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THE REGRETS I HAVE 


ARE NOT THE ONES I SAY 

















DAY 1 – LAST DAY OF BLESSED IGNORANCE






DO NOT INVITE a god into your bed unless you are willing to deal with the consequences – and trust me, you do not.


That is probably what I would have told myself if I could go back and warn her of the mess she would get herself into. But she would not listen, it is the sort of mistake you do not understand until long after… and even then, you are not sure it even was a mistake.


My name is Aviana Aquila, Lieutenant Commander back then. I am an Imperial marines officer, have been for the better part of thirty solar years at this point, and I should not be allowed to receive command again.


I will do my best to describe with as many details as I can remember the event that occurred during our deployment to Puthiya Sthalam. We were attached to The Conviction That Set a Thousand Worlds Aflame which was sent there with her escorts to investigate, and if need suppress, a possible incursion. The intel was mostly useless. It was a failing Imperial colony so far out it barely counted as Imperial territory. Which was probably the only reason they were still around and supported by reassurances from the throne. The entire planet had five, maybe six settlements with more than half a million inhabitants and a smattering of smaller communities and homesteads. About what you would expect for something so remote. This is the sort of world that is prone for raids and incursions. But this one was odd. Usually, with a world this sparsely populated, when something happens, there is still someone around to send out word. But Puthiya Sthalam just went silent. No data, no signals, no nothing. In retrospect, I wonder why command sent out only three ships, even if the Conviction was one of the new massive battleships that could glass a small moon with ease.


I guess it makes sense they wanted to keep it small. So close to the border, someone might think we are planning an invasion. The whole point of the PACT is to oppose expansionist unnegotiable parties, we cannot be seem to act like one.


So playing politics, it was just us, and her. But I did not know about her at that point. The first hint was when we had the first in system briefing. We just tore into the system about two hours before and were coming in on an oblique approach. The initial data we had was slim, and the Commodore wanted to get as much data as possible before committing any asset. We had the briefing in the fleet officer's wardroom; the Lady Commodore wanted to keep it casual, and the marines did not have a wardroom on the Conviction. All the COs from company level up of all three battalions were there, as well as the captains of the ships and a few other senior officers. The Commodore ran the briefing; she did not tell us anything that was not already in the intel pack we all got. But some people do not read, and from the looks of some of my colleagues, some of what she said was new to them.


It was a long and very boring briefing. The stewards began to bring dinner at some point, and I was hoping that it meant the briefing was about to end. 


“As you can surmise, it is very possible that the force we had here will not suffice.” The Lady Commodore was beginning to wrap up. “I have asked for permission to bug out in case of overwhelming force to return intelligence. Command considers that a darkening of the fleet's honor. We will only be allowed to send a few couriers if that will be the case while we hold back the enemy.” That was to be expected, unfortunately, but it was not really news. “I also requested additional assets to improve our odds,” she continued. “Which command did not release.” She paused. “But they did approve applying to PACT assets.” At that point, we all woke up. Joint deployment with other PACT members usually meant things were bad, but on a scale. Whomever we would be paired with would tell us just how bad it was going to be. “As we came into the system, I received confirmation from PACT command that they approved the request and passed it the Alliance.” That was already bad; the Alliance and the Dominion had the biggest guns in the PACT. “The Alliance has dispatched a rapid deployment force asset, which will be here soon.” And that was really bad, RDF is the thing behind the glass which says break in case of emergency. The drop in morale in the room was audible. I have nothing against the Alliance, I rather like most people from there I met. Although they can be a bit… intensive. The peerage like them less, as they would not play their games. But there are no peers in the marines. No, the issue is that when the Alliance shows up, things usually follow into high casualties territory.


Dinner was numb after that. I found myself sitting across from Commander Highguard, who was nibbling at her food. Hajni was a huge woman, not fat, just large and muscular, as most super soldiers are. She was also the second-in-command of the battalion – making her technically my immediate commanding officer. But Captain Tiraboschi was more hands-on with the two baseline companies and let her run the show with the one super soldier company. As it stands, we rarely interact, which made dinner awkward. We were sandwiched between fleet officers on either side, with whom we had even less to talk about than with each other. 


