foot scuffing the floor behind him broke through his math-induced focus.

Aden twisted in the chair, one arm raised up in case Seph had finally decided to smash his skull open for sleeping with her sister. Twyf froze and stared at him, her eyes wide and lips parted.

“Twyf!” Aden gasped and lowered his arm. “I’m sorry...you startled me!”

“I wanted to surprise you,” she said. “Not startle.”

Aden chuckled. “I was trying to figure out why the sensors were screwed up. What brings you down here?”

“I was going to do the same,” she offered. She winked and reached up to slide the strap of her dress off her shoulder. It slithered down her body and pooled at her feet, leaving her encased from neck to toe in the second skin of the sprayed-on bodywear. “Or so the captain thinks.”

Aden grinned. They hadn’t had any time alone together since before they’d landed on the planet and nearly died. “Oh? Good idea, not getting that fancy dress dirty.”

Her golden skin flushed a darker caramel. “Well, if you’ve already got it figured out, maybe we could do something else?”

Aden nodded. “Close enough,” he agreed. He tried to lurch forward and grunted as the restraints kept him secure in the seat.

Twyf giggled and stepped forward to help him fumble with the releases on his seat. Once he was free, they moved on to dismantling the armor and leaving it in a pile in the cockpit. Finally free, Aden grabbed her and pulled her to him. He crushed her against him and felt the pliant bodywear rubbing his clothing. Their lips met and he marveled at how she opened herself up and showed her desire through her lips and tongue.

The bodywear was resilient once it dried and formed. Most people used it as a convenient source of clothing that they could stretch out and loosen. For most people, the instant clothing could even be cleaned and worn again.

Aden’s fingers left Twyf’s clothing no chance for a second use. He ripped it and feasted on the delectable bits of flesh revealed beneath. Twyf urged him on, moaning and using her hands in his hair to guide him. Aden was an apt and willing student until Twyf cried out his name and begged for more.

He rose up, a primal hunger in his eyes. Their lips met again before he settled his weight against her and guided himself into her welcoming embrace. The shuttle was soon echoing their pants and moans.


Chapter 3

Aden scuffed his feet across the floor as he walked into the port engine room. Chuck kept his head down but the Argossian rose from sitting on one hip so that he supported himself on three legs and used his fourth to continue working on the machine on his low workbench. Aden studied the equipment the engineer was tinkering with and knelt down beside the table to get a better look at it.

Chuck finished connecting the trace on the circuit board and glanced up at Aden. The small but bright light built into the headband the blue-skinned alien wore blinded Aden and made him cry out and raise his arms to block them.

“Sorry,” Chuck grunted as he reached up and turned the lights off. “Forgot I had them on.”

Aden shook his head, trying to make the spots in his eyes go away. After a few blinks he could see again. “I’m okay. What’s this?”

“Working on a module to hook into the Uma’s sensor package,” he said. “Want to get it done before we come out of the dark.”

Aden frowned. The black box had charged in a tenth of the time it usually did for the course they planned back to a civilized solar system. By all accounts, they were traveling faster than usual, too. Nearly ten times as fast, the same as when they’d used the map in the Ampythean crystal to guide them to the wormhole in the first place. “You mean the background noise? I thought that was because of the wormhole? Didn’t Twyf already filter that out?”

“That noise wasn’t there before,” Chuck said. “It means something.”

“You mean that Aspartillian energy or radiation or whatever the Oracle called it?”

Chuck nodded. “Yeah, that.”

“But I thought we couldn’t measure it?”

“We couldn’t.”

Aden’s eyes narrowed. “You found it?”

The Argossian shrugged his thick shoulders. “Not yet. I’m still looking. It’s radiation, though, and we were flooded with it. There must be some of it trapped in the ship and in our bodies still. You guys especially—you were right next to it.”

Aden nodded and considered Chuck’s words. “We can’t measure it, but it’s interfering with our sensors until we clear it out. But what we filter isn’t this missing energy, it’s something else.”

“Right. Normal wavelengths that have been shifted or skewed. The Aspartillian energy is interacting with them.”

“So it’s there,” Aden agreed. “Have you been trying to figure out a way to see it based on those interactions? Maybe observe photons and look for interactions?”

