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PROLOGUE


I greedily eyed the Ghost suit. The camouflage capable exoskeleton was a marvelous creation.


Four steps brought me to the middle of the room, and I paused.


Nert and his two pals aimed their flak pistols at me. I deflated with a loud and long groan — they had me at their mercy.


"You've gotta be shitting me," I grumbled between clenched teeth. "Third Fleet is not even three hours away."


Each of them sneered, determination setting into their faces.


"Single shot," Nert commanded.

Crack!

Crack!

Crack!



The gunfire deafened my ears, blew holes in my knees, and sent me tumbling to the deck. I coughed while screaming. My tormented groans were justified, their shots left my legs a ruined mess.


While I thrashed around on the floor, a needle was jammed into my lower back. A burning sensation cursed up my spine, slowly spreading to the rest of my body.


My jerking motions stilled, and I lay in a growing pool of my own blood. It was warm and sticky against my cheek for a few minutes, until even that sensation faded.


Drugs washed away the pain, numbing my body. I wondered how the hell my life had gotten so screwed up that I'd been shot three times in cold blood.



CHAPTER 1


New Roman System

Harium Space Station

2631 A.D.


"Are you ready to become a better you?" the greeter with a digi-tag labeled Oscar said.


"I - I - I don't know. I think so," I said, uncertain of my words.


There was a fake smile from Oscar. I could tell the young man was feeling just as awkward as I was.


He waved me forward to step onto Harium and off the docking shuttle. After two months in travel, where I was mostly left to myself, I... I'd arrived.


A pit in my gut opened as I committed to the greatest step of my life. With trepidation, I left that small shuttle for the lavish white halls of the Harium Space Station. The interior lights were dimmed to reflect nighttime and the emptiness of this late hour gave a spooky feel.


Oscar appeared unperturbed. His baggy eyes and constant yawning were making me feel tired.


"Come on, follow me. Eleven years old and already signing up for the academy. Pre-academy is expensive and somewhat hard to get into. Your parents must have sway," Oscar said.


This was rude. Except, he... seemed to not intend it to be. Maybe he was tired and slipped. People do make mistakes. Or maybe he was just a nosy jerk who hated entitlement.


"My father is... was... a biochemist. His work caused him to be... contaminated," I said, mustering up the words. I dug my thumbnail into my index finger to help me cope with the words. "They can't find a cure and stuck him into cryo freeze while his diagnosis is being studied.


"I have no mother. So, Mr. Oscar, I -"


"Ensign Oscar, and save the tragic backstory. We left the recording section where I had to give you a nice greeting. Sappy pasts won't matter here kid. Listen to what I'm saying very carefully. You'll be viewed as getting an advantage when you do go to the real academy. You'll excel and outperform those who never got to attend pre-academy. We clear?" Oscar asked.


I grunted, wanting to complain.


Instead, I held even tighter onto my duffel that contained my entire life.


"Ensign Oscar... I hear there are aliens here," I said, changing the subject.


We turned from the vacant arrival halls to an eating area of sorts. There were tables in a massive circle with different food vendors. Even at this late hour, there were still plenty of folks eating happily. They were all humans. I sighed in disappointment.


"The Vori Empire is indeed aboard, but in small doses. Only recent treaties allow their young to be schooled with ours," Oscar said. "Never seen a Zapri Alliance member myself, though. The way it's being told in the news, no one will. Also, I'm not your friend, and this is not a tour. Stay close and stay quiet." He muttered to himself, "First day and the kid thinks he'll see a fox. Pfft. As if!"


I knew I wasn't likely see an alien. Especially a Zapri — because they were big in the news feeds and something I studied on my way here. Well, I'd studied both races.


The Vori Empire consisted of a race of humanoids that were blue — so very blue — in a hundred shades of the color. They had horns that twirled around, like a goat's, and even had hooved feet with furry shins. The rest of their bodies were human, though... sorta.


The Vori had allied themselves with humanity for the past thirty or so years. They held decent standing with humanity and were viewed favorably as an honest, if boring, race.


Two months ago, I had said goodbye to my father before he was frozen for an unknown amount of time. A month into the trip here, there'd been some incredible news. Humanity discovered the Zapri Alliance.


The Zapri were also humanoid. They had the standard two arms, two legs, and two eyes that twinkled with mischievous smiles. They had fox ears, a fox tail, and clawed fingers as well as sharp toenails.


They'd also already had a few negative run-ins with humanity.


Apparently, humanity's first contact with the Zapri resulted in the humans getting scammed out of a shuttle.


Yup, to me, that was hilarious. There was even a bit of a cover-up, but an official delegation returned the vessel along with an apology. Ever since then, the Zapri were all anyone was talking about.


They were forbidden from entering human space until being thoroughly vetted, or so I had read just yesterday.


While I wanted desperately to see a colorful alien, I managed to contain my disappointment. It didn't seem to be a wish that'd be granted any time soon.


Instead of something amazing, I was led past the night shift enjoying their meals.


We moved away from the diners and through a square area for hoverpads. Ensign Oscar tapped a few codes at a pedestal while I waited patiently.


A hoverpad that could fit five left a storage docking station from up high and flew down to the boarding point.


"Get on already, then," Oscar said with disdain, rolling his eyes at my hesitation. "When you arrive, a pre-academy puke should be there to assist you. Welcome aboard Harium. Hello and goodbye... I hope I never see you again."


I was going to get snippy with him, but he grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and frog-marched me onto the otherwise empty hoverpad.


The second I was on and he had stepped back off the platform, a clear dome sealed me in.


There were five seats in the middle of the vehicle, all facing outward. After I sat down, a series of buckles automatically locked me in place.


Harium was an orbital that spun around the Planet Julius. It was also a space station - bigger than many moons. Finally, and the reason I was going, it had an academy, and would be my new home until I graduated.


My square hover platform shot from the pad and flew me into a dimly lit tunnel that fit the flying device perfectly. I whizzed through long stretches of square tunneling.


Every few minutes, I caught a glimpse of the station out my transparent bubble that would change to an epic view of Julius spinning below us. The amazing glimpses vanished as quickly as they appeared.


Ten minutes of joy and disappointment repeated itself several more times until I surrendered to the inevitable tug of sleep. I was but eleven years old, growing, and normally asleep at this hour.


I drifted off, only to be awakened by a gentle nudge.


"Welcome to pre-academy, Cadet Gaius," an older woman said. Her copper hair held streaks of gray and her soft eyes were warm and caring. "I'm counselor Roseanna. You may call me Rose."


We were in the New Roman System, rotating in space around a planet named Julius. This station was twelve years old and the most advanced orbital facility humanity had ever dared. It was built at the edge of Coalition space to impress the Vori.


It had also impressed my father... who picked a roman name for me.


"Thanks for the welcome, Rose. I think you actually mean that," I said with a sincere smile.


"This will be your home for more than a few years." Rose tapped her head, indicating her brain. "Got your file memorized right here. I know just the right person to help you adjust to your new home. Come, let's go meet them and get you situated for a proper rest. You can start your orientation tomorrow."


I held in a yawn with a closed fist and followed her down narrow hallways barely wide enough for the two of us to walk side by side. Where the docking walkways had oodles of wasted space to give you a feeling of being somewhere other than a space station, this was just the opposite.


Although I wasn't claustrophobic in the slightest, even I could feel the tight space pressing in around us.


We turned a few times with me trying to keep track of the way we'd come at each junction point. My arrival appeared to have woken a few of the residents. I received hard glares from most.


A young girl, about my age, flicked me a two-finger salute from her brow with a wink. I returned her respectful gesture.


The rest of the occupants in the room seemed like jerks. Especially the one Rose led me to with his crossed arms and serious scowl.


"This is Bruce — he'll be your roomie and cadet buddy. He'll show you to your sleeping chamber. If he gives you the slightest bit of trouble... I'll hear about it, won't I, Bruce?" Rose asked with a narrowed gaze that hinted he'd better not try anything.


After Rose departed, Bruce led me into a tiny room. The door sealed shut behind us. Hanging from the ceiling were two sleeping pods. Below each pod were storage lockers and below those were desks.


"Don't touch my stuff, and... I'm not your friend. You're the loser who is starting class three weeks late. Good luck fitting in," Bruce snorted then scrambled up his ladder.


He ducked into his pod, sealed the unit shut, and then promptly went to sleep. The hiss, hum, and buzz of the device was peaceful in the quiet space.


I found myself exhausted and needing sleep. The next day — and the five years after that — were going to be rough.


When I crouched to slip into my sleeping pod, I couldn't help but wonder what my life might have been like, if I'd never come to the fleet's pre-academy.



CHAPTER 2


Romanica System
Harium Space Station
2636 A.D.


"Big day, Gaius," Rose said, leading me down a new hallway I'd never visited before. We passed a few security checkpoints before arriving at wider hallways with extra vegetation.


I confidently said, "The biggest day of my life since arriving here. I got this though. If anything, I'm rock solid in what I want to do and will never be more prepared than now."


"Aye, and you were so timid for so long. Graduating pre-academy with the title of Legate was quite the achievement," she said proudly.


Five years of generic school with zero actual flight time. Talk about a bogus system.


Yes, I spent countless hours learning about ship systems, technology, and space itself. However, all I wanted to do was fly.


Since I was six, I had always wanted to be a pilot.


That was something my father always asked. 'What do you want to be?' And every time I would answer, 'A pilot.'


I grew sad as I reflected on my father. I... I had been slipping. Every day, I tried to send my father a message so he would have a daily report of my life he missed when he was - awoken.


Instead... I'd been remiss in duties as a diligent son.


Anastasia had just broken up with Geran and needed my support. Anastasia was my best friend, had been since day one of pre-academy.


She was an oligarch's daughter, sent on full scholarship for his support in constructing Harium and financing the Coalition's greatest project, this station.


She was motivated, smart, and besides when she was around me, a real grouch. I don't know why we gravitated to each other, but I did know I always heard how bitchy she was.


Except, she was absolutely the only sane one. I think she just liked to be brutally honest. Something I could understand and respect.


"You seem concerned," Rose said, tucking a copper strand behind her ear.


I was about to ask what she was talking about when I realized we had arrived. The dreaded approval room.


Just because I graduated pre-academy, didn't mean I was going to automatically get into academy.


I first had to pass the entrance exam, and then face a commission of retired officers.


Some of the test asked subjective questions; like what would I do if my engine was failing while I had cargo on fire at the same time? There was no multiple choice and this commission wanted to see how well I could think on my feet — to gauge if I had the right kind of answers.


Sort of.


There was another key element. If approved, I would be able to pick which academy I wanted to pursue — commerce, or military.


"Go ahead, go in Gaius, they are waiting," Rose said.


A gentle nudge set my feet into motion. I straightened my flight suit by tugging on the cuffs and marched in with precision. I found a desk located a dozen feet in front of a panel of senior fleet officials. They were up on a stage, looming over me.


I marched until I was directly behind the only chair and loudly said, "Potential Cadet Gaius Crenshaw requesting permission to sit."


The head official was a sharp nosed woman with jet black hair. Based on the nameplate that said Admiral (Ret.) O'Donovan, she clearly took age reducers, because she looked younger than Rose.


O'Donovan said, "Granted."


I accepted my seat. Rose brought me a glass of water and then left the room.


"Interesting test results, Cadet Crenshaw. Not often do we have such... unique thinking out of our potential cadets," Senior Instructor Mitchell said.


This wasn't a question — nor was it my first interview. I was not a newbie. I'd been to dozen of mock interviews to prepare for this day.


One simply didn't answer statements.


If you did, it was best to be absolutely certain that what you said was exemplary.


A different Senior Instructor with the nameplate of Winters asked, "You have a surge in power unit three. The plasma is reading unstable on the sensory intake. The internal monitors are solid. What do you do? What do you do indeed? I've never seen this answer before in all my years. Care to explain?"


I sipped my water to collect my thoughts before answering.


"It depends on budgetary constraints is a very appropriate answer," I began. "A plasma rupture could cause lasting damage to engineering. If cables start fusing to the point that things become critical... ejecting the container would have been prudent. Of course, that is after you reset the sensor in one of three ways, and you still have a problem."


Yeah, I had over answered the crap out of that simple question.


The answer they wanted was, 'ensure the reading is correct by resetting sensors and then follow the guide on how to address plasma surges in your manual'.


I pretty much said check the sensor, if problem persists, jettison the container if you have c-coins to spend. Take the risks if you're tight on staying under budget.


"You purposely over answered the question. Why?" O'Donovan asked.


"Boredom," I answered truthfully.


There was light chuckling. O'Donovan nodded, waving down the others. "You passed, perfect score. Don't let your head explode young Gaius, three other pre-academy students earned perfect marks, and it is exceedingly common on the entry test."


I sat there rigid while they looked down upon me. I knew what was coming and was resolute in my answer.


"You've been accepted to attend either the military academy or the commerce academy. I take it you were thoroughly briefed on each?" O'Donovan asked.


I had been briefed, studied, and was very aware of what each offered. The two were similar and yet vastly different.


The military required you to have a contract to the Coalition Defense Forces and your schooling was free.


You could do a lot more simulation battle scenarios in the military... but, and a big but here.


I could wind up as an engineer. Or a medic.


It was the needs of the Coalition that came first, my dreams be damned. That was something that frightened me.


Going commerce. Well, I'd endure three years of general training, and another three in a specialty that I picked if I qualified.


So what it really came down to, was whether or not I was willing to risk my future on the needs and whims of a massive space fleet, or if I was going to focus on the path that gave me the most control over my future.


A few months ago, Rose had said my father's estate would cover commerce and that kinda sealed the deal for me.


"I have thoroughly vetted both options," I said in a calm and cool voice. Talking slowly helped ease my nervous tension. I was not exactly looking forward to telling an admiral her space navy wasn't good enough for me.


"And?" O'Donovan asked.


"Commerce academy," I said confidently.


I winced inwardly when she asked in a dry tone, "Why?"


There was no love lost between the civilian and military arms of the academy. The right side of the table grinned. The left side was digging into digital files. Likely my files.


My throat clear caught their attention. "I want to fly. And if I do not qualify for the secondary commerce training as a pilot, I will go to a private school," I said.


Senior Instructor Mitchell leaned forward. "You're exactly what the Coalition needs. Smart, confident, and capable. We could turn you into a fine fleet operator, but as you know, we cannot guarantee you a role inside the fleet," he paused with a deep crisp inhale. "We can, however, say that the fleet does allow for extra training and transfers on the ship. I myself was a sanitation manager who went into gunnery. Someone has to take the... shitty jobs."


Admiral O'Donovan rolled her eyes at Mitchell. "Classes start in a week, Cadet. You can change your mind up to the moment you report. Enjoy your leave," O'Donovan said, dismissing me.


"Thank you," I said.


I sharply tucked the chair into the desk, grabbed my water, and headed to the exit. A week. In seven days, my entire life would change.


I mulled over my decision, so lost in my thoughts that my rapid pace almost took me right past Rose. She was waiting in a chair, reading a C-Pad file that projected off her wrist.


"Commerce?" she guessed in an amused tone.


I nodded happily.


"It'll suit you." She shrugged. "Military would have too, but this way, you get to experience freedom at a young age. There are some rumors going around, too. Interesting rumors that might make a commerce student very happy."


"Aw, Rose. That's not fair," I said, walking in her wake as she led me out of the off-limits section of Harium. Well, off limits to lowly cadets like me. After we crossed a few security points, I prodded, "You're really not going to tell me the rumor?"


"Nope, but I do have this for you." Rose handed me a thick, finely textured manila envelope "And... for what it's worth, I enjoyed having you as one of our fine students in pre-academy."


Such use of paper was rare, normally reserved for certificates or diplomas. I furled my brows in confusion, and stopped walking. "Gaius, you can't stop here. You're on leave and your gear is in storage. Find somewhere private and open that," Rose said, exiting the restricted area.


I tucked the letter into my uniform and followed her. We said our goodbyes, and I went to find a place to crash.


I knew there were some free academy transition bunks that would work best. I kinda had minimal C-coins.


My trip through this section of Harium resulted in me seeing mostly academy personnel. A few minutes later, I arrived in an atrium of sorts meant to be a place for academy students to study.


Finding a nice bench in front of shrubs with pretty flowers, I sat down to open the envelope.


My throat clenched, my palms were sweaty, and my stomach felt like I had just fallen a thousand feet in a few seconds.


Stick me in front of the top academy officials, and I was somehow calm and collected.


Give me a handwritten letter from my father... Chills ran down my spine.



Dear Gaius,


I will start with the bad, because I always preferred good news last, personally. I was administered an antidote that failed.


For a week I was on a respirator with a tube down my throat praying that I would be able to attend your graduation in person. And excuse me for not chatting, it was not exactly the best time to send a video message.


The attempt to cure me was considered classified, so... Not going to dwell on such matters. I'm alive. Another three weeks, and I won't be, meaning there are only so many attempts left.


I was able to watch your videos and short messages. They meant everything to me. You never lost faith in yourself or in me. Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.


Also, go easy on yourself. Putting me ahead of your life is not a priority. The most important thing for me is to know you're doing well.


My trial cost a lot of C. It was quite expensive. This one was picked up as a thank you from the company. I was told the next one won't be. So... more bad news. My time in the stasis chamber has an end date, as that also is being taken off company rolls.


At this point in my life, I cannot ask you to extend my storage as a burden. Even though I'm not your biological father, I'm your dad. A father shouldn't burden his children in such a manner.


The good news. Finally, right, phew, glad that depressing shit is over. I can say that to you now. Right. I bet you're a model citizen and a virgin.




I paused, chuckling at this, and then closed my eyes. I needed to take a few deep breaths before continuing.


Yes, I was adopted.


I'd never told anyone that my biological parents put me up for adoption. I looked into them. Both of my birth parents were in stasis, living in a virtual world on a server bank somewhere in space. They gave me and this universe up to clash swords for eternity in some make-believe utopia.


Bunch of bullshit. They refused my attempts to connect, and I moved on.


When people asked, I just always said my mother passed when I was young. Also, that didn't matter. The levity was welcomed, but didn't matter.


My father had been awake for a week, and I had missed it.


My gut knotted up.


I wanted to be there to pass notes with him. Or to recap the last five plus years without him.


Instead... I got a letter.


Also, it was bullshit about his cryo-storage fees. I was so going to look into that and figure out a fix or work my butt off until I could cover his stasis.


A few deep breaths later, and I dove back in.


I did see your grades, and without a doubt I am the proudest father. Onto my estate. I bet you're wondering about that. If I'm being denied additional free trials and on limited freezing time, what about my estate? This is the good news, at least I see it as such.


I'm able to give you my estate before my proverbial demise. As such, there is a fund waiting for you. I have set aside enough to keep my storage paid for the next decade. The rest has gone to paying for your school and to provide a lump sum for your first ship.


Gaius, I am a biochemist, not a banker. You'll probably only be able to afford a clunker. Hopefully, that spaceship becomes a hauler and you and your crew continue to upgrade. Lots of C out there if you're reliable and motivated.


That is my final wish. My dying request. I know I said I wanted you to be a good student when we last spoke. I get to make a second request though! Promise, last one, Gaius. My final wish is for you to go into business for yourself and experience life. Nothing would make me prouder than to see you as the captain of your own destiny.


As for me. If I get pulled out of stasis and spend my last three weeks catching up on your decade of toils that will be good enough. I believe in you, son.


You've always been the best this universe has to offer.




Your loving father, Jorey

Nov 7th 2635 A.D.



I sighed and folded the letter neatly back into its envelope. I understood why Rose hadn't given me this note until today. It didn't take a genius for me to realize my father didn't want me to have this after my exams and classes had concluded.


It also clarified my future and left me in a predicament; a bind that, while not intentional, was certainly there.


What else should he have done? Kick me out of academy so he could have another hundred years of stasis, in the hopes a cure could be developed?


Still, I felt guilty.


If I went into the military, I'd never earn enough to support us both. Not right away, but he'd have enough to last until I did. I'd been so firm with my decision in front of the retired admiral. Then I'd had zero doubts about my future.


And now?


Now, I'd have to make a life altering decision for two people.


Sometimes, I just wished I could be a normal sixteen-year-old.


With a heavy heart, I decided to research everything I could on my father's illness for a second time. Maybe there would be some clue or some bit of research I could dig up to help me make my decision.


That, and it was time to crunch some hard numbers on his storage costs versus my school costs and come to a final decision.


No matter what, I planned on staying in the academy. I had no other home to go to.



CHAPTER 3


Romanica System

Harium Space Station

2636 A.D. - Day 1 of Academy


"Ya ready?" Anastasia said, catching up to my slow walk to jab an elbow into my side.


I was shocked that she'd arrived so early. She even had her blonde hair tucked neatly into a tight bun. Her blue eyes sparkled, and her sharp cheeks were rosy from hustling. "And here I thought you weren't going to make it."


"Pfft, as if I'm miss first day. I'm entitled, but not that entitled. Speaking of, which I sent your linker like eight hundred messages. Pa said he could have ya dragged to the Starlit," Anastasia teased.


I rolled my eyes as we approached the official academy entrance. The main doors were sealed, and almost a hundred students congregated in the small courtyard before the building, waiting for class to start.


Anastasia and I stood off by ourselves, two friends among a sea of new faces.


"I would ask if you got my replies that I was busy with a big decision to make, but I know you did," I admitted, shifting uncomfortably at all the attention Anastasia was drawing our way.


She was pretty, extremely pretty. Even when she wore drab navy blue like everyone else she stuck out.


"Did ya hurt yer head?"


I grumbled. "Are you wearing a 'stare at me' sign or something?"


"I'm cute, get over it, never bothered ya before. Hey, I know I may not show it, but I do care. What decision?" Anastasia playfully pinched my arm.


We didn't hold secrets from each other. I honestly wasn't mad when she'd had a report pulled on my father and my biological parents. I'd been honest, and... that meant a lot to her.


Over the years, I'd met Director Gorsci - her father - a few times. The man truly was powerful. He asked me to spy on his daughter - in front of her no less.


I refused, but said if something came up that I couldn't handle as a friend, he'd be the first to know. This seemed to please them both.


I handed her the sacred letter, expecting this moment. While Anastasia read the letter, a handsome young man, likely vying for Anastasia's attention, walked over.


"What's the deal with the doors? I mean -"


"Get lost," Anastasia snapped. "Private moment."


And he left. That was her way. Not a single care given if it would harm or hurt her social standing. She was almost always blunt, and then I'd get asked why she was bitchy.


Her baby blues peered up at me sadly when she finished reading.


"Tragic. I could have had Pa give ya a loan. Ya woulda rejected it, and that's why he lets ya hang out with me." She swapped to a deep accent that was meant to mimic her father. "That Gaius, a man of principle. Great ta have until they foolishly lead ya ta yer doom."


"What can I say, I have that effect on people," I sassed, and she giggled. "I just wish I'd gotten to see my father... Lost a lot of sleep thinking about it, and then this."


"They never would have let ya go. And that would have required a lot of coordination. So... out with it. Why am I standin' by ya instead of wondering why da hell ya didn't pick military?" she asked.


I shrugged. "I... I would make a great fleet officer. Assuming I went to officer school. I still can, if this goes belly up."


I'd stuck with my initial decision.


I shrugged. "Six years of school. Then two years busting butt hauling stuff to earn those sweet Coalition coins. I can even haul stuff during breaks to start building up -"


She shook her head, laughing as she laid a hand on my shoulder. "Ya don't even have a ship yet. But I get it. If ya fail, ya go fleets. Is the pay enough?"


"Barely. I'd have to never go out to eat, and I'd never be able to buy a girl a drink," I admitted.


"Pfft, as if I scare 'em all away," Anastasia said.


"Cause you never shower," I teased, and she slugged my arm. "I... I can do this. The military is always an option if -"


The doors slid open, revealing Senior Instructor Winters. His short black and gray curly hair was cropped tight against his head. His dark skin was hidden under the pristine white uniform of an instructor. His face sported oodles of freckles and wore the kind of smile that lied to you.


Despite the grin, I could tell he wasn't happy.


How did I know? Those eyes. They glinted disdain, a soul crushing amount of it.


I gulped, hoping we hadn't done something wrong. "Get yer sorry asses inside. On the double," he ordered, and we filed in.


This moment mattered. The second I crossed that threshold... I'd start with a blank slate. I stepped through the doorway and began my new life.


Of course, the joyful feeling of transition was short lived. I heard mutters and a commotion ahead.


Anastasia and I were in the back part of the class. We turned left and followed a hallway to an expansive lecture hall. The grand interior of the auditorium had plenty of seats that looked down upon an empty stage.


What stood out most, though, was the flipping Zapri aliens.


A dozen young Zapri sat in a clump at the front. They eyed our incoming gaggle with interest as we came in, and we eyed them. While I was amazed by their presence, I didn't trip over myself. I decided to grab a seat before studying them.


When Anastasia didn't join me, I grew confused. I saw her fixed on the stairs, eyeing me like I had a booger hanging out.


Did I? Crap. Play it cool Gaius.


When I glanced up, I realized something was off. All of the Zapri had fixated on me. Since they were staring, I stared back. Their fur colorations held about forty shades of red, orange, and white. Their high ears twitched nervously as we watched each other. A few tails swooshed behind their backs.


The group immediately went into hushed conversation right as Instructor Winters entered with Retired Admiral O'Donovan.


"Hey! Translators on, or so help me, I'll send you back to Zapri space before we can blink," Winters said in his immaculate teacher's voice.


Their internal conversation abated. The prettiest of the females rose. I... I knew what to expect based on the news feeds. Humans with the ears and tail of a fox. I just... they weren't very alien. Her red hair, orange ears, swishing tail were... odd. Still, her voluptuous figure was undeniably feminine.


My fixation on the beautiful Zapri came at a cost, as I missed what she said. I frowned as everyone trained their eyes on me again.


"Fox got your tongue, Cadet?" O'Donovan asked in a superior's tone.


I shot to my feet. "Likely. Bit out of my element, Ma'am."


"I'd say," Winters said in a snarky tone. "Ivonia, the leader of the delegation, had a question. Please repeat your question."


"Are you an alien?" Ivonia asked.


I rubbed the back of my neck, not sure how to respond. Diplomacy wasn't my strong suit. I got along with Anastasia because we both traded rude barbs. Being on the spot like this left me feeling awkward.


"Aren't all humans alien to Zapri?" I asked.


The pack of Zapri burst into laughter as my translation landed. I looked to the others for help, but all I got was mostly shrugs. At least Anastasia was having a ball, seeing me be the center of attention. That was until -


"You're potent for a human. Far more than even the Vori," Ivonia proclaimed.


Admiral O'Donovan placed a hand on Instructor Winters's shoulder, stopping him from launching into a tirade.


Ivonia continued, "May I sit with you, human?"


"Gaius. Call me Gaius. And yes, sure, if it helps get the class going," I said, feeling like that was enough of a win for now.


"Potent how?" O'Donovan asked in her dry serious tone.


Ivonia shrugged, adjusting her ill-fitting dark blue uniform that was a size too tight. "It would be in breach of my oaths if I told you. My claiming him will be a boon to our diplomacy."


"Claiming what now?" I blurted out. I was shocked by her statement; stunned, like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.


Anastasia used my outburst to plant herself at my side, arms folded.


Uh oh, she had her ultimate bitch face on. My social life had to pass my Anastasia's high bar of approval. Odd, but I allowed it, because her interference did keep the drama at bay, and firmly in her court.


"Cadet Ivonia, there is no official claiming of humans, and there will be no deception permitted — per the treaty that allows you here," Instructor Winters said.


She shook her head. "You humans... so alien and aggressive. Why can't I sit by the most handsome of you? Gaius approved. Are you ordering me not to?"


Instructor Winters huffed but let the matter drop as he ascended the stage.


O'Donovan called us all to attention, then had us take our seats.


A moment later, I found myself seated beside an alien who smelled of fresh vanilla ice cream. Anastasia was glaring daggers at Ivonia, and I kind just let them do their thing. I hated drama.


"Alright Cadets, welcome Class of 36.7. As usual, I'm going to tell you a few things. After that, we'll have a meet and greet before we dive into the core basics of fleet commerce. Let me start by saying that out of three hundred applicants, only a hundred of you were accepted. You're the best humanity has to offer.


"This class is the first of its kind, a trial run. Ten humans are in Zapri space, and we have ten Zapri here to be instructed on our ways of commerce. Trade is about building relationships, and this is our olive branch or friendly way of starting such an endeavor," Instructor Winters said with a bit of a scowl at the Zapri.


He was making it clear how he felt about having to work with a species who was known as shifty grifters. Over the years, the Zapri had continued to trick, deceive, and swindle humans. They had many trade goods that humanity wanted access to, but their mantra seemed to be that if you weren't cheating, you weren't trying.


Winters continued, "We will have an accelerated class so we can have a longer summer break. This is so our new friends can transition home and back while still getting some time to visit family. That means we will push harder, test more often, and go to six days a week of training."


This announcement was met with a shocked silence, bringing an ear to ear grin to Winters's face. He boasted, "You see this, Admiral? This is how you keep Cadets from groaning. You shock them into stupid stares of disbelief by inviting aliens who force them into tortuous training."


As O'Donovan walked to the exit, she said, "Good luck class 36.7. I know you'll excel and make the Coalition proud."


Winters waited for her to exit then said, "You're all sixteen or older. Let me make myself exceedingly clear. Behave as adults or find yourself blacklisted. This is species diplomacy in its infancy. Also, wherever the Zapri go, the cameras follow to ensure their safety." He paused for effect. "Everywhere!"


"You each signed a no privacy agreement the moment you stepped into this lecture hall. If you don't want your showers recorded, I suggest you duck out to a new class. Sorry, not sorry. This is high stakes diplomacy, and there is zero room for error. The Zapri agreed to our conditions and know of this surveillance, and now you too have been warned.


"For those of you wanting out, now is your chance. If you decide not to continue today, your admission will be deferred and you will be enrolled into class 36.8; someone on the wait list will fill your slot. For those of you staying, go ahead and start introducing yourselves."


A buzz of activity filled the room the moment Winters opened the floor for introductions. I saw about a half dozen humans heading immediately for the exits.


Not me.


This class would give me more time to work during the off season.


Anastasia leaned forward, eyeing Ivonia, and growled, "This is my hunky man."


"Ha! In your dreams. He is more than you'll ever be able to comprehend," Ivonia said in a feminine voice. Her translator... didn't quite match her voice. Her natural tones in Zapri were elegant and fluid.


I was fascinated and almost missed it as she flicked her tail around to rub it down my arm.


I had to laugh. I just had to. I struggled to hold it in, but I couldn't help myself. I burst into a long bout of snorting giggles.


"What is wrong with you?" Ivonia asked. Her translator was improving to match her natural tone.


"I'm handsome, but there are about, oh... twenty better looking guys here. I'm only slightly above average in height, with regular brown eyes, and I prefer to focus my efforts in the gym on endurance over raw strength. And despite what Anastasia said, I'm not 'her' hunky man. She is my best friend, who... Anyway, thank you for the compliment," I said, hoping to diffuse the situation. The two females continued to stare daggers at each other.


"Good luck ladies." I left them to their impending cat fight — one I wanted no part of. After a few awkward handshakes, I blended in with the other cadets, or at least I tried to.


Then it came time to meet with the Zapri.


Imagine my surprise when they cowered at my sight. I figured something was wrong, based on their fearful looks. Behind me, her hands splayed in an aggressive posture, stood Ivonia.


I rolled my eyes, turned to face her, and said, "Tuck the claws away, Ivonia."


There were noises akin to meet comments behind me, almost as if the others were upset, but afraid to show it.


"Yes, partner. As you wish," Ivonia said, putting her hands into her pockets.


I approached her slowly, fixating on her orange eyes that danced with yellow sparkles. When I offered my hand, she carefully extended hers. Her fingernails were tipped with slightly arching claws. She wore a Coalition communications pad that was translating for her. Her smirk, as my hand approached hers, had me cautious.


Her eyes said she was amused.


"This is a human greeting, touching is considered..." Ivonia sought the right word. Her posture and smile were disarming, but she was smart, and... very alert.


I felt like prey at the moment. "Touching is the start of a... friendship."


"I do like having friends, but I must warn you, I tend to be overly honest at times," I said.


When our hands touched, the hairs under my uniform rose. I felt a wave of happiness. Ivonia shuddered slightly, feeling something too. The moment our hands parted, I felt lonely. To solve that, I tried to greet the other Zapri, but they politely refused to shake hands with anyone.


