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Chapter 1

Her lips were soft and cold. Lifeless. Seph backed away and stared at the naked Terran lying on the table. The woman grew blurry, forcing the blue-skinned Tassarian to blink her eyes. She wanted to turn away, but not as much as she wanted to keep watching her. She wanted her to blink her eyes open and take in a deep breath. To sit up and looked around, and then be perfectly whole and healthy again.

Terrans were bad news. Seph had risked everything for Sierra, just like she’d risked so much for Aden before her. She’d given up everything to take a fool’s leap out of the blown open air lock into space to go after Sierra. She’d caught up to her, but the Terran was venting air and had already lost consciousness.

Seph took over where the Terran’s Naval combat suit failed, using her powers to stop the leaks. There was nothing she could do for the damage the woman’s arms and legs had taken; her gift was telekinesis, not healing.

She’d clung to the Terran while they floated through space above Saturn. Even together they were too small to draw the attention of either the Kesari attacking the Terran Naval station or the Terrans themselves. Their air would run out if they weren’t claimed by Saturn’s gravity first. Aden and Twyf were their only hope, and they were fighting for their own lives.

There was always the bounty hunter, Niko, but the last she knew he was trapped on the Naval station. Then again, there was something special about that man. He was a survivor. He was strange also, even for an unpredictable Terran.

“Seph, let her go.”

Seph sucked in a breath and nodded. She blinked harder at Niko’s voice. “I’m...I’m scared.”

He chuckled softly.

“Don’t laugh at me.”

“Sorry. Didn’t think you could get scared.”

“Neither did I.”

He nodded beside her. “That’s a good thing. Means your heart’s working fine. Even if it breaks.”

“I gave up everything for her...”

“Don’t hold that over her. That was your choice.”

She nodded. “I know. I...I’m not used to being in this position. Being like this.”

“I’m glad to see it. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

She almost turned to see his face, but she didn’t want to look away from Sierra. Not yet. “Why not?”

He chuckled and said, “Because you’re a badass, that’s why. I’ve seen a lot of things in my life—some of it so crazy you wouldn’t believe it—but I’ve never seen anybody like you. All business, no pleasure. You throw every bit you’ve got into what you’re doing, and you’re damn good at it, too. It’s like you don’t realize you’ve got limits.”

She nodded.

“Starbirth! I still can’t believe you used that power of yours to grab that wrench and stick it to my cockpit window. Kinda dumb of me to need Neesha to figure it out and tell me it was you telling me which way to fly. We’d just broke loose of the station’s locks too. Any longer and we’d have started burning hard to get the hell out of there.”

Seph nodded. The effort to reach across space, even into a familiar place, and use her powers had been even harder than when she’d pulled Aden back to the Hidden Treasure, Niko’s ship. She’d woken up in the same tiny cabin she’d used on their flight to the Naval station above Enceladus, one of Saturn’s moons.

“Let them take her. Jerm will do what no one else can,” Niko urged.

“Jerm,” she repeated. “I should laugh at a doctor with a name like that.”

“He’s not really a doctor. More like a scientist or engineer, although these people don’t use terms like that. He fixed me up.”

Niko’s last words broke Seph’s focus and made her look at him. “Fixed you?”

Niko nodded. “Come on. Let them work and I’ll tell you all about it.”

She narrowed her eyes and then let go of her suspicion and nodded. He was right; Sierra needed to go. The longer she stared down at her, the worse she was making it on herself. The Terran was in a stasis field created with the Aspartillian energy. Niko had kept her alive by putting her into an emergency pod that lowered her body temperature and minimized her vitals. Bringing her out of it early, even in the best-equipped Terran hospital, would have given her minutes to live, at best.

Seph started to reach for Sierra’s hand to squeeze it. She stopped and remembered: her hand was shriveled, blackened, and all but destroyed. Her arms and legs had been shattered when the explosive decompression sucked her out of the air lock and she tried to stop herself by reaching and kicking out.