Chuck smiled, exposing his thick teeth suited for chewing the plant-based diet Argossians preferred. “That’s what got me thinking about it. Not photons, ions. Our ion drives were operating at one hundred fifty percent efficiency. Been trying to catch something ever since—that’s what this is. Should give me a data stream of observed particles so I can try to refine it into something we can use to start finding the Aspartillian wavelengths.”

“Wait.” Aden held up a hand and stared at the equipment on the bench. He didn’t see anything in particular, but the lack of movement helped his thoughts focus as he chased an idea in his head. “It’s on all wavelengths, isn’t it?”

Chuck’s ape-like brow furrowed. “What?”

“Well, if it’s interacting with our sensors, the ion drives, and even giving our black box a boost, isn’t it on all wavelengths? Neutrinos and tachyon particles pass through other objects. Light is unphased by different radiation. They’re on different wavelengths, meaning they don’t interact. This new energy is interacting with everything, isn’t it? Well, not photons, since we can see things normally enough.”

Chuck grunted. “Probably photons too—there’s just so damn many of them we don’t realize it.”

“Good point.”

The Argossian nodded again. “I like where you’re going with this,” he said.

“I’m a couch astrophysicist at best,” Aden mumbled. “You’re the one doing the real magic here.”

The Argossian laughed. “Thought you guys said that Oracle let the magic loose into the universe? It’s only magic until I can find it and figure out how to use it, then it’s the same as everything else. I’d best hurry, though. At our current rate, we’ve only got a couple of days left until we drop out of the dark. I’d better get back to work. Did you need something?”

Aden rose. “Just wanted to see if there was anything else with the Uma I could work on. We’ve got the lounge cleaned up and there’s not much more we can fix without needing to be docked at a station. Bridge needs to be worked on and opened up. Nobody’s going to want to be up there while that’s going on.”

Chuck shook his head. “Not much else to do inside except cleaning and maintenance.”

“I’ll check into that.”

“Get some rest if you can. We’ve all been running in the red for weeks now. I won’t tell the captain if you don’t.”

Aden smirked and tossed the engineer a sloppy salute on his way out of the engine room. He made it all the way back to the lounge before he ran into Seph. She stiffened and slowed her walk.

He noted the skintight bodysuit she wore. It wasn’t unusual for her to wear something like that; both Seph and her sister favored tight clothing that protected their delicate skin. Seph’s outfit, black trimmed with blue a few shades darker than her skin, was designed for movement as well as fashion. “Going to work out?”

Seph’s eye narrowed. She smiled, her dark blue lips pressed into a thin line that didn’t reach her eyes. “Want to spar with me?”

“Only if you promise not to take it easy on me,” he teased. “Just because your sister and I are—”

“Don’t worry,” she snapped, interrupting him. “I won’t.”

Aden grinned and fell in behind her. He did feel tired around the edges, almost like his body was primed but his mind was drifting in a fog. He shook his head and chased the mists away. Sparring with Seph was not something he dared to try while he was distracted. He was twice her size, but that never slowed her down. Quite the opposite, in fact; she was faster than air rushing out a hole in the hull.

She led the way into the small gym that had been put back in order the day before. Garf was lifting weights and ignored them at first. Aden counted the three hundred kilos on the bar. He knew the Devikian was only just getting started. Tosc was locked in the simtrainer, working through either a hunt or a randomly generated battle. He wore a virtual reality helmet and was moving on the multi-directional belt.

“Hey!”

The pitch of Seph’s voice made Aden jerk to the side even as he turned to watch a blur slip past his cheek. He stumbled away, putting distance between himself and the Tassarian and threw up his hands. “A little warning?”

She danced away from him and onto the mats tied together on the floor. “Plasma doesn’t warn you!”

“You’re a treat,” Aden said while he stretched his neck and bounced his shoulders. “But you’re not that hot.”

Seph scowled and gestured at him with her fingers. “Let’s see if you’re everything the Oracle said you were.”

Garf grunted and sat up on the bench. He leaned forward on his massive forearms and watched the two of them face off. A grin split the reddish-brown fur on his face.