Trying to start a conversation. 


“You were with us last time we had a deployment with the Alliance, correct?” The Commander asked. I nodded, looking down at my food. Trying not to think about that. I was an Ensign back then, second in command of the second company first platoon. Fresh as snow, and I had to write letters to the families of half my soldiers by the time it was over. “You also do not seem to have many good memories of that one.”


“No ma’am,” I said. “I do not.”


She shrugged. Super soldiers supposedly do not suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder; something in the way their brain chemistry is augmented, also makes it harder for them to form emotional connections. “I try to focus on the sex and block out the rest,” she said. “The sex was good.”


“Good sex is not enough to make the rest of it better,” I said, a bit more forcefully than appropriate when talking with a CO.


“But that was not them,” she said.


“It was not,” I said, taking a breath and trying to act more appropriately. “It… we should not have been there.” She raised an eyebrow at me. Her super soldiers could handle that meat grinder mostly fine, but we baselines were falling like flies. “We serve where the Emperor sees fit.” I tried to hide behind the empty phrase.


“We fight and we die,” she said, as if what I just said meant anything. In my mind I wanted to add that some of us die more easily than others, but I kept my mouth shut. At that point, I was rather sure I probably messed up any chance of a promotion in the next decade. “But that was a mess.” She added. “A needless mess. They should have just bombed them from orbit rather than insist we hold.” One of the fleet officers sitting next to us looked like he was about to comment on that but reconsidered.


“Yes, ma’am!” I concurred. There were images in my mind of what happened on the ground back then. I had medication back in my room later to deal with that. The rest of the dinner I managed to clear without putting my leg in my mouth. They do try to instill some modicum of civility into us in officer school, but I will forever feel out of place next to the peers that make the ranks of the fleet’s officers. Commander Highguard was similarly out of place as I was, but eventually, we managed to keep to the relatively safe ground of current popular media and their poor depiction of the marine corps. She even made me laugh trying to reproduce the lumbering movement of an actor with the ridiculous prosthetics to make them look like a super soldier.


As dinner was wrapping up, people began to disperse, but Captain Tiraboschi pulled me over to the side and placed a drink in my hand. I found myself with the two other company commanders sitting in an alcove at the back of the wardroom. “The drinks are for your nerves,” he said. “The Commodore just informed me… and I rather not spare you the news.” He took a deep breath. “The third One Forty-First will be the ones deployed with the Alliance forces when they get here.” I emptied my glass in a single gulp and sank in my chair, and no one else around me looked that happy.


Eventually, accepting that I messed up earlier so badly, I had nothing to lose on the promotion side I asked what everyone else would not. “Sir, how deep exactly is this shit?”


The captain poured me another glass and then poured one for himself. I did not even see him drink the first one. He looked at all of us. “So deep they do not have a stick long enough to get all the way down,” he said. Captain Tiraboschi would try to be formal with us usually, but we all know that when things are bad, he would put that aside and level with us. He sipped his drink. “There is no intel, but someone has a bad feeling about this.” He paused. “Command did not ask for Alliance assistance; they volunteered.”


I wanted to ask if they knew something we did not, but I was well aware that was a stupid question. He would not have known, and in all likelihood – they did.


Back in my quarters, I took my pills. The ones for the memories, the one for the stress and the ones to help me sleep. I wanted Hajni to hold me when I slipped into bed, but she was not there, and there was no room in my bed for her anyway. We did not interact socially, but we were having sex from time to time. There was no romance there, we just happened to be the only lesbians at the command level of the battalion. From time to time, we just needed some release, so we had an arrangement. It definitely did not contribute to making our few social interactions any less awkward. I liked to cuddle, she said she did not, but she never kicked me out of bed when I just wanted to be there and feel her holding me.