She redirected her hand up and brushed Sierra’s cool cheek. Seph closed her eyes and let out a deep sigh. “Come back,” she whispered before turning away and following Niko down a short hall to where some large furniture overloaded with firm pillows waited. Behind her, the female assistant pushed the floating table ahead and slithered behind it on her snake-like lower body.

“Sit,” Niko urged as he moved to sit on a divan near Neesha. He arranged the pillows to support him and nodded toward a round cushion in front of him.

“I haven’t sat down since we got here,” Seph admitted. She eyed the strange divan and rearranged some pillows so she could sit on it and have some support. She looked at Neesha and then Niko.

“I expect you’ve got questions,” Niko began.

Seph raised an eyebrow. “Seems to me you know a lot more than you ever let on. Ampytheans, for example—we were told they’re extinct.”

“They are,” he said. “Just not here.”

She tilted her head. “I was a little out of it when we escaped, between trying to give Aden and Twyf everything they needed and worrying about Sierra. I was forced to trust you, and I think that gamble has paid off, but now’s the time to tell it all.”

“Spill the beans,” Niko offered. “Or show my cards. That’s the expression.”

“Whatever.”

Niko grinned. “I see you’ve already got that one. How about ‘fine’?”

Her smooth forehead wrinkled. “What?”

“If I asked you how you were feeling, would you say, ‘I’m fine’?”

“Depends,” she said. “Is this leading somewhere?”

He chuckled. “Sorry, just reassuring myself that women are women, regardless of color, fur, scales, or appendages.”

“You’re stalling.”

He sighed. “It’s not an easy story to tell. Plus, I’ve never told it before, not all of it.”

Neesha lifted her head up from where she’d been watching him. “So why now?”

He glanced at Neesha and then looked back at Seph. “Well, what I knew nobody else did. Or at least no one other than some Criknids and the Kesari. Closely guarded secret. Death, as you know, to anyone else who was aware of it. That’s why the Kesari have been chasing you, because you know something they didn’t want anyone else knowing.”

“Too late now,” Seph pointed out. “We broadcast it to the entire Terran home system. There’s no one in the universe worse at keeping a secret than Terrans.”

“That’s why. Because of the courage you and your friends showed. I may not agree with everything you do or your means of doing it, but there’s a lot more to you and your friends than anyone gives you credit for—even me!” he said and tried his charming smile on her. He turned to Neesha and added, “As for Neesha, she’s stuck through all this and earned her right to hear it. Thanks to her, my ship runs better now than it ever has, probably better than when it was new! I’m hoping she sticks around for a while.”

The Vagnosian’s serpentine hair tendrils curled up into ringlets at Niko’s praise. She dropped her gaze to the floor, but not before a smile lifted her lips.

“So, the story?” Seph pushed.

Niko stared at her and nodded. “Okay, here goes...”


Chapter 2

“I was an orphan,” Niko began. “I grew up in a rough place, a station called Terbis, in the armpit of the galaxy. Gas and asteroid mining there, but it was so far out and the law was so corrupt, pretty much anything went. My parents, if I ever had any, had better things to do than raise a kid. An outcast Lermian woman took me in and watched after me, believe it or not. Turns out she had all sorts of genetic damage from radiation, but I didn’t find that out until it was too late. Made sense why she was sick so much, though.”

Niko shrugged and checked his audience. Both women were giving him their full attention. “So, with that kind of background, I spent a lot of time with the wrong kinds of people. Learned how to fight, how to steal, and how to generally be a worthless piece of trash. Learned how to talk my way into and out of things too, except it didn’t always work.”

“Oh?”

He nodded. “Got busted trying to lift some expensive ore inverters. The mining company’s boss was like most of the businesses that succeeded there: crooked as a comet’s orbit in a trinary star system. He wasn’t happy when I told him I’d sold them and spent the cash already, so he did the same thing to me.”

“He sold you?” Neesha asked.

Niko nodded. “I was fifteen then, big enough to be put to work or...well, whatever. I hoped I might get picked up by a wealthy woman for a pleasure slave. It’s hard to believe, but I was pretty full of myself back then.”

