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When mankind realized Earth would soon become uninhabitable, Humans formed a cooperative central nexus in order to save themselves from certain extinction. Together, they built and transferred their population to massive space habitations in orbit of their planet and as many as possible revolving around the other planetary bodies in the Sol System. They also constructed spacefaring "liveships" in hopes of traveling through the galaxy in search of new homes. Unbelievably after almost a hundred years, their communication sent out into the universe to discover other intelligent life reached an audience. Their first allies arrived in mankind's solar system in 2073 and shared their knowledge, technology, and resources. With these gifts, Humans were able to power their liveships for swift navigation through space corridors that fold space and time as well as eventually heal their dying planet.

 

Though mankind has a brand-new shaky start, strong potential alliances, and hope for tomorrow, only 58 years into their desperate struggle for survival, a hostile enemy with Napoleonic ambitions emerges as a yet another threat to not only mankind's survival, but also that of their associates who have faced the aliens in times past. Abruptly, the peace the allies have begun to forge is jeopardized as questionable agendas and hidden motives are unveiled. In the wake of these very real, immediate threats a cataclysmic organic menace is only beginning to be recognized as one that could ensure the total annihilation of every living thing in the universe if, together, they can't find a way to stop it.
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A galaxy map as used during the time of Arrow of Time Chronicles.
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A concise summary of crucial events in this series.
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A summary of highlights for Human and alien civilizations, listed in order of when each appears in the series.
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Chapter 1

Halon

 

 

Have I ascended to Riakengate, the Throne of Mighty Ruro in the highest realm? Or am I in Fyrengate? Can't say I'd be surprised at the latter.

Supreme monarch Halon knew only that he was no longer in the escape pod he'd jettisoned from his own dreadnought, Paladin--straight into a battle. Not only had that capsule possessed limited propulsion and no weapons but the communication had been severely limited. Halon had realized that as soon as he offloaded from the Paladin, he'd be vulnerable. He couldn't outrun let alone outgun, and so his only choice had been to put out a distress call to the dozens of alien ships that had converged on his warship. 

The long shot was his best hope, given that he felt certain his grandmother had indeed gotten his original defection message. If the aliens believed he was on their side and would aid them in whatever way possible on the condition of his rescue, he would have to signal them the instant his shuttle was out in open space. Making myself a sitting duck between the Paladin and the alien spaceships already engaged in battle. 

The pod had been hit almost the second his desperate cry for help went out. He remembered nothing of what had happened afterward. But he'd reached consciousness and a tug-of-war had assailed his mind endlessly ever since.

What hellish irony if I was finally weaned of the Prophet's relentless indoctrination only to find myself dead and realizing all that was foreseen as the inevitable right of purebloods was actually true?

Halon had never fought the warrior training or the indoctrination after the first punishment taught him to submit. I became ten times worse than even the most evil megalomaniac and despot in the FuRod line--that I did it at my father's behest doesn't excuse my obedience in perpetrating the Prophet's crimes for so long. Still... something changed recently. In a sub rosa communication, Mare Arie challenged me to test my faith. Prove that I believed in the Code without the machine, without the indoctrination, without the Seph.

Once he'd been weaned, there was no way to accept what he always had as Truth. Yet to escape was unthinkable. Billions were indoctrinated on their hidden military infrastructure at Neth-beo in the Siegfried Sector. There, prisoners of war were forced to do Fu-Rod bidding, put to work on the Project, building a weapon of hitherto unprecedented mass destruction that would obliterate a planet in mere minutes. But not only prisoners occupied that territory. Herd soldiers and Sinshe warriors, Halon's own sons...

Billions stood between me and escape. There was no hope. I considered suicide when that seemed the only option. I saw no other way to end the duality of pretending to still believe in the Code, all while my second-in-command, my half-brother, Carron, stood muttering over my shoulder, looking for any opportunity to usurp my place as supreme monarch. 

A slender light had appeared, a ray of illumination that could only stem from the desperation of a man with obstacles on every side. Yet Halon had taken it. He'd boarded his warbird, Paladin, simulated an impromptu training exercise, ordered only a quarter complement crew--the bare minimum to run the ship--then quickly set a foolhardy plan of escape in motion. He'd drained the Seph tanks, erased the Prophet's proselyting from the ship's computers and so rendered the machines worthless, and he'd run like the coward he'd ridiculed since he became the strongest warrior his people had ever seen. His only hope had been that the small crew would be weaned before they--and those back at Neth-beo--realized what he was doing.

He'd set coordinates for Shojan, where aliens called Humans had built two habitations in orbit of the Shojan homeworld. It was there that Mare Arie and the Hiiwa rescued from the planet lived, allying themselves against the Sinshe, their own brothers. Finally, when all was in readiness, he'd sent his grandmother a message on their secret channel, telling her of his defection and begging her and her allies to find a way to rescue him if his plans went awry and he couldn't get to Shojan with Paladin.

During a sub rosa communication with Arie before he'd been fully weaned, he'd threatened all the other cultures in the galaxy, warning them that they would be conquered, their worlds occupied by the Chosen. Any resistance would mean certain annihilation for them and their planets against the weapon his science engineers had built and would soon be ready to be brought online. As a result of his threats, Humans, Vreah, Strigoni, Quing, and Hiiwa had formed an official alliance. The others--including the Gurgh, Osing, Drario, and even the isolationist Usragos--would no doubt follow suit sooner rather than later, considering the inescapable Sinshe threat. 

I almost made my escape, too. But Carron had, unsurprisingly, been waiting for me to do something reckless. He came on board with his own warriors he's been gathering to supplant me, circumvented my sabotage, and locked me in my state room. But who knows my ship better than I do?

Something niggled in the back of Halon's subconscious. That was what his Second had intended to do. But events just before Halon ejected his escape pod had called into question whether his brother had actually succeeded. His warrior sensibilities insisted that, if Carron had stolen on board Paladin before Halon tried to escape, he hadn't come with more than a handful of his own warriors before takeoff and hidden until they could overtake the crew and seize control of the ship. 