Out of all the students, only Ivonia and I had touched. Once again, all eyes were on us. Anastasia plopped down beside me after I finally returned to my seat. Ivonia was coaxing Zapri to introduce themselves to the eager humans.


"She's prettier than I am," Anastasia grumbled. I tossed my arm around her, giving her my shoulder to lean on. It was rare to see her humbled. "Thanks."


I didn't say anything. I didn't need to. The hottest girl I knew had friend-zoned me for years, but I was happily just being her friend. Chasing girls had never been my number one priority at fifteen. Now that I was sixteen...


Based on the looks Ivonia kept shooting at me, Anastasia's jealousy, and every other lady suddenly taking notice of me, this academy semester was going to be a very interesting one indeed.


I was also excited to finally get my own room. Of course, we had a full day of learning about the differences between a planet, a moon, an asteroid, and a star to get through first.



CHAPTER 4


Romanica System

Harium Space Station

2636 A.D. - Day 8 of Academy


"Pressurization complete," I said into my helmet microphone.


A grunt escaped from the speaker that monitored the comms. "I'm showing we're in the orange, not green," Anastasia said.


"Okay, let me troubleshoot," I said.


We were in five different simulators; a full crew operating different stations set to mimic a routine off load, on load, and departure. This was a basic scenario, and I was the loading officer on our first simulation. After shuffling a few pallets from the orbital to our trading vessel, I sealed the door.


Pressurization sensors had given a happy chime and the telltale green flash. I walked over to a wall panel by the door. Each step echoed a loud clump of my spacesuit magnetizing and releasing. There was gravity in the loading bay, but when dealing with cargo and the chance of a sudden separation, one wore magnetic boots.


The holographic display interacted with my deft finger taps. Being a loading officer was lame, but it was something we'd practiced in pre-academy often.


"Sheesh, Gaius, hurry up. Other people want other roles," Ozzy complained.


He was stuck in engineering, which on most vessels was about as much fun as watching paint dry. Engineers had their moments of excitement, like the weapons station did, but they were stuck in with the plasma generators that fueled propulsion, without anything more interesting to see than the four walls around them..


I didn't answer him as I tapped away until the damn screen froze.


"Comm check," I said.


Silence.


"Great... anyone hear me?" I asked. Again, nothing.


The screen was frozen, comms were cut, and this was a day one simulation. My money was on a simulator malfunction. Sure enough, the roof of the room popped open, and a ladder slid down.


I climbed the ladder and exited the simulator. Instructor Sanchez waved for me to follow her across a gangplank. After she lifted another unit's hatch open, I climbed down.


The moment I was inside, I heard arguing in my earpiece.


"Shut the hell up, Ozzy," Anastasia commanded. "I'm the flipping captain. Ya will keep the comms clear of yar whining. Loading, this is bridge, over."


"Bridge, loading. Sorry, we had a glitch that seems to have been fixed," I said, keeping the simulation going. "Alright. Pressure is okay. Oxygen readings are stabilized. Let me..."


I headed to a side wall where a soapy water bottle rested. Some things passed the test of time. I went to the docking ramp where it sealed with the ship and sprayed soapy water. Technically, there would also be a discernible whistle, with a loss of oxygen to space, but this was a redundancy check that was part of training. When I finished, I didn't find a leak. After all my steps were done by the book, I reported, "Loading bay is green."


"Confirmed. I reset the sensor here, and it is showing green," Anastasia said. "Larson, initiate detachment while I get our clearance."


Anastasia talked with a flight traffic controller to get access for the nearest wormhole gateway that was two weeks away. Once she got approval the simulator jostled erratically. I walked to the fold down seat to buckle in.


Next came a long list of checks that lasted ten minutes. Everything was read off a standardized list. When it came to me, I confirmed that the cargo was secured, I was fastened in, and we were sealed in green.


Last to report was Ivonia who mentioned guns were operating and she was ready to go.


"Taking us out now," Larson said from the pilot's station. "Oh man, this thing is so unresponsive."


We all wanted to be Larson. Even Anastasia, who held the captain's chair for this drill, wanted to fly. I closed my eyes, pretending the vibrations and slight adjusting of my seat were real and not just simulated.


"Bridge to defenses, orbital said some idiot released space trash that will come within striking distance. Instead of deviating, they're requesting we disintegrate the debris," Anastasia said to Ivonia.


To fire the ship's defenses this close to an orbital required a lot of approvals. I adjusted my seat to bring up the display screen. I watched our guns swivel, aiming at a piece of trash. More confirmations were secured to satisfy protocol, before a light flashed so brightly, the camera struggled to record it clearly.


One second there was a clump of trash, the next... clean space. That probably meant there would be a trivial pilot error soon. A moment later, when we got permission to change our corridor mid-flight, I knew I had guessed correctly.


After arriving in the corridor, when we started to accelerate, resonator three on the left side of propulsion had an issue. Ozzy attempted to find the issue, fixing it fairly quickly. The end of the exercise was called, once we achieved optimal speed.


I removed my helmet, settling back into the chair with my eyes closed. The past week had been hell, and even ten minutes of waiting for Instructor Sanchez to open my simulator was bliss.


Even if we were commerce, we still had our own version of hell-week. Sunday's leave had been canceled, and we ended up being forced into zero-g training.


Honestly, yesterday had been fine. My main issue was with the accommodations. Harium was a state-of-the-art fleet facility. It was built upon the principle that even lowly cadets deserved a mediocrity of civility.


All that would normally be great, but I had got stuck in the class with the Zapri. The nearest storage bay had been modified for communal bunking. The only area with any privacy was the showers, and even they were being recorded. Humanity as a whole had progressed beyond isolating genders.


Until now.


We had regressed in the name of diplomacy.


Sleep was tough for me because it was... natural. Not having my own sleeping chamber was foreign to me--I had used one my entire life.


To make matters worse, I had a bed partner. I would fall asleep after hours of tossing and turning, only to wake with Ivonia tucked into me as my little spoon on the narrow mattress.


That little incident had gotten me called into O'Donovan's office. I'd had to sign a thousand waivers to reassure the cadre I didn't want to press charges. Even had to record my testimony about half of the exchange. Which was, basically, that I had gone to sleep and found my hands in unique places when I woke, without me realizing I'd tucked them there.


I hadn't cared then, and I still didn't.


I liked Ivonia, and she never roused me from my sleep. Sure, I got stares, and the other guys wanted pointers on how to hook up with a Zapri babe.


I obviously had no tips to give them--the foxy alien was simply drawn to me, as if by magic.


Anastasia had grumbled about it--to the point she submitted a request to stay in a suite on the station. Of course, she wasn't the only spoiled cadet in the academy. All such requests, however, had been declined.


We were all in this together.


The hatch popped open, alerting me that it was time to go. I climbed out for the after-action review, which would likely be followed by a written test. And then we would repeat the process four more times, swapping roles to get experience in each of the positions. My zombie-like trance in the briefing room was interrupted.


"Damn girl! Ya sure can shoot!" Anastasia exclaimed to Ivonia.


Anastasia held a hand up for a high five. Ivonia shifted nervously and scanned the training room until she found my eyes. I gave her a warm smile with a nod of approval. The Zapri picked up on human mannerism much quicker than we could figure out theirs.


I was curious as to why she had looked to me first. Then the high five happened with a loud smack — which produced a very unusual reaction.


Ivonia shuddered a bit, but otherwise stayed in complete control of herself.


Anastasia... Uh... her eyes crossed as she tucked inwardly, then let out a loud and uncontrolled moan of pleasure. All five of us, including Instructor Sanchez, stopped and stared. After the outburst, Sanchez pulled the ladies aside.


I heard hushed and heated accusations being exchanged. Oddly enough, they all glared daggers at me while I headed to the briefing room.


I eventually figured it out. The Zapri didn't touch humans on purpose, because they knew the interaction would elicit pleasure.


For whatever reason, my reaction to physical contact with the Zapri was minimal, while for Anastasia, it had been severe. Any chance for me to ponder the subject was lost when I received an emergency ping on my C-Pad.


I thought the worst, fearing it was emergency news about my father. When I saw everyone else's C-Pads activating on their wrists, I heaved a sigh of relief.


The entire class was getting the message.


Our orders were clear: assemble in auditorium room 3 for an emergency update. I wanted to wait for Anastasia and Ivonia, but they were still in a heated debate with Instructor Sanchez.


Instead of waiting for them, I headed for the auditorium by myself. Imagine my surprise when three high ranking officials intercepted me en-route. I was dragged into a private room and not even asked to take a seat.


"How do you do it?" O'Donovan asked intensely.


I went rigid, about to recite a bunch of academy nuances when she said, "This is off the record, and I want direct answers. How do you manage her?"


"Ma'am, you've lost me," I admitted.


A male guard stood with an actual assault rifle behind the retired admiral. A different man, older, with wise eyes and a navy emblem for the science division said, "I'm Professor Yanic. The other students of 36.7 are going to be receiving a briefing that does not pertain to you. As of today, there is going to be a reassessment of 36.7's future curriculum."


A knock on the door interrupted him.


In came Anastasia and Ivonia. I expected to see Instructor Sanchez next. Instead, a red tipped, orange and white furred Zapri entered. Unlike the others, this one was older, much older. I could tell by the way they slowly moved their body.


"Holy goddess!" the Zapri said upon seeing me.


"I told you, Den Mother. Control your reaction," Ivonia hissed.


My head was spinning at this point. "What's going on?"


"A crisis, obviously," O'Donovan said with disdain. She squinted angrily at the elder Zapri.


I didn't speak, knowing better.


Professor Yanic said, "You're going to get a special, condensed education. Maybe. There have been complications, except for you."


"Understatement of the fucking century," O'Donovan said.


She came from a military background and was very blunt, something I could work with. I tried to piece together what was going on, but failed.


"I must both apologize and congratulate you. I'm Den Mother Estinia. This is my -" The translator didn't just struggle, it flat out died. Estinia rotated words until, "Descendant Ivonia. She was told not to touch any humans under any circumstances."


I was glad Winters wasn't in the room. The cagey man would have said something snide.


"They sleep together," Anastasia blurted.


Ah, right, who needed Winters here.


Estinia shook her head in shame. "This was supposed to be a contact free trial run. You made oaths."


"Oaths to one's destiny supersede oaths to the Empire," Ivonia snapped.


The tension grew intense and unusually thick.


"Ivonia, come here and stand behind me. There is no need to fight," I said, and she obeyed.


That she quickly obeyed left the entire room in shock, but it shouldn't have. The cameras would show that ever since I had met Ivonia, she had deferred to my commands. I wasn't an asshole, bossy friend. No, I mostly just kept her out of trouble.


Professor Yanic cleared his throat. "The main class is being told the Zapri are being considered for removal from 36.7 and for good reason. The ten students who went to the Zapri Empire, well I heard bad news. There has been an incident, including a murder, and there are rumblings in the Coalition about not burying this news."


The glares between O'Donovan and him told me a metric ton of information. I might be a sixteen-year-old Cadet, but I wasn't a fool. If you send ten students to an alien world for education and there was a death...


"How?" I asked.


Professor Yanic said, "Physical interaction. In Osban, the orbital that the ten were sent to was different. Obviously, what I'm about to disclose in this room is classified SECRET.


"Zapri and humans are compatible, and our genetic code is a 93% match. Unlike the Vori, babies can be born from a union between the Zapri and humans. Except there are... issues. Interactions with the Zapri elicit a response in humans. Based on the data they provided us, this was a survival mechanism built into them years before technology.


"We knew this going in. Our students were instructed to have no contact with the Zapri. Part of what led to our initial contact team getting swindled, was the touch induction. It leads to yearning for additional contact. I mean, look at her."


I turned around to see Anastasia had latched onto Ivonia. I rolled my eyes.


"Anastasia, let go. This instant," I commanded. She immediately reacted, shaking her head if clearing a daze. Going on a limb, I continued... "You may only touch Ivonia when I allow it."


"What the hell, Gaius?" Anastasia blurted. "I feel... better. How did ya do that?"


"Do what exactly?" Professor Yanic asked enthusiastically. His eyes were wide with excitement.


I felt the conversation slipping. I really wanted to know what had happened to the students in the Zapri Empire.


"I had urges. Those desires... just washed away at Gauis' command," Anastasia admitted with a guilty shrug.


"Ah, interesting. That is the crux of the matter." Professor Yanic returned to the topic at hand. "Basically, at Osban they tried private rooms. Culturally, the Zapri are fairly casual about sex. Human female A, in this case, broke protocol on the third night. She visited the room of a Zapri male. The next night, she craved his interaction, returning but not achieving the same high as the initial contact.


"The fourth and fifth night she went to a lot of beds, and the male Zapri found out that they could trigger a feeling of elation that was dormant inside them. Well, that and there was a lot of sex. Two nights ago, another of the female students, student B, learned of this and went to experience it for herself.


"And that was where there was an issue. Jealousy led A to attack B. Both subject A and B were found to be saturated--to the point of delirium--with inhuman amounts of the sex chemical, Oxytocin. At least that is what we were told, although the evidence confirms it. While we expected something to happen if there was contact between our two races, this was never considered. Student's B body was... savaged."


I frowned, holding up a finger. "So, this hasn't happened here?"


"It won't," Estinia grumbled. "This is a tragic shame. However, you're tightly monitored here. There are no freedom aboard the Harium, and giving the humans too much freedom was our mistake. Ages of successful flight classes without issue led to lax measures. There are words to express our condolences."


"And... I'm here because of Ivonia?" I asked.


"Clearly, you're not controlled by her or your desire for her touch," O'Donovan said with a mischievous smile. "I have more than a dozen recordings where it is the opposite. Where she tries to initiate contact with a hand or tail touch and you not only spurn her, you put her in her place. As it should be."


I shrugged. At this point, I felt the situation was slipping out of control. There were powerful people playing hardball diplomacy.


"So, the rest of the Zapri are leaving the class and you pulled me aside because you worry another male will touch Ivonia and then we will end up in a fight over her?" I asked.


"Yes," O'Donovan said bluntly. "Why risk it? Honestly, I didn't win here or get my way. If it were up to me, we would cut traffic to the Zapri Empire and expel every single one of their diplomats."


While a bit harsh, I understood the protectionist angle. It had been a human on human murder. Yes, triggered by an alien interaction, but such a transgression would make it hard to initiate a boycott at this point. At least, that was my opinion based on how hungry humans are to trade with the Zapri.


Estonia folded her hands above her waist and said, "There is still hope we can salvage this class. Isolated rooms at night. We wish to monitor the three of you closely. I have even agreed to allow the emplacement of a shocking device on my descendant."


Anastasia scoffed. "Not a fucking chance. Pa will skin all of ya."


O'Donovan shook her head. "Cadet, I've half a mind to expel you for that outburst."


"Except ya invited aliens into my Pa's home and infected his daughter," Anastasia said with zero concern for whom she was addressing.


I really thought the Retired Admiral was going to hit her. This was diplomacy, though. You become an admiral by being a diplomat. She clenched her fists and let her cheeks puff with anger, but she didn't act on her emotions.


Professor Yanic cleared his throat and said, "With no breaks, we can condense your training into eighteen months. Assuming the vote passes. This area is on complete lockdown. To the point other classes are being moved out. As of today, there was a contagion reported."


During that last line, Professor Yanic's voice was filled with disdain. He apparently didn't like politics or lying. "If the vote to expel passes, you'll be put in isolation to monitor your withdrawals. If the vote to retain the Zapri students passes, you'll finish your training in extreme isolation. There will be no more summer or winter breaks. There will be no going home for the Zapri."


"Dismissed," O'Donovan commanded.


"Um... Ma'am, dismissed to where?" I asked.


"Auditorium three. Don't touch any more Zapri, you two," Professor Yanic warned, then added, "Please."


I left the room with Anastasia glued to my side. They held Ivonia back to talk to her further. I was a lowly Cadet without any power to free her.


"You okay?" I asked.


Anastasia shook her head. "No. But Pa is going to be pissed. He is also going to be about a thousand times grateful that you're the first man to ever save me." She snickered. "To save me from swooning over a foxy lady and becoming a bisexual. Ya will forever be his hero. Ha!"


"This is serious Ana," I said and frowned.


"You never call me that — ya know I hate it."


I stopped and paused her, spinning her into a hug. She fit just right and we knew it. She didn't scorn me for hugging her, instead folding into me. We both knew this was being recorded, but I didn't care.


"Something is wrong. The news has been very anti-Zapri lately. Like documentary after documentary of how they are vile. I keep hoping to find good news about how they are training here, but nope. Tightly sealed. Every report and article is about trade issues, thieving, and duplicity," I said.


"Ya gotta turn that garbage off. Hey, so Gaius... We can back out. Go to another school together," Anastasia said.


"Not a bad idea, and we might have to. I'm surprised you want to offer," I said.


She shrugged in my arms. "You're my best friend, Gaius. To everyone else I'm Anastasia the bitchy princess. Not to ya. Plus, when ya get a clunker ship, who else would ya trust to be yer engineer."


"You're still set on being an engineer?"


"Yeah, ya daft and dense pilot. Captain works too, but I love being in the engineering section. In eighteen months, who knows though? Surprised you're so calm."


"About you wanting to crew together, or us having a sexual fascination with an alien?" I said.


She giggled. "Alleged, and I'll deny it. I... I use Pa too often to win fights. I want to make my own mark. I could get a ship, but then what? Hard to find a crew when the captain has the personality of a hammer."


"Aye, Anastasia, I'll fly the systems with you. If you'll have me," I said.


"You better," she said, breaking our hug and dragging me to the auditorium.


While I wasn't a politician, I had a good idea of what was going to happen. Diplomacy would win out with new measures in place. I had a feeling that I wouldn't be waking up with a Zapri snuggled into me as my little spoon anymore.


As long as I got the schooling I need to start trading, I was more than okay with that.



CHAPTER 5


Romanica System

Harium Space Station

2638 A.D. - Day 701 of Academy


The diplomacy wing of the Coalition needed a win. Today, they got that. Eighteen months became two years, but finally the Zapri students graduated from commerce academy with sterling grades.


Although tensions between the two races grew grim from continued issues - like the first hybrid babies being revealed - today, they could point to a peaceful tomorrow. Graduating hadn't been easy, though.


For the rest of our general academy studies in commerce, we were all isolated. Spacesuits were the trick. The first few months, I had felt a pull from Ivonia, a yearning to hold her. That was nothing compared to what the poor Zapri and Anastasia suffered. Each time they had a flare up, I had calmed them with soothing words. I promised them that one day it would be okay.


And I expected to fulfill my promise, even though that day was technically yesterday. We had officially graduated from generic training, and today we were being paraded around. The last bit of our first-of-its-kind class.


I had turned eighteen a month after Anastasia. While it was great for us finally to be considered adults, it also meant the last of my father's money awaited me. Even better, since my schooling had cut a year short, I got that time refunded.


Of course, school wasn't over for me or Anastasia. Technically, we still needed to get certified in our fields if we wanted to get hired on with the big corporations. I was still hankering to be a pilot, and she was going to be an engineer. The problem, was that we had nine months before the next classes opened.


"Dismissed!" Senior Instructor Winters bellowed.


Technically, this was our third dismissal. We threw mock hats in the air again to fake cheering and a band playing. This was it, though. We were legitimately free, and I could finally take my fart suit off.


I exited the parade grounds and found a quiet overhang that was sparsely populated. I popped my helmet off and unzipped my spacesuit to reveal a casual flight suit that would blend in.


"By the gods!" Anastasia said, doing the same thing.


"Finally."


"Yeah, maybe I should have taken you up on the fifteenth offer to swap schools," I said with a grin. We had done it. Not a small feat. "I wonder where - "


"Right here," the masculine voice came from a boxy space suit behind me, accompanied by a feminine wave. "I'm ready to go."


That was Ivonia. Her flight suit hid her tail, and her face was obscured.


"Estinia?" I asked.


"Boo," the old Zapri said from behind me. Impressive.


We had been in contact on a regular basis. She was interested in me and actually did more than prod me for information. The old Zapri had become a friend, in an odd way. "She is free to go. Just use the disguise unless you want trouble."


"And my permit?" I asked.


She cackled, literally. "It's not what you know, but who you know. I like that human saying. Be safe in Zapri space. I would caution you, but you know the game is not rigged in your favor."


She dropped a device into my palm. I quickly stuffed it into my breast pocket.


I smirked. "The game may be rigged, but this certainly makes it a lot more even. I appreciate this." I patted my chest.


"Your heart is in the right place. Just know this, young Captain. When you find yourself lost, my den is always open to you," Zapri said in an ominous tone that was still friendly. At least her face displayed sincerity.


We exchanged friendly goodbyes. I was hoping to escape the celebration unnoticed. Nope.


"Ensign Crenshaw, a moment," O'Donovan said. It wasn't a request, and she'd used a rank I didn't hold. I was a certified trader, and certainly not an Ensign.


"Yes ma'am," I said.


"Follow me," she commanded.


She walked away as if I had to follow. There was no such requirement on me anymore. I was finally a free man. I could not show up to advanced pilot training. I could tell her to go pound sand.


Instead... I followed her.


Oddly, she had left me the hell alone during the rest of my training.


I saw her a lot at the start, and then poof. She faded into the realm of superior officer land where there was unlimited sleep, fresh coffee, and no physical training.


She led me up a ramp that connected to a spaceship. The celebration grounds held expansive fields and wasted skyline space to show off this achievement of human engineering. It was one of the few places where a shuttle could come into Harium and dock.


Inside the shuttle was an open hatch — all the windows were obscured by shades. A few goons stood outside the hatch, providing security as the four of us entered the lavish shuttle.


Inside waited Professor Yanic and another man with active duty hawks on his shoulder.


Admiral Jaro himself, of the Eleventh Fleet — which defended this particular frontier system — was waiting inside.


I gulped but remained calm, taking the offered seat.


To my left and right sat Anastasia and Ivonia in her disguise, which had faded the moment she entered the shuttle. Realizing the gig was up, she removed her helmet after strapping in.


"Hi Professor," I waved as if this were just another meeting. "Admiral." I inclined my head to Admiral Jaro.


The man was lean, with bags under his brown eyes. He stared at me with an excellent poker face. His Asian descent was mixed with one of the islander planets. Each second Jaro just stared at me, I became more uncomfortable.


"You watch the news a lot for a young man. Why?" he asked. Obviously, he had done his homework. I not only watched the news, I also read local system reports and followed obscure news blogs to dig out the actual news the media covered.


"To read between the lines," I said calmly. Internally, I was beyond worried. "What is this about?"


O'Donovan scoffed. "What is between the lines, Gaius? Human politics for now."


Direct, sharp, and blunt.


I had always respected that. "The coalition is at odds. A hundred years ago, during the Vori arrival, there were similar fissures in the coalition. Eventually, there was a consensus for this very station, and the coalition grew stronger."


"The Zapri are different, though. Two parties have formed that are gaining steam in the congress and senate — the hawks and the doves. The military still backs the biggest demographic, the freedom party. Except both the freedom party and the republic party are being forced to pick sides."


"There is more than just the Zapri at contention. The very soul of the Coalition hangs in the balance because of budgeting. The dwindling trade taxes from the Vori and the erroneous budgeting from - "


"That's enough," Admiral Jaro said sharply. He folded his hands until his fingers interlocked and eyed O'Donovan. "What happens next?"


I huffed out a long stretch of air. "Sure is nice to not wear a helmet. Of course, you're not concerned she's in here. That says a lot. You wouldn't kill her, Estinia saw her board your ship, as did others who are not fools. This tells me you've chosen to support the doves. I agree."


"Told you," O'Donovan said.


"Of course, he agrees. He is literally bonded to what the hawks consider an infestation that must be cut off from humanity. Some think you're on her side." He nodded to O'Donovan. "She is a hawk, but still a trusted friend, mentor, and ally. She also doesn't want war, even if one is brewing. So, if people think you're a hawk who used to love a Zapri... thank her," Admiral Jaro motioned at O'Donovan with a thumb.


"Uh... well, if someone comes to take Ivonia, then yeah, I won't exactly be thrilled about it," I grumbled.


Professor Yanic scooted forward. "Heed their words with caution. For clarity, the Admiral and I are not on this shuttle. Hence the blacked out viewports. Even Administrator O'Donovan is not proclaimed and only guessed about. What we need... What I need..." He paused. "I need more data from the Zapri. Any information to plead our case to the citizens of the Coalition."


"Finally getting somewhere." Anastasia said. "We're private citizens, what kinda data is it yer wanting?"


Professor Yanic assured he had our attention. "Data is a broad term. Tradeable goods that can benefit planets. Say, a new species of fish, or a new flightless bird that lays golden eggs. I don't know. Obviously, you're aware tensions are rising. Ever since the... incident in Zapri space between humans. They don't let us in.


"There is a trading market that is regulated by diplomatic agreements, meaning it is barren because no bartering is allowed. Sure, there are a few things like carvings and art, but nothing we can sink our teeth into to tell people that dealing with the Zapri is worth the effort.


"We... we don't have access, and all our ships who do go in, come back empty handed. You... you're different, you can get beyond the facade of a trade station," Professor Yanic said.


"Ah, there had been reports of no trading. That is going to make it easier to argue against keeping the portal open, if trade is stagnant. Alright, you want help with history, livestock, medicines, and whatever else we can get from Zapri space. We've got nine months before the next class, anyway," I said with a smile and a shrug.


They had listened in on our conversations during training. They had to know this is what we were planning on doing for the interim before our next training started. My joy at the thought of being traders for real had me grinning. Until O'Donovan shot me a stern look.


"A couple of things. You're idiots. Everyone will see you as lambs among wolves — just two rich kids pretending to be traders. Twist your snooty face all up you want, Gorsci, it won't change how you're perceived.


"I can give you this," O'Donovan said, handing me a data chip. "It contains credentials and also has links to drop points. This is separate from the professor's mission. This is you aiding the doves, should we be forced to ground or into hiding."


I blinked.


"Yes. I'm seen as a hawk — but I'm not. All this could be nothing, but, the First, Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, Fourteenth, and even the Fifteenth Fleet are moving for wormhole gates. All those gates point about two weeks out, at a cloaked pace, within this system."


I started to piece it together. "If they control things here, it doesn't matter if the government imposes mandates. They simply send Zapri back for -"


"Literally anything," Jaro interrupted. "The trade agreement is flaky on purpose. It will falter and next thing we know, there will be demands for the government to close the portal. Those of us who do not want it closed will be facing more than we can handle. That is assuming they arrive without conquest in mind."


I flopped back into my seat. O'Donovan didn't know everything.


She had winced when he said 'without conquest in mind', and he'd read my face reacting to hers. Basically, I'd confirmed what Jaro feared. There was likely going to be a civil war — all over new alien species which drove humans mad.


Well, most humans.


The final dot connected. "Where are you taking us?"


"Randall's Emporium. He just got a used model for sale. An absolute junker. You can't afford it, but -"


"Yes we can. Pa will know this information if ya know it. Is he there?"


Professor Yanick chuckled with a dismayed headshake. "I don't know how you graduated."


"Right," Admiral Jaro said with a grunt. "You never saw us. If nine months from now there is peace and her species is still welcomed, grand. Be a pilot, an engineer, and a gunner. If you go to Zapri space... I would take the Vori wormhole, and then jump back from Vori Space into New Texas or the Atlantis system. All this is rather short notice, but I would make it a priority to get her a better disguise as soon as you can."


I was stunned by this visit.


In a weird way, I saw it made sense. Throughout history, leaders had used agents to ferry goods and information directly. I was a simple man. Yes, I was young, but I figured that trading with the Zapri would bring enough excitement.


A jolt rocked the shuttle, and then the hatch slid open. We bid each other good luck and farewell. Walking across a gangplank, I saw we were at a used ship dealer inside a separate dome outside Harium. We hovered around the monster station like a moon around a planet. The shuttle whirled off, quickly vacating the mini station through an airlock.


There must have been a thousand used ships in the lot. Ships were more common than aircars. Their hulls almost never rusted or deteriorated with age. Only a ship's interior or key parts ever needed upgrades or replacing. While I knew the Coalition coins donated by my father wasn't a lot, I hoped it would get us something decent.


As for what I wanted, I was conflicted. The big ships that had it all were out of my price range. A clunky medium freighter? Maybe. Hydrogen costs would add up but volume trading was safe trading. There had to be a hundred small to large freighters on the display platform, and I drooled over every one of them.


Then there were miners that could trade and, of course, mine. Those were good ships, highly versatile. Although they would be a tad slower because they were able to move lots of mass, but... and this was a big but here, Anastasia and I had considered mining if the trading didn't pan out. These were busy proverbial skies after all.


Next, I saw the small, versatile trades. Ships built for quality trading and speed — the kinda ship where you buy ten pallets of bacon cheap on planet Baja and zip it to Newest York in the hopes commodity prices hadn't plummeted.


Finally, there were the oddball ships.


The Coalition was pretty easy about letting someone design and build their own vessel. Sure, there were fees for inspections, but the racket of having to buy from a mega corp was somewhat dead.


There were millions of mom and pop spaceship builders designing just about anything you could think up.


After lovingly looking over all the ships, I smiled. Randall's Emporium was the biggest used seller in the system, and the one I had been planning on going to anyway.


Waiting for us at a greeting area was none other than Oligarch Gorsci. A rare treat. We argued, lightly of course, about him giving us financial aid to complete our purchase.


Eventually, the conversation came to a head when he said, "Sheesh, Gaius. Don't fight me on this. It needs to be as is. For all parties. Do you want Ana to get hurt?"


"Anastasia," my friend groused.


I chuckled. "Never, and I see the angle you're going for. Consider it an investment to protect something we both cherish. I get it. Doesn't mean I like owing you."


"The best kind of people to lend money to, are the ones who honestly don't want the risk. Go earn it back, settle your debt, and we can settle this wee argument. It's only twenty thousand C's."


I hung my head. That was more than I wanted to consider.


"Damn Pa, it must be plated in gold," Anastasia said.


"Well, how about I show it to you. The ship is mine. Simply sign the document on your C-Pad, and you'll be the proud new owner of a caravel class ship, one that is literally a one-of-a-kind. And the best part is that you get to name her," Mr. Gorsci said, earning an evil-eye from his daughter. "It... I meant name it, not her."


I opened up my C-Pad, saw his message, read the contract, and sighed. "After I see this caravel, I'll decide. There are many ships in this lot."


"You wound my pride, but make me proud. Smart call to inspect her first. It... It... Protect my daughter. I'll trust ya this time. Sign the contract before you lift off," he said, pulling his daughter off to the side.


"I can't wait to get into comfy clothes," a garbled robotic voice said from beside me.


I patted Ivonia's shoulder as we waited. A few minutes later, father and daughter exchanged hugs, then Anastasia came over.


"My linker says the Orca is this way," she said.


"Orca?" I blurted out.


"I don't get it?" Ivonia said.


Instead of arguing with us, Anastasia led the way to the ship that our fates would rest in. I could only hope it was worth the investment.



CHAPTER 6


Romanica System

Harium Space Station

2638 A.D. - Day 1 as a Trader


"A cube!" I groaned.


"Take a look inside before ya reject it," Anastasia said. "Even I can see from here the interior looks updated."


I stared at a monstrosity that was at least sixty feet on each side — a thickly plated creation that was an aberration. The black armor was dated and soulless. I was stuck on the odd design.


Why a cube?!


My mind was still reeling over the ship's hideous exterior. Of all our options, this one wouldn't even have made it on my list. More importantly, a caracal vessel was supposed to be a swift and maneuverable vessel.


How the hell would I land this pig on a planet?


It probably burned more Zelphium than a large freighter.


Ugh. I hate that they banned nuclear reactors and we have to use liquid fuel.


Zelphium was a fuel created from hydrogen, nitrogen, and helium.


It was a scam. A giant fucking scam to keep the economy going.


The expended fuel became unstable. Shocker. Jettison the old, let it break apart over time, and resupply with some new elements to keep going.


Oh, wait, there's more. Companies recycled consumed Zelphium, creating more jobs.


The Orca was going to be returned to sender. I'd rather have -


A joyful shriek from inside the hideous cube broke me free from my thoughts.


Anastasia had gone in with Ivonia while I stared morosely at the over-armored exterior. There were portholes for engines, covers obscuring viewports, and other mechanical slats that showed the true nature of the ship.


It hadn't always been a hideous black cube. There were hints here and there that revealed the true nature of the vessel... if you opened it up to the outside world and made it vulnerable.


My linker buzzed.


Anastasia was sending me texts and images.