Seph snorted.

Niko sighed. “Such was not to be. I went to the Kesari.”

“For what?” Neesha gasped.

Seph frowned. “The Kesari have the Criknid; they don’t use Terrans or other races.”

“Not for labor,” he explained. “For experimentation. They wanted to see what all they could do with a Terran. I wasn’t the only one—there were plenty of us. They burned through us, mapping our genome and experimenting to see how much we could handle.”

“How much what, pain?” Seph wondered.

“Not pain, so much, as modifications.”

The blue-skinned woman’s eyes widened. “Terrans are known for being very adaptable.”

He offered her a thin smile. “Yes, thanks in part to what me and my fellow Terrans endured.”

“What did they do to you?” Neesha breathed.

Niko looked her up and down before saying, “Remember that meter you made that measured the energy in them weapons?”

She nodded. “Seph had a lot of the Aspartillian energy too...and so did you!”

Niko smiled again. “You wondered how I held that emergency blast door up on that Furian station. I’ve got some Ampythean metal threaded all through my body, reinforcing my bones and muscles.”

“Metal...in your muscles?” Seph asked.

“That’s not possible,” Neesha insisted and then hesitated. “Well, maybe something made of nanobots, but something so extensive it was all through your body—that would require an incredibly complex level of engineering and control.”

“It’s not nanobots,” Niko said. “It’s Ampythean tech, which is beyond anybody’s ability to understand, even the Kesari. All the mysterious black box weapons and equipment they sell? Ampythean made. The black boxes, everything. The Ampytheans treat it kind of like a spiritual or religious thing. It’s an art, not a science.”

“Magic,” Seph said. “That’s what Aden called it.”

Niko nodded. “Nobody wants to say the word and be ridiculed, but he’s right. That’s the closest explanation anyone has for what they can do.”

Neesha nodded. “The Furians who threw exploding balls of fire and the reports we’ve seen of people exploding, changing colors or displaying other powers. There’s no explanation for it.”

“And what I can do,” Seph said while lifting pillows beside her with her mind. Neesha gasped and then laughed. Seph set the pillows down. She looked at Niko. “Go on.”

“All right. I was sent to the Kesari. It wasn’t fun. They shipped me and some others off on some special ship that took us someplace nobody knew about. When we got there, it was a moon converted into a research and production facility. It was crawling with Criknids and Kesari, but there was more than just us and them. There were these new species I’d never seen before.”

“Ampytheans,” Seph said.

Niko snapped his fingers. “Yes! Males and females with feathers and wings, fur, scales, shells, all sorts of bizarre features and combinations.”

“The Oracle had wings. Green skin, too.”

He nodded. “Those were the lorekeepers and the gifted in the Ampythean arts. They are nearly gone. Jerm is like Lilsa, the nurse who took the Terran back. They—”

“Sierra,” Seph corrected. “The Terran has a name. You’re a Terran, for gravity’s sake!”

Niko chuckled. “Sorry. I’m not used to being around a lot of Terrans. The point is, the serpentine Ampytheans seem to be better at using their art on organic material. Not healing as much as growing, creating, and merging. But obviously they can heal too. And Jerm was the one who kept me alive.”

“You’re doing well still,” Seph noted. “That’s a good sign.”

Niko smiled. “Yes, it is. Except they kept pushing to do more and more to me, and Jerm felt I was nearing my limit. He staged my death, which nearly killed me too. All that metal curling up under my skin and poking through. Never felt anything like it.”

Seph grimaced at the thought of the pain he’d endured.

“He fixed me up later but he couldn’t spend the time to take out everything they’d done to me. Truth was, he wasn’t sure I’d live if he did, it was that extensive. Once I was healthy again, they managed to smuggle me back out and everything fell in place for me as I stole a tiny Ampythean ship they’d built in secret out of spare parts. I slipped through the net and popped back in at my old station, the only place I knew. I was eighteen by then and I found out the Lermian who had taken me in had left me her scout ship when she died. I scavenged what I could out of the Ampythean ship and destroyed the rest before selling it for scrap, then started upgrading my new ship.”