Potentially, Carron may have sent a message to Neth-beo and asked for backup ships to meet him at Qu. But Halon didn't believe he succeeded or even had the capability to do so. Halon himself had locked out all commands on Paladin but his own. Somehow, Carron had usurped of a few of the ship's functions, but how many was in doubt. 

Once he put me in chains, he bragged that he had full control...but he's not smart enough and couldn't produce a large enough battalion to circumvent me as thoroughly as he implied he had. 

No, his Second had never been anything but a thug, acting rashly with brute force. Going to Qu at all had been an act of desperation. Halon believed Carron intended to "look larger than life" and threaten the peace-loving, powerless Quing to get them to submit without having to back up his warning. If he had to fire a few shots to get the unconditional surrender, so be it. No doubt the allies had told the Quing all about the Sinshe-Shojani and their intentions.

Sudden, crippling pain crushed Halon's brain until all thoughts evaporated. Only when it subsided slightly and he could breathe again did he carefully return to the first thought he'd had upon reaching consciousness: Where was he? The potential for divine irony aside, he was either alive or dead in a nightmare that he seriously doubted would prove to be a celestial Riakengate. 

Worst case scenario, he'd sustained life-threatening injuries and Carron had recaptured him. His Second would keep him alive so he could prove his treachery and seize the Monarchy and depose Halon's sons in line to ascend "legally". In which case, I'm being kept alive until he kills me and my descendants to ensure his reign goes undisputed. 

Best case scenario, he'd sustained life-threatening injuries and the aliens had captured him. Until his defection was proved valid, he would be given sanctuary--and microscopic scrutiny.

Halon let his body and mind relax in order to give himself over to sensory input. He refused to open his eyes in case he wasn't alone and wouldn't be allowed to give his surroundings the attention he needed to ascertain where he was and under what conditions. Rule of the Code: Know more than everyone else. Patience in gathering intel would prove to be its own reward.

The first thing he became aware of was the feeling of underlying motion. He was on a ship. That much he could be sure of, but where were they going? While Halon could hope they were on their way to his grandmother--potentially the only person in the entire galaxy who might believe his defection was authentic. Mare Arie was on the Human Shojan-orbiting habitations. The only way to find out his location and their destination would be to listen to anything around him. 

Could silence lead to insanity? Halon didn't doubt it in the endless tide cycles that followed. The relaxation method he'd employed to heighten his senses altered with the unwavering monotony of input. He attempted to risk opening his eyes just enough to allow himself to adjust to the low light. Without turning his head or widening his vision, he made mental notes of his surroundings. He was in some kind of medical chamber and even the bed he lay on was clearly monitoring and tending to his injuries. It was also imprisoning him. Was that because of who he was, or because of the severity of his trauma?

He could have attempted to resist, fought his bonds, but what was the point? He'd brought this on himself. Not once had he ever believed any of this would be simple or ideal. The ordeal ahead of him would break him, remold him, just like his warrior training and the indoctrination had nearly 90 revolutions before. 

He wasn't dead. Nor was he in the highest realms of Riakengate. He was a traitor to the Code and what the aliens he'd submitted himself to ultimately decided to do with him wasn't under his control or direction. The only thing left to do was recover and be ready when he was called to prove his apostasy--for wasn't that what it was, truly?--was legitimate. In the meantime, he had to figure out how to substantiate his worth to the aliens who would probably rather blow him out the nearest airlock than work alongside him. 
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"You need to sleep, Vespera. You've been sitting beside this bed for weeks. The doctor will send for you if anything changes."

"Arie...would want me to be vigilant in her absence."

Halon had been little more than a boy on the cusp of manhood when his father, the supreme monarch, had ordered him to infiltrate the Vreah--the most advanced species in the galaxy--and find a way to learn their technology in hopes of building a weapon to subjugate every culture. He'd been given lateral permission to gain what was required. By any means necessary, his father had said. Possibly most shocking of all, Hilongko had advised him to go off the Seph and indoctrination. Simply put, nothing must stand in the way of him gaining Vreah advancement. Was it possible his father believed the indoctrination was absolute? That nothing could sway his belief in it?

If so, his overlord would have been deeply disappointed by all that took place after his advisements. 

Halon alone made contact with the Vreah via audio communication. He'd been very guarded, very careful, giving only enough to draw them out. His initial reaching out had led to the galaxy ambassadors asking eagerly to meet with him. He refused. But, when they noted his love of science (a falsehood), they'd suggested he meet with their daughter, who was only a little younger than he'd been at the time. She was part of a research team studying negative energy. 

While Sinshe didn't possess sexual prowess, given the clinical, cold coition chambers where FuRod pureblood males who'd reached the age of 21 attempted conception devoid of desire with the breeding mothers, the potential for seduction to get what he needed had been clearly outlined to him by his father. 

When Halon had met Vespera Vos the very first time, she'd been lovely with skin that was like living velvet, long hair, and wide eyes. Her eagerness--combined with an intoxicating scent and her husky voice--had been utterly compelling to him. Their next meeting had changed everything. Strangely, she'd changed her coloring to gold and reddish toned hues. On Vree, she told him, they had treatments that could permanently change skin, hair, and eye color. Later, she'd admitted his haunting, golden eyes had prompted the change that altered everything about her in a way he couldn't define let alone deny. 

Perhaps his weaning from the indoctrination and Seph that had left him weak and defenseless contributed to the shocking rapidity of how fast he'd fallen for her. The mind, the body, the heart and spirit of this golden creature had fascinated him, and the fact that she herself claimed to be in the throes of "fantazema" over him as well quickly brought about everything he'd never had the imagination or freedom to envision. 

In the same life-altering way her love had changed him, her betrayal returned him to the unmerciful brainwashing that had ruled his life. He'd been inconsolably angry, devastated and lost. He'd reacted in a way that still stunned him. Only when he'd begun weaning himself recently had he let himself look back at all that had made him into the singular tyrant he'd become. 