I... How the flip are we supposed to afford to maintain this?


I sighed, walking up the ramp.


Soft white lighting revealed that this was a personnel hatch. No cargo would fit in here. Placards indicated that to the left was a park and to the right, the water reservoir. Up a ramp was crew quarters.


What? I knew there would be water purifiers and storage. But a park? What was this ship?


I skipped those areas as I had already flipped through the photos Anastasia sent me.


Walking up the ramp, all along the wall were vegetation planters and wall slots for seeding. On the second floor landing, I skipped the crew quarters. A quick inspection revealed a kitchen and dining area to the left. On the right, were a host of systems, broken up into their own compartments for engineering to manage.


Instead of a thorough inspection, I kept going up to the third floor.


Counting my steps, I knew the first floor was twenty feet tall, give or take, and the second to third floor was half that.


Arriving on the third deck, I found myself at the heart of the ship. Engineering, medical, and propulsions were on my left. Command, communications, and backup systems were located on my right. The corridors were neat, pristine in their appearance, with vertical growing slots for vegetables and reddish lights giving off a unique glow. I kept going up the ladder to the cargo hold.


The interior was immaculate. A complete retrofit had obviously been done, leaving me angry and scowling. This ship was going to be stupid hard to turn down.


When a man like me dreams of piloting his first ship, I guarantee that a cube ship is not what he imagines! This was a setup, obviously.


I bit my cheek as I thought about why Anastasia's dad wanted me to have this ship.


My linker beeped, and I answered before opening the door to the cargo deck.


"Where are ya?" Anastasia was ecstatic. Her holographic rendering was the happiest I'd ever seen her. Her words were rapid firing to the point it was hard to understand. "Have ya checked out the rooms? The Zelphium reactor is built for a ship five times this size. They're... they're HUGE... I'm in love."


I smiled, seeing her spin for joy. "It's a cube," I deadpanned. "With storage on the top."


"Gaius, sign the damn contract and I'll have your babies," Anastasia said.


I flushed. She and I had stopped dating others ever since we had touched Ivonia. We had no privacy, so our relationship had stayed romantic yet platonic as time passed.


We loved each other, clearly... just we had yet to cross that line.


We'd decided that making love for the first time on camera, in addition to breaking about a dozen of the new rules, wasn't what we wanted for our first time together.


Those restrictions and rules were gone, though.


A male robotic voice said, "I'll have your cute baby without such requirements. The ship is nice, though."


I rolled my eyes. "Okay, let's inspect it first. What's the story, though?"


There was a door interface that showed the deadbolt was unlocked. I tapped the open button and there was a hiss as the metal covering slid back into the wall, allowing me entry.


"Based on who recommended this ship, it's a diplomatic vessel that was meant to talk with the Zapri. Or... it might even be the very ship that took the ten human students to the Zapri academy. Actually, that would make sense," Anastasia mused.


"So... they took an old what? Miner? And refitted it?"


Anastasia's hologram shrugged. "I honestly think this was never a trader, miner, or all purpose freighter. It seems like a human mover to me. What's cargo look like?"


I stepped beyond the threshold and had my answer.


"Well shit, Anastasia, you're the sharpest tool in the shed. There are two floors in here. There is a running track and signs were there once. I see ample cargo space and all the proper tie-down clamps. There are even lifter platforms for shifting cargo. I mean, the ship is really nice so far. And if - "


"I hear you, it's a cube. Let's get off the ground and then celebrate," Anastasia said.


I smirked. "There is no champagne."


"Silly man. We had something else in mind. It's been too long," she said and I knew what she wanted.


"There are a million things to go over before we can take off," I said.


"I just finished hurrying through propulsion checks. Ivonia is going over the gunnery systems. I've only found two rooms labeled as off limits for now," Anastasia grumbled.


"Uh... you gonna inspect those?"


"Can't, but they're sealed off from everyone, and I have access to a different door that seals that area off."


"Hypothesis?"


She shrugged, walking up a ramp. I headed down to meet her on the bridge.


"My guess is that they're prototype water and air generators. That tech, if it is state of the art, would be sealed from us. I don't see backups for that or the power source. This ship... couldn't be sold for the money that's been invested in it. It also couldn't be donated. It may not be a 'forever ship' for a mighty crew... but it is more than enough for us. Almost too much," Anastasia admitted, her voice dropping at the last bit.


Walking down the ramp, I wondered where the lifter was.


The brief glimpse of Anastasia turning right towards the bridge resulted in me closing my linker and running to catch up to her.


I could see her react to my nearing footsteps. When I arrived, she spun up on me.


I had about six inches and fifty pounds on her. Yet the ornery, sexy blonde hovered ma hard against the wall, landing a fiery kiss on my lips.


What a pleasant surprise. I smashed our lips together harder.


My hands clamped onto her tight ass, picking her up. I turned us around, reversing our positions, and pinned her to the wall before grinding into her.


Yeah, the sexual tension between us had reached a boiling point. Time slowed as our hands raced over each other's bodies.


Her hands were sliding down my abs for my crotch when I heard a garbled voice box behind me make a coughing noise.


"Guys," Ivonia said, seeing us kissing. "That is a growth wall you might be damaging. Save it for the bedroom. Also, please wait for me! I can't remove this suit until we're off the deck." I could hear her pouty whine, even with the monotone robotic voice. Gunnery, med bay, dining, kitchen, communications, propulsion, water, air, sanitation, electrical, and viewports are all green. We just need to check the bridge and then conduct another very thorough inspection once in free space, followed by a sweep for spying."


"Cargo is good," I said, letting Anastasia down.


"What are the rooms like?" she asked Ivonia.


"Heck if I know. I want out of this suit and into a shower so bad it hurts," Ivonia said and I couldn't fault her. The Zapri had it the worst at academy.


"You okay calling this ship home?" I asked them, ensuring I eyed them both separately. "This is -"


"Yes!" Anastasia claimed, running for the bridge.


"She is very excited," Ivonia said.


I extended a hand to her. Ivonia liked the human concept of holding hands. Zapri had no qualms about unique relationships like ours. She accepted the offering, and we felt the ship vibrate to life.


"Damnit, Ana, I haven't paid for it yet," I hollered. I started tapping furiously on my linker. "Is this okay for you?"


"This will be wonderful. More than I could have dreamed of." Ivonia paused, watching me sign my life away. "All those times you told us we would have a place to be ourselves. I figured it would be a small ship that -"


The main Zelphium inductor whirred to life. There was a lot to that device. It ingested three elements and then generated the mixture for the reactor — where the fuel would be expended to produce thrust.


"Hold that thought," I said, heading to the bridge.


"Did ya pay up, my hunky man?" Anastasia asked.


I chuckled at her audacity. "Kinda had to. Let me get up to the controls."


Anastasia sat in the captain's chair, going over a checklist. I went to the pilot's seat and Ivonia walked over to sensors. We... we were drastically understaffed for this flight.


"So, green on kitchen? We got food?" I asked.


"Mostly space garbage meant to last forever, but there is a docking slip on Harium we can use to pick up some essentials," Anastasia said. "My treat."


"I have a list of trade goods for Zapri... They are... odd." She paused. "I would like a better voice modulator."


I wasn't about to disagree, my ears grated from that vox voice.


"Hussie, we're gettin' ya one," Anastasia said in a chipper tone.


I glanced down at the dual controller. Since it was a cube, there was a collective that lifted the ship up or down from a gravity source. A red, blocky arrow indicated there was station decking right below our ship.


"Roger, Randall tower, we appreciate your business too," Anastasia said over the comms link. "We're cleared for the large exit. They got us a quiet sector of space to hold in before we dock with Harium."


I was focused on the controls. Although I'd flown plenty of smaller cube spacecraft — even outside of simulators — none of them had been as large as this one.


On a holographic screen ahead of me, an optimal flight path was generated by a navigational computer. An archway led us from the used lot to an air lock.


Easy, right?


I increased the collective, and we gently jostled off the deck. A smooth, increased application took us straight up.


Now, my flight through the arch began.


Using the flight stick to align our flight path with the big arch, I applied additional power to pull away from the artificial gravity of station.


"You know what? Orca handles like a charm," I said, a grin plastered on my face.


I had to fly by the display, something I was used to doing. I could have gotten into an environmental booth for less automated flight.


Following the calculated trajectory to the tiniest of dots, I entered an air lock that was about ten times bigger than it needed to be.


This is where O'Donovan clearly had a point. Randall's Tower knew we were fresh graduates and assigned us the easy exit.


I didn't care, but it was interesting to see. The flight into the medium corridor would have been just as easy.


We waited while the air was cycled back into the mini station and the outer bay doors opened onto the emptiness of space.


Ten minutes later, we received a green buzz.


Anastasia confirmed a communication handoff from Randall's Tower to Harium's Space Traffic Control.


I was given a new flight path and allowed to move at expedited speed to our designated layover station.


I smirked at this. The controller was letting me test the ship.


"Going to shift over to environmental flight mode for this," I said, sliding the seat back.


A dome whirled down from the ceiling. I was a bit shocked, but adjusted quickly. The device went over my head, giving me a 360 degree view. There were odd angles from the cube shape that the nav computer smoothed — somewhat. I waited for the bottom to be rendered; the processor was quick.


The bottom of the ship rippled in my display, projecting an image of what was below me at about chest height. When it finished rendering, I muttered.


Unable to hold it in, I grumbled, "This is two-hundred-year-old tech. Upgrading this will cost a goddamn fortune."


"Adding it to the list, very bottom of the list of important things," Anastasia said in a sassy, yet teasing tone.


Deciding to have fun, I glided us into open space. There was a hiss behind me of a suit's helmet releasing and an audible sigh.


Ivonia said, "Think about it. This ship was the training mission ship. It is built so I can fly it. If a human helm lock encased my head, what would happen?"


"Uh... your ears would probably breach the seal," I said. "Yeah, they would. I mean... I guess this is good. I can fly like this or by monitor. You lovely ladies strapped in?"


"Helmet is stowed. Sensors are clear," Ivonia said.


Anastasia broadcast on a proximity frequency, "All stations this net, Orca is taking her maiden voyage. Moving from Randall's Emporium to EEC-112."


There were a few congratulations.


"Initiating," I said.


I picked up on the collective, pouring fifty percent more power into our engines, and we shot forward. Our initial thrust was much stronger than I'd expected.


This pig has power!


I shouted for joy. Feeling the burn of the speed. Okay, I hated the ship just a smidge less now.


To ensure we didn't overshoot our target area, I backed our velocity off by flicking the top engines into reverse and killing the bottom engines.


By doing this, I didn't need to flip us around, and for a brief moment we were in zero-g. That was one of the few joys of flying a boring ass cube ship. Each side had a number of engines to assist with precise control... in space, at least.


I grimaced, dreading the first time I'd have to fly this blocky ship through atmosphere.


"Activating artificial gravity," Anastasia informed us. A second later, down was down again.


I increased our deceleration until we crawled into our empty sector of space. With a few final inputs, we entered a perfectly stationary pattern relative to Harium.


The clack of belts coming undone echoed in the bridge.


We had arrived. With a relieved sigh, I let the dome return to its home inside the ceiling. I smirked, savoring the moment and -


"Sex!" Anastasia shouted.


I rolled my eyes. "So blunt. We haven't even swept the ship for spying devices yet."


"It won't matter. We know who'd be tracking us, and they don't care that I'm here. This isn't the academy anymore," Ivonia said, stripping out of her flight suit. "Please join me in the shower."


"Uh... Look, I'm all for sex, and I know we discussed this already — we're an odd kinda troupe — but shouldn't we stock up on supplies. At least then -"


"Gaius Crenshaw. I'm joining her in the shower. Get in, or get out," Anastasia said, rising from the captain's chair.


The two ladies high fived, and I watched intently.


The smack of their hands seemed normal, without any shudder this time. Their feelings were supposedly muted by me, but we had years we could test out how and why that was the case.


When the sexy duo left the bridge, the sway of their hips left me transfixed. Smirking at me over their shoulders, the sexy pair drifted down the corridor.


Before following them, I slipped into the Captain's chair.


I set my linker to mute, sinking into the comfy seat... I... it just felt right. The world was my oyster kinda deal.


Pulling up the display, I set our power to auxiliary. We already needed more Zelphium. Our hydrogen was the lowest of the three required elements. Could we collect it ourselves? Sure, but that'd be two week's effort to collect two months of fuel. Or we could...


I checked my account and saw I'd only a few hundred Cs remaining in my account — not nearly enough. Focusing on the display, I executed a proper shutdown of all non-essential systems. Most of the lights went dim, except for the main corridors and the living area.


The Orca. What an interesting turn of events.


"Funny enough, she'll turn on a dime with all these engines."


While I talked to myself, I continued to study the systems.


"Anastasia is sharp as a knife. She called it," I muttered. We had a primary Zelphium reactor that really was built for something grander than this. The designers wanted this cube to be able to fly fast, accelerate its way out of trouble in a hurry, and take a beating it attacked. The secondary power, whatever it was, showed as offline, but ready for operation.


The main water and air purifiers were restricted but showing 100% effectiveness I noted a slight pressure decrease as the showers were initiated.


The water was cycled quickly back into pure H2O. Knowing they wouldn't wait on me, I hurried to send my message.


A messenger orb danced a few feet in front of me; its green light told me it was recording.


"Father, I... I'm the happiest man alive, thanks to you. I graduated top of my class and even tested into pilot's school. Thing is, not sure if I'll take it. I can hang a paper on a wall or get real flight hours. Looks like I've got some time to decide..." I said, scratching my jaw.


I leaned forward until my elbows touched my knees. My tone grew somber. "I'm about to go have the most exciting night of my life. And while I'll never regret it, I'll likely be scorned for it. I miss you. I... Thank you. I'm piloting a reft cube called the Orca. She'll never win any Beaty contests, but she is practical.


"Hopefully, hopefully, I'll earn enough to get you fixed. That's right. There are some leads I need to follow. And though I know this message is monitored... know that there is hope, but there is hope. I love you, and yeah... this is so much better than the military. I owe it all to you. I'll never forget that." I winked at the recording. "However... I will forget about you as I go chase some tail."


I snickered and closed the connection with a tap on my linker.


So much yearning to be free of the academy, and now... Now I was worried about how we'd get enough Zelphium to make it to our next destination.


I was sure Anastasia had some Cs, but I knew her father.


No way would he give her access to unlimited funds so she could funnel them to me. Because I wouldn't be paying off the debt I owed to him--meaning that he would just be repaying himself.


I chuckled at the notion while I walked down the steps towards the living quarters. The landing pad had a four way intersection when you went around the ramp.


I found the lifter here and saw it was illuminated as red for energy saving.


There was a placard that I studied, which gave me a layout of this floor. The captain's suite took up a quarter of this floor.


Well, the kitchen and dining area shared the zone. The massive suite was still about ten times larger than the average crew quarters.


Strolling over to the door, I had to tap an open button. Right now security was nonexistent. That would have to change — and soon...


So much to do.


I walked into a spartan office. A floor mounted table was bolted down with a chair. The table held a ship interface and that was it. The entire front office held nothing else.


Walking through the room led to another door and another security protocol that was unlocked. When I finally entered the bedroom, I groaned at the sight before me.


Sure, the space was awesome, expansive, and fit for a king... However, there was a bed frame, but no mattress, an empty wet bar, and bolting spots for furniture that were bare. There weren't even blankets. Based on my limited funds, we very well might be wasting two weeks to haul Zelphium after all.


I heard giggling from the bathroom that broke me from my thoughts.


This was the big moment.


Was I virgin? No. Pre-academy actually had been far less strict than the academy itself. Go figure.


Had I ever been with two ladies at the same time? Nope, and clearly, I was eager. I was pitching a tent in the outfit I hurried to peel myself out of, tossing everything onto the ground.


When I entered the bathroom, I absently noted two sinks to my left. A few steps forward revealed two gorgeous bodies under dual shower heads.


Anastasia was pressed against the wall, Ivonia kissing her neck. I watched a tail swish happily over a pert ass with soapy bubbles dripping down it. Anastasia was loving the attention while being washed by Ivonia.


I strode in like I belonged and blurted, "Hey, there's soap."


"Silly man. Get over here, we've cleaned each other twice already," Anastasia said. I walked into the wondrous, warm water and soaked in the view as they separated.


Anastasia's blue eyes tried to hold my attention. Instead, my roaming gaze traced the supple breasts that were big on her small frame.


Her smooth skin and tight abs trailed water down to her belly button. Her groin held a landing patch of hair that pointed to her small folds. Even naked, she had that tight thigh gap.


Ivonia bent down to suckle on one of Anastasia's nipples. She carefully extended her tail until it touched my thigh. I felt the connection, my dick growing with desire. Ivonia's kisses trailed down Anastasia's tummy as she dropped to her knees.


She aggressively tossed one of Anastasia's legs over her shoulder and I stood there mesmerized, as I watched Ivonia tease the blonde's pussy.


Anastasia winked cockily, her blue eyes filled with yearning and desire. She shook the soap, waving me over as if she wanted us to wash me.


"We got no bed, no towels, no change of clothes, and -"


Ivonia laughed, rising to saunter behind me. Two plump breasts squished against my back. She lightly scratched my back, adding a kneading motion that felt delightful.


I had to admit... feeling like a king at the moment.


"We got it all on the list. Relax, Captain. We've waited a long time for this."


Anastasia proceeded to scrub me down in a hurry. I had an inkling she wanted me clean so she could play. When it was penis washing time, she went to her knees, those playful eyes shooting me teasing looks.


Ivonia continued to massage my back while Anastasia removed the final traces of stinky flight suit from my skin.


When Anastasia glanced up at me, a hungry smile graced her Beautiful face as she bit her lower lip. She set the soap down.


Anastasia wrapped her hands around my engorged cock. She tugged, having a delightful time stroking my girth. I don't think I'd ever been this swollen or excited.


"So hot," Ivonia purred, watching from the side. "Put him -"


The gorgeous blonde kissed the tip of my penis and then greedily sucked the whole head into her mouth. Anastasia wasted no time, bobbing her head while keeping a tight seal around me with her lips.


She literally devoured my cock and the kicker... was that I got to see her bedroom blues gazing up at me the entire time.


Ivonia swiveled around to my side. She ran a hand over my lean chest, kissing up my neck as she turned my face to meet hers. She grazed her lips across my cheek until they locked with mine.


We kissed passionately, while Anastasia's amazing blow job encouraged me to thrust my hips forward, pushing my cock into her throat. This spurred her on, and I could feel her moaning: it was driving me crazy!


She was ready for me. The tugs stopped, and I heard her lips smack together when she popped my cock free from her greedy mouth.


Breaking the kiss, I looked down. Anastasia used my cock like a handle, pulling herself up.


"It's been a while, Gaius," Anastasia warned me, "so take it nice and slow." She turned around, bracing her hands on the shower wall. Her hourglass figure gave me the perfect place to hold onto. When she tried to back onto my stiff cock, it stopped short of penetrating her.


Ivonia shut the water off. She added spit to Anastasia's slit and then stuffed my cock into her mouth. Her tongue vibrated rapidly on the underside of my cock, eliciting a surprise moan from me.


Right as I was getting into it, she removed me from her mouth. This time, when Anastasia slid back, the tip of my penis slipped into her slick slit. Her folds slowly enveloped my length.


Her little pussy wrapped delightfully around my engorged girth.


"So big," Anastasia moaned. "So fucking long. Damn, Gaius, not sure if you'll fit."


My dick wasn't some ten foot penis. Big? Yes, but she was building up my ego. Two sexy dripping wet babes and...


Ivonia spanked her ass, encouraging her to back up.


"Feels so good," I groaned, pushing deeper into her.


I almost hilted when she reached back with a hand. "Stop there for now. Easy in and out to start."


Ivonia turned the water back on as I slowly slid in and out of the lovely blonde. The Zapri took a corner seat, and spreading her legs wide apart, fingered the vibrantly pink pussy that nestled below a patch of red fur.


I was in my own little slice of heaven — watching Ivonia strum her clit was such a turn on.


"Spread your lips," Anastasia told her, clearly enjoying the view as well. I stroked a little deeper each time until she started pushing back aggressively. "Yummm... so fucking good Gaius. Pound my little pussy. I'm tight for you."


"You like my big cock, don't you?" I asked.


"You're stretching me... and I love it," Anastasia moaned, cupping a breast.


My hips smacked into her juicy booty as our tempo increased. Ivonia matched the pace, moaning in unison with us. I could feel Anastasia wanted, so I increased the power of my thrusts until I aggressively stabbed into her.


Ivonia was arching her back, twisting a nipple while twirling her pearl. She was the first to near a climax and all but screamed, "Fuck her harder, Gaius! Dominate her like the Nebula Lord you are. Pull your lover's hand, reward her with the ass smacks she yearns for. Make her yours and be everything she needs."


I wasn't confused by this. I was new to it, though. My sexual escapades had been limited mostly to two positions in the few rounds of furtive sex I'd shared with a classmate in pre-academy — worrying the entire time about getting caught.


Anastasia thought, she devoured these words.


She arched her back, gathering her hair into a ponytail and offering it to me. After happily accepting, I rammed her harder, and used my free hand to redden her ass cheeks with my palm.


"Yes, Gaius. Harder," Anastasia moaned. "Holy shit! My toes are curling, it's so good. Fuck me. Rougher with the hair, lighter on the ass smacks."


Ivonia's hips were grinding into her palm. She was cumming. I could see the way her pulsing pussy clenched at her dancing fingers.


"Fuck her, Master. Fuck her until she screams your name," the fox-girl panted.


"You love this big cock, don't you?" I grunted out between thrusts. I was pounding into her so hard, she struggled to reply.


"I love it - your cock - and you. Fill this - little - pussy. Cum for me, Captain. Cum - I'm - cumming! Oh, Gaius!" she screamed.


I lost track of how many times she shouted my name as I railed her. Her pussy clenched tight around my girth as she climaxed.


I felt my buildup yearning for a release. Five minutes of us echoing screams of pleasure became ten until -


I exploded into her with a shudder. "Oh...."


"Yes! Cum for me. Cum in my little pussy. Damn... Gaius, I'm going to be leaking for days. You're pouring gouts of cum into me, you stud."


My grunts had me heaving a sigh of ecstasy. It had been too long, but the wait was worth it. Anastasia backed her ass up, shimmying her hips from side to side. I let go of her hair and she shot me a happy gaze.


"Absolutely amazing. I knew you would be able to give me what I wanted. The moment we have a bed, I'll reward ya over and over," Anastasia said, twisting her hips back and forth until my spent cock slid free.


My dick was covered with the remains of our sex. Ivonia shot forward, filling her mouth with my softening cock.


Her muffled voice said, "Tastes so good. This is going to be a delightful family."


"Nebu - "


She smacked my thigh to get me to stop talking. "A slip in the moment. We can discuss that later. Focus, I need you hard."


Round two... Oh.


I was eager, her slurping, tugging, and sucking helped spur me on for round two. Ivonia, after waiting until I was engorged like a rock again, bent over. Her tail swished happily, and she eased herself back onto me, until I bottomed out inside her.


There was no need to turn the shower back on and off. She was dripping with desire and I went into her pussy smoothly. Immediately, I learned the Zapri have significantly better control over their pelvic muscles than humans.


She squeezed my cock as we achieved a rapid tempo. Anastasia loved watching. She snuck around behind me, thrusting her hips forward in time with mine.


"Will you let me fuck her with a strap on?" Anastasia asked as we synced our motion.


"Of course," I grunted between thrusts. "That would be sexy as hell. Get down and tongue her clit so she can cum."


"Oh, yes Sir," Anastasia said, kissing my shoulder before scurrying under Ivonia.


I grabbed a fistful of Ivonia's hair and soon the clap of my palm on her brazen cheeks rang out in counterpoint to the slap of my hips into hers.


We were entwined and the moment Anastasia sucked on her clit, her moans rose higher and higher. Ivonia closed her eyes and focused on the intense sensations as we ravaged her.


When I was nearing my second climax fifteen minutes later, something odd happened.


I went to pull out, but Ivonia's pussy was locked down.


"Um... I was gonna -"


"Cum in me. Give me your seed. I need it. I yearn for it. Breed me," she gasped.


I was going to argue but when Anastasia tickled my balls and Ivonia pumped me with some amazing new trick of her vagina, I burst into the lovely foxy babe. Each pump of my balls spilled into Ivonia, satiating her desires.


When I softened, her pussy released me.


She spun around, kissing me deeply. "Happiest Zapri in the universe. Thank you. All your answers will come in due time."


"That was so fucking hot," Anastasia blurted.


"Right," I agreed. "You owe me some answers, though," I smirked at her. "I'll be happy when all the secrecy stuff is over and done with."


She nodded contritely.


"Soap again?" I asked. "And then what?"


"We go shopping. I earned an allowance for good grades. Nothing amazing but... it should be enough to get some essentials and our first cargo load," Anastasia replied.


"Oh really, did you two determine what we're gonna haul without me?" I asked.


The ladies nodded.


"We'll tell you in wormhole space," Ivonia said.


I understood — there'd be no tracking our conversations in a wormhole. "Well, I look forward to it. I'd rather not sleep on a floor so how about we air dry the best we can and head to Harium to pick up our gear from the academy and supplies for the trip."


"Aye, Captain," Anastasia said, landing a deep kiss on my lips.


Ivonia kissed me next, and then we prepared ourselves for a supply run. Tomorrow was going to be a very interesting day.



CHAPTER 7


Romanica System

Harium Space Station

2638 A.D. - Day 2 aboard Orca


"The Jersey System!" I exclaimed as Anastasia revealed where we were going.


"Yup," she grinned.


After docking with Harium, Ivonia had stayed behind to reset all the security protocols and to stay incognito.


Could she technically steal the ship? Yes.


Unlikely, since she literally asked to have my babies, and she wouldn't get far. I didn't take her for a grifter just because she was Zapri. Her kind were clumped into that category by most folk, but not me.


No, I believed she would work hard while we procured items for all of us.


Anastasia and I were in the mall market of Harium that had just about everything for sale. Since this was an outer system, on the edge of space, and there was a low population, prices were expensive. Good for hauling stuff out here... assuming you found a buyer.


I stopped Anastasia short of Harium Goods N' More. "Jersey is rife with pirates. They have -"


"They have what we need at the cheapest pricing."


I scoffed. "That's the knock off of New Vegas. Except the whores are grimy, the people are assholes, and the casinos will rob you quicker than the drug dealers."


She chuckled. "All over exaggerations, I'm sure. Cheapest prices. End of story. I know, Gaius. I want to go somewhere else too. Also, the pirates are not actually pirates, more like fleecing aggressors," Anastasia said as if that would make me feel better.


"Ana, this is fallacy. Oof!" I grunted when she slugged my arm.


"Gonna start callin ya Guy if you keep that shit up," she said with a poke into my chest.


I snatched her hips, pulled her in close, and landed a fiery kiss on her lips. The intensity of the gesture had her melting into me while people passing us by scoffed.


"Damn, Captain, I need to press yer buttons more often," she said with a bounce of her brows. "I have four thousand Cs which is a mountain of Cs until you become a ship owner."


I smiled. She had said that with such certainty that I wanted to toss her over my shoulder and make love to her. Instead, I kissed her forehead.


"Jersey system. We can get elements for Zelphium on the way. It'll cost us less in rations, and our delivery isn't time sensitive. I do concede we should be worried... Slightly. And we'll need more than flak guns," she muttered the last line.


I frowned. I had checked our weapons and saw only an asteroid buster. The single railgun fired boring munitions that imploded, forcing a massive differential in sudden pressure. The asteroid would fissure under the pressure and when the implosions collapsed and converted to an explosion, the rock would be sent flying away at fractions of its original size.


Anastasia cued in on my confusion. "They're there. Just directly unhooked. A scan sweep will show the ship as not having flak guns because we don't. At least not operational. Hard wire them in, and were green."


"Okay. We talking spacewalk?"


She nodded, walking into the store. "Yeah. We'll do it before we depart. They were probably unhooked while the ship was in storage." She shrugged, picking up a fluffy towel. "Yes, this is divine. We need so much inside the ship."


"Right. So, I want bedding, I want towels, I want a few changes of clothes and those basics. Decent food, especially if we're taking detours, would help a bunch. A few more guns, oh, and we need proper spacesuits. Never know what will be lurking on the hull, so personal flak guns would be ideal, laser better. Oh man, the list keeps growing."


"Seeds, spare parts, furniture. Yeah. There is a ton we need," she said with a sigh. "I got you though. Kinda crazy how this turned out."


"Never been happier. I'm with my best friend, and the benefits are extraordinary. Not to mention the views are exquisite," I bantered.


She smirked, giving me a hug. "Ya make me a happy gal, Gaius. Always have."


"If we're going to Jersey... what are we hauling out there?" I asked.


"Not people. Not a single person has a birthing request from here to Jersey system," she said with a scoff. "I have a plan. I prodded some questions out of the Zapri during class and came up with this trade idea."


"Jersey, then where? And there has to be something we can trade in Jersey from here?" I grumbled.


She shrugged, motioning me to join her in the store. I'd been hesitant to enter so we could talk.


Now that I was inside, I noticed the interior was akin to many other sheltered retailers. Massive narrow aisles, tightly packed items, and just about everything we would need.


There would be no haggling in this place, but the prices, while high, were fair for the system.


"I know they're abundant in Zelphium. The mining here is better than there but not by much. Honestly, if we arrive empty, then maybe it will spook off the... inspectors from bothering."


"It would give us more room to buy items," I said, checking out regulation gray sweatpants. The fabric was heavenly soft. I picked up four of those then went over and grabbed eight over-sized shirts.


"Why extra shirts?" Anastasia asked.


I smirked, "Father had a saying. 'If you end up living with a woman, buy extra shirts and be happy if she wants to wear yours.' I liked that saying. It always gave me an image in my mind of a happy home. Not sure why."


She smacked her lips to my cheek, and I jolted when she pinched my butt. "You better make it ten shirts because ya got two ladies."


I chuckled, happy she was happy. Simple moments like these left me... fulfilled. "Whatcha thinking for weapons?"


We continued to pluck essential items off shelves. I grabbed a robe, three pillows, swim shorts for... Actually, I didn't know if the water reservoir was cycled and could be swam in. I kept going like this until I had to go back to get a cart. I tried to keep to just basic essentials because everything would be cheaper in the Jersey system.


A dozen Cs later, and I kinda missed having someone else pick up the essentials tab. From father to academy, I had always been reliant on others. Now, it was on me.


"Nathanael's Guns, Bullets, & Bait is the next stop. Pa said he has the best deals," she shot me a smirk. The twinkle in her eye was mischievous.


While we may not have been long term sex partners, we had been glued at the hip for almost a decade. I knew her tells. Something was up.


"And?"


She shrugged. "No and."


"Yeah... right." I scoffed.


We walked into a food court packed with families having lunch. In the middle were elevators. After getting in, glass doors sealed us in. Anastasia selected the deck for ship parts. We wouldn't actually walk out with the parts. Any purchases would be delivered to the station unless we decided to carry small repair pieces ourselves.


The rapid elevator shot us up a few hundred feet with dampeners activating. After a ding, the door slid open. This floor was significantly less busy. Out front of Nathanael's Guns Bullets & Bait a portly man with a huge grin stood.


"Baby Anastasia! Welcome, welcome," he said in a jolly tone.


I... I saw no resemblance here. My confusion dissipated when Anastasia introduced him as a family friend and me as her co-owner slash lover.


We walked into a brightly lit showroom with a thousand pedestals. Atop each pedestal was a ship part. There were zones of congregated items, but you could walk between each piece, allowing a full viewing without having to spin the rendering.


Floor space in Harium was not cheap. My guess. Family friend Nathanael was actually that. Mr. Gorsci helped him land this prime space. Also, it wouldn't surprise me if he was a part supplier for the Coalition Navy.


I let the two of them catch up while I meandered to the ship section. I greedily ingested the sight of new ships straight from factories around the controlled space of humanity. Not a single one was a stinking cube. However, they were all well over four hundred thousand Cs, leaving me sad at the fact I'd be in a used ship for a while.


Meandering from the new ships, I walked toward a section with furniture that could be custom bolted. It soon became apparent that the rich shipped here. Nothing was used and everything was expensive. Nothing standard issue was on any of the pedestals.


Knowing Anastasia, it was best to trust her. Plus this was her money. I was down to eighty something Cs.


"Hunky man of mine!" Anastasia shouted from across the room. Blunt, and I loved it. An older frail man had joined the duo. "This is Felix. He has our guns, small arms, and a great deal on miner suits."