Aden raised an eyebrow and stripped off his loose-fitting shirt. Long hours and simple protein powder-based meals left him lean and muscled. The better-than-human genetics the Oracle claimed he had added to his natural strength and speed. He’d spent a little time under the bio-unit on the Uma to try to identify what made him different from Amber. Other than anatomical differences, Aden’s body was performing at a considerably higher level than Amber’s.

He’d cross-referenced professional spaceball players and the biological requirements the Terran military published for their Wolfhound elite combat operator units and found that he had them all beat. He’d never felt that superior, but now that the Oracle had opened his mind up to it, he began to wonder what all he could do.

Before the Oracle, he’d fought and learned to hold his own against the Lermians, Tosc and Kessoc. Given the fact that they towered a full head over him and were renowned hunters throughout the universe, anyone who could fight them to a standstill earned their respect. He’d come a long ways since joining Meshelle’s crew of mercenaries, but none of that made a difference when it came to facing off against Seph.

Tassarians were supposed to be a race of lovers and diplomats. They could fight and they could be dangerous, but as a race they preferred peaceful resolutions whenever possible. Individuals like Seph, however, held a very different set of beliefs. All of Aden’s strength and skill had barely been enough to handle Seph the last time they’d fought. This time she was prepared for him. He hoped his new confidence could help him against her.

“Want me to take my shirt off too?” Seph taunted him. She reached up and toyed with the edge of the self-sealing seam at her neck.

“Not really,” he said as he stepped onto the mat. “I’d feel bad if I twisted your nipple off on accident.”

She sneered and rushed him. Aden stepped into her instead of dodging to the side or waiting to try to grab her as she struck. She was too fast and unpredictable for that. Worse, she could adapt better than anyone he’d ever seen. His only chance was to be even more spontaneous.

Aden took her knee in the front of his hip and felt the inside of her arm slap his cheek and ear. True to his prediction, her fingers slipped into the short hair on the back of his head and she twisted off his hip to her left with her knee. He ground his teeth as she used his hair and head as a fulcrum to work her body around and slide her limber left leg up and in front of his chest. It settled against his neck and pressed against his windpipe.

He reached to grab her and recognized his mistake even before she grabbed his arm with her other hand and used it as leverage to scissor her right leg behind his knees. She sprung her trap and buckled his knees while pushing his neck back towards the ground. Aden dropped almost as fast as the Uma had been sucked into the wormhole. He hit the mats and kept going, dropping into a swirling darkness that made him think he was headed back to talk to the Oracle again.


Chapter 4

The dark metal ceiling filled Aden’s vision. The size and color was off; he wasn’t in his room. He blinked and was about to shift his head when fuzzy shapes closed in from both sides. He squinted, stricken by a familiarity he couldn’t place. What he saw was off. The ceiling—it should have been white, shouldn’t it?

“Aden?”

The heads swam into focus and chased the confusing memories away. Garf had spoken to him and the Devikian’s ram-horned head was the most prominent one above him. Aden let out a groan. “What happened?”

“Looked like Seph killed you, if you really want to know.” Garf chuckled.

Tosc bared his sharp teeth in a menacing grin. “I missed it—do it again.”

Aden frowned and reached up to rub the sore spot on the back of his head. He turned slowly and saw Seph backing away. For the first time since he and Twyf had made their relationship public, she was looking at him without glaring. More than that, she looked concerned.

“I’m okay,” he said. He rolled up on his side and paused, fighting away the dizziness that tried to keep him spinning. “Not sure how she did that, though.”

“Me either,” Tosc agreed. “My training session went on the fritz and dumped me out. I turned and saw you on the ground and Seph was—”

“I was making sure I hadn’t killed him, that’s all,” Seph said, interrupting him. “Humans are fragile.”

“Nope, not dead,” Aden agreed. He climbed to his knees and stood up with his arms out to help him balance. After a few seconds, he nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”

“Not that good,” Tosc taunted. The Lermian turned to Seph and tilted his head. “I thought Tassarians made a big fuss out of kissing?”

Seph gasped and her blue face paled. Her spiteful glare returned, though it was directed at Tosc this time. Before Aden could process what Tosc had said and ask her, she spun on her heel and stormed out of the small gym.