“That explains the terrible wiring,” Neesha said.

“Hey! I was eighteen!”

She winked at Seph and said, “It’s better now.”

Niko snorted.

“So wait, I’m confused,” Seph admitted. “If the Ampytheans are extinct, how did you meet them? And how are we among them now?”

“Ah, these are refugees and castaways,” Niko said. “They’ve escaped the Kesari and are on the run. They have to move every so often when they’re found. I keep in touch between jobs.”

Seph frowned. “You should have told us.”

He shrugged. “Maybe, but I didn’t know you. Now I do. Besides, if I had and you’d been captured, they’d have found out about me and my friends.”

Seph rubbed her hand across her bald scalp and nodded. “I can’t imagine torture working on me, but I understand your reasoning.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t been properly tortured then. Let’s hope you never are.”

“I’ve been tortured just fine, thanks.”

Niko shrugged. “My friends here are amazed at what you’ve done for them. Without meaning to, even. Word has spread. Much of it by me, I admit, but they’ve confirmed my ramblings.”

“What are you getting to?” Seph asked.

He grinned. “Nothing! Jerm and his people are happy to help because you’ve helped them.”

Seph frowned. “How did we help them?”

“You broke the seal that kept the Aspartillian energy locked away, for one. That began the process they’ve been waiting eons for.”

“Eons?”

He nodded. “The Ampytheans have been banished into these...places...for tens of thousands of years. Perhaps hundreds of thousands.”

“What—is this some sort of prophecy?”

He chuckled. “I don’t know about that. It’s just that they can’t survive without the Aspartillian energy. It’s part of them, and the terms of their banishment keeps it limited to their prisons.”

“You mentioned prisons and special places. Where, exactly, are we?”

Niko turned to Neesha to make sure she was just as interested as Seph was in the answer. “Well, you see, the black boxes are just as magical as everything else the Ampytheans put out. They don’t just allow travel that is faster than light—well, they do, but they do it in a marvel way. You see, travel takes place outside of the universe we call home.”

“Outside of the universe?” Seph asked. “Nothing’s outside of it.”

“Not true, or we wouldn’t be here. In fact, we’re outside of it right now.”

“Impossible!”

Neesha nodded, agreeing with the Tassarian.

Niko shook his head. “Sorry, ladies, but we are in a separate universe. A pocket universe, I guess, although I haven’t bothered checking to see what else is out there. Each prison is like that, in a different universe. The black boxes allow travel between universes. That’s why it’s so fast, because when you use them you are outside of the standard laws of physics. In fact, the only physics or laws are the ones you take with you.”

“So why hasn’t anyone else traveled to another universe?”

“They don’t have a black box that lets them. Mine came from the Ampytheans, remember? Scavenged off the ship I escaped on.”

“This would fascinate Aden endlessly,” Seph mused. “But I guess I’m more like you. I only need to know what is going to affect me,” she continued. She turned and looked at the hallway Sierra had been taken down. “How long, do you think?”

“Oh, it’ll be hours, maybe days,” he said. “Every time they worked on me, it was a long process, and they took years to do me. Sierra they have to do all at once—give her a couple of days or longer.”

Seph’s eyes widened. She looked at the Vagnosian mechanic and saw her tendrils were stiff and straight, showing her surprise. “Days? What are we supposed to do for days?”

Niko grinned and stood up. “Glad you asked. Follow me.”

Seph’s eyes narrowed. “Where? I don’t like leaving Sierra behind.”

“You got it bad, don’t you?” he asked and then smiled to show he meant no harm. “Not far. I want to show you what these people can do. Show you that there are alternatives to violence and killing.”

Seph’s laugh was a bark of scorn. “This from a guy who hunts down wanted criminals?”

“He doesn’t hunt criminals!” Neesha protested.

Niko winced and nodded. “No, that’s fair. I’ve done my share of that. I prefer not to, but sometimes it needs to be done. I don’t condone violence, but there are times when violence has to be used to stop worse violence. It’s hypocritical in a sense, but it’s also a reality of life.”