Two voices roused Halon from the sleep of the injured, but only one of them reached inside--reached back to a miracle that seemed to have started everything for him. 

Vespera...

"I know you too well, sister, to believe what you're trying to sell with that ridiculous defense," a deeper, male voice gently chided the first. "He's not going to die. You heard the doctor. He said if Halon was going to die, it would have happened in those precarious first days after he was first pulled out of that escape pod."

They're talking about me. I'm not going to die but I obviously came close. There's an indication that we could be on our way to my grandmother now. How long have I been here? And was it Vespera's ship that retrieved me before my Second could blow me unceremoniously to the Fyrengate underworld? 

I told myself Vespera was dead but, after Mare Arie and I began sub rosa communications, she told me she knew Vespera. She gave me a message from someone who shouldn't have the power she still does over me. Someone who claims her love is still bone-deep, the very essence of her being...

"Why don't you relax? Go back to your cabin and get some sleep. As soon as he wakes up--"

Vespera interrupted. "Just...go, Verrick. You don't have to understand. I need to be here."

Halon became aware he'd been holding his breath unconsciously, listening to Vespera talk to the person who had to be her twin brother. On Vree, all children were born as fraternal twins. They were able to engineer that. He remembered the crazy things she'd told them about Vreah reproduction, but then he supposed the Sinshe way couldn't be considered exactly normal either. 

Sounds indicated that the brother Verrick left the medical bay and Vespera settled beside him. Halon jolted mentally when he felt the velvet hand touch his. A reaction that shouldn't have been stimulated after the excruciating embarrassment of the coitus chambers and his own age convinced him he couldn't continue to pretend he was still unconscious. In truth, based on the 150 revolutions most pureblood warriors lived to be, he was considered middle-aged at just over a hundred revolutions. Remembering his youth--the sparse handful of tidal cycles he'd been given with Vespera--piled on him like weights. 

What to say wasn't nearly as difficult as relearning how to talk. He made the effort and ended up coughing wildly so the machine he was lying in started making all kinds of alarming noises. Just like that, his consciousness was unveiled, and the room flew into frenzy as doctors and medical personnel descended on him with armed guards in the background. Only once did he glance at Vespera staying out of the way and see tears in her eyes at his unpredictable distress.

Finally, quiet and solitude were his rewards, Vespera sat beside him, perhaps not speaking since the doctor had warned her not to "stress" him further. But finally she did speak, and her reassurance made sense of her tears earlier: "You're not being indoctrinated, Halon. This machine is medical. It's helping to heal you with drugs and other means. You were seriously wounded."

I suppose the thought of being hooked up to a machine--any machine--should make me react insanely. Yet it never occurred to me that this machine could be doing me harm. 

"Carron..." he murmured, sounding rusty and weak. "Carron...my...Second?"

How much could she know of what he'd been through in his temerarious bolt off Paladin? Yet somehow she did understand his question. "Your second-in-command got away on your ship."

She described the battle, ending with the news that several of the alien spaceships had pursued Paladin when it fled. While it was true that the Sinshe warbird could have taken on the dozens of alien spaceships with unmistakably inferior weapons, Carron must have realized no backup was coming for him. He was alone in the fight with a quarter complement crew. The only way to win was to flee and return with the armada in tow. 

"Where did your allies break off pursuit...?" Halon asked, feeling winded by the few words he'd uttered.

Vespera's beautiful eyes showed her confusion. Up to this point, all he'd seen there was wariness replacing the tears while the medical team had evaluated his condition. "Does that matter?"

"Yes. Show me...map..."

Vespera maneuvered a console in front of him and begin the process of bringing up a map of the region of space the planet Qu called home. When she pointed to where the aliens had broken off their pursuit, Halon nodded. "I know...where he went. The only place he could have disappeared." Halon took a deep breath. No turning back. 

At the movement of his hands to indicate he needed access to the console, Vespera aided him. "These are the coordinates to a space corridor the Sinshe stabilized, the Zurg-rtu. Class 1. It's the only direction he could have gone...if he wanted to lose the alien spaceships. He would only have had to be in it two tide cycles. From there...a little more than 14 spins to a Class 2 corridor, Pai-an. How long...has it been?"

"Since you were injured and brought on board?"

He nodded with almost no strength.

"16 days--spins...that's right, Shojan measure time by tide cycles. You've been in a coma for 16 spins."

Two tide cycles in the Zurg-rtu corridor. A little more than 14 spins to cross open space to Pai-an. Seven spins inside that corridor...

"He's still in Pai-an. You have to tell your allies...now. Paladin won't be just outside the Zurg-rtu space corridor, where Carron left it, much longer if Carron gained access to SL communication as soon as he entered the first corridor and gave Neth-beo the coordinates to the ship."

The implication--the entire Sinshe fleet heeding a warning order to converge on and engage hostiles--drained all color from her face. She was up in a second, but Halon grabbed her arm before she could run to do what he'd suggested. Touching her skin shouldn't have stunned him, leaving him feel weak in another way. But it did and, for a heartbeat, their eyes locked and held so the past was there between them, happening anew in the space of no time at all.

"The Quing...did they survive? Is their world intact?"

Her expression became startled, as if this was the very last question she expected him to ask her. Had she believed he wouldn't care that Carron might have nuked an entire world into oblivion? Halon had done just that himself when he was too young to have become an evil monster. He'd never forgot, never forgave. Shame filled him with the need for revenge, for an absolution he would never deserve.

"Your message is what got us there in time. If you hadn't sent that..."

Somehow his warning had saved an entire planet. He'd sent the warning with his distress call to Mare Arie after fleeing Neth-beo in the Paladin. Carron had told him his message had been intercepted before it could reach his intended target. 

A lie. Another lie? How much of what Carron told me after he apprehended me and locked me in my stateroom with armed guards was true? 

His overwhelming relief made Vespera pause for another second they didn't have, but he urged, "Go. And...come back as soon as you can." 