I was considering going to her quarters. When we slept together is was always there – her bed was much bigger. But I just wanted her to hold me, not the rest of the physicality. I did not know if she would just reject me if I would ask for that, and did not want to deal with the emotions such a rejection would entail. The pills, thankfully, did their job and I fell asleep, eventually.













DAY 2 – THE LADY IN RED






MORNING WAS A rush of activity, briefing my Lieutenants and their sergeants, running readiness inspections, having chats with my command squad and running interference as the NCOs got creative with last minute supply supplements. We expected to be on the ground in two to three days. At that point, I was expecting the worst and tried to get ready for it. That just goes to show how limited my imagination was. Commander Highguard swung through us at some point to see how the preparations were going, at least officially. After a cursory tour she asked if I could leave Lieutenant Dioli, my second in command, to keep things going while she goes over the details with me in my office. Bowie is a good person, and did his best not to roll his eyes as we left. You cannot work with someone at that level of trust without telling him some things, even if he has the tendency to assume lewdness when nothing is going on.


Once we had the door closed Hajni sat down and looked at me. “I am sorry,” she said. “You know I am not very good at those situations.”


“Hajni,” I sighed. “It is not as if we regularly interact on a social level.” I loaded up some readiness reports to her handheld, I sort of expected this chat and made sure to give her cover for it. “We never just hang out and talk.”


“We talk in bed,” she said.


“That’s…” I was looking for the words and not really finding them. “That’s different.” I finally said.


“We are talking now,” she said.


I raised an eyebrow. “I feel like you are trying to go somewhere with this,” I said.


“Maybe…” She hesitated. “Maybe we should spend more time together,” she said. “Socially.” I was about to say something when she continued. “You are company commander now; there is nothing odd about spending time socially with your CO. It is sort of expected.”


“I am fairly sure I am not expected to fuck my CO on a semi regular basis,” I said, a bit too bluntly. “This is not the Alliance, after all.”


“Would you like to stop?” She asked me, not looking at me. That came as a bit of a blow.


“No,” I said, almost instinctively.


Hajni got up and took her handheld. “Then I expect some foreplay,” she said and left my office.


I just sat there for a moment. Not really understanding what just happened. Hajni and I have had our arrangement for over two years now. I kept things in her quarters; we had our codes and collaborators to cover for us. We both knew this could not be more than that, because of our ranks, because she was not exactly human and could never really retire, because of the life we are living.


I came out of my office and grabbed Lieutenant Dioli. “Bowie,” I asked. “Am I needed for the next hour or so?”


“Is everything in order?” He asked. “I saw Commander Highguard coming out. She looked pissed, did we just mess up an inspection?”


“The company is fine,” I said. “The situation is a bit stressful all around; command are taking it a bit harder than us.” I lied. He had my tells by then, so he knew I was lying, but he did not press. Especially as we were in the middle of the company’s equipment hangar surrounded by over a hundred soldiers who should not hear any of the details of my messed up sex life. “Can you handle things for an hour or so?” I asked again. “I want to hit the gym while we still can.”


He smiled. “Sure,” he said. “At this point, we are mostly in Hurry up and Wait mode. Nothing is going to happen until some rendezvous planned for this evening, and if we get attacked…”


“What rendezvous?” I cut him off.


He shrugged. “Above my pay grade,” he said. “Heard some of the fleet officers mumbling something about that in the wardroom earlier. Who in damnation would we even have to meet out here? Some old surveillance satellite? They did not launch any recon unit, did they?” Bowie is a great officer, but he is a bit unbothered by anomalies sometimes. Just takes them with stride and trusts someone above him on the pole knows what is going on.


“I will get back to you if I hear anything,” I said and walked off. I did not pass on the news on the Alliance involvement in this operation. I was planning to hold on that until the last minute, or until the rumors would be too intense to ignore.


But tonight was just too soon. Even on the insane mobilization scale RDF were known for, if we got the news last night… then I remembered what the Captain said about the Alliance volunteering, and my brains started going through paranoid scenarios. Hidden Alliance force waiting at the edge of the Empire, or that they might have had foreknowledge and already sent someone.