Seph hesitated and then nodded. “All right. What are you going to show us?”

His grin returned. “Art. The kind of beauty that sings to your soul and changes you.”

Seph raised an eyebrow. She glanced back over her shoulder where Sierra had gone. “I’m not sure how much more changing I can handle, but I’ll go and have a look, at least.”


Chapter 3

Seph stood in the small refresher and inhaled the humid air deep into her lungs. The moisture felt good. It soothed the constant itch life on a starship put her through. The air was always so dry. Dry, at least, for a race that spawned their young in the water.

She lifted her eyes from the hot water pouring into the sink and stared into the display that mirrored her image. Her face was rough. Dry almost to the point of being scaly. She’d been too busy, or more likely too worried, to drink as much as she should. She knew better, but she’d been distracted.

She wet her fingers in the hot water and lifted them to rub her cheeks and brow. She kept going, adding water when her fingers dried, and massaged the blue skin on her bare scalp and ears. She stopped when she reached the base of her neck and took a moment to reflect on her image. It was an improvement, at least.

Seph’s eyes drifted lower, studying the rest of her body. Her protective bodysuit was lying on the bed in her cabin. She’d already cleaned and mended it from the fight and escape from the Terran station. Now she was taking a moment for herself. She needed to restore her inner balance, both psychologically and chemically.

She ran her damp hands over her slender build. She was strong, conditioned by years of discipline and training designed to allow her to protect herself and her sister from anything. Anything, it seemed, except love. Twyf had found her krish in Aden. A Terran, but one Seph had come to love and respect as an adopted podling. He was a good mate for Twyf. A good mate for anyone, she supposed, but he and Twyf had proved they shared krish, the Tassarian bonding that made them soulmates.

Seph was happy for her sister. Overjoyed, in fact, because she approved of Aden and knew that he would protect her with his life. The problem was, he’d taken Seph’s job from her. She wasn’t upset at him, but she was still trying to figure out what that meant for her. Aden and Twyf had encouraged her to stay with them. Twyf wanted her to join them, and to do so in every way possible.

Aden had balked and so had Seph. It wasn’t unheard of in Tassarian culture, but Seph and Aden were too much alike, perhaps. He wanted only Twyf as his lover. Seph wanted...well, she hadn’t known until Twyf and Aden pointed out how she’d been acting around Sierra.

Sierra felt right. She was capable, strong, and smart. She knew how to handle herself and, once Seph had gotten her guard down, she’d shown that she could be a very caring and dedicated person, too. Another Terran, but a Terran who had so much in common with Aden it made sense that Seph fell for her so easily. After all, she’d already had her defenses worn down by Aden.

Seph’s hands continued to massage the moisture into her hairless skin as she recalled the short time she’d had to spend with Sierra on the Terran station. Working out together, sparring against each other, talking, laughing, and even the few times they’d found to make love. It had been another job for Seph at first, but somehow that changed and it became real before she realized it.

Seph winced. Feeling what she’d felt didn’t take the sting away when she confessed it to Sierra. The woman had trusted her and she’d betrayed that trust. Or at least it started out that way; in the end, Sierra’s trust had been well placed. Except she hadn’t acted that way when they fled the station and Sierra had gotten hurt. Was risking her life and saving Sierra’s enough to win her back?

Seph’s breath caught as she rubbed her hand over her small breast and felt the tingle spread into her belly from her nipple. She repeated the motion with her other hand and let out a soft moan. She caught the image of herself with her lips parted and her fingers gently twisting her hard nubs of flesh and stopped. What if Sierra didn’t like her as she was?

Seph lowered her hands to her side. Her nipples throbbed from the tease, but she ignored it. Her thoughts went to Sierra. There were so many ifs. They’d had sex a few times already and the Terran woman hadn’t complained about anything. Far from it; she hadn’t been shy about making love to another woman at all. But was that just a phase with her? Terrans were unpredictable and temperamental. What if Sierra didn’t want a woman as a lifelong partner?