 


Chapter 2

Vespera

 

When Vespera emerged in the hall outside the Vreah ambassadorial battleship Vashtii's MedBay, she felt the contradictions of urgency and fatigue war inside her. She couldn't afford to let the sense of being deflated, nor the inevitably of collapse slow her step. Halon's information could have a definite impact on their next move. 

At the end of the hall, armed guards watched her without relaxing, greeting her when she passed them by at a quick pace on her way to the Situation Room on another deck. 

It'd been decided that despite Halon's show of goodwill that bespoke genuine defection from the Sinshe, he would have to be watched carefully. The private medical facility where he was recovering had round-the-clock monitoring. Any means Halon could potentially use to sabotage them had been circumvented in that room. As long he was there, he could easily be subdued. The armed guards were mere backup. Most of the allies felt that Halon's treason was all an elaborate scheme to get him inside, where he could strike a fatal blow. 

Like he did when I was little more than a girl, too young to do anything but respond eagerly to a male who had the kind of prowess and presence I've never seen let alone experienced before. 

Vespera no longer believed her reaction to Halon had been nothing more than the product of a first experience with infatuation, mere fantazema. No, everything else she'd ever experienced had been that. She hadn't seen him since he walked away, his long, lean back rigid with the absolute certainty of her betrayal. 

Her devastation then had been tempered with the terror that Halon's sole purpose in seducing her had been to gain Vreah research and technology that could conceivably help Sinshe science engineers in the development a weapon of mass destruction. 

As soon as she strode past the guards, she lifted her finger to the communications link fitted to her ear and used it to access her electronic assistant, who connected her link to her brother's at her request.

"I was informed he woke up," Verrick said immediately. "Is he all right?"

"Yes. And he's given us valuable intel."

"That we hope isn't a trick. But...this early...it'll no doubt prove to be legitimate. He can't afford to make us believe he's still the enemy now."

"Do you still believe he is?"

"We'll find out. Until then, I reserve judgment." 

"Meet me in the Situation Room with the military leaders. I'll be there in a few minutes. We'll need to contact the allies."  

As she stepped into the lift that would take her to the second level of the ship, she couldn't deny her brother was right in everything he'd been saying lately. Certainly when he'd pointed out earlier how silly she was to stay at Halon's bedside night and day. 

His escape pod had been fired upon by his own warship. The Vreah team that had retrieved it with others from the allies making the same attempt--regardless of the consequences--had taken Vespera's orders to heart when she'd sent them out. Gaining Halon might be the only thing that could turn aside a war with a culture capable of destroying the entire universe rather than accepting peaceful equality. 

Even if the supreme monarch was playing them, intending to turn on them as soon as they relaxed their guard, he was their only hope of defeating or subduing the Sinshe, who had sheer numbers of soldiers, warbirds and advanced weapons that would make any attempt to engage them suicide.

I feared Halon would die. I didn't dare leave him. The memories they'd made had haunted her as if they were as real as the world around her. Pleasure and pain. Heaven and hell. She'd never expected to look him in the eyes again. Never expected to have the chance to convince him I didn't put a monitoring device on his person to gain secrets the Vreah could use against his people or steal anything...

But trying to explain something that was common practice on her homeworld to someone who came from a culture so private, so withdrawn and utterly unwilling to open up to any others was, at best, foolish. It'd long been the Vreah way to gain knowledge without barriers. Give to get. When sharing was withheld, what harm was there in learning through whatever stealth manner conceivable? Spying was an ugly word for devious creatures. Vreah sought knowledge for the sake of knowledge and any mystery begged to be expanded at all the compass points. Even if the answers weren't found, comprehension and perception were gained. Many on Vree would rather have endless mysteries to counteract any possibility of an end to learning.

But Halon wouldn't have understood that then. To believe he would hear her out now wasn't a wise course to even consider. 

In truth, Vespera wasn't entirely sure she trusted Halon either. She'd been little more than a blind, trusting fool when they'd fallen in love. The shocking number of years they'd been apart should have negated any need for explanations--if their dual acts of treachery against each other hadn't in the first place.

She somehow ended up the last to enter the Situation Room. Verrick had already connected allies within communication range to the Vashtii and would begin recording their meeting for those outside SLC to be sent later, once they were in a space corridor and could utilize real-time communication.

"The Sinshe leader has woken and the doctor feels he's not in danger," she started with.

Those around her gave varying expressions in reaction to the news, some silently betraying they believed his death would have been better for all of them. 

Would it be easier if Halon died? Vespera wondered. It was very true that trusting someone who was both an unmatched tactician and indisputably a warrior beyond any currently existing in the galaxy was a gamble. How could anyone hope to outsmart or defeat him?

Quickly, Vespera pulled up a halo map and gave Halon's intel, complete with coordinates to the Sinshe secret corridors. Most of their allies were back at Qu, regrouping after the attack, building defenses and alliances. The main military forces of each culture had converged there together in an attempt to save the Quing from certain extinction. 

Although the Quing had decided against a formal alliance with the rest of the galaxy because, to choose a side meant actively participating in war, the unprecedented intentions that would have led to subjugation or firing on their beloved homeworld had altered the balance. Every culture that had been uncertain about whether to ally now had to face that the Sinshe would stop at nothing to make every last being in the universe Seph-controlled slaves.

Beyond giving the information Halon had freely divulged, Vespera had nothing else to disclose. She'd have to wait and see what the allies decided once they received the message and weighed in on what they should do in response. 

Verrick followed her out of the room a little too closely, and she had no reserve in her to fight him when he advised her to stay away from the MedBay. "Come on, let's go to the ambassadorial quarters and enjoy a meal together. I haven't seen you in weeks, sister."

Vespera was aware that her brother had been doing more than his fair share of their duties since they'd left Qu space. While I've been sitting faithfully at the bedside of a comatose ex-lover. My first, the most intense and unforgettable...