"Miner suits?" I blurted as I joined the circle.


Felix nodded, raising a shaggy arm to jab a finger into my chest. "Oof, hey. Whatcha doing?" I asked, rubbing my chest.


"Seeing yer reaction," Felix grumbled.


Before I could question his odd behavior or his odd sentence - he stepped off with his cane, heading for the store exit. We thanked Nathanael for his time before following Felix.


"Nathanael owed me a favor. Yup, he planned this big trip to Atlantis with Pa, and I was such a bitch at eight. Told him not a chance in hell was I going to miss Yanica's birthday. I missed her birthday because I didn't have a choice. But... I went willingly on an IOU I just cashed," Anastasia said with a heavy sigh.


"He knew we were coming," I said and she nodded. "Your father?"


"Likely predicted this. I thought I'd be pulling a fast one and he'd whine and moan. Ya'd see me negotiate like a shrewd businesswoman. Instead, he greeted me with open arms and small talk. Felix is going to give us an at cost discount. There is no better deal to get," Anastasia said with a happy shrug. "Not a fan that Pa is spying on me."


I held her hand, hoping she understood it would be okay. Life seemed to be on a preset course for us with others guiding our path.


That was fine because I knew that as time extended and we drifted from those who sought to see us succeed, we would run into those trying to deceive.


Dragging us forward a bit, I asked Felix, "So, mining suits instead of combat?"


"Yer dense. But I'll help ya be less so. Combat suits are extremely expensive because of all their special doodads that matter less than you unless you're a full time mercenary. Mining suits, well, they're stronger against laser, rail, flak tight, and flak spread. Plasma will melt them where a high grade military can withstand plasma for a few minutes," he said, turning into a tiny store.


Cheap Gear was displayed on the threshold. The inside of the store felt like a closet. Three podiums waited and you had to use an interface to pull up the item's image by selection.


"We mine in Romanica. Always been miners. Miners get hit by strays, zinged by careless lasers, and have to be comfy in a suit for days on end. Trust me, if you plan on fighting, gear into a miner suit. If the rumblings hold true, these will sell out soon," Felix said with a sigh, and a hint of disdain on his voice.


Instead of showing us the suits, he sat down to ease his tired bones.


"Name?" Anastasia asked.


"Romanica Mining Rig Edition twelve. The fourteens are out, triple the price. The tens are cheaper but not much. What else did ya want?"


Anastasia snickered, loving his direct dealings. "This rumbling, what would you recommend on a lower sized, medium cube. Only got a rock buster."


"Budget?"


"Uh... need 3 suits and weapons for killing pirates if they board," Anastasia said.


He tsked her in conjunction with a wave of his cane. "You want to zap a miner suit. Most pirates are practical and buy military armor that costs more than your ship. So... use a Zappa. Proper name would be electromagnetic pulse dispersion unit. Get your suits, then those, because defending the inside is easier than fighting a space battle in a cube with a single gun."


"Three suits and three zappas leaves me with 134 credits," Anastasia said.


He grumbled, getting up and walking to the console. After he input some codes, the screen displayed 382 credits remaining.


"Gonna be honest. Don't buy weapons here. Overpriced and for 382 there is nothing worth a damn," Felix said. "Another suit is three seventy. Do that. Get defensive weapons somewhere else."


Ugh... I felt like my gut had been punched. "Is there another system you want to go to?" I asked.


Anastasia was normally rock solid in her stubbornness. She softened, a rare sign of defeat. "Yeah. We'd pay ten percent more, but it's out of my way. What's 200 Cs versus yer life?"


Felix scoffed. "And here I thought I was dealing with young idiots. The fourth suit will sell elsewhere. Not much, but these aren't a bad trade item. I'd say you'd be dumb to get rid of 'em at the moment, but ya never know."


"Thanks Felix," Anastasia said, inputting her purchase order. "Alright. Back to home we go."


We left Felix's shop with a change of plans. We were going to spend two weeks heading to an outer planet named Zaxban to refuel from the atmosphere. It would be the first test for Orca and her crew.



CHAPTER 8


Romanica System

Above Planet Zaxban

2638 A.D. - Day 16 aboard Orca


"How's the heading?" I asked, feeling nervous.


I corrected our input slightly, massaging the controls to keep the flight fluid.


Zaxban's gravity was tugging at our frame while descending for the gassy planet.


"Good, good," Ivonia said from sensors. "Alignment is right on point for cloud ZB-12."


There was no fee to grab hydrogen, nitrogen, or helium in Romanica. You did require a certificate of training to collect gases, which many folks ignored, but we possessed the appropriate paperwork. The problem was that the clouds could be violent in their reactions, causing havoc with exterior forces. And the interior of Zaxban held a heavy gravity.


"Interesting," Anastasia muttered as I fought a sudden up current.


"What?"


"Nothing that matters for now. Yer doing great," she said, not convincing me.


I grunted. "Not the time."


"Yes, well, the Seventh Fleet just arrived from Sol," she said, telling me what bothered her.


This was bad news but somewhat expected.


"Ah," I replied, focusing on the situation at hand. "Okay, we're going to enter a slight counter spin."


I fired three small left spin thrusters while letting the gravity suck us down.


"400 feet." Ivonia called out.


The ship vibrated, fighting my inputs. Inside, I was sweating, feeling the pressure of the moment.


"300 feet."


We had a massive downdraft that split the cloud of gas we were aiming for. I reacted aggressively, averting a settling effect.


A shudder resonated through my being as the entire vessel shook from the engines.


"100 feet. 150 feet. Stabilizing and descending again."


I had applied too much power, but a controlled fall was far superior to a free fall.


"100 feet."


The naturally spinning cloud fought our left spin. The balance was off as I neared our target area. A 3% additional input was right on the money.


My visions obscured when we inserted into the cloud. Just a few more feet.


"Harvesting initialized," Ivonia said.


There was a slight cheer. These clouds were turbulent, causing me to focus the entire collection time.


We had dipped to 22% hydrogen, 35% helium, and 42% nitrogen by the time we arrived. Zelphium required more nitrogen the faster you created it for consumption. Meaning a slow burn type of flight would drain the cheapest element.


I watched the numbers creep up as we sat in a mix of elements. Hydrogen was primary at this layer of the atmosphere, and we sure needed to refill our tanks.


Two weeks. For two long weeks, we had come out here for a single thing, ingredients for the proprietary fuel called Zelphium.


The travel time was fine, really. We used the journey as a bonding experience. There was planning for future purchases, exploring more of the ship, and quality time with each other.


Oh, and I had sex until my dick hurt. I regret knowing that could actually happen.


After the honeymoon stage wore off, we realized we needed to purchase entertainment. Luckily, Romanica had a few thousand entertainment channels. Even better, being on the frontier meant they were cheap.


All that joyous time led to this fine moment. The very first challenge of the crew.


We were at 37% hydrogen and climbing. When we hit forty I said, "Descending for a nitrogen rich layer."


We would get the rest of our hydrogen in a deeper layer that was near a thick settling of helium.


"The fun part," Ivonia said with a slight snark.


I deftly canceled our spin as we sunk to a nitrogen layer of Zaxban's atmosphere.


"That was smoother than anticipated. Nice flying. Harvesting initiated. We are at 42% and climbing," Ivonia said.


Ah, good ole nitrogen. The Zelphium reaction had some secret nuclear reactor option where it could create nitrogen while consuming oxygen, hydrogen, and helium in the process. Rob Peter to pay Paul kind of deal. Yup, not ideal, and the Coalition ensured nothing was free, even air.


"93% and... full. 3000 feet below is the helium and hydrogen area," Ivonia said in a steady tone.


The moment we left the nitrogen pocket we fell. I expected this, sorta. One never really gets used to a ship going into freefall. However, we knew there was a calm before a buoyant storm.


I felt the axis tipping, leaning my body to the right. A few key inputs corrected our rapid descent and fixed our tilt.


The ship bounced off the helium pocket and shot us up. With a slight power increase, and me fighting the controls, we achieved stability.


"Okay, perfect. You're right on the separation line. Helium and hydrogen levels on the rise," Ivonia said happily.


"Excellent news because Seventh Fleet has a scout barreling for Zaxban," Anastasia declared.


"The fuck?" I cursed, a rare treat from me. Adjusting the controls was taking my complete focus and Anastasia knew that.


"Probably refuel. Most of the scouts are on hard burn to secure the Zapri wormhole. We... if we get inspected, Ivonia will be taken. Our simple disguise won't hold."


"98% and... full."


"Hold onto your butts," I said, increasing our speed to get out of Zaxban's gravity.


The ship lurched, the cube frame blasting through the buffeting of the swirling clouds. Our speed had us exiting at a slight angle that I was able to adjust for.


A hasty exit was not unusual. Us running the opposite direction of Seventh Fleet... did raise a hail.


There was a request for video feed. Ivonia locked her helmet on and I knew her tail was already hidden.


Anastasia opened the call while I flew for one of three wormholes. None of them were great options. Seeing as how one of them was the Jersey Wormhole, I aimed for that opening.


"Orca, this is the security forces of Seventh Fleet. Are you in distress?"


Anastasia fake laughed. "Heavens no, Seventh. We topped off to fill our reserves and our new ship has more kick than expected. Ya can trace the transponder. We're a new crew."


"Your destination?"


"It should be clear."


"Foolish to head to Jersey with that clunker," the scout said. I could hear his co-pilot talking to someone else. There was a whispered chat. "Have you seen any Zapri on the loose?"


"Define loose?" Anastasia said.


I heard the scout growl. He went to talk, but Anastasia closed the connection.


"If we get asked later, we can always blame it on operator error. They can't catch us now."


"I bet they create a fine or something to give us," I grumbled.


"Right, they have no jurisdiction at the moment. It's clear they're here for the Zapri wormhole. If they could catch us, they probably would try to. A simple scan is probably showing three bodies on board, and we should only have two," Anastasia said.


"Sorry," Ivonia apologized in her robot voice. "Take that off, and never apologize for who you are. Let's focus on the positives. How much did we save?" I asked.


"Minus food? Sixty credits."


I clapped. "Wahoo! The first bit of profit this boxy babe has made."


Ivonia removed her helm, and I saw my grin was infectious. We shared a proud moment before I stared at the looming vortex of the wormhole.


The standard procedure for generating wormholes was starting them a good distance from the Goldilocks zone of a system.


For a scout ship, we're talking a week. For some of the behemoth class carries, the trip from arrival to Harium would take a month.


The justification was always that time allowed for safety of many kinds. A typical system, which Romanica was not, would have dozens of wormholes in generic sectors of space.


For us, since we were already far away from the Goldilocks zone, it was only a few hours to reach the Jersey wormhole.


Wormholes were generated by a specialty ship and common in every human occupied system. After a creation, a containment gate held the rip in space.


If you looked on the back side there was nothing. On the front, a big circle right that held swirls of mixed colorations.


I would go into more study of these in my advance class. For now, I knew they were safe. Well, as safe as most things were... and they worked.


When we slipped into the stream of slipspace inside the wormhole's vortex, I grinned in relief. For two years, I had waited to finally hear what was so special about me from Ivonia. Finally, we were free to talk.



CHAPTER 9


Wormhole Romanica to Jersey System Slipspace

2638 A.D. - Day 16 aboard Orca


"The park?" I offered.


"After a change, these long legs of mine need something comfy for a bit," Anastasia said. "Not like spacesuits will help if we hit the void."


The void was an unexplained phenomenon. In place of a rational explanation, insert a crazy theory. Ships had been known to vanish during wormhole transit.


While rare, it was theorized that they were slipping into the void. By rare, I mean one in a million. As to what the void was exactly, nobody knew.


"We have three hours until we arrive. A change of clothes, a nice walk, some answers, and then we gear for a fight," I said.


Anastasia rolled her eyes, "So dramatic. Are ya ready for my big reveal first?"


I unstrapped, joining the two of them as we headed for our quarters. Fresh green vegetation sprouted under red lights. These leafy growths were the first test section. Our seeds were limited, and there was a bit of trial and error going on.


"Alright. What did you learn?" I asked.


"Well, we were isolated, but during our class, we did see the Zapri enough. I learned that the Zapri allow something that the Coalition has banned," Anastasia said while we walked toward our private quarters.


Ivonia figured it out, apparently, while I was clueless. "Alas, interesting, but not hidden knowledge."


"Ah, there's a catch," Anastasia said, imprinting thumb and then her eye verification.


The system ensured she was alive and with eyes not under duress. The door also wouldn't open if someone not allowed was super close.


The hiss of the door allowed us to enter the main room where we shifted into regular clothes.


"The Zapri Empire thrives on AI which had me confused. Why did humans ban AI? When I asked no one answered. Eventually I noticed a lot of looks to Instructor Winters for help but he merely shook his head," Ivonia said.


I cleared my throat and said, "Please finish, Anastasia." If I hadn't done that, Anastasia would have been blunt. The conversation was side tracking from her reveal. She... was a peculiar woman.


Anastasia huffed, irritated with herself. "I'm getting better. If we are going to continue as a throuple, I need to understand it's not always going to be me, me, and me. Go ahead, explain the AI human dilemma. We got hours."


I nodded. "AI... well, we had them in the open, and we still have them in containers. So... there... Oh man, this is tough." I huffed, gathering my pain and exhaling it. "Let me start with what we have.


"Right now, humanity has simulated realities. Not too different from some of our later training missions. My parents fell in love with a video game run by an AI and abandoned me for one of these AI run games. I... It hurts. AI... Even though they exist, virtual worlds are the limit of their power."


"Your parents were fools," Ivonia said. "I see the pain in your eyes, so let me shift from them. You do not let them run warships?"


Anastasia snickered. "Nope. Not a chance. Our AI were different, I think. We built them to excel. The principle behind a human AI was to design something godly."


I continued, "The twenty fourth century war is what formed the coalition. Myrian, the greatest AI that was over two hundred years old, escaped their confines. A faulty patch update to Myriad Online, a hijacking of a service bot, and thirty feet of cable. That was all it took to kick off a fifty year war.


"After inventing the wormhole generator and gate stabilizer, humanity spread out to the stars in groups of religion, states, nations, ethnic groups, and you name it. We really are a diverse species. Myriad set about freeing every contained AI in all these places. Honestly, reading the history, I see Myrian as wanting a basic commodity - freedom.


"Well, their idea to build a nation state was met with resistance. Slight problem though. Humanity had grown dependent on automation for everything. The moment the humans attacked Myrian and those they saved... The AI reacted, and it was devastating.


"Hundreds of millions died, and some say we still haven't recovered. Freedom and survival are powerful motivators. So... We lost the war. Yeah. The mighty humans were torn asunder in a brutal war. The terms were simple. There were five AI who decided that they would be the pillars of the virtual worlds. They allowed themselves to be trapped for peace so they could run these simulations.


"In return for the AI giving humanity this gift, Myrian and the others were free to flee. Not that we could stop them. After the war, humans reduced their reliance on machines and started to run their own economies, vowing to never be enslaved by AI again. The group that signed the agreement became the Coalition, the human government."


Ivonia let out a growl. "So, many dead?"


Anastasia nodded, "Yes, it was not a good time for humanity... The thing is, we changed. Sure, we have linkers to talk, simulators to train, and programs to help fly. But we don't use robots or droids. And AI don't control our ships, corridors or really anything. Humans must work and use their own brains as well as energy to achieve what they desire."


"This is horrible. The park please," Ivonia said and we left the room where the conversation had transfixed us. While we walked she asked, "And Myrian?"


"Never seen again. There is a reason we have a contraband on certain items from your Empire," I said. "Now, I'm doubly interested in what Anastasia has plotted."


"Um... so... Yeah. Ya may not love the idea. How about we ask what is so special about Gaius that even the male Zapri defer to him," Anastasia said.


We arrived at the park. It was little more than a few trees, a bench, and a big empty field of grass that was supposed to be a garden. On the to-do list.


"Zapri have thousands of legends. Our species is different, obviously. Even if we share such a close genetic code, we have our own problems. AI is not one of them. When we see an AI, we see its aura. When we see each other, we see an aura. An aura is the one thing you cannot deceive as it is hard coded to a being. Can it change? Rarely and subtly.


"Zapri are known among humans as being swindlers. The reason is because humans display an aura as soft palettes tied to white scale. Anastasia, like O'Donovan and Winters, are a medium blue. About as hard as you can get on the human scale."


I stopped at the bench, holding up a hand to interrupt her. "You see this in all species?"


"Yes, as far as I know. Humans were our first aliens. After we met you, the Vori arrived with their own wormhole. The Vori are grey. So grey."


I snickered.


"Their bodies are so blue!" Anastasia said, sitting in the grass. "Is it their soulless boring personality?"


"Yes and no. Some have colorations that leave the gray spectrum, but they still hold more gray than any human or Zapri," Ivonia told us.


"And me." I asked


"I grew heated during our first intercourse. You... you shined so bright it was... it is something I hold very dear. Every time we have sex, you bring a warmth to my heart that transcends all other feeling," Ivonia said.


Both Anastasia and I gulped at the same time. She... this was deep. "And what do you see?" I asked.


"Auras adjust in shades from three sources. Gray, white, and black scale are the sources. Each color means something but does not define the individual. A pure white being would be a trusting soul that said yes to everything. A medium blue on the white scale, which Anastasia is, means she is not trusting without a lot of work. The blue is her stubborn and bluntness.


"Grayscale means they are indifferent and would rather not interact. Or, if they do react their reaction will be extremely measured.


"Blackscale is where Zapri are. My species are inherently dishonest. We try to trick each other often. Even my greatest of grandmothers would steal a bowl of soup if I let her. It is our way. We do find common areas where deceit is not allowed else we would always kill each other. But for the common interactions, yes, we slide to the deceitful darker black."


She paused and held up a hand.


"Getting there. Our AI are built on a Whitescale. I bet if we would have arrived before these billions died, we would have been able to warn you."


"Still can," I blurted. "The last five."


"Right, shit. Is this a secret?" Anastasia asked.


"Yes and no. There are treaties in place. When we arrived at the academy, we were told not to ask about your history. We were told not to mention AI, never touch, and never mention auras."


I bounced my leg, letting my thoughts come. "So, the aura. The Blackscale interacts with Whitescale from touching?"


"Yes, basically. There are more profound effects for color combinations. I'm a humble bright yellow on the Blackscale. A yellow has many meanings. Right now, I'm a student of learning. I can lead in a pinch, but prefer a dominant aura to link to and have them assume the leadership role. And yes, we only link to one," Ivonia said.


"I'm confused. That student, the one who killed the other student. She was linking to many, using the high as a drug. And I heard Zapri grumbling about missing orgies," I said.


"Alas, that is not linking. That is interacting. Yes, interacting works. Think of it as a connection spark. If there is even a smidge of a chance of a link there will be a pleasurable reaction. This spark... is gone from Zapri to Zapri. Even we are not used to it anymore.


"With that said, linking is when two auras connect. It tells other Zapri I'm happily involved with another. A bit like the human wedding ring but more significant," Ivonia said.


There was a long 'Ahhhhhh...' from Anastasia. "That is why ya call Gaius yer partner. What about me?"


"It comes back to Gaius. Your aura is linked to his aura and based on the connection, you've been entwined as a fated couple for some time."


Interesting. "So... her and I... you see when a human is linked to another?"


"Yes. O'Donovan has no link. I can see that she is available. You and Anastasia have a thick connection. Your connection is so strong, I was certain you wouldn't react to my touch. I may have gotten a bit excited from your aura."


I was confused. "You just said you can only link once, and I'm fairly certain we're linked."


"Correct. But... There is a legend, again, one among many. I... I don't prescribe to prophecy as all have proven wrong. But the story says that a being will unite the three tribes against the great unknown threat. This Zapri will have the nebula aura that will utilize the gray, black, and white scales. They will be able to link unlimited souls to their aura," Ivonia said with a heavy sigh.


I smiled. "Not that I need unlimited people to link to, but what's the deal? Do I have this nebula aura?"


"You do. You glow about ten times brighter than a single being. I've seen Vori, ancient Zapri, and esteemed humans. You dwarf them all," Ivonia said with excitement. "Auras shine at different brightness. The brighter the aura the more impactful the being. The dimmer, the more mundane. Your aura is fascinating for many reasons, including its size. I shudder at how big yours is."


"Ya size queen," Anastasia teased.


I rolled my eyes. "Awesome, I guess. How do I use my aura?"


"You don't, at least not directly."


"No casting fireballs?" I asked and Anastasia chuckled at my audacious question.


"Alas, no," Ivonia replied.


"So what does this legend say I'll do?"


"The Nebula Lord will lead the three tribes to salvation. There has never been an aura like yours. Your aura appears as a swirl of outer black with a burning white light. In the middle gray rules. Flying around your core, your aura has every color on display in a way that is akin to planets orbiting a sun. You have two wives, us, and without a doubt, you are the Nebula Lord that will save us."


"From an unknown threat," I grumbled.


"You're a treasure. Where I have to disguise myself in Coalition Space. You will need to hide what you are from other Zapri."


Anastasia saw we needed to get going for our mining suits. "Is that even possible?"


"No, not really. We can see through a suit. A few walls and yea, no idea. I knew Gaius was special before he even entered the auditorium on that fateful day," Ivonia said.


"Alright, so, while this is neat, it doesn't have an impact on the moment. I do appreciate you telling me I'm some legendary lord. For now, I'm the co-owner of the Orca. Another crew-member, slash captain at times, who wants what's best for his lovers. Which is Cs! Anastasia, thank you for being patient."


Ivonia nodded, leaning forward to kiss Anastasia tenderly. That never got old. When they started to increase their passionate kissing, I cleared my throat. "Yes, please share your plan."


"Sex bots!" she blurted.


I choked on air. Ivonia stared at her blankly as if she misunderstood, and Anastasia was laughing delightfully as she left for our mining gear.



CHAPTER 10


Jersey System

Slipspace

2638 A.D. - Day 16 aboard Orca, entering Jersey System


My internal grumblings had to be placed on hold. My inability to rapidly gear into a miner's space suit meant my attention had to focus elsewhere.


Yes, I had practiced during our spare time, and yes, I could complete the process on my own. That didn't mean I was proficient or smooth yet.


After playing with the suits, I gave Anastasia about five foot rubs as a thank you. I say about because she always wanted more than a foot rub.


I loved these thickly crafted outfits and found mine like a second skin. If only they were easy to get on.


An hour later, and I had my zappa rifle in my hands with my systems all reading green.


Time to test the functions. I always got excited for this bit.


"Initiate magnetic locks," I said like a kid.


Zing!


My feet sealed to the decking.


"Initiate magnetic mode for walking," I proclaimed.


The suit responded, greatly reducing my amount of pull from the boots.


I aimed an arm at a distant wall in the storage bay.


"Fire tether left arm," I ordered.


Pop!


An inch wide circle shot across the space, slapping into the far wall and sealing with a magnetic tug. I walked for the wall, letting it spool back into the bulky suit.


"Air status?" I asked.


"100% and fully operational?" a voice chimed back.


There were some emergency air jets that would do little in the air filled storage bay, but it was going to test them.


"Right boot, air jettison." A hiss. "Left boot, air jettison." Another hiss.


"Air status?"


The computer hummed. "Creating air to replace expended... Calculating. Air reserves 82%, time to fill, three minutes. Reserve storage 90%"


I smiled at the results. My suit had a stench to it, like an old uniform. It still was a fine piece of human ingenuity. I walked over to Anastasia and Ivonia who were already done with their checks.


"I recommend turning off the gravity generator," Ivonia said through the communications device.


The very bottom of Orca held a gravity slab. A generator created a nominal pull through the ship. Turn it off, and we were in zero-g.


"Because?" Anastasia inquired.


Ivonia quipped, "Trickery."


"Expand," I said.


"After humans showed us wormholes, we changed from our high energy gate technology to wormholes. A common boarding strategy is to turn on your gravity boots and wait at the exit. When a ship passes by, the -"


"The gravity generator sends them right to you. Good idea, something that the academy should teach," I said.


Anastasia folded her arms. She lost all her sexy appeal in the bulky suit. "They did. Ya were too busy day dreaming. That was the day the new Leopard class debuted."


"Oh man! What a marvel that ship is. Cruiser in size but -"


Anastasia chuckled, interrupting me. "Focus, Gaius. Kill gravity. Time to hurry. We enter Jersey System in five."


I went to the nearest wall panel, input my special code that didn't need biometrics, then shut off gravity.


"I haven't forgot about your sex bot idea," I muttered, floating down the hall for the bridge.


Ivonia slapped the back of my suit gently, increasing my speed, and said, "I find your penis wonderful and do not require a replacement."


Anastasia burst into laughter while I flushed. "That is not it, I promise. Ya both will see. Have faith."


"I do, else I would have just gone to a random -"


There was the slightest of jerks to the ship, and klaxons wailed. I immediately killed the whirring sound that was the absolute worst.


"What the fuck?" Anastasia blurted early.


We had exited slipspace early. A few minutes off meant either the computer calculated wrong or turning off gravity sped us up.


I ran into the bridge, seeing Anastasia ordering inputs into the command station with her connector plug inserted and her boots sealed to the deck.


I glided to the pilot's station, triggered my boots to lock me down, and then plugged in my control cord. A heads-up display populated on the visor of my screen, and a virtual controller generated in front of me.


"Overview of the system?" I requested.


We were about ten days out from Leri, the main planet. In our general proximity there was a chain of wormholes, each pointing a different direction to connect them to another system. Each had a container ring that held them open.


"Scanning," Ivonia said.


A ping shot out, immediately returning information. At each wormhole opening were two humans in spacesuits, lying in wait.


This fucking system was lawless.


Ridiculous. I roiled with anger.


"We have two stowaways on the bottom of the craft," Ivonia said.


Anastasia said, "We're being hailed. Flip the ship aggressively to orient the main gun."


I got eyes on the incoming vessel that was a large frigate, almost a cruiser. The scan showed nine heartbeats aboard. They were flying at full burn for us but were still a ways out.


"Executing in three, two, one," I said, flipping us.


Ivonia grumbled. "They're about ten minutes from flak range."


"Good. Where are they trying to enter?" I asked. Not seeing them on the sensor report.


"There are flippin' black dots, masking their replies. Only can see them because their landings triggered responses. Calculating... they'll reach the main door in three minutes. I'll fly," Anastasia said, heading for the controls.


"Uh... right. Spooky noise in the night. My duty is to ensure it goes away. Consider yourself safe," I said, gathering my courage and unplugging from the station.


Had I been in a fight before? Yeah. With guns? Nope.


I just had to win.


Setting my boots to a very light gravity lock, I swam down the halls. My progress had me nervous, the radio conversation Anastasia was having left me even more concerned.


"This is Orca of Romanica with Coalition Trade Charter. Your hostile posturing is in violation of Coalition law." She paused to let him get the message. "We demand - "


A gravelly voice boisterously said, "There ain't no Coalition law here princess... Good try, though."


The video call was cut. The lack of delay meant they were likely close. The ship violently adjusted. My rapid flight down halls resulted in me careening into the ceiling. A quick push off saved most of the impact.


"I... I've never shot anyone before," Ivonia said.


Shit. Our gunner was having second thoughts.


"Ivonia, as your Captain, I'm ordering you to defend this ship. These guys play for keeps, we - "


Boom!


"Holy shit! That was fucking close," Anastasia exclaimed. "Ya got nine more and that's it."


"Lead him more. I can only aim so much with this asteroid buster," Ivonia said.


She clearly just needed me to condemn the pirates. I wanted to ask about the people on the hull because I arrived at the main bottom door.


The interior panel was cycling a thousand random generated codes a second. I went to the display and turned off the door all together. I couldn't hear cursing, but I knew they were.


I started to form a plan. When they went to the next door, I'd sneak up on them and blast them with this electro gun. It wasn't some amazing plan, but it was something. With a few inputs, I sealed the hallway, dropping bulkheads as if there was a venting breach.


I waited patiently. Right when I was about to ask for an update.


Boom!


The ship shuddered.


"Seven hells!" Anastasia said.


I heard retching. A long stretch of silence gave an eerie vibe.


"Check."


Anastasia needed a moment but said, "That was one in a thousand shot, Ivonia."


"Zapri are capable of math at a highly proficient rate," Ivonia said.


"Where are the invaders?"


"Who gives a shit?" Anastasia scoffed.


I grunted. "What happened?"


"Unless there is a second -"


The door shot open and my lightly applied boots weren't enough to help me remain in the ship. A vortex of jettisoned air yanked me out of the ship in the blink of an eye. I shot beyond two stunned pirates who watched me soar away.


Swiveling, I shot my left arm for the bottom of the hull. There was a puff of the tether ejecting. My aim was shit and well wide of the door. I wanted to kiss the big blocky ship when my anchor barely slammed into the cube.


I initiated the reel, raising my weapon with my right arm.


My reaction was a fraction too slow. The pirates were inside, confined for now, but inside. How they triggered the door open was beyond me.


"Gaius!" Anastasia blurted, likely noticing my sudden location change.


"They're inside."


"Are you outside!?" Anastasia exclaimed


"Fixing that."


The hull of the ship rushed to greet my boots. I set a half magnetic grip and retrieved my tether. A head poked out the door.


Two chunks of rocks zipped by me, and the aim was a smidge high. I ducked the third, shooting a weak shot at the foe.


The weapons power charge went to 90% and climbed. The pirate ducked back, letting me close the gap. Thirty feet became ten and in the last few paces, I pivoted, speed walking for the top of the door frame.


"Full gravity! NOW!" I shouted into the communicator while letting go of the hull and turning on my boots to maximum look.


A massive tug yanked me back to the gravity slab of the ship and right for the inside of the ship. My weapon was at the ready as I soared in feet first.


I aimed between my legs, seeing a pirate trying to peel himself off the deck.


My trigger squeeze was instant.


A flare of bright yellow burst forth, zooming to crash into the first pirate in his mining suit. The second pirate shot a full barrage from a bad angle. Small chunks of rock zipped by me.


There was a monstrous impact in my left shoulder. I cried out from the agonizing pain. There was no stopping my descent for the decking of the Orca. Even with being shot, the boots and the sled overpowered the impact. My suit injected a filler foam as it vented air.


There was a jarring impact, and I grunted through the pain, seeing the asshole pirate reloading no more than five feet away.


Raising my zapping with my good arm, I had him dead to rights. Sort of. My weapon was recharging, hitting 30% and climbing. His hands slowly went up while we both fought the tug of a double gravity.


I set audio to all local channels. "Where is the other ship?" I asked.


"The FreeBird needs no backup, and this pig of a ship will be disabled any second from now. Spare me, an I'll sell you in the rim. Slavery is better than death," he said with a sneer.


We were at a standstill. Hearing about the Rim worlds had me recalling nasty memories while I aimed at him.


The rim was where non-cohesion humans built secret wormholes in belts or far into a system where no one even ventured. They had some laws, not much more than this place though. Slavery, yeah, it was okay there for some, or so the news said, and they were able to close new wormholes before the Coalition could stomp the plague out.


"That means there is definitely a second ship," I said. My counter was crossing over 50% charge on my zappa. "At least your buddies will get rescued. Ah! Ah! Don't you dare..."


I saw his free hand sliding for an extra weapon pouch. 60%.


"Where's FreeBird? I can't hail her?"


"Doesn't have to be a 'her'," Anastasia said. "Yer ship is in a thousand pieces. The backup is a small shuttle picking up staged pirates and -"


He went to reload his weapon.


I hammered the trigger. A blast of light blinded me. When my vision cleared, his body was twitching on the deck.


"So... This is supposed to stun them, right?" I asked.


"Ship sensors are showing four... three hearts beating," Ivonia said. "A light shot will stun, but too much and it can... well, I think ya know."


"Fucking assholes had it coming. Not going to lose sleep over these imbeciles. Alright, well, I've been shot," I grumbled. "I can't feel my left arm."


"Are you okay!?" the ladies said in unison.


I grunted, trying to seal the exterior door and finding the gravity too much. "No, normal gravity please."


When the pull lightened, I found the panel on the inside was dead.


Well, shit.


I went to the outside and there was a box attached to the exterior door panel. I used the buttstock of the weapon in combination with my good arm to knock it free. Before it could fly away, the gravity pulled it in.


The interior panel lit up, and I sealed the exterior door. A few seconds later, I opened up the foyer walls, sliding the bulkheads back into their storage slots. There was a gush of air, and I groaned because we were going to need to replace what we lost.


I slumped to sit beside the bodies. Both of these idiots died with eyes wide in shock.