“That was something,” Garf mumbled. “Never seen anyone send her running. Not unless they had a lot of guns with them, anyhow.”

Aden took a few steps and bent over to get his shirt. He lost his balance and staggered, only to catch himself before he fell. He pulled his shirt back on to hide the flush in his cheeks. He stared out the door after Seph and shook his head. “I’m not sure how she did that,” he admitted.

“Knocked you on your ass?” Tosc asked. 

“Yes. It wasn’t strength; it was...I don’t know.”

“I saw it,” Garf said. “Can’t explain it, though. She spun around you like a—ha!—like a Tassarian joy girl spinning around a pole on a stage. Knocked your knees in at the same time she wrapped a leg around your face. That’s the kind of thing some men pay good money for!”

Aden’s face burned again. He shook his head and turned away from the two chuckling mercenaries. He remembered more and more of the short fight and it didn’t feel possible. Even when he’d tried to grab her, she’d seemed light. Too light for what she’d done.

“I’m going to get some rest. I must be out of it,” Aden admitted.

Garf grinned. “I bet I know what he’ll be dreaming about.”

“Sisters,” Tosc said and added a slap to the Devikian’s shoulder.

Aden walked out with both men laughing at his misfortune.

By the time he reached the lounge, he was walking fast. He had no intention of sleeping; he wanted to catch up to Seph. He needed answers. There was too much that didn’t add up. Her manhandling of him was one thing, but when Tosc mentioned kissing him? That wasn’t possible. She’d never do that. Kissing was a sacred act in the Tassarian culture. It was reserved for mated pairs, based on a tradition that had once involved how they reproduced and cared for their young ages ago.

More than all of that, her behavior didn’t make sense. She hated him because her sister loved him. She’d threatened him more times than he could count if he ever betrayed or hurt Twyf. No, not threatened. Promised. With Seph, they were promises. She’d done some unbelievable things in her life to ensure she and her sister survived.

He paused outside Seph’s door and hesitated with his hand held up to knock on the metal. Would she finish the job she started earlier? He didn’t have a mat to land on this time. Thick skull or not, he’d splatter his brains across the floor if she took him out again.

The door slid open before he could make up his decision. Seph stiffened, her eyes widening and then narrowing. She sighed and glanced down the hallway. They were alone. She backed up and stepped to the side. “Let’s get this over with.”

Aden clamped his mouth shut and dropped his hand. He glanced to his right and left, wishing for anyone to see him to bear witness in case he disappeared. Seeing his wish denied, he stepped into the room and heard the door slide shut behind him.

“I didn’t kiss you,” she began. “You fell and stopped breathing.”

“CPR?” Aden asked. “That’s pretty old school. Why not grab a portable bio-unit?”

“You weren’t breathing,” she said again. “I’ve dealt with enough Terrans to be worried you might not survive the delay.”

Aden held up a hand. “Let’s step back a minute. I didn’t fall—you...you did something I still can’t figure out.”

Seph sighed. “We were sparring, or did you hit your head too hard to remember?”

“No, I remember,” he said. “I want to know how you did that. You felt...I don’t know, you didn’t feel like you. You were light.”

She shrugged and looked away from him. “Maybe you’re stronger than you think. You’ve been working hard lately.”

Aden frowned. Not only were her explanations not adding up, but she was acting different. Regretful, maybe. “I don’t blame you for taking me down. Like you said, we were sparring. I didn’t expect you to pull any punches. I just—”

“I got lucky,” she blurted out. “And it almost cost me—cost you, I mean.”

Aden shook his head. “Cost you? What’s that mean?”

“I misspoke.”

“No you didn’t,” he pressed. “You’re rattled by something. What is it?”

She sighed and looked everywhere in her room but him. Finally, after several seconds passed, she said, “I almost killed you,” she said.

“Then your problems are over.”

She shook her head. “Hardly. Then I’m alone. Everything I’ve worked for my whole life is for nothing. The reason I don’t like you isn’t because you’re a bad person or even a bad influence on Twyf. It’s because she loves you and she’s bonded with you. That’s why I want to hate you so much.”
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