On the bright side, I did not think about Hajni. Which, in retrospect, was not great.


Rather than going to the gym, I first went to the wardroom. The Conviction was our mothership for a while now, and while there is a distance between the fleet and the marines, we did socialize to some extent. Enough for me to have a few fleet officers I knew I could get an answer from.


I got to know Steve out of self-preservation. It is imperative that the person who points the big guns at the ground cares enough about your existence not to open fire on you. A habitual bridge bunny, rumor had it he had passed a promotion to an actual command position since it meant he would not get to do what he liked. The way I also heard it, it was a promotion out of any possible position of distinguish to clear room for someone from a more well-connected family. When he was not on the bridge, Steve was usually in the wardroom, often just drunk enough to have a good time but not too drunk to violate regulations. When I got there, he was still halfway through his first drink, and I had to politely refuse when he offered me one.


“If you are not here to drink,” he said. “You want something.”


“Nothing you will miss,” I said.


He toasted me. “They always promise that, but I feel the difference when I go to the toilet.” I did my best to appear amused. “Let me guess,” he said. “Rumors we are already meeting the Alliance force tonight already made it down to the drop bays?” I bit my lip. “Your guys did not mess up; the Commodore raised a storm when she heard some junior officers talking about it.”


“So, they are already here?” I asked.


He shrugged. “No idea,” he said. “But someone from the Alliance is coming onboard tonight, just after shift change. No idea who it is, but has to be someone far up, the Commodore twisting herself into a pretzel trying to keep it under wrap while preparing the ship for something just short of a full royal inspection.” As it turns out, that was not far off from the truth. “Captain Tiraboschi not in the loop on that?”


“If he is,” I said. “It did not come down to my pay grade.”


“My suggestion,” he said. “Find some busywork down at the drop bays; do not let them catch you up here slouching.” I nodded, thanked him, and decided to skip the gym. I still wanted to hit something, so I gathered it was a good excuse to check my soldiers’ hand-to-hand combat skills. By the time I made it back down, Bowie had the mattress out and everyone in half uniforms. Second and third platoons were already at it on their squares while First platoon and my command squad were getting ready on the last one. Unfortunately, in my role I am limited in the amount of fun I am allowed to have in these situations, but I did give the usual review on key actions and objectives and got to drop to the ground one of the cocky new enlisted I had on my sight for a few days. The smartass tried to pull me down after I tossed him and gave me an excuse to turn serious for a second. I had to write an incident report after that, but it was very satisfying.


That report was still well off in my future as Captain Tiraboschi came around and pulled me into my office for a chat. “I need you at a briefing tonight,” he said the moment he closed the door. There was more to it; otherwise, he would simply send me a note to attend the briefing. Captain Tiraboschi's body language is usually either very subdued or very animated, a side effect of his augmented limbs. There and then, he was rather animated. “Gisa pulled a fast one on us.” Another bad indicator. He almost never called the Lady Commodore by her first name in public unless he was upset. “Someone from the Alliance is coming in tonight.” I did my best to look surprised. “And that is all they are sending.” Now, I was actually surprised. “There will be some sort of briefing and also a reception for them in the wardroom tonight.” Two nights in a row - the stewards probably loved that. “I need all the company commanders there.” I was still waiting for the shoe to drop; we would not be having that conversation if it was just to mandate my presence. “Do you trust Lieutenant Dioli with your company?” I nodded. He basically ran the show outside of combat while I played a buffer between the second company and everything else. “Does he have anyone to support him?” That was getting suspicious.


“Sub-lieutenant Lorin Farina usually steps up if we need another person in charge,” I said. “And if it is something really important, he has Master Sergeant Negri.” I was trying to make that as a bit of a joke, but I would rather have Harlow Negri having my back than any of my officers.