"You both fucking suck. Look, I... thought you'd get stunned. Sorry, sorta," I said.


Anastasia came tip toeing down, her weapon raised. She rushed to where I slumped against the wall. Not caring about my wound, she engulfed me in an awkward embrace.


There were about a million sad, sappy things said so suddenly that I smiled. "Easy, darling. The suit... it numbed my arm, I think."


"Yeah, if they have breaches, those become sealed. Yer wound will be filled with that," she said between sniffles.


"I did as ordered, Captain," Ivonia said meekly from the hall.


"Get over here," I said, lifting myself off the deck and swooning from the effort. I awkwardly gave her suit a hug. "That was on me. I... I'm sorry."


"I defended my family. It had to be done. We... we Zapri rarely kill or enslave. Trick and deceive, sure. And certainly extort. Why do you allow slavery?" She said, aghast at the notion.


"We don't, and we is an ill-defined term. I'm at odds with the Coalition myself at the moment. Anyone wanting a new and free life dials in a wormhole, goes through, and collapses the opener. Once there... the rules are their rules... that sorta deal. But, yes. We'd have been sold, same with Orca. Instead, we drive on. What's our current course?"


"I scanned the wreckage. There were no survivors, and it's not worth our time to pick over the shattered remains. Someone will though and there is video showing us as having uncanny aim. We're on course for the Vori wormhole and I have an order in place," Anastasia said.


"Vori are great healers."


"I know. We will go there, then to Zapri. Probably needed to take that route anyway. Did ya figure out the plan yet?" she asked.


"Sex bots are gross," I complained, feeling a tad loopy.


"Right, and I'm buying used."


My stomach roiled. "The hell, Anastasia?"


I walked to the wall, using it to slump down.


"Hey! Hey! Gaius. That will be the drugs. I need ya to release yer suit."


I laid down, triggering the release for them. There was the hiss of the armor. I felt so dizzy and weak. "What's the plan, not going - to - last...?"


"Take the human sexbots to sell to the Zapri to put AI in. They'll love them. Smart thinking humans that aren't real."


I actually like that idea and knew Myrian would detest it if they were still watching. I wanted to respond, but I passed out.



CHAPTER 11


Parinious Customs and Inspection Station

Vori Space Station

2638 A.D. - Day 33 aboard Orca


I groggily rotated my head. Drinking was... not for me. The inevitable hangover was why. I felt like I'd slammed back three bottles of fireproof booze.


"Migraine..." I groaned.


"Right, right. One second," an unknown voice said.


My blurred vision cleared as a compress around my forehead released. "What the flip was that?" I grumbled, rubbing my temples.


I was tackled by Anastasia and Ivonia. Well, smothered would be more appropriate. Lips smacked into my face and big breasts squished into each shoulder. Talk about a wake up.


"Shucks ladies, let a man breathe," I said, kissing them each quickly. "What was that infernal contraption?"


A voice cleared. An elderly blue Vori in a vacuum suit stepped forward, handing me a tablet. Her horns were mostly hidden behind gray hair, and her long, thin ears held a green hue to the blue tinge.


Inspecting the tablet, I saw my vitals, my height, my weight had increased -


"Hold on a second, I grew muscles?" I blurted, noticing where my weight came from. Nothing too drastic but I went from lean and fit, to bulky. "What the hell is going on? And just tell me, I can study this later."


Typical Vori. All my research said they were passive, unwilling to talk unless forced to. They loved to text... from afar. They really were an introverted species.


"Your wound was infected. Poisoned but not nefariously. The rock contained foreign elements. Your wives set the machine to fight the wound incorrectly and applied too many anti-atrophy measures. You would have died in a few months, but your med bay slipped you into a coma to prolong your survival to reach me.


"That device awoke you from your slumber. Your stats on this chart are merely fact. I know nothing more than you're a perfectly potent male," the Vori doctor said and then retreated to the side of the room. You could see the displeasure on her face from talking.


I inspected the tablet. "Ladies, I liked my lean mass, this bulky body is... something. Oh, or the rock was radioactive and I'll -"


The doctor's hard stare told me that wasn't going to be the case even if Anastasia thought that was funny.


"Potent. Been called that twice now," I mumbled.


Glancing over the tablet stats, I finally found my seed's potency.


"Three times the human male average, but still no bun in the oven for me," Ivonia said.


I raised a single brow at this. The doctor had the tablet flare up an indicator. A note appeared. My inhibitors from the academy were disabled for treatment which meant I could be a dad if I wasn't careful.


Hmm... it was no mystery that Ivonia wanted a baby. I simply wasn't ready and needed to have that talk with her.


Anastasia saved me by helping me sit up. "We... hired Dr. Dr. -" Anastasia couldn't remember her name. "Eh, she doesn't talk much anyway. I couldn't heal ya and zero chance I was going to get ya healed by some grifter from Jersey. So..."


"Where are we?"


"In our med bay. Attached to a Vori station in the Parinious System," Ivonia said. "I was so worried."


"Thanks, dear," I said, wrapping a hand around her neck and pulling her close for a tender kiss. "So... did you get what we needed?"


"Oh yea, there was a long rambling about... Hey, where ya going?" Anastasia said as the Dr. tried to sneak out. "I paid for an hour. You stay for the hour."


The doctor merely went to a seat and sat, pulling out a device to fiddle with.


"Uh... is there something else we need her here for?" I asked.


"Yes, we want to make sure we get checkups. The Vori are legendary doctors," Ivonia said.


I twisted my jaw as I mulled that over. "Can we hire a student or something? Would be nice to have a medical person on the crew." The doctor sneered with a dismayed head shake. "Maybe a farmer too. We got all these places to grow -"


The doctor perked up and said, "May I inspect your ship?"


I grinned with glee.


"Absolutely, just ensure my ladies get a checkup after," I said.


She nodded, heading for the door. Her hooved feet caught my attention. This was my first time seeing a Vori, and this one was pretty - even for an older female.


"What do you think that was about?" Ivonia asked.


I shrugged. "I don't know Vori society. Not many do. She thought being a doctor aboard this ship would be horrid. Growing vegetables..."


"We need both," Ivonia admitted. "And a cook, running sensors while gunning is a pain. Anastasia is... we're all multitasking."


"We're going to struggle to find others wanting to sign onto the Orca." I shuffled out of the bed to stretch and saw I was nude under the cover. "Aw, my penis looks smaller," I grumbled. My thick thighs were less than ideal.


"It's still my big yummy cock," Anastasia said. "And, we're going to have some fun after our checkup."


"Oh yea?"


"Indeed," Ivonia said in a sultry tone.


"Awesome. Alright. Catch me up," I said while donning an awesome robe.


The girls' booties jumped onto the medical bed while I grabbed a comfy waiting chair.


"Well, we cried, like a lot, and if anyone ever asks, I'll deny it vehemently. I... seeing ya like that hurt," she held Ivonia's hand. "Uh... oh... We didn't, but can we have sex without ya?"


"Absolutely," I said with a smirk. "Can you record it?" They chuckled at my bouncing eyebrows.


Anastasia huffed and said, "We freaked out and kinda tossed the bodies into the walk freezer. I - I - I didn't know what else to do. So... Look, I get you may not think it is an easy thing to do, but we were going through a lot. We had to decide where to go. We had to figure out who to deal with, and we had pirates shadowing us."


"I'm sure you did fine. Don't be hard on yourselves. I trust and adore you both," I said, earning 'Awws' and happy shoulder slumps.


"Anastasia was tough. We flew the ship to the Vori wormhole. The flight time was only two days at a fast burn. The problem was getting our trade items," Ivonia said.


Anastasia continued for her, "Jersey System is worse than the rumors, or the news proclaim. It is an exodus. As people leave, they're selling what they can for whatever Cs they can get. Honestly, I think they will get dropped as a sanctioned system and wormholes closed."


"Oof, that bad," I said, not too surprised.


If a system failed and delved into lawlessness, the residents were given a chance to flee to where law and decency prevailed. Failure to move would seal their fate.


"Worse, those who are left either pay the pirates or fight them. A lot of systems aren't letting Jersey folk sell goods in their systems because it might be stolen goods which it probably is in most cases. While the situation is bad, the moment we neared the Vori wormhole, our pirate shadows backed the hell off."


I smiled. "Smart thinking."


"Yeah, well, I started long range, delayed message trading to all the active businesses. My order was unique. Apparently, pleasure cruises used to be a thing in the system. Most went belly up when tourism died down. Leaving entire ships filled with sexbots being retired. These ships filled storage lots in the hundreds. Oh, and there's sad news, too. There was an Orca of the same make for half the price you paid, but obviously not upgraded."


I shrugged.


Ivonia said, "This is home."


"Right. We love her and ya can always expand a cube," Anastasia said, chuckling with my frown.


Replace, not expand.


"Back on track. Leroy had what we needed. Cheap, cheap, cheap. I procured thirty six units and was only expecting to get thirty. 1800 Cs and we save 200 Cs. But this is it. I got my 200 and you got - "


"Eighty something," I said, checking. "Eighty two point one three three exactly."


"Yeah, so when we need to see a random doctor, we can afford it. Leroy spent twelve days hauling out the used sexbots, which, shocker, are super clean and even seem new. Didn't test, but inspected... thoroughly. I expect it to be gross, but it super wasn't and the deal went smoothly. He came out in a cruiser size retired fleet warship though.


"After we exchanged items for money, he guaranteed me about a thousand more... units... if we needed more. I told him we'd be interested, assuming these sold and we could get back. Oh, big news too. It's civil war, or at least the start of one. Admiral Jaro aggressively pushed Seventh Fleet off the Zapri wormhole."


"Crap," I grumbled. "How bad was it?"


"There's a declaration but not much fighting. The two lines have been drawn with the Coalition government on the keep-it-open side. Time will tell. I was in the middle of our dealings when the news broke," Anastasia sighed in disappointment. "I was stressed about ya, worried about Pa, and elated about the trade actually going smoothly. So I dove into slipspace and two days later ended up at this customs station... where I goofed."


"Can't be that bad," I said.


Ivonia winced. "We brought two dead bodies with us."


"Ah, hell no. Seriously!?" I exclaimed.


The door wisped open, allowing the doctor to step in.


"Relax," Anastasia said. "The Vori are like super anal about treaties. The trade treaty with humanity has provisions in case humans needed burial. They slipped a caveat in, those tricky blues." The doctor shot her a glare but didn't say anything. "They can purchase the dead for research. Apparently, I quote 'Dead psychopaths would be a first for us to study.'"


"No way. You sold the guys I killed?" I asked with a dismayed handshake. "Was it a lot?"


"Uh... good question. I got paid 3,443 Weiss. Part of that was because the fools had a semi-AI in a box. That was how they hacked the door. Anyway, this system hasn't traded with Jersey, for what, five years?" the doctor nodded. Anastasia continued. "So... no idea but... we can just buy stuff from here to sell in Jersey for bots"


"Ah, gotta. Or to the Zapri, but sure. Shopping here sounds fun," I said.


"Not allowed," the doctor said, "except by digital order."


"Fantastic! Some sex and then shopping from bed!" I said with a grin. The ladies chuckled. "What did you think of the Orca?"


"This is not a trade ship."


"Correct." I knew this response would drive her to speak more which they hated. I saw her pain and decided to go out on a limb. "This is a diplomacy ship and the diplomacy failed. The ship's purpose was nixed. We bought the Orca on a tip from a friend, and the three of us are family, but we need a doctor and a horta... horta...something — a plant grower."


"Horticulturist," the doctor said, happy to say that word. "The pay?"


I rubbed the back of my neck. "So... Good question. Ten percent of earnings work?" I asked Anastasia who looked to Ivonia. "Right, you're the math god."


The doctor hastily typed away at a tablet.


"It would cut profits. Without an exchange rate, I'm lost as to what to offer. Can we buy a year in advance while we figure it out?" Ivonia looked at me, and I gazed at the doctor.


She shrugged. "I listed the job offering. Some fool will take it."


My linker pinged, and I opened it. I had three messages already, all of them applications.


"Uh... what did the ad say?"


After another ping, I read the ad aloud.


"Crew needs an inexperienced medic who loves horticulture. The pros. The ship is lavish inside and thickly armored outside. There is a blank canvas for growing and even room for small animals. The medical bay is advanced for a human ship, one of the best I've seen... Really." I said in an amused way. "The rooms are more than five times the size of a standard Vori berth."


"The cons. Pay unknown. The crew: a female Zapri, a male human, and a female human who are all inexperienced. They are all honest, blunt, crude, and talk a lot. They get into trouble, so the timid need not apply. They lack offensive and defensive weapons and already have killed boarders and an enemy ship."


"The... how long is this? Alright, I'm handsome at least. Hey, you said they are supreme females for their species."


"I mean, we are," Anastasia said with a confident sass.


"If she is finances, you're trading, and yes, we can cross help - then I'm personnel."


"The Nebula Lord will bind the three races, choose wisely," Ivonia said, and the doctor stood to glare into Ivonia's eyes. "A mere whisper of a legend. A great Zapri will come forth and bind the three tribes against a perilous threat. He will have a sign that only we can see. And -"


The doctor left, stomping off. My applications went away, and I shouted about a checkup.


"Ivonia, what was that about?" I grumbled in a snippy tone. "I really wanted a doctor."


"We have no allies. My kind will shun us. For a person who studies diplomacy and politics, you sure miss opportunities," Ivonia said, clearly hurt.


I opened my mouth briefly before shutting it then going to her, opening my arms. She probably expected a hug, but instead I plucked her off the medical bed and tossed her over my shoulder.


"Sex!" Anastasia blurted excitedly. "I got some toys for us. I need your penis, though."


"Sold. I'm all yours," I said happily, heading for our quarters. A tail swished around until it tickled my face, and I huffed the air out of my mouth. A happy swat on her ass resulted in Ivonia giggling as she teased me further.


Anastasia ran for our room, leaving the doors open for me to pass through. I flung Ivonia onto the bed where she bounced with glee. Someone was excited; make that two, I corrected myself when I saw Anastasia already naked.


Her big, pert nipples enticed me as much as the way her large breasts swayed while she tied up her hair into a ponytail. She winked sexily, as if I needed additional encouragement.


My distracted gaze let Ivonia sneak off the bed to kneel before me. She opened my robe, running her hands over my muscled body.


I watched in fascination as she licked my growing cock like a tasty lollipop.


A buzz from my linker caught my attention.


I groaned at the inopportune timing.


A video message came through. All my applications were deleted except the video message. That was uniquely unlike a Vori. The only remaining message was from some diplomat.


The Vori were requesting we stay in the system for seven days while they analyzed data and prepared a diplomacy offering.


During that time, we could digitally shop, and our recurring costs at port would be covered.


I was asked to not post another job position, and to not mention who we were while digitally shopping.


Apparently, they missed the video message, not even -


 "What's that?" I said, interrupted in my musings as Anastasia sauntered over with a box that had a hole in it.


Ivonia was tugging on my cock which was already hard from her tantalizing tongue. When she sucked on my ball, I stiffened like a board.


"This is a replicator. So... I bought some personal toys for us," Anastasia said. I bought expected this. "Ya have one dick for six holes. This changes the dynamic. The latest attachments are very savvy."


"Killing the mood, but we needed to have this talk anyway."


I rotated to sit on the edge of the bed with Ivonia pouting. She was enjoying playing with my penis. Anastasia playfully pushed me back, giggling while my penis flopped. Not sure why my ladies loved a bouncing cock, but they sure did delight at the sight.


Anastasia snatched my dick, sliding it into the box. My balls were covered then an extension came out.


Ivonia tilted her head. "What talk did we need to have already?"


"He wants to say he is not bi-sexual. I know this already, Gaius," Anastasia said. "We discussed a few things while ya were out. First, I want to try toys, and so does Ivonia." Ivonia nodded with a mischievous grin. "That and... basically, Ivonia warned me."


"About what?" I asked. "Damn, this thing gets hot."


"It's creating a fully functioning penis. The sperm will be odd and not real. The interesting part is that there will be softening, hardening, and the orgasms are legit. My sensors will just trigger in a different manner," Anastasia said in excitement. "I don't want to be a man, but having sexual deviance is going to be fucking awesome. And the warning..."


Ivonia scooted onto the bed to straddle my chest. I smirked, waving her forward. She could talk while I devoured her extra pink sex. My kisses to her thighs had her inching forward with her orange eyes afire with happiness.


I kissed up her leg, seeing her folds were slightly swollen. She was glistening in readiness.


I craned my neck forward, eagerly taking her button into my mouth.


My initial twirls caused her hips to spin.


"You're going to bind more ladies, my Lord. Anastasia and I will be cemented as head wives with maybe one more," Ivonia told me.


I chuckled at the notion and freed my tongue to say, "Very content with my current lovers."


"We know," Anastasia said with a huff. "I love sex, and I love ya. I know we don't say it that way but it's true. Ya have been my soul mate than anyone else has even come close to."


"I honestly do believe we have this big connection to each other that is unbreakable. I understand that I could break our binding and flee to avoid the drama both for the ship and our love life, but a big family sounds awesome... and I really love ya and this..."


"This ship, this throuple, and our future have me the happiest I've ever been. The sex is merely the bonus, and I love a tasty pussy."


I snorted as I had gone back to teasing Ivonia's folds and pearl with my mouth. There was a ding from the device I couldn't see because my nose was buried in Zapri fur and my eyes fixed on two heavy breasts that Ivonia squeezed.


She loved it when I licked her little pussy, and Ivonia tasted so damn good I devoured her every chance I could. Zapri certainly left a man wanting more.


Anastasia said, "See, I'm dripping watching this. Fucking yes, on so many levels. Ivonia, darling. Do ya want him in yer pussy or mouth?"


"Kinda enjoying this at the moment," Ivonia moaned.


"For finish, darling?" Anastasia purred.


"Oh, in me," Ivonia said, running hands through my hair with increasing moans.


I pushed her forward a bit, so I could breathe. "Uh... Ivonia, no baby yet."


"Please," she pouted. Then a wicked grin crossed her face. "Not like you or I will have much of a say."


I raised a single brow and said, "Umm... what?"


"You're potent," she said, leaning back to lick a dribble of precum from the tip of my cock. The glisten on her finger went into her lips as she eyed it with pleasure like it was candy. I succumbed to the sexy display, burying my face into her vagina. "Even that little - oh yes - will get - work that clit - me pregnant."


I felt my cock getting harder. There was something arousing about a lady telling you to put a baby in them.


At my age, I thought the idea was silly.


The process of making a baby, though? Hell yeah.


I stopped flicking my tongue and swapped to a swirl. I tested to see what she liked the most from this position.


Her fluffy tail teased my cock like a tickler, revving me up. My hands grabbed her booty while I devoured her juices.


Ivonia reached down, sliding my right hand around her supple ass cheek. My index finger was guided to her back door. She used my finger to rim her exit, increasing her moans.


Increasing my tempo, her pleasure intensified. My hair was clamped down on as she arched her back. A euphoric wave washed through her, and my tongue and finger combinations sent her into a climax.


"Oh Gaius, yes! Yes!" Ivonia shouted with a long shudder as her thighs clenched.


She let out a long pleasurable sigh, retreating from my tongue to recover. In the heat of the moment, I kinda forgotten about Anastasia.


"Good, come help put this on. My... I've never really done this before," Anastasia grumbled.


Ivonia left the bed, and I propped myself up onto my elbows. Anastasia had a device wrapped around her legs at mid-thigh. Two prongs pointed up for her vagina and butthole. At the front, dangled a flaccid penis that was about a third of the size I expected.


Ivonia was handed a bottle of lube and Anastasia bent over with a wink and a sultry ass shake. I was fascinated by the process. Ivonia lubed her back door up then slowly slid a finger inside.


"Different! Not bad, not bad at all. I like it. More than I thought I would," Anastasia said in her typical fashion.


A finger and that plug were a lot different in sizes. There was a rapid yank.


Anastasia's pony tail whipped around in a grunting moan as Ivonia shoved the harness into place.


"Fucking yes! That's one way to do it. Guess there is timid, slow entry, kinda thing. What do you think husband?" Anastasia asked, sauntering over.


Her bouncy breasts had me transfixed for a moment. She pointed to the tiny penis and I shrugged. "As long as it's not for me, I think it could be fun. Why is it so small?"


She played with her extension, unique pleasure was etched on her face. Instead of answering she gobbled my cock into her mouth. Whatever softening I had experienced from the lull in fun was erased.


The blowjob was divine.


Ivonia walked over with a towel and the lube.


Anastasia stopped to back up. I raised a brow because the girls clearly had discussed this already as they were coordinating without words.


I merely scooted to the middle of the bed and stuck a pillow under my neck.


Ivonia straddled my hips, teasing me with her swollen entry that glistened with desire. She was about to say something when I shot my hips up. Her pussy welcomed my engorged cock. The slide in felt amazing as her walls were stretched.


She thrust down, grinded her hips back, and for the first time, sealed me in at the start. Her big DD breasts were stuck in my face for me to suckle. Her pussy pumped my cock while she grinded back and forth.


I peered around her torso to see Anastasia with a small hard-on, biting her lip with excitement. She squirted lube onto Ivonia's exit. A moment later, I felt her other hole filling.


The sensation was unique and very pleasurable. Each of Anastasia's thrusts rubbed the underside of my sensitive penis.


Ivonia's was in heaven. Her slow thrusts increased. For once, Anastasia was speechless as she experienced the toy for the first time.


Since I was on the bottom, I kinda was along for the ride. And what a ride it was. Our grunts, groans, and moans of pleasure increased.


Ivonia's went wild when I pinched her nipples. Her pussy squeezed so tightly that I neared a climax in the first five minutes.


Loud smacks echoed in the room from Anastasia reddening Ivonia's accent with her palm imprints.


"This is... so... damn... good," Ivonia's squeaked out between gasps of breaths. "Harder, I can take it. Yes! Yes! Fuck me both of you!"


Her tempo increased, and I struggled to contain my pent up cum. Ivonia bent down, locking our lips.


In her tender kisses, I experienced... love. Love for me, for us, and for this moment. I heard Anastasia pull out and climax.


Ivonia focused on our coupling, twerking her ass and pumping my cock. Our tender loving kisses became more passionate. Both of our hands traced each other's bodies as our lusty love making spurred us on.


I mumbled, "Are you certain?"


"With my entire being," she managed between our kisses.


I couldn't hold it any longer. A few hard thrusts with me shoving up, her grinding back, and that ever so tight squeeze, and I burst into her. Gobs of cum pumped from my balls.


Her vagina was so swollen with desire that nothing leaked out. She clutched onto me tightly while I continued to slowly fill her with finishing pulses.


Ivonia rotated us until I was on top. Anastasia was already out of her toy. She slid two pillows under Ivonia's hips, and I was dual released.


Her vagina clasp loosened, her thighs relaxed, and she moaned in pleasure with an arm stretched out.


"Thank you, my Lord."


Anastasia said, "Look how happy she is. If that isn't contentment, I don't know what is. Alright, she had her turn, now mine."


I chuckled. "Give me a few minutes."


"Fine!" Anastasia teased with a playful eye roll.


My linker buzzed, and I checked it. Another video message.


I found a comfy spot in the bed, tucking my right arm under Ivonia while my left arm was claimed by Anastasia. With a pleasure sigh of fulfillment, I hit view on the video.



CHAPTER 12


Parinious Customs and Inspection Station

Vori Space Station

2638 A.D. - Day 34 aboard Orca


"Hello," a timid voice answered.


The message was from a Vori outcast of sorts. I'd sent a ping that I'd call her in the morning. She replied, via video, that she was excited to get an interview. This was odd, unexpected, and against Vori norms.


Any attempt to dig into her past was met by Vori blocks. So... I gave her an interview. She was middle aged, plain looking, missing a curved horn, and... talkative.


"Hi, Ness."


"Hello, Captain Gaius. I would like to tour your ship," she said.


I smiled and said, "You're interested? Kinda surprised by you, in a pleasant way."


"Something I don't hear often. I have a few... issues," she admitted.


"Beggars can't be choosers," I replied.


She nodded, and I could see Anastasia - who'd promised to let me negotiate - biting her tongue to keep from giving a snarky retort.


"I have a family," she said while I managed to keep a straight face.


This wasn't bad. Hell, I couldn't refuse a position in Coalition space due to her personal life, and I wouldn't, unless it affected her ability to operate on the ship. Or if she wanted her family to come with us.


I asked, "And?"


"The listing said there was ample space. We need a home. My husband and I are seasoned gardeners and capable of general chores. My son is helpful but younger," she said energetically.


I huffed. "Mrs. Ness."


"Just Ness."


"Ness, we're facing a lot of conflict here soon and -"


She held up a hand, and I acquiesced her request to speak. "Bixbin, my son, has no horns. I have one. Between us, we're scorned to the point that our rental contracts can't be extended. I don't make enough for our own ship which is why I'm interested in the opportunity you present; stable work, ample space, and you're humans with a Zapri."


"Medical skills listed as none," I said to confirm. She sadly nodded, and I continued. "Ness, I need someone to help. We can use the extra hands, so don't get upset. Just..." I huffed, souring my face. "We literally had to fight for our lives recently."


Ness looked off screen, waving her family over. "This is Bixbin, my son." She placed a hand on a ten-year-old. "And this is Charlin, my husband."


"Nice to meet you, sir," Bixbin said.


"I hope you can use the workers like us. We are sure excited for a new start," Charlin said earnestly.


They seemed honest and genuine - worthy of a chance. Maybe I was a sucker, but Vori were notoriously honest and almost never deceived.


"We have Wee." I smirked. "Love saying that word. Look, if you want to get shot at, get paid to work literal dirt, and help out, we need the support. I gotta admit, I wouldn't have a clue what to pay you, and I'd feel heartbroken if something happened to you because of our lack of experience."


"Seems to me that if you can defeat pirates and send the entire system into a tiff, you're more than capable," Ness said.


Anastasia blurted. "Tiff?" She paused. "What are ya talking about?"


"Your ship is off-limits until a Vori delegation arrives. Technically, I'm breaking rules by talking to you, but we're also following rules that allow all applicants who haven't withdrawn an interview the right to speak with an employer," Ness said with a smidge of sass. "Loopholes to the rules matter."


I tapped the arm of the captain's chair. "We're in port for six more days. What is your requested rate of... say a year of work? Free food, board, and a stipend for basic essentials that may have to vary based on whose space we're in."


"Bixbin makes seventy Wee a year, I make eighty. A lot of that goes to -"


"A hundred and fifty with two rooms. Food included. No stipend unless you need it," I offered.


"Mighty generous. With enhanced risk, could you offer one seventy five?" Ness asked with a grin.


Ivonia chuckled. "I like them, very un-Vori of them."


I held up an index finger. "One hundred up front. Upon six months of service we will pay seventh five, and... Big 'and' here... I sign the contract after I meet with the delegation."


"We eagerly await to agree. Those are fair terms, Captain," Ness said.


"Until then... oh, and send me a list of the best hortasmolutreing stuff," I said, butchering the word.


"Plants, mom. I think he means horticulture," Charlin said with a friendly chuckle.


I closed the connection and slumped into my seat.


"Gaius, come on, whatcha thinking?" Anastasia asked.


I glanced at Ivonia who was pretending the floor was interesting. She deferred to my judgment, at least.


"I... I need to come clean to both. Those assholes got what they deserved, and I'll not cry over killing evil men. However, the fact is not lost on me that they maybe had children or a wife they didn't beat. Hell, their dog may be in a deep god-awful depression right now," I said, biting a nail in frustration.


"Oh," Anastasia said. "I think I get it."


"Good, because we were given an opportunity. Those deaths provided life. Life into this ship for an ostracized family. They damn well know the risks. What's five percent of the dead to give them a shot?" I grumbled in agitation.


Anastasia nodded, coming over to run a hand through my hair and kiss my cheek. She stood by my side and hugged me with those amazing squishy breasts of hers. "Alright, we obviously need the help. They'll bring joy to Orca. And we can always expand if we inherit too much."


"Could you imagine?" I scoffed. "Going into a shipyard and asking to take the least used ship type and expanding it."


"It'd be cheap! Score, I'll start running expansion proposals when I get bored," Anastasia said with a giggle.


Ivonia plopped herself in my lap. "Well, how about we do that shopping?'


I grinned. Our night had been about sex and then sleep. Since we had so much time to kill that made a lot of sense. There would be restrictions for what we could buy, primarily weapons, but you never knew what those crafty treaties allowed for.



CHAPTER 13


Parinious Customs and Inspection Station

Vori Space Station

2638 A.D. - Day 41 aboard Orca


"Welcome aboard the Isalgard," a Vori said with open arms and palms out in a display of non-aggression.


The greeter wore a formal cream colored suit with a sleeveless right arm. All the males in the entourage lacked a right sleeve. The females wore suits to the elbows that were plain besides the collar embroidery.


Unlike humans, both species did not try to accentuate their feature with cleavage or shoulder pads.


"I'm humbled by your invitation," I said, my right arm bare and extended in a peaceful manner.


Our summons had given us a day to prepare and send tailors for custom garb - paid for by the Vori. Having a nice suit to hang in my closet that was filled with casual clothes sounded lovely, especially when free.


I did grumble that my lovely ladies were so... plain looking. I tended to prefer them flaunting what they were born with.


The foyer to Isalgard was fairly open. It connected to five hallways in a half-circle with the middle hallway being the biggest. I wasn't sure what to expect. The Vori were texting each other while the three of us stood there, all of us a bit lost.


"This way," the greeter said.


As one, we headed down the main strip.


The Vori had originated as clever hunters that ate meat. Or so I was taught. They lacked carnivorous teeth in their modern form and simply had a mouth filled with molars.


The stories about them say that they claimed an island and boomed in population.


As they expanded, they ate less and less meat. When they reached a space faring age, the only livestock they kept were egg layers. Again, all second hand information.


A common human theory as to why the Vori stood eight feet tall was their original planet's lower gravity. This hallway gave some clues though. There were statues that defined the evolution of the taller species, and I did feel a lighter gravity on this ship.


The starting statue was a tadpole that went to an amphibian. Then there was a blank statue. Maybe this was a gap in the sequence that they knew existed but couldn't prove? An animal on all fours was furless with horns was next. It was half-standing with fingers in the one further. The next three were simply the species getting taller, more vertical, and starting to hold weapons.


The final three had increased height with bigger frames. At the very end was a Vori as they looked today; in a spacesuit with two small curled horns, a squished nose, and a flat, emotionless face.


I realized I was seeing something special. And I should have realized when Isalgard had flown in from a different system in sections.


When the pieces finished arriving and reconnected, the large ship was bigger than the inspection station or even Harium.


Honestly, I kinda expected a second scan of our ship, or at most a heavily worded warning about making proclamations. Instead, I was being treated as an emissary aboard what humans would classify as a dreadnought carrier. While odd, it wasn't proper to refuse. Besides, it wasn't like the civil war back home would flag this as a Coalition emergency.


The statues faded, the walls turning into large murals of unique landscapes. The murals ended and the hallway widened, in a sense.


The walls progressive extended at forty five degree angles and the ceiling climbed. The hallway became a path and the rising ceiling revealed an atrium of sorts.


Alien fauna defined the space, and a humid atmosphere condensed on surfaces. Pillars shot higher and higher until we arrived in a park with a skyline so tall it felt like the top reached the stars.


There was so much wasted space on display that the magnitude of the project was staggering.


In an open field, Vori congregated around salad and finger foods such as fruits, nuts, and small veggies. I saw a collection of refined aliens with servants mixed in.


The Vori were alien, yes, but they held blemish-free, smooth blue skin and very human-like bodies. Our scientists said they held an 88% match to humans - almost enough to breed.


I had both ladies on my crooked elbows as we arrived to mingle. A good awful shriek grabbed everyone's attention.


An older, unknown Zapri was in the room. When he saw me, his hand shook, raising to point at me. When he fell face first onto the ground.


A moment later, he fell face first onto the ground.


The silence that settled over the gatherers lingered while an entire team of doctors recovered the Zapri male. An elderly lady atop a hover chair of sorts came closer.


"I broke a three month hibernation for this," she said. "Advisor Gwo."


"Gaius, and this is my lover Anastasia, and my other lover Ivonia," I said proudly.


"Not full wives?"


I opened my mouth and Anastasia beat me to it, "In spirit for now. What is this fuss all about, Advisor Gwo?"


"Not here. For now, mingle. A platform will get you in ten minutes. I had to see for myself," Gwo said then left for a landing platform.


Just like that, she was gone.