If Sierra forgave her and accepted her, that is. If she did that much and if they were truly krish, then it wouldn’t matter. Seph would change to be whatever Sierra wanted. Her body would evolve over time to meet her partner’s needs, whether it meant a softer touch, larger breasts, wider hips, or a more masculine aspect with broader shoulders and even a penis. Tassarians could do that, even change genders to meet the needs of their partners.

But did Seph want that? She’d worked hard to become the woman she was. Lean and athletic. She was attractive and had used that many times to get into places that would otherwise be denied to her. If Sierra wanted something else, even if she didn’t come out and say it, Seph’s body would know and then she would change. Everything she’d worked for, everything she was, would be different.

Did that matter to her? If it turned out that she and Sierra were krish, she’d already be changed. She’d be willing to do anything for her, because Sierra would be her perfect match. Odds were, unless Seph had no idea what she really wanted, Sierra would be just as willing to adapt to suit Seph’s wants and needs. As willing as a Terran could be, that is.

Seph sighed. So many questions. So many ifs. The most important one was whether Sierra would survive. Niko and the Ampytheans insisted she would, but they needed time. It had been a little over a day so far. Jerm’s assistant, Lilsa, had said things were going well, but they still had a lot of work to do.

She hoped they hurried. She wanted to share with Sierra what Niko had shown her the day before. He was right, in a sense. Ampythean art was amazing. It was a combination of three- and four-dimensional pieces, some living and some not. The sculptures, performances, and displays tugged at her heart and spoke to her of things she hadn’t known existed. It filled her and left her feeling empty at the same time. She wanted to share it with someone special. With Sierra.

Seeing Niko and Neesha enjoying the displays together made it worse for her. It was obvious that they were growing closer and closer together. A fool could see it. That meant, of course, that neither Niko nor Neesha had any idea of how the other felt.

Seph sighed again and shut the water off. The humidity remained, but it was only a matter of time. She longed for her bed on the Uma. That had been a proper Tassarian bed, complete with moisturizers built into it. Twyf had adapted and evolved after falling in love with Aden. She preferred a Terran bed now, especially if he was in it. Seph didn’t think she’d ever feel that way.

Then again, if she and Sierra—

Seph’s thoughts were scattered by the chime that announced someone was at her door. It played through the hygiene unit as well as her cabin. She opened the door and strode across the floor, leaving wet footprints on the cool metal floor. She tapped the release control on her cabin door without thinking, anxious for news on Sierra.

“Son of a black whole!” Niko sputtered when he saw her standing there dripping wet and naked. “Where’s your clothes!”

Seph frowned and looked down at herself. She looked back up and shrugged. “I was cleansing myself.”

His eyes had a hard time lifting to her face as he mumbled, “It worked.”

“Get dressed,” Neesha said with an edge to her voice. “Hurry, we’re moving.”

Seph turned and then stopped and looked back over her shoulder. Niko was admiring her ass and ignoring the rest of her. “Moving?”

“The Kesari found us,” Neesha said. She elbowed Niko, jerking him out of his lecherous appreciation of Seph’s legs and their union.

“What? Oh, right! Yes, we’ve got to get moving right now. No time to get dressed. Let’s go!”

“There’s time,” Neesha said in almost a growl.

Seph nodded and hurried over to where she’d left her bodysuit. She slipped into it, using her moist skin to help her slide into the form-fitting material one leg at a time. It stretched and clung to her, leaving nothing to the imagination, even if the act of her bending and stretching to get the suit on did. She tapped the control to make the seam activate and pull itself together, sealing her inside the tight garment and trapping her body heat and, more importantly, moisture inside with her.

“Okay, that didn’t take long. I guess we’re okay,” Niko said.

Seph retrieved the twelve-millimeter Cern pistol from beneath one of the pillows on the cushion she slept on and clipped the holster to her hip. “I’m ready. What do you mean, they found us?”

“Not us, specifically,” Niko said. “They found all of us. Ampythean scouts report Kesari ships are inbound. We’re abandoning the facility and scattering.”