“Good… Good…” The Captain was pacing now. I half expected he would tell me the Commodore decided to please the guest with a human offering, and I needed to report to the kitchen to be butchered. “The Alliance VIP is going to take over the mission.” My eyes nearly bulged out. I knew the rules of the PACT charter; it was shoved down our throats in the academy so we will never mess up the order of command in joint deployments. For an Alliance officer to take over, they need to be equal or more senior than Commodore, or it had to be one of their crazy elites. The first was alarming, the second terrifying – and I still had no idea what any of that had to do with me. “They are coming alone.” He raised his arm. “Do not ask me why, I do not know. The Commodore feels it is inappropriate for them not to have a staff.” That could spy on them and report back. “So, I was asked to provide a company commander to serve as aide-de-camp and liaison to the marine force.” And the shoe came in and hit me in the face. “I cannot send Longspear, he can barely function on the ship without Hajni holding his leash – so she is also not an option. Rossi got promoted less than three months ago.” It was a battlefield promotion that was still awaiting clearance. “So that leaves…”


“That leaves me,” I said. That was not exactly true; the battalion had a few more officers in my rank commanding the support company, command company, and general services. But the support company was a hot mess of specialists that required all the handling that could be spared. My parallels in the command company and general services were aging non-coms, and were critically needed to run logistics and intelligence when we were days or less from deployment.


“I am sorry,” he said. I am not some battle-hungry, crazed, diehard warrior. Nice cushy rear echelon command positions are definitely a nice diversion I appreciate; to some extent, I was even angling myself in that direction. Captain Tiraboschi knew that this should be something he should be trying to get me to work for. But he was acting as if he was taking me out to the slaughterhouse. “Briefing starts at twenty-one ship time, make sure to get a snack, they will not serve dinner before. The Commodore will introduce you there.” He opened the door and ran off before I had a chance to ask him anything else. I took a minute to check if I was sent any intel on the Alliance VIP, but nothing. The Commodore was keeping it close to the chest. Not the best start for me to be able to do whatever she wanted me to do.


I called Bowie in and sent someone to get us lunch. I did not get around to getting any snacks before dinner other than that. There was a lot of ground to cover on the handover. Bowie was taking care of a lot of things, but there was still more than I realized that I was still handling. Around a quarter to eight, I finally got some information on the briefing, but all it said was for me to be there ten minutes early and in dress uniform. I left Bowie in my office and ran off to my quarters. The drop bays are at the keel of the ship, my quarters at the starboard aft, and the wardroom is towards the bow. A bit of a run around and not a lot of time. My uniform in my quarters, it was still with all the pins and ribbons from the night before, hanging in my closet. I had time for a shower, but not much more than that. It felt odd to be in dress uniform without makeup, everyone wears makeup in dress. I managed, somehow, to put some lipstick on in a lift and hoped the Commodore would not chew me out over this.


I slowed down from a run to a fast-paced walk as I approached the wardroom. The Lady Commodore was standing outside, alone. Her gaze locked on me the moment she saw me and kept on me as I crossed the distance. “Cutting in close, Lieutenant Commander,” she said. I still had four minutes. Her gaze went up and down on me. “Passable,” she said, “But please make sure to improve your appearance when in the presence of our guest. The Lady Captain is well-connected in the Imperial Palace; I expect she is used to a certain level of presentation and decorum from the staff.” The first half of the sentence made no sense to me. A Lady in the alliance is an elected title, sort of, and they are barred from the armed forces, sort of. And it made no sense that a Captain would take over for a Commodore. Not that it made any sense that they would know anyone at the palace. My puzzlement was apparently apparent. “Am I not speaking clearly, Lieutenant Commander?”


“Ha…” I stumbled. “Should I not go greet the Lady Captain in the shuttle bay?”


“She…” Now the Commodore stumbled. “Informed us that will not be necessary.” I definitely wondered what exactly happened in that exchange. But I began to wonder if the Commodore was waiting for me. “She will be here soon.” She reestablished her lecture tone. “I will introduce you and the other liaison at the end of the briefing. I expect he would address most of her needs. But if she would need, for some reason, to communicate directly with the marines, I expect you to enable and facilitate that in a professional and efficient fashion. Am I clear?”