She agreed wearily, allowing Verrick to make all the arrangements. It wasn't until they were sitting down to a meal that felt luxurious compared to what she'd been subsisting on lately that she realized he was trying to avoid his new wife--again.

The two had been joined in a beautiful ceremony on Qu earlier that month. On Vree, middle age--95 to 100 years--brought about full maturity and the desire to take a lifemate to start a family. In preparation, eggs and sperm were harvested from each person when they were young. Marriage and raising children were honored almost as much as gaining knowledge, though love and infatuation were looked down upon but also valued for the enlightenment gained in youth. Divorce was a shame that had all but made the practice illegal on Vree. 

For Vreah men and women, the use of maturity oils was commonly accepted by all, once an ideal mate was chosen. The oils were formulated from an individual's own hormones and utilized exclusively with the targeted lifemate. Their use stimulated loyalty and attraction for romantic love. 

Once marriage took place, the bonding cycle was undertaken in earnest, beginning with fervor rituals that generally lasted more than a year to ensure that frivolous desire was fully expended. Once the romantic love had passed, the season of cultivation commenced. A new stage in one's life was embarked on. Implantation of fraternal twins taken from the man and woman's own harvest inaugurated a rich time of complete cognizance in the raising of both a son and a daughter. Parents willingly gave themselves over to their children's education and development instead of focusing solely on their own pursuits.

"How is Renn?" she asked. "Are the two of you thoroughly enjoying your fervor rituals?" She tried to make her voice teasing, despite knowing Renn had already called a halt to the festivities. She lacked the energy to pull off the light-hearted sport.

Verrick glanced away to pour them both a mildly fermented drink. A moment later, he said without preface, "Renn has already been impregnated."

"I still don't understand that. You'd barely started the fervor rituals. Why did she want to cut it short so soon?"

She'd been against Renn's avid pursuit of her brother right from the beginning. Renn was a prominent scientist, well-respected in her field. What she lacked was an appealing personality. But that wasn't the core issue Vespera had with her sister-in-law. 

Renn had begun using the maturity oils on Verrick almost from the moment they met. Though Vespera had never seen a problem with their use, given the time-honored customs and traditions involving them that Vreah had held to for centuries, the Human ambassador Raze Salen had made her realize their use could easily be viewed as manipulative. The oils chemically induced a feeling of attachment and desire in the chosen lifemate that might not otherwise exist. Vespera had strongly believed that Verrick wouldn't have feelings for Renn at all without the maturity oils she'd used on him. But, while under their influence, objectivity was simply impossible.

Verrick raised one blue eyebrow that matched his thick, highly-styled hair; metallic azure skin; and vivid, ocean-blue eyes. "Do you need me to tell you that you were right all along, sister-mine?" he asked in a low voice.

"Oh, Verrick, I didn't want to be right about her," Vespera cried out, reaching to cover his hand with her own. "Did she cease the use of the maturity oils?"

"She did. And I now realize I can't stand to be in the same room with the shrew."

"Yet...she went ahead with impregnation?"

"That's not all, Vespera," Verrick said, a kind of brave smile making Vespera hurt even more for him. "As soon as she verified she was pregnant, she told me she used the sperm of another man instead of mine."

Vespera's head was filled with too much cotton from lack of sleep, proper nourishment, and single-minded focus on Halon to absorb what her brother was telling her. She blinked at him in disbelief.

"Apparently, he's married to someone else. He and Renn have been in fantazema for years. Someone used maturity oils against him, he married her and realized as soon as she was pregnant, he didn't care for her. But they have a son and a daughter they're raising together while he and Renn see each other when they can. Renn felt the need to make sure I knew the situation after she admitted what she'd done, using his sperm instead of mine. But she also said she wouldn't have married him even if he'd been available. She's not impressed with his social status or his career choice--truthfully, any of the choices he's made all these years."

In the thirst for knowledge, Vreah frequently changed careers throughout their lifetime, searching for new and exciting mysteries to stimulate them. 

"I suppose a galaxy ambassador carries weight everywhere in the universe," Vespera commented dryly. "But why wouldn't she use your sperm? To use this other man's is so...uncharacteristically romantic. She's not a woman given to romantic fancy, from what I've seen of her."

Renn seemed to derive no pleasure whatsoever from love, infatuation, sexual desire or anything associated--certainly not to the extreme levels Verrick had all his life.

"What will you do?" Vespera asked when her brother deigned to answer her question about Renn's motives. She could see he was humiliated about the situation. 

"Raze is right about maturity oils. If I'd been in my right mind, I wouldn't have chosen her if she was the last woman in the cosmos. And the thought of raising her children, not mine... Honestly, I don't even care about who the real father is. I just don't want to be put in a position of having to raise his children as if they were my own biological offspring."

"But...divorce..."

"...is taboo. I'm aware. A divorce will change how everyone on Vree views me. But it wasn't until I went through this that I could see clearly this stigma needs to change, the maturity oils outlawed. I've done nothing wrong. I was duped by someone with nefarious motives for selfish gain. I was forced into a bonding I don't even want, now that I'm thinking with a clear head."

Weeks ago, he'd insisted he was deliriously happy, believed Renn to be the woman he'd spent a lifetime wanting to settle down with. No part of that was choice, simply chemical inducement. And now he's stuck because this is the way it's been as long as anyone can remember on Vree.

"What will you do?"

"I've taken a cabin on Deck 6."

Deck 3 was devoted exclusively to ambassador privilege. As Verrick's wife, Renn had decided as soon as she'd "drugged" him into choosing her that it was her place to have full run of his plush suite on the opposite side of the deck as Vespera's.

Vespera frowned unhappily. The dirty little secret of the Vreah was that those who hadn't gotten sexual and romantic needs out of their systems after undertaking the bonding cycle either spent the last years of their life using maturity oils to ensure their dissatisfaction was never acknowledged to the point of considering divorce, or they indulged in endless, clandestine fantazema liaisons with other unhappy lifemates once the children were old enough to be in an active career choice. 