“What? No! Sierra’s not ready.”

“She’ll have to be,” Niko said. “Come on, Seph, this isn’t optional.”

“But...she...”

“Sierra’s being delivered to my ship,” he added when she didn’t move. “Jerm insisted we give her another day or two to sleep. Not much longer—her body will need food. Then we can wake her up.”

Seph gasped. “We can wake her? I thought—wait, she’s ready? Does that mean she’s going to be okay?”

Niko glanced at Neesha. The Vagnosian’s hair twisted on itself before she softened her voice and said, “He said they didn’t finish, he wanted more time, but the Kesari showed up. Don’t worry; he assured me she’d be fully functional.”

Seph’s eyes narrowed and began to fill with water. “Didn’t finish?”

“Cosmetic,” Niko insisted. “She’ll be fine. Come on.”

“But—”

“But nothing!” Niko snapped. “If the Kesari find us here, we’ll be wishing they’d killed us.”

Seph stiffened. “I told you, I’ve been tortured before.”

“Good, then you know you don’t want to endure it again. Starbirth! Come on, Seph. If you don’t get that sexy blue booty moving, I’m going to have to pick you up and carry you.”

Neesha’s lips pressed into a thin line.

Seph shook her head. “No, I’m going. Don’t ever try that, though—you’ll regret it.”

Neesha snorted, agreeing with Seph for reasons that were entirely her own.

Niko held up his hands. “Hey, whatever. As long as you’re coming. Ladies, let’s haul ass.”


Chapter 4

“Seph, are you ready?” Niko asked over the ship’s PA system.

Seph stared at the silver capsule that Sierra was asleep inside. Or so they’d told her. What if it was a ruse? What if there was nothing inside and Sierra was being taken somewhere else? Or worse, what if she hadn’t survived?

Seph stepped forward and placed her hand on the warm alien metal. The silver metal shifted under her hand, lightening and fading until a round spot a few inches larger than her hand was transparent. The metal felt the same, but Seph could see Sierra’s face in the gaps between her fingers.

The Tassarian gasped and jerked her hand back. She leaned closer, staring at Sierra. She was sleeping and relaxed, a peaceful expression on her face. Seph smiled and started to reach out again, only to remember that she couldn’t touch her. She pulled her hand back and then sucked in another breath when the metal clouded over and returned to its silvery color.

“Seph? We need to launch,” Niko called again.

“We’re good to launch,” she said, trusting the open PA to carry her words to him.

There was a few seconds of silence and then the hum from the engines increased in the background. Niko’s voice floated through the air, “Launching in five...four...three...two...one...we’re away. Sit tight until we go dark.”

Seph glanced behind her at the table and reached out with her mind to slide a chair across the floor to her. She sat down in it and stared at the motionless capsule that hovered in midair. Ampythean technology, or art as Niko insisted, kept it perfectly still within the confines of its container. In this case, the lounge and the Hidden Treasure. It would move if she pushed against it with the intent to move it; otherwise, only a significant amount of force could overpower whatever mysterious power the protective capsule held.

“Hey, can I join you?”

Seph looked up at the Vagnosian woman who stood in the doorway to the lounge. She considered asking her to leave and then changed her mind. She shrugged. “Why not?”

Neesha smiled and stepped around the capsule to move to a chair at the table. Her hair twisted around itself, showing that her smile was manufactured; she was nervous.

“Nothing to fix?” Seph asked her.

Neesha’s tendrils relaxed now that she had a familiar topic to talk about. “No. We had so much time at the Terran station, we gave the ship quite an overhaul. It was a mess!”

“I remember,” Seph said. “Kept breaking down on us.”

“Almost cost Aden his life,” she added.

Seph tilted her head. “About that—why didn’t you offer to do the repairs instead? Why let Aden go out there? He admitted he was an accidental mechanic, at best.”

Neesha’s tendrils twisted up on themselves again. She glanced around the room before admitting, “I—I wasn’t sure where I fit in.”