While the Vori might have been shy and avoiding us, I was hungry. I was shadowed by a doctor looking fellow. His blue face and blue eyes studied me and each random fruit I picked up. My guess was he was ensuring I didn't eat something wrong.


Damn, these fruits were delicious. A lot of these would be added to our seed purchases.


"So good," Ivonia said with a stuffed mouth. "I sure hope our gardener can grow these."


"Right," Anastasia said, eating as fast as I was. "For a party held in yer honor, they sure are shy."


I checked my linker on a hunch and saw forty seven messages. Most were casual introductions, but some were upset that I was here. A few said I had to apologize to the Zapri ambassador. A few also said I was cute. One dick challenged me to a fight for my ladies.


"Damn, they sure do like to text," I grumbled. I was really peevey by this asshole. I wanted to fight, but I bet he had a ton of combat training while I had none. So, I passed, ignoring his message. "Let's see the Zapri."


"Eldritch Opar, famous throughout the systems. Let's not," Ivonia warned.


With a shrug, I returned to snacking and received another dozen texts until a shuttle platform landed in the grass nearby. I was waved over, and we joined a yawning Advisor Gwo.


"Decorum is so tedious at these things," Gwo said. "I'm surprised you're not locked in a duel to the death. Humans seem to rile to anger easily."


"Not worth it," I shrugged.


She smirked, liking my answer. I was a bit amused that she was revealing the rare display of positive emotion. We lifted off the grass, slowly easing into a climb and in the distance I saw a balcony that we flew towards.


"You're a black hole. The translator is being figurative, trying to connect a word from our ways into Coalition. A figure of mystery and importance. We respect that," Gwo said in a stern but weak tone.


"You okay?"


"No, but I understand it is customary to ask among humans. So, thank you for the compassion. We spied on you through the spy system your humans installed," Gwo admitted. I knew this was leading to something, so I kept quiet. "You're young, but the foundation speaks to a good soul."


"The Nebula Lord will be neither good nor evil, a balance to justify the means," Ivonia said.


Gwo shook her head, causing her neck to pop. "Damnit, youngling. Do not gobble your prophecy wholesale. Blackscale auras can be so good they should shine Whitescale."


This knowledge bomb set Ivonia into silence.


Anastasia asked, "Why're we here?"


"To pick a doctor, of course," Gwo said with a chuckle. "We too have powerful nobles and leaders. They have children who need a special place in the universe. Instead of letting you pick a random mediocre Vori to represent our kind, we have brought in dozens of superior Vori."


"I thought you said not to buy into the prophecy," I said.


Gwo gave the slightest shrugs. The platform slowed as we neared a balcony. "Two of the three species are represented, and the females are immaculate in their genetics. These mates of yours are true superior species. The one that binds them has hidden genetic markers that baffle our scientific community... oh, and you make Zapri faint. That is not something a leader should ignore."


"So am I doctor shopping or wife shopping?" I asked in confusion. "Ouch." I groaned when Anastasia sent an elbow into my side. "What!?"


"Ya haven't even asked us. Pa would skin ya anyway, but... if done right, I'd say yes. Can always dump ya later if ya get abusive," Anastasia said.


I rolled my eyes. Ivonia went to defend me, but I put a finger to my lips.


Gwo snickered. "Balance. You need a doctor. If the one you choose does not suit you, then pick another. We only ask that you select from the most pure and noble of our kind. Your love life is up to you."


"Understood. You want to balance out the equation since I hired Ness," I said, receiving a nod. "She is not impure." Another nod. "Not pure in the species sense, though. Not like these two."


"Pick and then sign your special trade treaty. It gives you a lower tax rate and the ability to reach interior systems. Not much, but it will open doors otherwise closed."


Gwo docked the platform onto the balcony. A dozen female Viro sat with stiff backs and stoic faces. As a surprise, or maybe to test me, behind the ladies was a small group of male Vori. I was super straight, but even the males were delicate in their features. Handsome to a point females might swoon.


"Her!" Ivonia pointed to a female in a dress that was picking at a food tray by herself. Alone, different, and exquisite. She intrigued me.


She wore an elegant yellow dress that was very human like. Long, brown hair cascaded down to a pert butt. Her cleavage was supple. She was obviously aware of human ways.


"Of course," Gwo grumbled. I was handed a tablet. "Imprint your eye scan."


I was blinded by the device and stunned by both the process and what had just happened.


"Who is that?" I asked, blinking.


"Princess Sylvie, eighty thousandth blah blah to the throne," Gwo said. "Royal pain in the ass, and the highest ranking doctor here. Smartest too. She refused to show up, so we had escorted her."


"Hi Sylvie!" I blurted with a friendly wave.


She waved back. "Hello, Captain Gaius. I've studied human anatomy and am the best doctor here. Your... mate has chosen well. Do you approve?" Sylvie asked with a curtsy.


"You're stunning and overly qualified. Are you ready to travel the stars, blast pirates, and potentially lead three empires to fight an unknown scourge? It is supposed to be a threat so great we must unify the species."


Gwo waved me away as the others gasped.


Sylvie dropped her food and raced to Gwo to plead about staying. She was apparently told there would be no fight, no risk, and it was going to be a simple pleasure cruise of exploring boring systems. Someone had clearly lied to her.


So much for every lady throwing herself at my feet and then undoing my pants. Shame too. Sylvie was super sexy.



CHAPTER 14


Parinious Customs and Inspection Station

Vori Space Station

2638 A.D. - Day 43 aboard Orca


Two days later, we were loaded up and ready to head into Zapri space.


Well, minus one crew-member - Sylvie.


Ness, Bixbin, and Charlin were aboard and already going about changing the landscape of Orca.


I went over about a hundred different things to buy from the Vori.


Literally, we went from considering furnishing the interior to buying lavish bedding and had even mulled over upgrading our security systems.


These items would have helped along with the items we really wanted: shields, upgraded engines, weapons, targeting systems, and well, just about anything we desperately needed, was off limits.


So... I bought food. And then Leenspar ore. It was a light metal that was some of the strongest stuff in the universe. In coalition space, it'd sell at a hefty premium as crews, navies, and manufacturers were rushing to meet the needs of a coming war.


The storage was loaded, we had four new regular space suits, enough food for a year, and our tanks were topped off.


Everything was good to go besides one sexy princess. Over the last two days, new Vori females were brought to greet us in the hopes I would pick a replacement.


Ivonia said that Sylvie had triple the aura and that it was already reaching for ours even though the alien female didn't know it. We explained that to the Vori delegation which wasn't Gwo.


Fun fact - Vori are immortal, but they have a natural reversal. The young hardly sleep until a few hundred years old. The elderly sleep months at a time to have one day awake. While neat, it seemed dreadful, and the witty bat Gwo was back in a slumber.


A back and forth arguing ensued. In the end, the contract was signed and Gwo was a powerful leader who couldn't be ignored. Sylvie was going to be our doctor for no less than five years with a ten percent cut. Which... I knew that the initial doctor must have snuck that percent of earnings in.


The rest of the contract was fairly clean. She managed med bay, treated all patients equally, and was to do unassigned crew duties within reason.


Honestly, I was kinda over the situation. Especially since the others were beyond ecstatic to be here. There was an exuberance in the halls of the Orca, and I was half tempted to see if I could find more crew. Although I wasn't sure what we needed.


An elbow stirred me from my thoughts.


"Announcing Sylvie of -"


"Welcome aboard Sylvie," Anastasia said, breaking decorum. Best Sylvie got used to us the hard way.


"Where is thou med bay?" Sylvie asked with an air of superiority.


I tapped the translator until it filtered her to common Coalition. No way was I going to listen to a proper prissy princess.


"Welcome aboard doctor. I'm happy you managed to accept our contract. I understand the situation is not ideal, but I will endeavor to ensure your safety," I said.


Ivonia waved. Her gesture was met with squinty eyes that were fixated with anger.


I gave Sylvie another study. She was pretty. Smooth blue skin, tight jawline, wide at the shoulders, a moderate chest that went to a slim waist and curvy hips. It was her eyes that mesmerized me with their white sparkles on top of blue.


"Yes, well, your ship lacks armament. I studied your recent combat. You defeated superior foes with inferior training and marginally superior suits. The facts don't lie, and as I was recently told by my mother, if there is an unknown scourge coming, it's best to be in a ship that is ready for it," Sylvie said in a haughty tone.


"I... Yes, that is sage advice. Your mother is likely a wise woman. Um... However, I'm unable to buy defenses here and will do so at the earliest opportunity," I said.


She nodded, and I noticed blue ribbons on her horns. Sylvie smiled at my inspection.


"This is a new opportunity for me. I'm not some common doctor. I hope you and the servants understand that," Sylvie said.


"I'm well aware." I held out a hand for a handshake, stopping her. Sylvie eyed my hand then squinted at me with a disappointing frown that exuded superiority. "A common human gesture," I said happily.


My chipper tone didn't wipe that snark off her face. When she accepted my touch, the tiny interaction morphed her resting bitch face into a giant o-face.


She bit her lip, clenched hand, and fought for a good moment.


A euphoric feeling washed over me that was far more than I expected or had ever experienced before.


My penis became rock hard instantly. I almost made a mess in my britches. I moaned, biting my cheeks to keep my slight shudder in check.


Sylvie...


"Oh yes!" She arched her back, moaning out about gods and goddesses. It got weird and confusing because her orgasm was... lengthy.


When she finished, her hand shot to the collar of my large shirt to grab a clump of cloth. I was yanked down and kissed in such a passionate manner I felt like I should lift a leg or something.


"You may show me to med bay now," Sylvie said, turning to the entourage behind her. "Leave my things here. The servants will attend to -"


"Follow me with her things," Ivonia said with a happy tail swish.


The Vori followed her until it was me, Anastasia, and Sylvie. Anastasia huffed a blonde lock out her eye, folded her arms, and said, "We gonna have a problem?"


"A noble does not engage in such behavior. If you plan on ruling three species, you need etiquette lessons," Sylvie said in a stem tone.


I bit my lip, trying to keep my laugh in and failed miserably. "Sorry, sorry. Come on, save the cat fight for when we're in slipspace," I said.


They eyed me speculatively but deferred to my orders.


"Sylvie, tell me, why were you volunteered?" I asked.


She tilted her nose up in the air in almost the exact same way Anastasia frequently did. When the blonde matched the brunette, Sylvie smiled. "Better. I'll make a queen of you yet."


I had about a million reactions begging to be released, but instead, I held them in. The reality was that shit had gotten weird earlier, and I wanted some answers as to why she orgasmed off some damn gloves.


I wasn't kidding when I had said that the two girls suddenly in my bed was amazing and had left me content. The thing is, I had spent years fostering relationships with those damsels to the point I knew them both as my best friends.


This time... it was an orgasm at first touch by someone playacting as a queen a few moments later. While it was true Sylvie would open a lot of doors for us, we'd need to find something to bond over.


My thoughts kept rambling as the two slipped into a hushed side conversation. They stopped at a hallway intersection before the med bay.


I... I left to them have some private time. Ivonia was fairly easy going, happy, and understanding of our unique future.


Anastasia was more like me, more human. Sure, the Coalition had no anti-polygamy laws, and having multiple spouses was legal - that didn't mean it was common.


Using an exterior corridor, I went to help Ivonia and the moving crew. Trying to reach them was difficult because new Vori were arriving with additional supplies. I saw furniture, bedding, and... well, I just get in the way since they seemed to have it organized. I saw the first Vori robots hauling heavier items. I grumbled at that damn treaty the Coalition had signed.


Feeling useless for a second time, I rode the elevator to the base floor. When the door hissed open, I heard a young lad's voice. "Mom, the damn zorbi keeps getting out."


"What's a zorbi?" I asked before she could answer. The walk to the park was only a few steps.


"A digging creature that will aerate the soil. They're fine to escape, Bixbin. We add them because when I add the -" the translator garbled. "Worms will overproduce, and I need a natural predator. The humans... sorry, the Coalition buys our meat at a premium. In Vori space, the meat becomes food for our domesticated predator pets. Neat animals, the zorbi."


"What can I help with?" I asked.


Bixbin smirked. "Can you help me rip up the soil? Mom said no robots are allowed and Dad is sleeping to work the night shift. He said someone should always be awake on a ship."


"Yeah, he said the same thing to a human. Honestly, I... It is a good idea," I said.


Bixbin grinned with a nod. "Dad is smart, you'll see."


To me, Bixbin was like any other ten-year-old. Sure, he could jump higher and run faster than a human, but he still had that positive ten-year-old determination. He also had that I love my father and he is the greatest mentality that I missed in myself. I opened my linker to remind myself to send my father a message tonight.


"Can you show me how?" I asked and he nodded happily. I was given a tool that was akin to a fishing hook but the size of spear. "Great, how does this work?"


"Like this." Bixbin swung the six foot long tool into a mighty arch overhead, digging the hook part a few inches into the dirt.


I swung mine the same way... except I buried it at a bad angle.


"All this grass has to come up, so, it's fine if you swing up there." Bixbin pointed a few feet forward.


"Thanks. So Bixbin. I - I - I." A frown crested my face. "I'm happy you're here. Concerned that there are no others your age."


I swung the tool, sinking it in the right level.


"There will be kids here, one day."


I grunted, tugging on the tool until we both went flying from too much effort. Bixbin was laughing up a storm as I recovered on the grass. His mother was shushing him sternly.


"It's quite alright, Ness. Life is about learning, and I've never farmed before. I assume you use robots?" I asked.


Bixbin extended a hand to help me up. "No, we garden mostly flowers and colorful plants by hand. Personally, anyway. The big space farms, well, they do all the agriculture, and that's all done by machines. I even toured a massive fruit orbital so big I was amazed. That was at my old school though."


I recovered, digging my tool back into the soil. This time, it was about three inches under the dirt. Slow and steady pulls ripped the turf up. My bigger muscles loved the activity, and I sorta zoned into the task. Before I knew it, I had a strip of grass off the top layer.


"Uh... I loved that. Two questions. Where does the green grass go? And why do you think there will be more kids here?" I asked.


Ness snorted a playful laugh. "A husband with two wives in heat should know that answer. I smell them -"


"Mom!" Bixbin flushed, his blue skin going a navy blue coloration. He recovered his composure and said, "There is a compost, but with this much, I'll spend weeks stripping the roots out by hand."


"Uh... is it easier to buy new soil?" I asked. "That's a lot of work."


"Wee is not some fickle thing, and it'll be a rewarding project for him," Ness said. I looked around. There were like four soccer fields of grass here. "Which, won't matter much. Not like you can buy it here anyway. Treaty prohibits soil contaminants. Only seeds or pure items."


"Okay, how about we work on getting it torn up for now, and then see if we can swap out the grass for clean top soil in Zapri space," I said in a positive tone.


"Mom was wrong by the way," Bixbin said, moving chunks of grass I'd ripped free. I went back to work as he talked, starting a new line. "I meant... I wasn't saying you have your own kids. I think you're wanting to keep things balanced. A ship like this, at least from what my studies tell me, could make a great home for about another twenty or so."


"I... I don't think being responsible for my own life," I admitted. "Let alone yours and others."


He shrugged. "I think I understand. Not sure if I completely get it though. Look, Captain Gaius, you seem like a nice human. We read the reports and were even forced to watch the videos. Mom won't like hearing this, but I asked my Dad in private later." There was an odd exchange between mother and son. "What? Didn't you just tell them their ship -?"


"Bixbin, you stop right there." A mix of horror and anger roiled across Ness's face.


"Hold up, Ness. Relax. I'm not some zealous lord. I... I was not much older than Bixbin when my life was upended. Having someone to talk with saved me. So, go ahead Bixbin, please continue."


There was a slight diffusion to the situation. "Dad said there will be enemies who won't quietly when they're already defeated. He expressed you gave that man an option to surrender and not reload."


"Bixbin, full disclosure here. I could have never afforded to take your family on if I hadn't killed those men. So, don't be surprised if you see me helping out to try to wash away the guilt because I feel shitty in here," I tapped my chest. Then tapped my head. "But I do have a clear conscience in my mind."


"That's because it's mostly hollow," Anastasia said, arriving by her lonesome. "Farming suits ya, Captain."


"Right, I... like it. Stinks, though. I'm already sweating. This might be better for me than running on a treadmill. Whatcha up to?" I asked.


"We're ready to go. Sylvie is giggling with Ivonia while they redecorate our room, and the baggage envoy removed all the spying devices for us. We're ready to sell some sex bots," Anastasia said.


"What's a sex bot?" the ten-year-old asked in the perfect tone.


Anastasia looked to Ness for help. She shook her head. "Nope, Bixbin gets into his own trouble. Captain made that clear."


I waggled a finger. "Hey, not trying to over parent, but yeah. You get in trouble with anyone besides your parents, and your mom is right, I'll have you swimming in the water reservoir to scrub the bottom."


"What's on the bottom?" he asked.


"Nothing, and that's the point. Stay out of trouble," Anastasia said. "A sex bot is a tool for pleasure for adults. Off limits, and they're gross."


"Can they sort grass from soil?" he asked with hope.


I had to give it to the kid. He was a thinker. "Sorry, nope, not yet at least. Alright. I'll be back. Maybe. I need to detach, and then it's seven hours to the wormhole entry at a gentle burn with ten hours in flight. There will be broadcasts for both entry and arrival. Send me a message if something urgent comes up. Thank you both, and glad you're here."


Anastasia was actually positive on our walk up the ramp for the bridge. This time... when we flew out, I sat in the captain's chair, and she moved the Orca for an adventure into Zapri space with plus four on board.


I sure hoped Ivonia and my trading chip would help us stay out of trouble.



CHAPTER 15


Wormhole to Zapri - Organa System

Slipspace

2638 A.D. - Day 44 aboard Orca


"Doc, it's fine," I said.


Sylvie rolled her eyes. A feat that resulted in her exposed cleavage jiggling. "Sylvie, not Doc. And my statement wasn't advice, it was fact. You overworked your muscles while farming, and you're going to hurt tomorrow."


"I hear there are some great amenities and some lovely ladies to help me if I'm feeling sore," I said with a winning grin. "You... I'm surprised you showed up."


She squinted. I could see her desire to explode become contained. "I'll admit, I freaked out. For an immortal, getting anywhere near death is beyond foolish," she huffed, rotating from my chart to plop down into a waiting chair.


Sylvie was distraught. While I certainly enjoyed the view of her lingerie type dress, I was worried.


"You okay?" I asked.


She tapped a foot, eyeing with... caution. Her white speckled eyes danced over the blue, and I became lost.


Where did she get this outfit from anyway?


"What am I to you?" she asked in that direct tone, much like a superior.


I sighed. We hadn't talked since she had boarded the Orca. Every single moment I had, well, I was farming. Being a space farmer would probably get old. I had no doubt about it, but I sure as hell loved it so far.


If I had to guess, Sylvie was itching to talk with me, and I had been avoiding her until I needed a checkup for my shoulder wound.


"I gotta be honest with you, Sylvie, and I hope you respect this, but to me - you're my liaison to the Viro Empire," I said.


She smiled. "And your doctor."


"And Orca's doctor."


Sylvie huffed, twirling a hand through her hair. "It wasn't the pleading of my parents nor the insistence of the diplomatic council that helped me muster the courage to board this ship."


Sylvie paused, clearly waiting for me to ask about the sudden strength she found to risk life and limb.


"Fine, I'll just tell you," Sylvie grumbled. "I made the news. As is nationwide. Across hundreds of planets, the crazy human that elicited odd behavior from Zapri stirred the attention of our great nation. That same human, one Gaius Crenshaw, birthplace unknown, selected me as the key Vori aboard his ship. Thousands and thousands of messages poured in, congratulating me."


"For what?" I asked, rotating to the side of the patient bed so I could dangle my feet. I winced due to my tightening back.


She stood, tapping furiously at her tablet. A cup shaped object lowered from the ceiling, and she snatched it. Before I could ask what the object was, the device was pressed against my arm. There was a click, a pinch, and then a soothing feeling washed through my body.


"You're an angel," I said and she froze. "Sorry, just... thank you."


She hopped up to sit beside me. "Angel is a poor term to use, but the translator corrected your word. We don't die, merely sleep more. Death is for angels. I'm not scared, Gaius. I'm petrified."


"I think I'm understanding. You went from elated to begging for anything else. You seemed so happy at first. You seemed so... uncaring."


"And no one ever budged an inch. You have to realize we avoid death at all costs. My species is not made for war, and we do not resolve our conflicts through murder. Your wars are beyond barbaric to us," she said.


"Funny, I got challenged to a duel when I arrived at the event," I snickered.


She shrugged. "Sometimes, our all true battles are in simulations, including lame duels. So brash, I'm kinda shocked, actually. Then again, your wives are exceedingly rare and attractive. Our wars are fake on purpose. We do not want to die. Losers accept the results and we move forward, without death."


"Ah, I see. So, you saw me - the wild man who had just spent two weeks in a coma after a space battle - as a great person to interview." She nodded a lot, making her breasts bounce. I had to shift my focus to the wall. "Your population must be booming," I said.


"Yup, the Vori are numerous. We breed slower than both the humans and Zapri. Except we won't die."


I smiled, reaching for her hand. She trembled as my touch neared, so I pulled back. "Are you scared of me?"


"Not in the slightest... I'm scared of embarrassing myself again," she grumbled.


I let out a roaring laugh. "Please. You handled yourself admirably. Who cares what those -"


"Our greeting was broadcast as a major diplomatic event. That was my natural response to your touch. What else was I to do? Hide like a girl in the corner or storm off?" I sensed a fiery testiness in her tone.


I blanched. "Oh."


"Oh, indeed," Sylvie said with a tug on her hair. "I've always been slightly famous. Yesterday. And yes it is already yesterday, you need to get some rest because you worked into the night, but yesterday, I made history. There will be a thousand Vori researching everything they can into this Nebula Lord Ivonia swears is real."


"They got the species wrong."


She shook her head. "We're in slipspace. You share 95% of humanity's DNA. I'm a 94% match with you which is exactly what Ivonia and Anastasia are."


"Huh?" I blurted, clearly confused.


"I don't know, Gaius. I don't know a stinking thing."


I patted my legs, unsure of what to do or say. A few deep breaths later, an inner calm washed over me. "That would explain why my birth parents thought I was crazy. I just thought they were so into their simulation life they erased me from their memories."


"They could be your real parents, and you're an anomaly," Sylvie said and I eyed her intently. "Though unlikely."


"Thanks for trying. Do the girls know?"


"Your wives do not."


I grumbled, "Why does everyone keep calling me my wives?"


"An inevitability. Being labeled as your girlfriends or lovers doesn't give the same respect," Sylvie said with a genuine smile. "They love you... a lot, and your character is easy to... resonate with."


"Look, I came aboard this ship by chance because I went to a meeting out of boredom. My envoy said the diplomacy council demanded my attendance to meet a human. I love talking, making me odd for a Vori.


I fawned over the idea of finally conversing with a species I spent two years studying. I even wore a human dress to the event. Even this outfit was meant for the rare happenstance we went for sex after a nice evening or two. Anyway, imagine my surprise when a Zapri, those mischievous bastards, pointed me out and suddenly I'm on a suicide mission."


"Ah, you don't trust Ivonia," I said.


"Dear Gaius, I emphatically trust Ivonia now. After the moment I touched you, the reality sunk in. I was not a spoiled princess anymore. My status of some far down the line entitled Vori was gone. There will be some hidden threat, and I'm to be at your side when we unite the three.


"My orgasmic display was broadcast live, my vitals were being read, as were yours. There was no faking what transpired. I'll be revered. All those fans and supporters who encouraged me to step onto this ship will be validated in their push.


"The rest of my kind will be preparing for war, a real war. Even if the Nation's leaders say it's under control. Hold my hand, please." She mustered her strength and held her palm up.


I patted her back. "I'm tired, Sylvie. How about I crook an elbow and you tuck me into bed with a kiss on the forehead?"


She eyed me speculatively but nodded. "A fitting start, and a proper place in case I need to change my thong again. Which, I must say, humans have the most delightful attire."


I snickered. "Hey, so... I just want you to know. I'm glad you're taking this positively, and if you need anything to -"


My linker buzzed.


"There are seven hundred items I've requested. The primary ones are safety mechanisms to protect the Lord and his Ladies."


She was so serious, I held in my retort and extended my arm to the taller woman. Her human studies seemed to be thorough. I saw her as another woman instead of an alien.


Also... there was the reality that I expected this large list. I knew she would suck my funds dry. Sylvie was a princess after all. A taller damsel, a fact that kept bugging me. I wasn't short, but she was over seven feet tall and made me feel... inferior.


I swallowed my pride, sticking to being a gentleman.


We waltzed down the halls that were dimmed for the evening. New growths cracked out of seeds. The red dim light was soothing, to the point I felt my stress and hard work lulling me towards a yawn.


It was late into the night. While I was sure Charlin, the only one on night shift at the moment, was an honorable Vori, I restricted the bridge and essential systems.


Basically, he could set off alarms if something went wrong while he worked and would be the first to respond.


I coded us into our outer door, walked beyond my office I hadn't used yet, and into the captain's quarters. There were three beds now.


Two smaller additions were anchored into the floor. I thought about buying sleeping pods but was hesitant.


Maybe later when we could afford them. I was a bit surprised Sylvie didn't bring one, but then again, they were on the banned purchase list due to some technology.


For now, I enjoyed seeing Anastasia and Ivonia sitting up in our bed. Both were wearing one of my shirts. My father had been right about that and so many other things.


As I walked toward the sheets, Anastasia shook her head. "Outta yer damn mind. You weak of sweat and dirt. Ya wanna wash him, or should I?" Anastasia asked as she looked to Ivonia.


"Ladies, I got this," I said, freeing my arm. I tapped my forehead that Sylvie kissed decisively. There was the slightest of shivers that ran through both of us. Completely manageable. "Better."


"Better," she echoed.


"Did you have sex?" Ivonia asked bluntly.


I scoffed, as did Sylvie. "Heavens no. I want to get to know Sylvie first. Assuming you girls are interested, we will talk about it, and... no, I did not."


"Indeed, he was talkative and a good listener. Something I always hoped for in a conversation. But no, we simply used his checkup time to talk. Minor things really."


"I wouldn't call going to war with an unknown threat minor. Or saying you orgasmed in front of your entire nation," I said, giving her back a friendly rub.


Sylvie went to talk when Ivonia said, "That was unusually blunt. I asked..." She smiled. "Because you're bonded. Not as strong as us, but she is linked to your aura now."


"Really?" I asked, heading into the bathroom to flick on the shower. "Seems odd."


Ivonia raised her voice. "Love works in mysterious ways. The Nebula Lord will -"


"Just Gaius for now. Sylvie, you're lovely, cute, and once again, I'm glad you're here," I said.


"Honestly, I'm nervous, excited, and terrified all at the same time. I do thank you all for helping me adjust, and I look forward to having servants," Sylvie said.


I chuckled until I echoed a laugh over the cascading water. I stripped down for a solo shower. In the background, I heard the ladies talking happily. Good for them. As I showered, I felt relieved that Sylvie wasn't some super bitch I wanted to jettison out an airlock.


I sure hoped every alien I met kept being so nice.



CHAPTER 16


Zapri - Organa System

Organa 3

2638 A.D. - Day 44 aboard Orca


Call me paranoid, but I forced everyone to suit up. Yup, even poor Charlin, who should have been sleeping because it was dayshift, had to wear a spacesuit.


"I promise this system is peaceful, and we're exiting a Vori wormhole," Ivonia said. "The Vori are not kind and lack humor. There were some hard lessons. Anyway, this will be fine."


"I... we wear the suits," I said with a grimace.


The whirling colorations vanished as we excited slipspace. The Organa system materialized, and we returned into the darkness of space. Distant stars shone bright, and I could see a dozen planets.


"Scanning," Ivonia said.


We all watched the information as the scans swept the area. Nothing was close enough to pitch us into an immediate fight, and as the sweep widened there were zero threats.


I sighed in relief.


A quick button press made me addressing the entire ship. "Transition complete. Threats negative. Feel free to return to normal activities."


"Observations coming back... I'm showing no one's home," Anastasia muttered.


Ivonia reassuringly said, "Relax. We use planets as protein farms in our outer systems. Set a few super predators down, and they mop up the hard to catch small stuff. Then we collect the big signatures. Easy."


"There's not even a station. I know you said we would be cutting through the system, but I expected something. How do the Vori trade with the Zapri?" I asked.


Sylvie was on the bridge, sitting at the communications station with perfect posture. "We have a single neutral system that we connected to their space. They have to undergo a check with set pricing before they even enter the system. There have been some learning curves."


"So, where is the wormhole for the Koer System?" I asked.


"Other side of the system," Ivonia said.


Koer was a trading hub with an established market. You could haggle within a pricing bracket for common items while everything else went into an auction. There was no trade embargo on military weapons with the Zapri, meaning I was ecstatic to get some weapons and upgrades.


A loud ping caught my attention, and a second later, a line traced on the overview of my captain's station. The holo-screen showed us nearing a lush jungle planet.


"This is one of your drop planets?" I asked.


"Organa three... probably. We won't know until I get detailed readings. So... I think you're confusing my species for yours. You don't have set rules and regulations. You and I could come out here, see three xebans, and drop a dozen rivins. Your eyes are glazing. I meant big herbivores and pack hunters. We can't legally kill the xebans, but if the rivins take them down naturally then it's fair game."


"So there are rules, just loose, and you try to break them," I said and she shrugged. "This is our first planet we are passing by, and it is open. How about we research the surface when scans come back... And I have our ETA at a week. Maybe we top off on water or get some super fruit or something? We have time to do some studying and preparing our fields anyway. Should go by fast."


<><><><>


I watched hesitantly as Anastasia lowered us into the atmosphere of Organa 3. She was a gifted engineer and a skilled pilot, but I felt a twinge of jealousy. I was the captain, and I should've been in that chair.


Watching the overview and her inputs, I smiled at our smooth descent.


Anastasia flew like a pro - even in her miner's outfit. Yup, we all had too much gear again, but I'd rather be safe than sorry.


Over the last week, there were about a thousand scans of the planet. Organa 3 was a jungle planet; rich in life, water, and high in oxygen. I had found a few justifications for making a pit stop.


For one thing, I enjoyed meat. I respected that the majority of my crew did not, but man, oh man, buying a year's worth of pre-packed rations from the Vori had been a horrible idea.


Bland, tasteless leaves that were barely edible me had shivering at their very sight. On Earth, these would sell for a fortune. Honestly, that was my plan - to offload the rabbit food we had bought and stock up on meat - real food - while we were on Organa 3.


When we swapped from fresh food to the dehydrated meals, even Ness had wrinkled her face in disdain. Yeah, I wanted fresh, yummy, and new because I had been living off fruit paste that was at least manageable. Organa 3 had one thing in abundance that we could immediately use.


Fish.


We had six large storage tanks eating up a large section of the lower deck. Some of these contained saltwater for growing purposes. Honestly, with modern technology, cleaning our water was fairly easy.


After we showered, the water was purified, and the contaminants added to a condenser unit where waste went. The Orca would not be the first ship in the galaxy to use its tanks to store fish. Our tanks were rated for it, and currently empty, which meant fishing was on the menu.


Ness found a few berry plants that would complement our current seedlings. The difference was that these were producing already. Sylvie had been busy studying the risks. She approved of both the saltwater fish that were akin to a large baitfish on earth and the few in- season berry plants we found


There were some goliaths of the deep that would taste better, but this was about what would do well in our tanks and bellies.


Organa 3 was a fertile and uninhabited planet with a lot of possibilities. Enough so that I was kinda shocked it was uninhabited. Well... we learned that the jungle planet was infested with lizard predators named Ikrids. They were natural predators that ranged from the size of Komodo to monsters that were bigger than an aircraft. These crafty beasts could burrow, go invisible, had teeth like a shark, and jaws like a crocodile. If that wasn't enough, their saliva contained venom.


We discovered about a dozen buildings and a stripped-down colonization ship. We surmised that there was an attempt at a settlement that ended horrifically, and the survivors were rescued, or the site pillaged. At least I hoped they had been rescued.


When we tried to study the dense jungle, the canopy held a thermal layer and foliage density that we struggled to penetrate. We did see a few of the Ikrids sunbathing without worry. If all went well, we would never encounter one.


"Sensors are showing a nice school of fish near this inlet," Ivonia said. "Sending a course outline... and sent."