"Enough about me," Verrick said in a loud voice. She could hear the bravado in his tone, driving him to change the subject. "What are we going to do about your own fantazema, sister?"

"I'm not in fantazema. I'm merely ensuring that Matriarch Arie's grandson gets to her on the Dynasty habitation, where she can assess best if he's a trustworthy ally."

"How would she know if he is? She hasn't seen him since he was 10, when he was taken away from her to begin his warrior training--and the indoctrination." Verrick bit into a wedge of cheese, lifting his eyebrow at her knowingly. "I think the person in the best position of assessing Halon is you, Vespera."

She gaped at him. "Me? I never knew him. Not really. The entire time we were together, I didn't know the first thing about him. I knew only what he wanted me to believe. Besides, Arie will know if he's actually gone through detoxification. She's seen this first-hand."

Verrick nodded, unable to dispute. 

They fell to their meal, discussing things she'd missed because of her vigilance in watching over Halon. In the back of her mind, Vespera acknowledged why she'd given in so easily to Verrick's insistence that she get away from the MedBay. 

Halon asked me to come back as soon as possible. And I can't deny it's all I've thought about since the door of the medical facility closed and locked behind me. I can't let this happen again. I can't let myself be seduced by golden eyes, a honed, muscular body that'd taught me all about physical love. 

Though Vespera had learned much about utterly dispassionate Sinshe mating rituals, she sometimes found it hard to believe that Halon must have been a virgin, just as she'd been, when they'd fallen in love. Yet their bodies had been in complete synergy from the very first time that had reduced them both to tears of awe.

If everything hadn't fallen apart between us, we might still be together. I would be Arie's daughter-in-law, the way I've wanted to be almost since the moment I met her...

Vespera lectured herself for the foolishness. Those countless years ago, Halon had met with her and her alone of the Vreah because he'd had a very definitive intention. He'd fulfilled that intention, and he'd walked away from her using her own "betrayal" in putting a monitoring device on his person as the excuse for their irrevocable severance. 

Why did he seem so hurt? Especially if seducing me and pretending to love me was all an act to get what his father had sent him to extract?

When the meal was nearly finished, Vespera found steel settling into her spine directly related to a decision she was startled to realize she'd been making for weeks--since the Vreah ambassadorial ship had left Qu for the Galactic Alliance Embassy headquarters situated in orbit of the planet Shojan. Getting Halon to his grandmother was a priority. There was no way to bring Arie to them, given the state of her waning health. Beyond the medical facilities there, Vespera alone had guessed that the matriarch was dying, though the older woman had refused to admit to anyone or allow her doctors to inform them of the fact. 

"Verrick, I've come to a decision. After we get to the Dynasty, I want you to take over for me as ambassador. Not permanently, I hope. But I want you to be the one who leads negotiations with the other cultures. Do everything you can to ensure alliances. I need to stay where Arie is."

Her brother laughed, not allowing her subterfuge. "Where Halon is."

"If I know him best, as you claim I should, then we're probably in trouble...but I need to be the one who acts as his liaison and facilitator. His handler, if you will. I need to ensure Arie gets the time she needs to be certain his defection was legitimate. Until we're certain we can trust him, you'll have to ensure that the alliances the Vreah have worked toward for nearly a century are officially established. You can move into my suite until you decide what to do about Renn. I know it's not exactly on the opposite side of the ship, but at least you'll have a worthy place to avoid her."

Verrick looked at her steadily for a full minute without speaking, but she didn't capitulate or offer desperate defenses for her decision. "What if you fall in love with him again, Vespera? How can you be sure your judgment won't be compromised?"

Swallowing guiltily, Vespera said in a soft voice, "The first time I fell for him...nothing can match the level of passion I had for him. Nothing. In all these years, not a single thing has come close. You tease me about my interest in Raze as a lifemate, but, in all honesty, I just wanted to be numb to romantic love. To forget it could exist. To move on to the next stage in my development."

"You were giving up on love altogether?" he asked in a tone that suggested he'd wondered if that was what she was doing at least once when she'd been using the maturity oils on Raze without his permission or awareness.

"Something like that."

"You're sure this is what you want to do, Vespera?"

"I'm sure."

Her confidence had nothing to do with certainty. Simply put, there was nothing else she could do if she wanted to live with herself.

"You understand how important the negotiations with the other cultures are, Verrick. You'll need to return to Qu as soon as we arrive at the Dynasty and Halon and I disembark. The Quing are waiting to sign a peace treaty with us, as I'm sure they already have with the other cultures we've allied with. And the Usragos and Drario will never be in a better position to convince, since their representatives are already there. Raze will have made inroads with them by the time you arrive, I have no doubt. You can do this, Verrick. I know I've taken the lead all the years since we replaced our parents as galaxy ambassadors, but you can do this without me."

He chuckled. "Of course I can. But you'll miss all the fun."

Vespera offered him a playful smile. "Indeed. It's a risk I have to take."

 


Chapter 3

Tori

 

As soon as Tori Bertoletti made it back to the Aero, she checked to see if Raze had sent a message to tell her he was returning as well. 

Until recently, the Aero had been the only Human ambassadorial ship of its kind, a corvette cruiser battleship. After completing their primary training on the habitats orbiting Earth, the Nexus, they'd both been assigned to the Aero--Raze under the tutelage of the first and only Human ambassador at that time, while Tori had apprenticed under her father, who'd been the planet cataloger before his death. She also served as the ship librarian and would someday be forced to return to the Nexus to serve as Central head librarian once the current one retired or passed away.

Tori sighed in disappointment, noticing it was after nine p.m. already and her husband hadn't checked in once all day. He'd left the ship even earlier than she had that morning. 

They'd hardly seen each other since the battle. Because of the delicate nature of work, sending non-critical messages to catch up, especially keeping each other informed of when they might be reunited each day, had become her lifeline. 