“Yes, ma’am!” I braced.


“Good.” The Commodore continued. “Remember not to use gendered terms with her; they do not like that in the Alliance.” That I actually knew, made that mistake last time. “Just because she is not a landed peer does not mean you can afford any disregard to her.” It did not matter to me. All peers are the same to someone like me. “The Lady Captain has the ear of the crown prince and Emperor himself. She was titled by the Emperor himself. Her being a mere baroness does not mean anything; there are perhaps a handful of peers that will not bow to her.” That was, again, confusing. “It is imperative beyond any sense I could convey that you do not embarrass this formation,” meaning her. “By action or inaction. You will be presentable; you will be professional, and you will service her in any way she would please.” She gave me a hard look. “In any way. If she tells you to strip and pleasure her orally, I expect you will be on your knees before she finishes the sentence.” With some of the classism that still permeates the Empire, it is technically not an illegal order. Whether it is a form of sexual assault or harassment, for prosecution purposes, depends on the person giving it. “Do you understand, Lieutenant Commander?”


“I am a piece of decoration to be used at the pleasure of the Lady Captain,” I said, still at attention.


“Excellent,” said the Commodore. “I am happy it is all clear. Now go inside and take a seat before…”


A moment before, there was no one there. And then she stood behind the Commodore. “Before I arrive?” She whispered.


The Commodore braced and moved to stand next to me, nearly kicking me as she did and saluted, which I rushed to do as well. “Welcome aboard, Lady Noir,” she said, trying to keep her voice even.


“Fleet Captain would be sufficient.” Said the Lady Fleet Captain. “That is the only rank I have that matters.” Now that I had a clear view of her, I did my best not to leer. To call her beautiful would not really convey how she looks, neither would attractive. She was tall, not as tall as Hajni, but not much shorter. Which, unfortunately, is something I find very appealing in a woman. The Alliance armor is much more form-fitting than ours, and while she had a muscular build, it was not bulky. I did my best not to imagine what was under the armor, to minimal success. The striking red color of her armor kept attracting the eye to it. So, I focused on her face. She had perfect skin, impossibly perfect. Her eyes were red, but not like an albino, like there was a red pigment in there. It matched her short red hair and red eyebrows. And my mind was back in the gutters, wondering if the curtain matched the carpet. This entire rigmarole took place in the short time it took her to return our salute. I had no idea how I would survive the entire mission next to her. For a second there, I was hoping I would be lucky, and the Commodore’s stipulation was prophetic. She was an Alliance officer, after all. “Shall we go in?” She asked. The Commodore nodded vigorously and opened the door, leading Fleet Captain Noir in and walking in with her. I caught the door and came in behind them and looked for a place to sit, opted for a seat in the back, but the Commodore caught me with a look and gestured towards the front row. She was trying to engage the Fleet Captain in a conversation, but was not gaining much success.


Officers were beginning to pour in, most of them, unlike me and the Commodore, were in service uniform or even field uniform, and not dress uniform. One exception was a fleet Lieutenant Commander who did show up in dress. He paused for a second to brace in front of the Commodore, who ignored him mostly, gesturing him away with jerky hand motions to the side of her body, which took him a few seconds to catch. Although I assumed he was going to be my counterpart for this assignment, he did not come to sit next to me. I was actually a bit surprised I did not know him. I was fairly sure I at least knew all the bridge officers at this point, at least from a distance. Mercifully, Captain Tiraboschi and Hajni showed up and came to take a seat next to me. Annoyingly, Captain Tiraboschi placed himself between us, but I knew better than to protest.


“Is that our guest?” He asked me, gesturing at the Fleet Captain. I suspect that was more of politeness; the large woman in foreign armor was clearly not of this ship or even of this fleet.


“Yes sir,” I replied, making a point to look at him, so I would have something to focus on other than her. I was beginning to be embarrassed how hard it was for me to keep my eyes away and my mind from…


“Do you have her name?” He asked, and I realized he was trying to get information.