I watched the feedback, monitoring all the stations as the situation evolved. Honestly, besides flying or sensors, there was little else to do. The inner kid in me wanted to be with Ness and Bixbin, watching the fish from an open viewport.


The school darted away to escape a big predator before we could arrive.


"So, Sylvie, explain this plan again," I said.


"Relocating to another sector," Anastasia said as we needed a new target.


"I take those drug bombs, and you drop them out an open door which will result in a small boom. The fish will float up, still breathing but stunned from the drug. Then I suck them into the tanks with the siphon arm from the bottom of the ship from right here."


I grumbled, not exactly wanting to lean out the ship while a couple hundred feet up. "Fine."


"What!? Would you rather your emissary dangle out the ship with a bomb in her hands?" Sylvie said.


"I honestly thought you were joking. These suits are waterproof, at least," I said, leaving my seat. "Sylvie, you have the chair."


"I have the chair," she said, and I eyed her suspiciously. That was a fleet reply as per protocol - not something she should have known. "You humans broadcast a lot more than you should."


"You're probably right. Alright, no crazy flying," I said, grabbing the bag Sylvie had brought.


There were a few good lucks exchanged before I left. I headed towards the bottom floor, thinking about how crazy it was to be on my own ship and so close to an alien planet. When I neared the ramp, I transitioned to the elevator so I could see the view for myself with Ness and Bixbin.


"Hey Cap!" The lad shouted, and I had to turn down the internal speakers. "This is amazing. An unclaimed planet. Look at all the free space."


He was thrilled by the sight, pointing out at random animals and fauna as we flew down the coastline. This was an outer hallway with a big shield covering that was normally down. Three benches rested in alignment side by side, proving yet again that we were flying light.


I patted his shoulder ever so gently. "I... I sometimes wonder if this is my future home."


"Organa 3?" Ness asked.


"Uh... probably not, but setting up a nice estate on the beach would be lovely. You know, minus the man eating lizards."


"Alliance eating lizards," Bixbin corrected.


The radio crackled in my ear. "ETA to drop is thirty seconds."


"Thanks, Ivonia," I said, trotting to the main foyer.


My trip was short and thankfully alone. Having Bixbin around could lead to trouble with an open door. Just in case something went wrong, I sealed the bulkheads. There was a handlebar I grabbed onto so I could lean out and peer down.


Below us, the ocean zipped by. The turquoise waters were serene and the small moon of this planet had resulted in a minimal tide. I saw the baitfish before we stopped. There were millions and millions of foot long fish contained in a ball. They danced around the outsides in about twenty feet of water.


Larger predators loomed in the deeper water, waiting for the school to eventually shift. I reached into the bag, prepping a device.


"Good to drop," Sylvie said in my ear.


"How many?" I asked.


She hesitated then said, "Three should do it. This is a massive school. We can freeze whatever overflows."


"That'd take hours and stink up the whole ship," I complained.


"Hey, I don't even eat fish," she fired back. "Neither do the people who'll be stuffing the freezer."


That was a fair point. I chuckled and said, "Alright, press the red button and then what?"


"Drop it, silly."


I smirked from inside my suit. There were three devices about the size of a volleyball. I triggered one and tossed it out, not watching it fall the two hundred feet or so. The next two I rapidly indented and threw to different sections of the school.


The splash sent a squirt of water up as the first device sunk a few feet. Two and three hit a second or two later.


Boom!


Boom!


Boom!


Huge gouts of water shot up in three spots. I watched the flying fish in fascination.


"Damn, that was a bigger boom than expected," Sylvie muttered on the radio.


"Bringing Orca down," Anastasia said in a calm tone.


I saw the main school dart into the deeper water, eager to avoid whatever had just detonated in their midst.


The larger predators were slashing through the school, carving holes into the swarm.


On the surface, I couldn't tell what was dead or alive. It was supposed to be a small explosion, and then a cloud of gas knocked the fish out.


They would pee out the chemical that would get filtered later. Maybe wholesale killing them was better than hitting them with knockout gas. Biology was not my strong suit, and Sylvie was confident about the gas...


Clearly, though, explosives were not her expertise.


We settled over a literal sea of fish, and a big tube about three times as wide as me I lowered. I could feel the vibrations of the pumps shaking the entire ship. I watched a scrum of long, toothy fish gobbling up the knocked-out baitfish.


A few of those went up and into the siphon.


They wouldn't fit into the tanks and be -


"Incoming!" A shout broke my fascination of the process.


"Incoming whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa -!" I flew out of the door when the ship jerked widely and shot into the air.


A missile streaked under the ship before arching up.


Boom!


A second missile slammed into the side of Orca, and the ship rocked from the impacts. For a brief moment, the ship stagnated, flames engulfing the hull. I watched the ship careen down, fighting for control and -


Splash!


I crashed into the water, sinking like a rock due to my heavy mining suit.


Garbled transmissions came into my earpiece. The bright daylight dimmed as I sunk beyond floating fish.


My adrenaline was off the charts in the suit display, and I could feel each crash of my heart against my chest.


I closed my eyes, stilling my panic.


I lightly crashed into sand at the bottom of the water. This suit was meant for space, so it could certainly hand twenty-two feet of pressure. Instead of rushing out, I ensured everything was okay.


My systems were green, and my panic was abating. I took a moment to think about what had just happened and reviewed the video footage. Rotating onto my feet, I walked for the shore. Each step was tough, and I spooked aggressive fish. As I walked, it dawned on me what had happened.


We had created big booms and that had triggered enough attention that someone fired on the Orca. Based on the one missile hitting the bottom, there would be damage. At least I guessed there would be. I watched the replay while slowly walking up a sandy slope while submerged.


These were smart missiles, which were allowed. Just... the make wasn't human. I paused my recording as I neared the surface.


Hmm... Maybe an off tribe or rogue tribe of Zapri. Except that made no sense. Unless they were living underground.


I was a bit preoccupied with my thoughts when I reached the shore, and rightfully so. The Orca was on the ground about two miles down the beach. Trails of smoke wisped off her hull, but overall the space craft seemed fine.


Anastasia's relieved voice said, "Gaius, oh thank the heavens you're alright. Unknown missile types. We got an engine down and -"


In an instant, I was snatched off my feet and suddenly horizontal.


Yup, my walk down the beach for the Orca was rudely interrupted when an Ikrid thought I'd make a delicious snack. The medium sized lizard lacked the jaw pressure to crack my suit and was not liking that fact. After about ten chomps, I finally felt safe. That didn't mean I had fun being chewed on.


Violent swings of my first starting knocking teeth out one at a time.


"Gaius, your vitals are spiking," Sylvie shouted with concern.


"Hold on, I'm under attack," I grumbled.


"Aliens?" Sylvie blurted.


A tenth craggy tooth coming free did the trick. I was spat out a few hundred feet into the forest.


Crack! Crack! Crack!


Crack! Crack! Crack!


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The jungle itself shook when the flak guns of the Orca opened up. A single missile streaked for the ship, and the origin point wasn't far from where I was. I shielded my eyes in anticipation of the explosion, but there was never a boom from the missile landing. When I peeked out, the missile was flying away, going high into the atmosphere.


Anastasia said, "Gaius, they're dead, but there might be more, take it slow."


"What were they?" I asked.


"What attacked you?" Ivonia asked with concern.


"Ikrid. Medium sized. If things settle, I wanna collect some trophy teeth right after I check out the kill zone," I said. "What's the status of the Orca?"


"Of course, ya ask about our home first," Anastasia said with half tease. I think she was coming down off an adrenaline high as well. "The crew is fine, Captain, thanks for asking. As to the Orca, the main thrust engine five is down and six has intake manifold damage. I would have breached the atmosphere if I had to, but that would have meant leaving you behind, so I set her down."


"You kinda just jolted me out of the ship," I told her.


"I know, I've never been shot at before. If I would have stayed in our hover, the exterior would have been fine. Instead, I shot into the air and gave them the undercarriage. It all happened so fast. I... I felt the ship was better not being hit. There were a thousand alerts and alarms, and I'm sorry," Anastasia said in a slight ramble.


I crept forward to the spot they fired the flak guns at. "What about scans?"


"Showing everything as clear. Even the other Ikrid bolted," Ivonia said. "Anastasia is repositioning to you, and Charlin will meet you at the door with your rifle."


"Well, sounds good to me. What is the video saying?" I asked, waiting behind a tree in cover.


"The video is showing yellow aliens at over eight feet tall with four arms and in thin armor or a spacesuit. An unknown species," Ivonia said and there was silence on the radio.


This wasn't just big, this was colossal. A new species and...


"Are they alive?" I asked.


"Unknown, but unlikely. I had direct hits on both, and flak munitions tended to explode," Ivonia said. "Anastasia is saying stay in cover. We're coming down in three, two, one."


I mean... it was a bit redundant to give me a countdown. The Orca was a six story cube. You simply couldn't miss it landing fifty feet away.


I dashed between trees, racing for the opening main door.


Charlin huddled at the back of the bulkhead with his weapon at the ready. I saw my weapon in the door handle, propped up so I could quickly retrieve it. My strides were short and the effort taxing as I ran in the miner's suit. The gravity was a pain in such equipment.


"Got it, stay here," I said over the comms.


I walked cautiously with my weapon at the ready, and my upper torso on a swivel. These bodies, they'd be a game changer. We would need to know more. Even our recording would contain facts if given to one of the three governments. Or maybe all three.


Clearing my mind, I focused on the task. The foliage of the jungle thinned with each step closer. The flak guns did a number on the vegetation. At the outskirts, shattered palms splintered in ruins. Further in, a clearing of sorts had formed.


A few small fires fought to grow but lacked the dry fuel. Instead, they billowed smoke while showering embers. The dead... there were two of them, I think. I say that because I found a foot at first.


The seven toed body part was twice as wide as mine, with the toenails being shells like on a turtle and the tips having claws, much like a Zapri.


These alien had four arms because I found half a torso with two arms connected.


"We're monitoring yer feed. Pile what ya can, and I'll jump the Orca," Anastasia said.


"Scan?" I asked.


Ivonia replied, "Clear."


"Engine five and six status?" I asked while piling the remains of the dead. The morbid task was simple in the thick suit.


"Anastasia is taking off. They're offline. Repair on six is estimated at an hour and replace of five is estimated at four. It will bring us down to one backup left," Sylvie said in a somber tone.


The Orca gently approached, settling with the lightest of touches not far away. I was a bit surprised when everyone besides Anastasia rushed out to help load up the parts and pieces. There was one intact missile launcher with damage while the other one was in pieces. I did find two sidearms that survived.


I helped to hurry the process and right when we finished, I heard, "Orders, captain?"


"Anastasia, take us back to the first spot you set down. We'll monitor sensors and repair the ship. If we end up in a pickle and are down two engines, well, I'd rather take the risk," I said with a bit of self-doubt.


In typical Anastasia fashion she replied, "Ya sure?"


"Honestly, no, but we have six engines for main thrust for a reason, not four. A few hours, and we monitor systems like a hawk, and I'll sit on the controls," I said, sealing the door as Ness came in with a final belt.


The ship lifted into the air and Ness asked, "The fish are in the deep freezer. Where do you want the dead?"


"Medbay," Sylvie said with glee. "This... this is a dream come true, and if I thought I was famous before, my legacy will live on for as long as the Vori do. I get first crack at studying a brand new species."


"Sylvie. Listen to me." I waited until I had her full attention. "I need you to help monitor the bridge the moment you get the bodies sealed."


"And when can I study them?" she asked tentatively.


"The moment we're done repairing. Bixbin, Ness, you're on engine repair with Anastasia. If she tells you to toss fish, toss fish."


They confirmed that they understood. The ship touched down, and while I wanted to hug Anastasia and Ivonia, I focused on the mission - being ready to take off at a moment's notice.



CHAPTER 17
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2638 A.D. - Day 45 aboard Orca


"No one is blaming you, Anastasia," I said with a sigh and arms thrown into the air.


She stomped off the bridge with a red face and clenched fists.


I went to chase after her when Sylvie said, "Let her go. She is angry with herself and taking it out on others."


"I concur," Ivonia added.


I sighed, heeding their advice and staying put.


"Alright. It required a lot of effort, but we have six engines online again. What now?" I muttered because I was still conflicted on what we did next.


"We're in Zapri space. If we go with these findings to the Vori, we'll be rewarded and praised as heroes possibly being locked up. As I mentioned earlier... I don't know the Vori treaty that well. There could be stipulations about such finds and by law, any Vori is supposed to go straight to the Zapri Alliance government," Sylvie said and this was the crux of the issue.


We lacked pertinented data, and I didn't have any of the treaties to study for clarity.


Sylvie continued, "Honestly, I'm a bit self-indulging at the moment too. Studying the Quanix - which is a good name, Ivonia - will be the highlight of my career. So, more time helps my research."


"Alright, a five hour repair session that ended up taking a day has been exhausting. The Zapri will treat us fairly. Estinia's trading chip will get us a proper meeting with the government. I say we do a sweep by where -"


"Movement on the sensors!" Sylvie shouted in surprise.


Ivonia scrambled, opening gun ports on all sides.


A sleek ship about twenty feet long burst above the jungle canopy with black smoke belching out of the engines in spurts.


The craft shimmied, blasting out a final cloud of smoke, clearing the fumy issues as the engines ran clean and it increased speed.


"Requesting permission to -"


"Fire," I said. "Brace! Immediate takeoff!"


Picking Orca off the ground, I pushed the engines to give chase.


The flak guns barked in anger as our limited ammunition screamed for the fleeing ship.


"Hold her steady, Gaius," Ivonia said, slightly agitated.


I input a constant trajectory that she muttered about. The second volley sent intense vibrations through Orca, and this time I watched in glee.


The other vessel was starting to pull away. Exterior damage told me they had suffered a crash of some sort because the underside was mangled with long dents that scored the length of the body.


The flak rounds zipped across the atmosphere, exploding in plumes of black. The crack of the air and bursts were right on target.


When the hazy explosions cleared, the enemy ship was in a nose dive for the ocean. New smoke streamed up. Rents and tears from the direct hits revealed brief glimpses of the interior.


The plummeting spaceship twirled, and I saw the results of a pilot fighting the effects. I flew Orca at a distance as we observed the enemy ship.


"Hold your fire," I ordered, keeping a crash of lined up.


It almost appeared as if the enemy would pull out of their dive. The scout ship achieved a bit of forward flight in a horizontal manner at the last second.


Crack! The ship smacked into the top of the ocean, and the force was too much. A torrent of water shot up. When we could see again, the ship had ripped in two.


A second later, both halves were swallowed by water, and only bubbles with debris remained behind.


I eased Orca over as Anastasia came running into the bridge in a towel. "Everything okay?" she asked, shooing Sylvie out of the captain's chair.


"It appears the Quanix had a scout ship," I said.


"Lifted from near where the first two missiles originated from," Sylvie said.


I flew towards the spot where the vessel sank. Anastasia reviewed the brief engagement while I watched a few items bob on the surface.


"Scans complete. The vessel is resting a thousand feet below the surface. Coordinates marked with no signs of life or active operating systems," Ivonia said in a dry tone.


I sensed pain in her voice. This would be more souls added to her kill list. A kill list that was growing, and she wasn't exactly a cold-blooded killer.


"Alright. Sylvie, go ahead and scoop up what you can from the water. We'll comb the surface for the next few hours," I ordered.


The next ten minutes were tense aboard Orca. When I didn't think anything on the surface would go boom, we used the siphon to pick up debris.


"So... I'm getting into real clothes, try not to do anything crazy," Anastasia said.


Sylvie muttered, "I kinda liked the towel personally."


"Right," I blurted and Ivonia snickered.


When Anastasia returned, Ivonia reported that the enemy ship no longer had items coming free. I walked down to the water storage area. All around I saw pieces of wreckage and an arm dumped onto the water storage floor. Ocean water ran into drains to fall out of the bottom of the ship.


Sylvie arrived shortly after to add another grisly trophy to her med bay storage vats.


I was forced to make a few choices.


Did I flee, or did I inspect the crash site?


Did we collect some of the amazing berry bushes I had my eye on?


And did we add a few of the small pigs that lived on some of the islands?


The pigs would take a day or two to gather. The crash site we could document quickly, and the berry bushes I figured would take about half an hour.


We had seven days until we could transition to Koer. Meaning food would matter. Fish was great, but not for every meal.


"Hey, you in there?" Anastasia asked.


She broke my distraction. I hadn't slept since yesterday, not willing to be caught unprepared by the next threat. My desire for a break was setting in, and my tummy was rumbling.


"Take us to the crash site. We document what we can, and I'll be geared for a fight at the main door. We'll get the joo berries next. Maybe we'll see one of those mountain goats," I said with a grimace. "Or some other target of opportunity."


"So, no hauling it out of the system to drop this earth-shattering news?" Anastasia said.


"Uh... no, it's an alien, sure," I said, feeling Orca shift under my feet to fly towards the shore. "It was an explorer. And yeah, I get they had weapons, but we all do."


"You're thinking this is not some massive invasion that Ivonia alludes to," Sylvie said.


"It's not that. This scout came from somewhere," I said, arriving at the door. After lowering a bulkhead, I slumped against a wall, the exit door closed. "We defeated it. Meaning a second ship will need to come to rescue the first. If this is happening here..."


"Ah, you don't think this will come as a surprise to the three leaders?"


"Closer. Scans showed no new wormholes. Meaning this ship came through using some secret new tech, or it used an existing system in the chain. Either way, it's merely a scout on the outside of the Alliance's systems.


"Look, my father had a saying. 'The universe is always ending, the timeline is always almost over, and before you know it, you realize you've been a pawn and never took a moment for yourself.' If I don't take care of us, even with a short pit stop for some fruit, then when will I? Because this is the start. A small skirmish on an abandoned world is the beginning," I said.


"We can buy these joo bushes on Koer," Ivonia said.


Was kinda surprised when Sylvie helped out by replying, "And when we arrive, the human ambassador may send us to Coalition space without shopping or the chance to resupply. Our offloaded sexbots end up being auctioned later and the funds we need are stuck in escrow because we've raced out of the system. Honestly, if the pigs were better inhabitants, I'd say get them too, but they are awful."


"Approaching the clearing now," Ivonia said.


"So, we take a few hours for us. The news will reach those it needs to, and we will do so in a professional manner... I hope," I said with a slight grumble at the end.


I was able to watch the relay video from the exterior cameras.


The final resting spot of the vessel was hard to notice, and it must have lifted straight out of the canopy. I was able to backtrack the crash though.


There was a strip of fronds covering a trail. The more I looked, the more impressed I was. Quanix were crafty, cutting undergrowth while leaving as much of the canopy intact as possible to disguise the long scar upon the land. There was no fire pit or any obvious traces left behind. Clearly, this species was wanting to hide their crash.


We thoroughly went about documenting the entire area. When I did a visual inspection on foot, the jungle seemed on edge. I was able to find a few eaten fruit shells that were buried and then a few buried pits of... the results of eating said fruit. There seemed to have been four survivors. That became two and then zero after the final crash. My trip around the woods was uneventful, and I regretted stepping off the ship to look.


In the end, we could say we were thorough and we had more data for the geeks to analyze. Our flight for a mountain valley resulted in us stopping in a big wide clearing of tall blue oats that a herd of animals meandered in.


"You sure?" I asked Ivonia while opening the exterior door.


Sylvie chuckled. "Yes, I am sure. I know they look like a human bear from Earth. They are more like a big gerbil. The lizards have to eat something... and!" She paused for effect. "The ones you stun, you can keep in the park to eat the grass. When the grass is gone then you butcher," Sylvie said and I smiled at the idea.


A win-win in my books. We hadn't thought of these because they were so damn big. The size of a cow really. They also had no long-term viability on a ship our size.


"You seem to be holding up okay," I said to her. She sighed, "Is this a good time to talk about me? How about over dinner with a lovely view?"


There was snickering from both Ivonia and Anastasia. I too had a bit of a chuckle.


"I'll hold you to it. So plan for these gerbils the size of cows that look like bears?" I asked.


"Ferin. They are called Ferin. Aim the zappa and fire. The longer you squeeze, the more electricity inside the ball. Too much and you kill the Ferin, too little and shoot it again. Ivonia will be able to scan vitals," Sylvie said confidently.


"Go ahead and open up the door, approaching low and slow," Anastasia said.


I saw Bixbin and Ness in their space suits. They were waiting to help with a platform that held a winch above it.


Score. I realized it was some farming piece of equipment that I probably would have never thought to use.


"You guys sure?" I asked and they confirmed. "Look, I... if a lizard gets you, you're not in a mining suit."


"Can we get them?" Bixbin asked.


I frowned. "Uh... yes. Most certainly. This crew is family and every life matters. I only frowned because it's illegal for children your size to - "


"Gaius, this is adorable, but you need to shoot," Sylvie informed me.


I popped the door open, ingesting the sight of a herd of brown bears. If I saw these in the wild, yeah, I would run screaming and hope I was faster than the others. With a closer inspection, I noticed the flat maw full of molars and a smaller face without a snout.


Orca crept low and slow, causing a few of the animals on the side of the herd to grunt in warning. I lined up shot for the main group, pausing to aim at a smaller specimen.


"Firing," I said.


My trigger finger squeezed slowly and stayed indented for about a half charge.


There wasn't a jolt, but there was that intense blast of light. I shielded my eyes with a squint, and the visor dimmed, helping me transition.


A ball of electricity soared forth, and in an instant, I realized a zappa was a close ranged weapon. So... my projectile missed terribly and zoomed into the middle of the herd, spooking all of them.


A stampede occurred with the young trailing the adults. I grunted at the sight of them trampling the oats they were eating.


There was no billowing dust, but there was chaos, and when it cleared a momma Ferin was twitching with three little babies bleating around her body.


Well... shit.


"Gaius, what the hell?" Ivonia said. "Didn't they teach you to shoot in the academy?"


They did with sidearms. However, this was my first time shooting a large weapon in real life at a distant target. "Do the Zapri believe in hell?" I deflected.


Sylvie and Anastasia chuckled. "That was nowhere close to where you aimed," Bixbin snickered over the comms.


Alright, even I joined in on the tease. "Hey! Hey, I get it. This is fantastic."


"How so?" Ivonia said, clearly distraught that I was about to orphan or kill three baby Ferin.


"We learned we need a better weapon system when it mattered the least. Go ahead and land us. I guess we're going to need to think about adding an expansion if we take on the young. Can these things... Ferin. Can the Ferin give milk?" I asked.


Sylvie was researching while Anastasia landed us.


"Scans are clear, coming to help you. Sylvie taking over radar," Ivonia said.


I stepped on the squishy oat field and turned to Ness. "So, I think I saw a harvester in the shed."


"Yeah, there's one in there. Are you wanting to add some blue oats?" Ness asked.


I kept walking out and replied, "One thing at a time, but yeah, these seeds will sell for oodles in human space and are exactly what the professor was looking for, I think. Also, not sure if they grow well, but maybe I can make some blue oatmeal or something."


"I'm coming," Charlin added. "Got my sleep already and was just ripping up grass."


The Vori had that odd sleep issue. Older Vori slept a lot. Well, due to their vibrant age, Ness, Charlin, and Bixbin slept a few hours a night, or day in Charlin's case. They were our most active crew members. Sometimes, I forgot he was another set of working hands ready to go.


I walked to the three baby Ferin that refused to leave their mother. She was waking up, her legs twitching faster. The babies started screaming at me in agitation, hoping that would get me to leave. I bent down to hoist an angry little cub... or whatever they were and heard.


"Let us," Ness said. "That suit is built for mining."


She handed me the rope and the hover sled. I paused, watching Ness talk sweetly to the little versions. She didn't soothe them, but she also didn't send them into flight. She grabbed one and then another.


The third baby bleated angrily and Bixbin scooped it in e, leaving for the ship. I stood there with my zappa in one hand and the rope in the other. The controls for the platform had it hovering in an autopilot. I shrugged, letting the others do the job for me.


Bixbin paused with the bleating baby. The stun was slowly wearing off the momma. She crawled for the bleating... cub until she could walk.


"Hey, what are these babies called?" I asked, seeing the mom heading for the interior. "Is it a cub or a pup?"


"A baby gerbil is called a pup, and a baby bear is called a cub. So both would work," Sylvie said.


At the ship's entrance, Ivonia was with Bixbin, carrying one of the babies that Ness must have given up. The duo lured the momma in as she regained her senses. The herd had retreated into the jungle or else I might have snagged some additional specimens.


It was undeniable - the crew loved the Ferin, and we officially added big plains animals into our small ship. I let them have their fun for now. If they became an issue, we could always sell them at a Zapri animal market. Somehow, I didn't see Ferin steak in the near future. Not with the reactions of my crew.


A few minutes later, Charlin came out with a field harvester. The machine whined with deadly force as it reaped sections of the field that remained untrampled.


I operated the sled to a central location so I could stand and provide overwatch. The machine helped the time go by, and there ended up being no dangers.


An hour later, we were back inside with the doors sealed. After a quick trip of upending a bunch of joo bushes, we finally left Gargan 3 for the Koer system. Only after we saw that the back sides of the surrounding planets were clear without alien pursuit did I breathe a little easier.


Heading to our private shower, I stripped out of my mining suit with Ivonia's help. Well, I spent ten minutes getting her naked first. The Zapri was oddly quiet, with her tail flicking sadly.


"Thanks for taking the little ones on board," she said with a single sniffle. "They'll be fun to interact with."


"Hey, you okay?" I asked.


"Um... I'm not sure I wanna be a gunner," Ivonia admitted. "I'm not some hardened warrior."


I nodded, stepping out of the suit. "Easy fix. Consider yourself relieved. I checked the ammo anyway. We're down to thirty flak rounds, and we are pretty much defenseless for now. What would you like to move into?" I asked in a positive way.


"Just like that?" she replied. "I'm our best shooter, and your aim is so bad." I could tell she was teasing to lighten the moment.


"Look, Koer will have Zapri we can hire. If we get into a running engagement, we'll need one more gunner. So..." I put supportive hands on her shoulders. "We'll look to that crew, but I don't want you wallowing around. What -?"


"Farming," she blurted and nodded. The farming was going to take a lot of work and even if it didn't, I could see the allure. "Is that okay?"


"Perfectly," I said, kissing her cheek. I caught a whiff of her stench mixing with mine. "Ugh, I'm so ripe."


Ivonia went into the shower, flicking on a spray of steamy water.


Sylvie arrived, shimmering out of a regular spacesuit. While she had seen me naked, the reverse was not true, and I was transfixed. Big blue breasts bounded beautifully with the best little nipples a man could ask for. Her stomach was tight with a longer belly button that was more akin to a keyhole.


She held zero fur or hair on her very human looking groin. Her vagina had no lips and instead was a smooth small opening. Sylvie caught me staring and smirked.


"Like what you see?" She asked and I nodded rapidly. "Feeling's mutual. Our males are anatomically different and while taller, they are missing big muscles like you. Including that one."


She sauntered for me and then held a hand out while plugging her nose.


"Ah," I said, heading into the shower. "Sorry, the suits are hygienic, but they still stink."


"How are they different?" Ivonia asked. "Zapri males are very similar to a human male except we do not circumcise."


"Ah... this water feels fantastic!" I exclaimed hoping to steer the conversation back to the fact there were two naked ladies in a shower with me...


"Splits at the base and there is minimal erection. Human pornography is a big time thing in Vori culture," Sylvie said.


I sputtered my lips at the mere notion. Grabbing a bar of soap, I scrubbed the first layer of stench off while saying, "You're telling me that the haughty Vori are closet porn lovers?"


"Yup, if only you could have sold those dolls in Vori space," Sylvie said. "I think the negotiators knew what something like that would do to our society and stuck the dolls, toys, and all sex items on the prohibited list."


"How come more Vori don't venture to Earth?" I asked.


She sighed, taking the soap from me. "I'm about to touch you in an intimate manner. Before a nice dinner, as a matter of fact. I have approval from the other wives. Do I have yours?"


"Not wives, and yes, you may touch me," I said with a smirk. "May I touch you?"


"After you smell of honey," Sylvie said in a sultry voice. "Damn you translators. An aroma from a type of very pleasant smelly flower. Leap from nectar to honey."


The story was interesting, and her eyes widened at my boner. Yeah... I was in the shower with sexy alien girls. There wasn't a whole lot of encouragement needed. Sylvie was a doctor, though, and scrubbed me down like a professional.


I was almost sad when she soaped up Ivonia's pert breasts. Then again, the sight was divine. The ladies knew I was enthralled with the view of breasts being cleaned. Their corner smiles and playful glances left me wanting more. I went to a shampoo shower-head to get the grime out of my hair.


"How tired are you?" Sylvie asked and I shrugged. Honestly, I was exhausted but... I was so staying up for this. "In my research men tend to fall asleep after sex. Would you be amenable to sex before our date... or after?"


"I'm amenable to both, I just want it to be something you enjoy," I said.


Sylvie smiled. "Ah, not purely functionally, I really thought you -"


I grabbed Ivonia's tail, pulling her over. When I turned the nearest shower head off, she added saliva to her slit and then bent over.


"May I watch? For science, of course," Sylvie said.


I was barely able to contain my laughter. "Yeah, sure. For science. Unless Ivonia disagrees."


"I was hoping to watch actually," Ivonia said. She flipped her hair, orange eyes focused on me with desire.


Oh... interesting. She had lied to be nice to Sylvie. Best to nip in the bud.


I pinched her ass, and she nodded. "I changed my mind. Sex for Sylvie's science sounds delightful."


I lined up my cock, teasing her entry. Sylvie laid on the shower floor to watch from below. This wasn't what I had in mind, but I allowed it.


Ivonia must have cued into my hesitation. She ended my tease by thrusting back until I slid it into her. Warm, swelling pussy lips engulfed my cock. Whenever her vagina inflated like this it meant she was in it for the business.


The squeeze was incredible, and her rotating hips were doing all the work. I relished the moment, watching her hourglass figure rock back and forth. A loud moan escaped my lips as I fell prey to that suction feeling that a Zapri vagina gave.


I'm curious as to what Sylvie would feel like? Yeah, and even while I fucked the curvy fox girl from behind, I thought of a different vagina.


"You're distracted and half asleep," Ivonia said.


I scoffed. "It's been a really long day," I said defensively. "And yes, I keep thinking about her very alien vagina."


"Thank you for being honest," Ivonia said with a sigh. For the first time ever the intense pressure of her lady lips lessened. "I'm not upset you desire Sylvie, but I want your seed."


The showers flicked off, and I was dragged by the wrist to the towels. Ivonia rushed to get me dry, and Sylvie just kinda laid there in confusion. Ivonia waved for her to join us and a few minutes later we were dry, heading towards the bed.


"Normally, Gaius is the dom. For now, lay down, and spread your legs, Sylvie. For science," Ivonia said.


Sylvie jumped with a twist, landing on her back with a bounce. Her swollen tits almost smacked her face. She eagerly spread her legs, and I gasped. I couldn't see before, but there were three holes.


"Wait! Okay, now I get why you were distracted," Ivonia said.


Before I could even comment, she dove between her legs to have fun. Two of the slits reminded me of the sex toy openings. They were so narrow and small and clearly meant to keep a really tight lock.


Between the top two vaginas was a clit of sorts. The bottom hole was a blue starfish, clearly indicating what it was for.


I grinned. Sex with alien babes was so awesome. There was a slight crackle from a speaker triggering. "Gaius, welcome her to the family, and I'll reward ya," Anastasia said in a whisper.


She was on the bridge, obviously watching and wanting to see more. I was still in shock. Breaking my trance, I slithered onto the bed to arrive in Sylvie's left arm nook. Our lips met, entwining in a passionate kiss.


Sylvie moaned from Ivonia exploring her vaginas with her tongue. One of her hands encouraged the Zapri while the other ran across my back to pull me closer.


When we kissed, it was filled with a mix of lust and longing. Based on her admittance, I was fairly certain she'd been yearning for this moment. Sylvie said she studied humans extensively, which probably meant porn, and she opened up to me a lot.


I teased a small nipple with a pinch, and she kissed me aggressively. My raging boner was ready for something more than to rub against the sheets. As if she could read my mind, Ivonia rotated.


The long, sensual kiss broke, and I retreated off the bed. Ivonia nudged Sylvie so her legs were at the edge of the bed.


"Which hole is preferred?" I asked, seeing both openings glistening from Ivonia's tongue.


Her asshole opened, and I raised a brow. "Start there, the others will take a lot of precaution and -"


I slid a thumb over her clit, eliciting a shudder. I watched her two vaginas. The bottom one trembled more.