So much for a honeymoon, she thought in self-pity. But she understood how badly he was needed now, especially since the acting captain, Chief Military/Combat Officer Lennon Ohlhouser, had never wanted to step into the lead role on the ship and, quite honestly, didn't have the organization and diplomatic skills necessary beyond basic functioning. Raze possessed all of that in spades and Lennon had called on him constantly to utilize them in the precarious situation they and their allies had found themselves.

In the space of only a few weeks, everything had changed. Captain Sloane Dale had been critically injured, her XO Abe Barlow only slightly less so, when they'd attempted to rescue the Sinshe-Shojani defector, supreme monarch Halon, in a shuttle. 

Charr Reyes (Tori's great uncle and the Aero's chief science officer, in charge of anything medical, biological, science or technology related), had feared he didn't have the medical resources on board that the captain and her second would need to survive. When the Vreah ambassadors had volunteered to deliver Halon to the Dynasty habitat, where his defection could be authenticated, Charr had asked them to drop Sloane and Abe off at the Nexus on the way. There, they could get the round-the-clock, intense medical treatment they needed in relative safety. 

Often, Tori thought she wouldn't want to be there when the captain awoke to find herself far from her ship after a battle that could have turned out quite differently than it had. She'd be furious. Who would talk her down? Luckily, her XO would be nearby. 

The last report of their status was at least cause for hope. Both were alive. Far from out of the woods yet, but the best Human medical personnel in the galaxy were on the Nexus.

In the two plus weeks since Sloane and Abe were transferred to the Nexus, the peace treaty negotiations had gone forward while all the official and unofficial allies at Qu had been working collaboratively to build planetary defenses and an orbital habitation that could alert those on the planet of potential threats far in advance, as well as providing the first line of defense. Their ships were also being outfitted with defensive capabilities and weapons, and Acting Captain Ohlhouser was personally seeing to it that the Quing volunteers were taught combat skills. 

The Quing hadn't been pleased about any of these necessities. War wasn't their way, never had been. But it wasn't only the threat of war and the requirements of being ready for an enemy who could return at any time--and with an entire armada of warships--that had the Quing agreeing to ally now, since they'd been threatened. All around the galaxy, most of the cultures had seen a natural phenomenon they called "phantom energy damage" ravaging celestial bodies, including some of their own planets. There was undeniable evidence that whatever the unknown force was, it was expanding and dominating nearby forces, tearing apart even gravitationally bound structures, leaving behind degenerate remnants and stellar objects and resulting in brown and white dwarfs and neutron stars. Whole planets were falling into the orbits of the black holes that were being created. Eventually, all would decay into nothingness if they couldn't find a way to reverse or stop what, at this point, seemed inevitable.

Few of the cultures believed phantom energy to be a lifeform as anyone knew or understood it, but one in particular--the Gurgh--believed it was an unconquerable enemy intent on swallowing the galaxy whole. Given that their sun had almost been consumed by what they'd dubbed the "Black Maw", leaving the planet Gurgh in near-constant darkness, maybe they had good reason for insisting this force of unprecedented destruction wasn't simply a natural phenomenal without consciousness.

The Vreah science vessel--carrying the brightest scientists from all the cultures--had arrived only days ago, intent on studying the phantom energy that had devastated the magnetic poles of Qu. Tori had discovered the damage herself when they'd arrived at the planet last month to begin peace negotiations with the Quing and she'd been given permission to do a planetary scan. 

Every morning since the arrival of the research teams, Tori and her 13-year-old apprentice Peppin had been boarding the colossal vessel that possessed every technology and lab equipment conceivable for their research. Thus far, they'd done little more than combine knowledge and discuss what they knew from every possible angle. 

While Tori sent her student back to the Aero at a decent hour each night (much to his dismay), she hadn't wanted to miss a thing. She and the researchers rarely took more than a few breaks during their long days, nor did they need to since food and refreshments were brought to them in the cavernous conference room by the large staff employed to assist them. 

Tori hated to admit even to herself that she'd never been more intellectually stimulated, nor more eager to contribute to a cause. When she was a child, her parents were stationed on the Aero with her mother filling the role of librarian while her father was planet cataloger. Tori adored doing both jobs now and did them well. However, when the Vreah science vessel arrived, she realized she'd never known true passion of purpose in her chosen careers.

Despite the long hours she'd been putting in on the Vreah ship, she rarely slept and even food didn't seem to matter. Her mind had been at work on the phantom energy conundrum so her body didn't seem to need anything. The strangest part of the situation had been the acknowledgement that, for the first time in her life, she felt like she had something to contribute, that she could compete with minds so brilliant, she should have felt small and insignificant in their presence.

She'd contributed the largest amount of research and actual data based on the intensive planetary scans she'd done around the galaxy in the past several years. The amount of respect she'd received from the other researchers had humbled her even as it'd bolstered her confidence. Unbelievably, she'd become a working part of finding a solution to a problem that seemed too big even for every last culture in the galaxy combined to solve. 

I wish I could talk to Raze about all this. But there's no time. Just as he's had almost no time to tell me much about his own, time-consuming "facilitation" duties, all but (reluctantly) taking Ohlhouser's place as acting captain of the Aero as well as being the Human ambassador, negotiating multiple peace treaties at once. 

Though she supposed she should go to bed because tomorrow would start early again, she found herself walking slowly from the shuttle she traveled to and from the Vreah ship each day to the cabin she and Raze shared on Deck 3. Her mind was still on the ideas she and the researchers had exchanged today when her wrist comm buzzed. Hopefully, she lifted it, finding she wasn't totally disappointed to hear her cousin (Charr's daughter) Callista's voice instead of Raze's. Though Callista had tried to contact her a few days ago, Tori hadn't had time, let alone energy, to get back to her. Tonight, she selfishly wanted company.

"Boy, you must be busy," Callista commented.

"I'm sorry."

"Don't apologize. Just tell me we can get together."

"Now?"

"It's too early to go to bed, and I miss you like crazy. Can we meet in your cabin?"