“You didn’t,” Seph admitted. “No fault of your own, but you hadn’t done anything except tag along. We’d have left you behind if it hadn’t been for Niko. No offense.”

Neesha hesitated and then nodded. “None taken. I was scared.”

“I can see that,” Seph agreed. “When you met us, we were armed and things were blowing up all around us. You heard we had a bounty on our heads, and then there was Meshelle.”

Neesha smiled. “Meshelle. Yes, she’s just like all of her kind—”

Seph’s brow creased. “Aren’t you her kind?”

“Vagnosian? Yes. Upper class, entitled, and elitist? No.”

Seph nodded. “I get it. I’ve never seen her or Janna around other Vagnosians. At least not up close and for a prolonged period. I had no idea. I’m sorry.”

Neesha’s tendrils shrugged in time with her shoulders. “It’s how my people are. The upper classes keep the rest of us in place with their wealth and intimidation. We don’t let it stop us from living our lives and doing what we enjoy.”

“You told some stories before about a life that didn’t sound very enjoyable.”

Neesha smiled. “We all have our stories. The benefit of being a keetla is that we learn to make do with what we have.”

“Keetla. I remember Meshelle using that word. What is it?”

Neesha’s lips pressed into a thin smile. “Lower class is the best way to put it.”

“The best way? What is the typical way?”

“Servant. Slave. Beggar. Scum. Shit—”

Seph held up a hand. “I understand. You strike me as none of those.”

“Few of us are,” Neesha said. “But it is how Vagnosian society works. We are very competitive and those in the upper castes are either victors or their ancestors were and they’ve been competent enough to be able to maintain their status.”

“If you’re so competitive, why don’t the lower classes compete against the upper classes and take charge? Or at least even things out?”

“I used to wonder that, but I was young. We’ve accepted our society and we do compete, but we keep it within our castes. Those who try to rise above their birth either fail in a public and spectacular fashion...or they disappear. There are exceptions, but those are rare and, it’s believed, planned.”

“I see,” Seph said. “Tassarian society is different. We are a peaceful and caring race, although that’s mostly among our own kind. Among others, we’ve learned to be much more guarded. We treat each other as equals and all decisions are made by group majority. That makes for an inefficient government most of the time, but we’ve all seen the harm efficient governments can cause.”

Neesha’s eyes widened and she nodded. “I wouldn’t have thought of you as peaceful and caring,” she admitted. “Until now, I mean.”

Seph turned and looked at the capsule beside her. She licked her lips and nodded. “Yes, well, I’ve made a point of being different so my people don’t have to be.”

“Do you really love her? The Terran, I mean.”

Seph stiffened and turned her attention back to Neesha.

“The Terran’s name is Sierra,” she said in an icy tone. “I told your boyfriend that already.”

Neesha recoiled and responded immediately, “Niko’s not my boyfriend!”

Seph snorted. “Better watch some vids of you two together.”

“I—we work together! I help him with the ship and...and...whatever he needs.”

“Making the best of your situation, is that it?”

Neesha hesitated and then nodded. “Yes. I get a place to stay and I enjoy my time here. He takes care of me.”

“I see,” Seph said.

Neesha fidgeted in her chair a moment and then rose. “I guess I’ll see if he needs anything before we go into the dark.”

“So you’re taking care of each other, then?”

Neesha’s hair twisted up in knots as she stood frozen near the doorway. “You didn’t answer my question.”

Seph fought the urge to look at the capsule again. “What question?” she asked, feigning confusion.

Neesha’s tendrils relaxed. “That’s why you became aggressive. You care for her, I see that. I’m just...surprised, that’s all.”

“By what?” Seph asked before she could stop herself. “Because she’s a woman? Gender doesn’t matter to Tassarians. Does it to your people?”

“My people only sanction male and female relationships for sanctioned marriages that hold up our society. That’s necessary for child-rearing or for adoption.”

“That’s ignorant,” Seph stated.

Neesha smiled. “That’s the official stance. What everyone turns a blind eye to are personal relationships that happen before or during legal partnerships. We compete in everything, including sex.”
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