“Not yet, sir,” I said. “Only Fleet Captain Noir. Apparently, she is a baroness and well-connected to the Imperial Palace.” I paused. “Do not ask me how those two things relate, I do not know.”


He tried to snap his fingers, which was always wired with his augmented fingers. “Something about that sound familiar…”


Hajni leaned over to us. “There is a Vice Admiral Minerva Noir that commands RDF,” she said. “In Alliance ranks, that would be a Fleet Captain.”


“No way that is her,” I said. That was impossible; the commanding officer of one of the PACT premier rapid response forces would not just leave everything and come over to take charge of this little operation.


“Good evening, everybody,” the Commodore opened up, and the room turned quite very fast. “We have the honor to host Lady Fleet Captain Minerva Noir from the Alliance’s rapid deployment force; she will now present a short briefing with new intelligence from Puthiya Sthalam. After that, we will have a welcome dinner and drinks. As of now, the Fleet Captain will supersede me in command of the task force for the duration of the operation. Please, any inquiries you have to her, refer them to Lord Lieutenant Commander Edmund Sansone.” She pointed at the officer in the dress uniform, who turned back and waved, a bit awkwardly. “Lieutenant Commander Aviana Aquila.” She pointed at me. “Will be the point of contact for the marines.” I stood up, turned around so everyone could see me, and sat back down as fast as I could. “With that out of the way…”


The Fleet Captain took the lectern. She flicked her fingers, and an image of a planet appeared next to her. I knew that the wardroom did not have projection equipment good enough for what we were seeing. “This is Puthiya Sthalam,” she said. “Which was your original assignment.” With a room full of officers, we all knew what that phrase was leading to. A flyby across an abandoned and partially destroyed city replaced the planet. “I can tell you there is no point in going there. There is nothing down there. All sentients are gone, all electronics are fried, most of the cattle are gone, and what’s left is dead. Every place of settlement has been razed or abandoned.” Her Alliance accent was very clear, with shorter vowels, harsher consonants, and a panache for conjunctions. “No, we don’t know what did that. The fact we didn’t find any dead bodies or other indications of disposal of bodies does not bode well. The attack profile matches several known offenders, but there is no evidence to help us identify the perpetrators. In any case, we’re talking about raiders of some sort. Which means any other settlement in the region is at risk.” Anything that could just take off with the population of an entire planet, even a small one like that, is not something that would be fun to deal with. “The one lead we have is this.” The view left the planet and showed a large asteroid. It zoomed in and revealed a few docking tubes and airlocks. “This station is not on any database, it might have witnesses; it might have been used by the raiders. We will quarantine it and board it.” That would definitely be a job for the marines. “After we gather whatever intel from there, the next set of actions will be decided.” She scanned the room. “No, I have no other intel to share at this time. Yes, there are scans of the station, you will find them in your feed now. No, I do not have additional assets at the end of the system spying on you. Yes, it’s just me. No, you don’t have the clearance to know why, but I’ll tell you. It’s because this is weird, and I like things that are new and different.” She scanned the room again. “Good, no further questions. You are all probably hungry.” And the stewards came out with food as she said that. I sank down in my seat, realizing she was a telepath… and I just spent most of the briefing imagining her naked and in various… activities.


Suddenly, Fleet Captain Noir was standing above me. “You should try to be more discrete when you strip and fuck someone with your eyes,” she said, looking down at me, I looked aside, a bit ashamed. Then she leaned in and whispered in my ear. “I can assure you the real thing is much more impressive, and fun.” I turned my head rapidly but, somehow, she was across the room then, talking with the Commodore as if she never was on this side of the room. I was not sure I did not hallucinate that exchange.


I ran out of the wardroom as fast as I could. I am sure there were a good few things I missed later that evening. I had to make excuses in the morning, but I needed personal space at that moment. I have not masturbated in years, I take it as a mark of self-control and conviction. With the few sex toys I had in Hajni’s quarters, I spent more time that night with my hand or a pillow between my legs than sleeping.
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