"My old one?" Tori verified. After she and Raze got married, they decided to move into his much plusher, spacious cabin on the VIP deck. Knowing Raze wasn't a pet lover like she was, her teacup pig, chicken, and rabbit had stayed behind in her old cabin across the hall from the Catalogus Lab, where she scanned planets, and from the ship library. Peppin had originally intended to move into her cabin, but his best friends, including Raze's three apprentices as well as the captain and XO's interns, were housed on Deck 10. All of the students loved Tori's pets and came to visit and feed them whenever they were on break. It'd become their hangout place, and she was grateful for their caretaking.

"I knew you'd have to give your babies some love before going to bed," Callista said. "And I made a special treat for us, just in case you could spend some time with me." 

Feeling guilty for inadvertently neglecting her best friends, Tori apologized again, but Callista forgave easily.

Tori arrived on Deck 5 first and glanced at the rack outside the library. She was momentarily surprised by how few electronic folio tablets were there with requests for reading material, but an afterthought reminded her that the entire ship was on high alert, assisting the Quing and going about numerous duties, picking up the slack for the absent captain and XO while they recovered. She'd filled the few requests in almost no time at all, putting them back in the rack with flags on them to alert the owners they were loaded. Previously she'd hand-delivered each one. There wasn't time anymore. For seemingly anything but preparing for peace...and inevitable war.

 She was sitting on the floor with her pets around her, cooing and telling them how much she'd missed them, when Callista came in bearing a dessert that made Tori's mouth water. "My favorite. You're the sweetest," she said as they hugged warmly.

"Who doesn't love peanut butter?" Callista said, grinning. 

At 58, she was quite a bit older than Tori's 32 years. Even after nine in the evening, she looked like she was ready to attend a party with fashionable clothing instead of the hand-me-downs Tori favored. Callista had a redder shade of hair than Tori that had always seemed more vibrant and less mousy on her. She also wore bright lipstick and makeup that emphasized the sweet prettiness of her face. 

"You look like you've lost weight," Tori said in some alarm. Callista was forever saying she needed to lose a few pounds but she didn't really work at it and didn't need to. She was attractive, curvy as she was. 

"I had a few depressed nights. I'll put it back on in no time, I'm sure. Do you have a minute, sweetie? We haven't talked in so long and--"

Tori remembered almost as if she'd completely forgotten that, weeks ago, before all the horrible things had happened, Callista had been thrilled to be going out on a date. She was a romantic and, for some reason Tori couldn't fathom, had never found her Mr. Right. Her date wasn't with Driscoll Sharrow, the handsome assistant navigator and unofficial ship womanizer whom Callista had had a crush on forever. He certainly wasn't Charr's assistant Dob, who'd been sweet on her for years but the feeling was definitely not mutual. The prodigy was weird in ways that were often displayed in the least flattering light possible.

No, Hayden Nieves was the unlikely culprit. Tori knew him. He worked in engineering and loved her cat (who died earlier that year), so she and Raze were always forced to talk to him when they took Bepo for his daily walk. Something about the man unnerved Tori, though she couldn't say exactly what. She hadn't been thrilled when Callista told her about the date. Now she couldn't help dreading that a further development was coming.

That would explain the premonition I've been getting, though I just assumed we're on the cusp of war with a superior culture that could raze every other culture in the galaxy without blinking an eye. Is there anyone who doesn't have a bad feeling in their gut these days?

Her premonitions usually turned out to be true, though most of them weren't serious. In her experience, having a wary feeling about something bad about to happen didn't always head off the event. 

What's going to happen with my bad feeling this time? Or don't I want to know?

"It didn't work out with Hayden," Callista said, the usual joy in her face muted so Tori wasn't sure how to react. She simply waited for her cousin to go on. "He just wanted sex and let me tell you, he wasn't going to get it from me."

Relief flooded Tori, loosening the band that'd begun tightening across her front with Callista's need to talk to her. Her cousin was so eager to fall in love sometimes she didn't think things through. She tended to jump into things, hoping for a happily-ever-after she feared would slip through her fingers if she didn't grab onto it with both hands. 

"I'm sorry, Callista. But he obviously wasn't worthy of you."

"That's what Papa says. But I'm 58. If it doesn't happen soon, I'm afraid it'll never happen for me."

Tori hugged her. Before Raze had realized he loved her as more than his best friend, she'd thought the same thing. Now she almost felt guilty because she'd found happiness she couldn't have even imagined before. She hadn't wanted to let herself hope for more, instead choosing to believe that what wasn't broken didn't need fixing. 

"Don't give up. If it happened for me, it'll happen for you."

"You and Raze were meant to be together."

Tori had accepted that as fact for most of her life. Raze had taken a while to come to the same conclusion. 

"You and your soulmate will find each other," Tori assured her because she knew Callista needed her encouragement, even though she couldn't help secretly wondering if this was contradictorily the best and worst time to be looking for love.  

Cheering Callista up fortunately had always been an easy enough task. She was upbeat by design and only needed to be gently reminded of her many blessings. 

"So, did anything happen on the ship while I was away today?"

As the Aero's chief chef, in charge of the Mess Hall, Callista saw nearly everyone on board each day. "I heard that one of the two shuttles monitoring communications returned this morning."

"With news?" Tori asked. 

Another Catch-22. The captain and her XO had been hanging on by a thread when the Vashtii took them on board, planning to drop them off at the Nexus on their way to the Dynasty habitat with the defector. Charr had tried to be hopeful to buoy the crew's spirits during a time when they most needed encouragement, but Tori knew Sloane and Abe were teetering between life or death. Any shuttle returning from a corridor with news could potentially be bringing either at any time. 

"Nothing about the captain," Callista told her. "The Vashtii will arrive at the Dynasty in two days' time. Apparently the Sinshe leader woke up and gave Vespera the coordinates to where the usurper took his warship. He believes they can capture the Paladin if they pursue now. Acting Captain Ohlhouser, Raze, and the other military leaders from all the cultures gathered to decide what to do about the intel."
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