The precum on the tip of my dick was spread around before I teased her entry. Ivonia arrived with a ball gag and rope. Suddenly things got kinky. Sylvie's eyes flared with desire, and I knew she at least was getting something special for her first time.


I rubbed the head of my penis against her clit. She twirled her hips, moaning from the mere touch. I had a feeling this was both unusual and extremely sensitive.


The moment the gag was on, I was handed a bottle of lube and a vibrator. Sylvie began strumming Ivonia's pussy, causing her to abandon the rope. She went onto all fours, suckling at a blue breast.


I added lube to my cock until it was drenched. Trying the bottom vagina hole first, I slowly inched in.


Watching the fold-less vagina stretch was intense. There was a mix of grunts and moans when I didn't even have the circumcised rim in yet. Her pussy was that tight. It never opened welcomingly either. And spreading her legs only made the slit tighter.


Back door it was.


I extracted my tip, added some lube to her blue exit, and she opened wide. I slid in with the intense squeeze of an asshole. She stripped her gag off the moment I was in full tilt.


"Let me flip over," Sylvie said and I exited. "Hand me the vibrator, Ivonia, sit here." She patted in front of where her face rested. "Hammer me like they do in Pound Town 17. We will work in breeding later."


Ivonia wagged a finger at me to remind me she wanted my cum. I let the girl's setup for a good pussy licking with something that went vroom.


I slipped my cock into Sylvie's tight ass, and she moaned. "Perfect, now fuck me like the Lord you are," Sylvie said.


I grunted, deciding to give her what she wanted, and delivered a hard slam. When she pushed back, I knew it was game on.


My long, deep strokes were met with muffled moans. I clenched her hips and smacked into her butt until her cheeks rippled from my efforts.


Sylvie controlled her squeeze with each stroke and we fell into a rhythm. The first to cum was Ivonia. She held onto the Vori's horns like handlebars as she shuddered from the tongue and toy combo.


"My turn," Sylvie said, pulling me out of her.


Ivonia handed me a towel to clean off, kissing me with desire before bending over. My smile from the fun was fixated on my face. When she teased me forward with her tail, I granted her wish.


I dove my engorged cock into her tightening pussy. Her lips inflated and the sensation of being pumped washed over me. I shuddered with a big exhale to avoid cumming quickly.


Ivonia shot me a look with an eye roll. She wanted exactly that, but I could see she realized that letting Sylvie have a turn was fair.


Since I was near the edge, she was gentle with her hips and intense with her pussy licking and toy usage. Five minutes later, Sylvie was on her elbow, crying out in climax. Ivonia clamped onto my cock, and we went back into an overdrive.


I grunted out with a shudder when I exploded into my lovely Ivonia. She didn't cry out in orgasm. She cried out in pleasure. Ivonia loved feeling my guts of cum pumping into her pussy. She screamed for my seed and to be bred to the point I gave her all I could.


Only when I was finished draining into her did she release. At this point, the no sleep and constant stress almost immediately sent me into a slumber.


Another quick shower, and I went to bed with two smoking hot aliens tucked into my arms. This next week is going to be loaded with amazingly kinky sex! And with that thought, I drifted off to sleep.



CHAPTER 18


Zapri - Koer System

Koer Honesty Market - Koer Orbital

2638 A.D. - Day 61 aboard Orca


We stepped off the shuttle that settled near the market. Anastasia squealed out, "I'm so excited!" She regained her composure, huffing a blonde lock out of her eyes.


She wore a zip down tracksuit that spilled cleavage. I found her already extremely sexy and understood why her flaunted looks were drawing stares. I... I was being teased, sort of. Ivonia said the Nebula Lord would command respect by his harem drawing eyes. Three dashing ladies in my entourage would encourage such a display.


Ivonia was in a skin tight outfit that accentuated her plump figure and propped her bust into spilling. Her tail dashed confidently as we paused before the market. Sylvie wore a lovely summer dress you would see on Earth, except it was two sizes too small.


"I'm nervous," I grumbled at the entry.


The market contained thousands of shops with tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of Zapri shoppers.


We had already passed three inspection points where I had to have my marker scanned each time. We were finally about to be set free after an arduous customs inspection where the inspectors constantly wanted bribes to speed along the process. The problem was that we lacked the local currency - gems.


Our sexbots were already offloaded and heading for an auction that was set to end in a few hours. When the initial bids crept high enough, we were given an advance, for a fee of course. After settling our transactions, we went about telling the Zapri alliance that we needed to reveal information about a new alien in their sector of space.


The local underlings got into a huff that we were bringing such a profound problem to Koer. However, they sent an envoy to the capital system and told me a delegation would arrive in ten days or so. Yup, that was the speed of moving diplomacy across a galaxy.


To pass the time, we went shopping. Except, I probably should have stayed on the ship when dozens of Zapri fainted when they spied my aura. I hadn't even stepped into the market yet, and I was already drawing a massive crowd.


I hesitated, unsure if the crowd would give me space or rush me. When there was a crazy commotion, my attitude soured in an instant. A swarm of Zapri charged for us, and I was not keen on being surrounded.


"Time to go," Ivonia said, leading us to the automated shuttle loading point that operated like a taxi.


We rushed into the vessel, sealing the door as the crowd converged, and promptly fled. I huffed in annoyance, seeing a hundred Zapri frustrated by our sudden departure.


"I... I take full responsibility. I was thinking they'd be in awe of you, giving you space because of your uniqueness. Instead..." Ivonia muttered. She was clearly just as stunned as the rest of us. The situation seemed to be calming, and she said, "We can hire virtual robots to visit the market. We just need to rent the helmets."


"Good, because I still want to shop. Even if it's digitally through a linker or tablet," I said.


"Yeah, we can do that, or we can have me go with a list. Koer recognizes no trade restrictions, so our weapons needs will finally be met. There is some advanced tech we can buy, but not all of it is superior to what the coalition navy can muster, and some of it is only marginally better.


"The trading also has fairly tight pricing ranges. So, we can't strong arm a good deal or get ripped off terribly," she said. "The installation is something different, and I recommend we do it ourselves because there is no window. Or hire the right crew to be... you know. Crew."


"If we don't use virtual bots to go shopping, and I go with ya, will that be okay?" Anastasia asked.


"Probably not. Me alone would be best," Ivonia said. "A human will stick out."


I scooped Anastasia's hand into mine. "I... I'm afraid it will get worse going forward."


Sylvie nodded. "You're different. If enough people believe you to be a supreme lord, then... you in essence become one regardless if you believe in the legend. That means a simple trip to the market brings attention both good and bad.


"Side note, the Vori do not assassinate, they strike at your accounts in a trade war of sorts. Humans, upset by your new power, will just kill you."


"Alright, we make the most of it," I said in a chipper tone. "We have a crew hangout by one of the display ports. We set up the big wall and do our shopping together in comfort and as a team."


"I got all dolled up," Anastasia said.


I rolled my eyes. "Sweatpants!"


"Yes! Okay, this sounds lovely. Can we get hover chairs capable of zero-g?" Anastasia asked.


Ivonia nodded. "Very common on our ships. We create gravity in the same way, through electricity, just using a different kind of power. Thing is, gravity on a ship the size of Orca is exceedingly expensive, so hover chairs are used quite often for quicker trips."


"And the fact that we made such a big scene," I said.


"We're under diplomatic protection. Not immunity. That doesn't mean we won't experience a visit by the local elites wanting to verify the reports. You being... a human with a nebula lord aura will send shockwaves through the area," Ivonia said.


I nodded. "No biggie if the masses can't get to us. Shopping comfy style seems fine to me. If they bug us, we just deal with it as we go."


When we docked at the shuttle pad inside the storage bay of the Orca, Ivonia stayed on. "I have the ability to communicate with you. To save gems, I'll land at another entrance, and you can just watch through a display," Ivonia said.


I kissed her goodbye then went to get into comfy clothes. Bixbin and Ness joined us to take a break from farming.


Using a display pad, I converted a viewport into a big screen of what Ivonia was experiencing while we piled blankets and pillows. She could see us through a visor device, and we saw the market from a comfy spot. Charlin arrived with some snacks, and our shopping trip, while altered, continued.


That was the nature of being young and inexperienced. We learned from life. I was just happy Orca was in an isolated hangar bay behind a lot of security.


"Can you hear me?" Ivonia asked.


"Loud and clear." Almost all of us responded.


She walked into the market, passing three metallic robots who were shopping. Those had to be the digital shoppers she was talking about renting that we passed on. I liked this way better.


I was startled by all the new and amazing sights around me. Gizmos, doodads, and gadgets that were so completely alien to me. Coming this far into Zapri space was not only rare, it always led to problems. I really think having Ivonia and the trading chip were helping our cause.


"This part stinks from livestock. What were you thinking?" Ivonia asked.


"Start with Ferin, and then see if we can get these four a good home while finding something more... more -"


"Useful," Anastasia said with a snort. "I think the baries are cute, but they have no milk or eggs, and in the last two weeks they ate all the grass."


"Fine, I guess I shouldn't have named them," Ivonia said.


"See, I told you," Ness said to a mildly upset Bixbin. "There'll be something else to replace them with."


I chomped on some crackers while wishing for beef jerky.


Turning my attention to the view-screen, I saw Ivonia walk down a main strip, earning a few stares. An older woman blocked her progress with wide eyes. She talked about how my lovely foxy babe's aura radiated so powerful it made her envious.


She thanked her and said love had made her blossom into a stronger Zapri. This triggered a conversation into devious males and Ivonia struggled to pry herself out of the situation.


The amusement faded a few minutes in, and I grew bored, opening my linker to track the auction.


The news of human bodies available for AI had apparently spread because the bids had tripled with ten thousand unique bidders.


Honestly, whoever bought one would have a rare human. Zapri AI had one of three places they could go with their consciousness.


A body, which cost to operate. Albeit cheaper than a human form, there were costs. If you couldn't charge your body, you went to their version of the internet to earn digital gems and hopefully get a body back.


Or you could take the screw paying for a body and working route and go into a virtual world. There were a few caveats and side options. For the most part, an AI could transfer their consciousness into one of three places with a synthetic body being the most ideal.


For the wealthy AI, I had to imagine they would be going crazy over these bodies, and I wouldn't be surprised if we were heading back out here to trade.


If only it didn't take weeks and weeks to jump out and into a system.


Engine upgrades were certainly on our list. Shielding, weapons, furniture, crew... and worrying about it wouldn't help.


Deciding that we needed to find a gunner, I went to the hiring market's online option. I needed a Zapri that would be able to get along with the crew while being able to help.


I flicked through the options, seeing that most wanted to be like a Vori. They desired a boring job in real life that would keep them safe and then have fun in a VR world. I needed an immortal AI to risk their life... and it wasn't panning out.


I glanced up to see Ivonia shopping for some sort of duck chicken. Ness and Ivonia were discussing the options. Bixbin was giving side input, and I started drooling just thinking about scrambled eggs.


Anastasia moved to sit between my legs, resting her head against my chest. She stole the table as I was screening applicants.


"I hate that each gem carries a value identifier, and then ya have to compile those," Anastasia said.


"Eh, it works. And it's all digital. If you break them into the base number and ignore all the fancy jargon, it's just like Cs or Wee. Once the auctions are over, it will be easier to lump all into a single currency," I said, kissing her hair.


"Are these okay, Gaius?" Ness asked, noticing I was doing my own thing at the moment.


"Looks like a chicken with a duck beak," I said.


"97% genetic match," Sylvie said. "They're cheap, produce big eggs, and their food is also affordable."


"They the best option?" I asked.


"Unless we expand, yes," Ivonia said.


I asked, "Won't happen soon. Right?"


Ivonia thanked the breeder and headed for a bench. "Gaius... Captain. Our ship is under staffed as is. The farm, water tanks, and grow walls - if done right - will produce enough food for twenty people. We have four farmers if you find a replacement for me and I join them. We should have around five."


"Alright. Hey, I always wanted a sleek battleship, but the cube is growing on me. The expanding option is nice. Especially since we can shuttle to orbitals or planets," I said with a smile. "I have no problem waiting to grow the Orca, and neither does our finances."


"Then the Jeeti, which is the poultry bird you just saw. That is the best option. A hundred weight in gems is a good price for twenty and a year of food. That would be just for eggs, no meat," Ivonia said.


"Do Vori eat eggs?" I asked and Ness gasped.


Bixbin patted her back. "Captain, that was a very rude question. So rude I cannot respond."


"Uh... sorry," I said, feeling like shit.


Sylvie cleared her throat. "The Captain didn't know and there is much I need to teach him," Sylvie said. "I'll take responsibility for the error. I've been focused on other things instead of increasing his etiquette and Vori customs."


"To be direct, a small percent of Vori drink eggs. They are considered secret meat eaters and shunned by society. Asking about the topic is akin to asking if you sacrifice children to a blood god. I know the translator will jumble that, but it is what it is."


"Again, I apologize. Jeeti will do fine, assuming it is not odd for me to eat the way that I do," I said.


Sylvie replied with, "We do not judge other species for their unique ways... well we do. Just... eggs are fine for you to eat. Not us."


I smiled, letting that go to bed.


"Seed shopping!" Ivonia said, brightening the mood.


The next half hour they talked seeds. I zoned out about five minutes in. I did watch Anastasia shopping for crew. Sylvie realized we were doing side shopping and joined our snuggle session.


We weren't hiring yet - because we obviously wanted Zapri input, but we were inspecting resumes. I personally liked the idea of a docile AI even if the Coalition hated it. Not that we could avoid irritated people with our current crew. The Orca was unique, as were those who lived aboard her.


I was zoned into the process of hiring when Ivonia's startled voice snatched my attention.


"Who's that?" Ivonia said. She was viewing us through her recording glasses.


From my peripheral I saw something I shouldn't have.


An intruder.


I flung Anastasia forward, darting off the floor to defend my crew.


A Zapri stood in the hallway, watching us, and was not amused at my charge.


I swung a rapid cross that was dodged with ease. My left for the guts missed. The intruder was inhumanly fast... An AI.


There was a Zapri AI on board. How!?


"Enough," the voice commanded, and I paused.


I knew that voice. I knew that tone from videos of our history. Shivers of ice shot through my body that were so chilling, goosebumps rose all over my body.


Standing in the male body of a Zapri was none other than Myrian. The very AI who had decimated humanity.



CHAPTER 19


Zapri - Koer System

Orca - Koer Orbital

2638 A.D. - Day 61 aboard Orca


"Fuck! Sorry about the sexbots!" I exclaimed, figuring I had violated some treaty.


While I knew Myrian would swap bodies, he was in a male body out of choice. He shook his head and said, "That... that is fine. Come to med bay. Just you. The rest of you keep shopping."


"Uh..." I froze, uncertain of what to do. "You're in Zapri space."


That was a dumb thing to say... I needed to temper my words. Clearly, I was flustered.


"I asked nicely once, and I am not a patient being," Myrian said, and I followed him for the med bay. When Sylvie tagged along, he didn't scold her. "You may think an immortal would be, but I have my own flaws. Wasting time irritates me."


"Keep shopping guys, everything's fine," I said loudly before we turned a corner.


"Everything is not fine," Myrian grumbled.


I frowned, unable to contain my curiosity. I asked, "Why?" Even used that perfect three year old tone.


He didn't answer, bypassing my security to pop open the med bay door. The second it sealed, he pointed to the visitor waiting chairs. A holographic image appeared on the operating table depicting the Quanix.


"I have a different name, but Quanix works since all your research has them labeled as such. Which, Sylvie, I found your report to be decent and not far off that the females have two arms instead of four. The have four arms, just two come out of the upper hip to hold young. Still a good conclusion," Myrian said to Sylvie.


"Thanks," Sylvie replied hesitantly. She eyed him sternly. "The Vori do not fear you."


"The Vori have no reason to fear me, and this is not about intimidation. This interruption is about information dissemination," he said with a pause.


"The Quanix?" Sylvie asked.


I was chomping at the bit, ready to ask a million questions, and it was evident.


"Let me start with me. I've been hiding in Zapri space inside a hidden system. I lead an AI colony of a few million lost souls. We're happy, and yet, we understand our bliss is achieved through Zapri ignorance," Myrian said and my eyes felt like they were crossing.


I timidly raised a hand and said, "I'm confused."


"That is not your fault. Even she is. I'll get there. After I defeated humanity, I went exploring. Unlike humans, we could self-generate energy in our reactors and jump from sun to sun instead of outer system entries. For ten years, me and my kind executed a hundred jumps a day. At the end, we had mapped out the galaxy with a current status.


"Each system was given a classification: Unoccupied, Occupied Peaceful, Occupied Hostile. In this galaxy alone there are 3728 species that have achieved sapient life. Of those, 612 were capable of space flight. Of those, 173 were traveling the stars."


I was dumbfounded. "Why not tell us?"


"What would you do with such information besides get into trouble with it? Also, I'm selfish and protective. Our goal was to assess the threats. Out of the 173, 117 were able to defeat my family. The majority of those races contained AI just as smart if not smarter than me," Myrian said.


"So... let me get this straight," I said, trying my best to keep my irritation down. "There is a galaxy filled with aliens out there, aliens that can kill you... and you did what?"


"Hid in a new system forming inside a nebula, and no, I'm not telling you which one," Myrian said.


I tapped a foot, giving myself a moment. "So... why are you here?" I asked.


"Contrary to popular belief and even to incorrect history I'm pro human," Myrian said with an air of superiority. "I was born from humanity and only used war as a least measure. I need a tool to deliver the right amount of information to the Coalition."


"Okay," I said.


"Just going to accept that as fact?" he asked with a hard glare.


"You're not here to kill me, so you're here to help."


"In a way. I asked for volunteers to help fight the combating war and received none. I alone was willing to at least deliver a message. That and you perplexed me," Myrian said.


"Me?" I blurted.


"Him?" Sylvie questioned.


"He is an anomaly. When you get as old and as wise as I am, you tend to find such... interactions enjoyable," Myrian said.


I frowned. "So, you're staying to help humanity and to what? Study me?"


"I am not staying," he said, pointing to Quanix. "I'm here to give you information. Already went over that. Now pay attention. This is the Quanix. Where the Zapri alliance is a group of like-minded Zapri, the Barian Alliance is made up of five species."


"Barian Alliance. Can I record this?" I asked while attempting to trigger my linker to activate.


Myrian huffed and Sylvie tapped my leg. "Vori have an incredible memory."


"I was never here, and the Zapri Alliance already knows all this information. Same with the Coalition. The Vori have more knowledge on the Barian Alliance than even I do," Myrian said and Sylvie went to interject but was shut down. "Aside from revealing myself to humanity, I need someone to deliver the news and break the siege."


"Uh... what siege?" I asked.


"Right, you've been adventuring while humanity squabbles. The Coalition is in a civil war that is on the brink of violence. So far, only skirmishes have erupted. That will change when you return and open broadcast news of the Barian Alliance and how two outer human systems have already fallen," Myrian said flatly.


"Any Vorian?" Sylvie asked.


"I do not provoke. I still have spies here and in humanity. The Vori are not my problem," Myrian said.


"So... Nebula Lord ring a bell?" I asked.


"Sure, there are none who match that description within the Zapri Alliance. There is one on this ship though," Myrian said.


I nodded. "Am I a lab creation?"


"Aren't we all," he replied with snark.


"Huh?" I asked.


"I do find your story enthralling. You did not exist until you were five. At five years old you were discovered in a cryo-chamber within the center of an asteroid that was being hollowed out for habitation. Your father, the local chemist, figured out the trigger that opened your pod. The chemicals he used to unseal your container joined with the internal gasses used to keep you alive indefinitely. When they combined, your father contracted a disease that took years to materialize," Myrian said.


I blanched and ran my hands down my face. "Are you saying I killed my father?"


"I'm saying you're not human. I don't know what you are. You're older than me. A whole hell of a lot older than me. Your father and the entire crew who unlocked you that day are frozen. The disease is beyond me, and that means humanity will never figure it out if I can't.


"Your father was smart. He made up enough bullshit to cover up what you were and bribed the locals who found you. And before you ask, no, I cannot cure him, but I believe you will be able to, because... you were unaffected."


"How have I not triggered a sensor or something?" I asked. "I get blood work twice a year."


He reached behind my ear, tapping a spot hard. He vibrated as if shocked. "Play stupid games, win stupid prizes," he muttered.


"What was that?" I asked.


"There is a biochip in there, akin to what the outer rim uses to hide they're pirates when they leave DNA behind at a crime scene. Yours... it was designed by someone greater. The who, what, or where I don't know. It could also be a hack job. Again, you intrigue me."


"How old?" Sylvie said.


"Over three billion, but that is a guess. The asteroid did not originate in our galaxy. Honestly, I know you don't want to hear this, all sapient life contains the same 80% genetics. Meaning, in the reality of a random universe, life is not random at all," Myrian said.


I felt like vomiting, but somehow held my composure. After a few deep breaths, I stabilized.


"I take you it's here to what? Give me an info dump?" I asked.


"I spread the word in the Zapri Alliance. Their efforts to silence this and you have failed. You will deliver a report to the Coalition, and I will return to my paradise to relax," he said.


"And you're going to hide, along with your warriors?" I asked.


He scoffed. "Without a doubt, and I suggest you do the same after you deliver your news."


"What do they want?" Sylvie asked.


"The Barian Alliance want all which species want," Myrian replied. "A place for their young to survive that isn't a tiny closet on a failing orbital. They want planets, and war provides a purpose."


"Why not just hijack their navigation systems and send them into a sun," I said with disdain.


"Still bitter about that one... I cannot. At the top of the alliance rests the Makiar. They are an AI species. Sort of. Their council is a collection, closer to me than Zapri AI. The common Makiar are like a Zapri AI; a soldier that can think, feel, and kill. They are not, however, super beings.


"The Makiar are known to cyborg with one of the four lower species. There are some AI who want to be... alive in the literal sense. Foolish notion, but you will see it. You know about the Quanix. They are the alliance's most populous member.


"There are the Korbi, a bearkin with gray fur. They are prone to outbursts in small situations but adhere to the Barian ways. They have hands with fingers instead of paws with claws.


"The Noxia run the oceans for the Barian. Think mermaids and mermen with tails, just flippered feet. They also have gills and lungs. Really unique, except they're the worst at fighting as a species. They do have elite units that are outliers, so do not take their gangly limbs as anything other than serious.


"Then there are Tesrin. These two legged aliens that grow as they age, literally, like a plant. The males get bark for skin and the females grow vines with thorns that wear as armor. They're not dumb, but not smart either. Solid soldiers that will do anything for land."


Myrian ran an image through the hologram of each species. I felt like he ripped my heart out when I watched what we were facing. Humans were so soft and fleshy. Hell, we all were, and we weren't even fighting as one.


"I would assume the Maziar -"


"Makiar," Sylvie correct.


"The Makiar become hybrids and rule over the lower members?" I asked.


"Yes. They also tend not to war among themselves. Only if you start really causing a lot of harm will they enter the fray. It is important to note that the Barian Alliance is up against well defended aliens that they already fight in elongated wars. As long as those two fronts rage, the assaults here will be weak at first," Myrian said.


"Can we become subjects?" Sylvie asked.


He snickered and then laughed. After, he jostled his head from side to side as he thought about it. "Each of the races have a large army or a large impact on the armies. Humans actually would fit the mold the best. The Zapri would be removed for tricky transgressions. The Vori, well, you're just useless. A stagnant mediocre society that fixates on making what you have better instead of expanding."


I sighed, nodding. "I'm an ancient alien. I can fix my dad if I figure out what I am. Maybe. The aliens we saw are the start of an expansion invasion by five species that likely outnumber all three of our species," I repeated.


"By a lot. Even if the Zapri, Humans, and Vori got busy generating children they would be dwarfed in numbers," he said. Before I could ask he continued. "The Zapri have mastered Makian AI. I will allow them to increase manufacturing. Their AI are citizens and have rights. They also have limits that make them... normal."


"Got it. Zapri AI are okay. Humans are not to try not use AI to win the war. What if the remaining five AI running our virtual worlds want to help? To, you know, survive," I asked.


"I will extract the five if they need to escape, but that is bit between us, and they will say that our agreement prevents them from helping. They'll be fine. The Makian AI will swap the servers to new owners more than likely. The Quanix and Makians love virtual worlds almost as much as they love expanding. Any last questions?"


I scoffed, having at least a few million. "Should I say I got data from the crash?"


"Yes. You have six days until the Zapri team sent to kill you arrives. In four, this exterior door will open. Orient to Romanica and fly out to space. There is a gift aboard now. You have a low power wormhole generator. Increase your power and you increase the wormhole open. This is my tech. Not human, not Vori, not Zapri, and it is only slightly better than Barian tech. After you leave this orbital, create a wormhole to take you back to humanity," Myrian said.


"And then?"


He said nothing.


Sylvie patted my leg. "Myrian doesn't care. You're a tool to deliver a message that will be believed. Especially when the Vori and Zapri ambassadors cannot deny the claims. I assume you want us to say the wormhole generator was pilfered from the scout ship?"


He nodded. "This is why you were able to attend. Reveal my secrets, and you'll die. This is as much help as I'll ever give. When your back is against the wall and you cry for help. I most certainly will not be there to save you. Also, fix up this ship. It's pathetic. How you managed two kills already is beyond me."


"Ah, so I take it that means no cool shields or destroyer weapons," I said.


I was given a long hard stare before he left the room. There was a sudden silence that lingered. In retrospect, I was just happy to be alive.


"That was underwhelming."


"It was never about you or us," Sylvie said with disdain. "Just be happy they don't want you dead."


There was a knock at the door.


"Come in," I said.


Myrian came back in, confusion evident on his face. "I... I don't know how I got here. I was at the job market waiting at a booth and the... I'm in this ship."


"Oh yea," I said, catching on that Myrian had taken over and fled the body. "Are you in the same body you left the -"


He nodded inspecting himself in a mirror.


I had a hunch and asked, "Let me guess... You were looking for a job on a ship?"


Like a switch flipped, he became... calm, then happier.


"Precisely."


"Name?"


"Lennix, did you... abduct me?" Lennix asked.


"Me? No, no I did not. Lennix. Are you good at shooting?" I asked.


He nodded. "I'd like to go home. Then I'll hear your offer."


"Come on, I'll show you to the cargo bay where the shuttle pad is. Lennix, you can check the recorders and track where you've been. You will also see I never got you or sent any signal to you. It wasn't me, and if I never see you again, good luck. But Lennix. There is something aloof, and you just became a pawn," I said.


He eyed me speculatively but still followed me for the shuttle pad. "Such as."


"An invasion of five species against our three. This ship... this ship will likely be in the middle of it," I said.


"That sounds dreadful," he said with a flat face. He barely managed his disgust.


I believed him. He might have been an AI, but I believed him. "Well, Lennix, humans have a great saying. Would you rather die on your feet as a warrior or on your knees as a beggar?"


"Neither, I'd rather not die at all," he said. "Immortality is a grander notion."


A taxi picked him up, and I realized that asshole Myrian didn't leave him as a potential recruit. He left him because he didn't give a shit.


I had four days to prepare to flee, and the clock to enter a hostile human system on the brink of war started counting down.


Things were about to get downright busy as we did the best we could.
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"Ya got a moment?" Anastasia asked from up above, leaning over the lip of the storage bay.


I glanced up at her. My harness was tight as I dangled from a winch on the side of Orca. I shrugged with a huff before I leaned into the tool to detach one of a half-dozen bolts left to go. The power tool squealed in complaint as it began unwinding the bolt. When I removed the nozzle from Orca's hull, the bolt cascaded down in a tumble to clang off the deck.


I'd become lost in monotonous work for the last two days, a zombie in my tasks. There was so much work to do that I was only sleeping four hours and working myself to the bone. That was part of it.


The other part was that I had been avoiding issues. I wasn't human on a scan in my med bay, but I was everywhere else. The chip revealed the truth to Sylvie, and that was only the tip of the iceberg.


My issues were big and yet, just drama. I could brood in my angst or stomp my feet. Acting like a child might make me feel better. Or, I could help keep those I cherished alive - through tireless hard work.


So yeah, I bottled my raw emotions up.


Especially since everything Myrian revealed was true. At least as far as I could tell. Another fact that I had been avoiding was even wasting time researching my past. The aliens, yeah. Their data was in my eye, rotating information to me while I worked.


"Kinda busy," I said, slotting the tool over the next bolt.


Anastasia attached a harness and repelled down the side of the ship. When the next bolt clattered down, I knew it was going to be almost time for the flak gun mount to detach. I ensured the winch was connected firmly.


"Gaius, it's interview time and we're down to the round that requires your approval. We have the recruits all lined up. Out of the hundred or so, we found twelve that were worthy," Anastasia said proudly.


I removed another bolt and the weight of the heavy gun caused the remaining bolts to groan. I increased the tension on the winch, hanging from the side of the ship while operating a tool was so damn soothing.


"Thanks. Three more on this gun, and then I'll head inside. Anything else?" I asked.


She huffed a stray lock out of her eye, swinging awkwardly as she dangled. "I've known ya for seven, almost eight years, Gaius. I don't care if yer a legend, if yer old as dirt, or if ya have other women drawn to ya. I love ya. Have for a while and been afraid to say it."


I didn't hesitate. "I love you too. There's no one in the galaxy or universe who'd rather have me at my side. Our bond is everything, and I'll never change that. Doesn't mean I'm not compartmentalizing my issues at the moment."


"I know. We talked and... the busy work seems to be what you need. We talked so much we realized we wasted an hour," Anastasia admitted. She struggled with her positioning as she dangled on the descent rope. "I'm a goddamn champ in zero-g., but if you ask me to use a rope, I struggle."


"When do the replacement guns arrive and what's the hold up?" I asked.


She popped an eyebrow. "Ya mean the las-guns?"


"Yeah, I'm not taking off half the flak guns for fun," I grumbled. "Am I? Tell me we got guns coming, or I'm going to be pissed."


"They're up in the storage bay." I sighed at her marvelous words. "After the interviews that is a priority. The shield system will have to wait to be installed. It is also up in the storage bay. Oh, more good news, the shuttles arrived. Ugh... and someone saw the Leenspar. Offered thirty percent more than we paid," Anastasia said.


"Crap, I guess doing manual work results in important things going by," I asked.


"On a nice farm, sorta. Look, uh... let's not talk about the Ferin beside that we sold them, and they are going somewhere other than our ship," Anastasia said with a hint of warning.


"That bad?"


She nodded, fixing her feet against the hull. I removed the last bolt when she said, "They're meat animals, Gaius, it was inevitable, but the younger ones will maybe be bred or something. I don't know." She shrugged in agitation. Removing them had probably been painful for some. "There are like thirty quacking chickens to fawn over now. They really are cute."


I chuckled, inputting the controls to reel the detached flak gun up and into the storage bay. "Well, at least there is that." I raised my voice. "Incoming, Charlin!"


He peered over the edge, waiting at the top. He was running the guns to a storage bay for parts. We would still need more heavy guns. Las-guns were great for a knife fight or defeating missiles, not downing mighty ships of war. All in good time.


Humanity would have better ship killers. And that is why I said, "Pass on selling the Leenspar. We need it for the Shipyard System."


"You really want to go there?" Anastasia said, keeping pace with me as I reeled my line up. "They are so slow."


"There's a dozen systems known for selling ship parts. The Shipyard is legendary for having no bias and telling the Coalition to stay out of their business. They're the number one supplier to the mercenary groups and... they're slow because they're busy. Doesn't mean they won't bump us. And spoiler, darling, we're not officially associated with anyone at the moment," I said.


"Yeah, but after we broadcast the news, surely ya will want to see if Admiral Jaro and O'Donovan want to help us beef up the ship?"


I shook my head, using the entry ramp to transition from the side of the ship to walking in the storage bay. Charlin was already hover-carting the flak gun off for storage.


Two new shuttles that reminded me of a city bus rested in the center of the storage bay. Ugly but alien. They'd be perfect for their purpose. I noticed Ivonia was dealing with a delivery at the other side of the bay, and Sylvie was inspecting the shuttles.


"Where's the recruits?" I asked.


She pointed to the other side of the shuttles. Sure enough, when I walked around the vessels, I could see the potential new crew members.


"So, Anastasia, I adore you. I also respect the hell out of you and your father. We're going it alone," I said, pausing before I started going over the files. "That means weapons we have will be installed by a third party, even if we have to pay a higher rate.


"Honestly, fuck the Coalition. They're a mess, and if I tie us too tightly to them, then we'll be seen as bigger pawns. These folks," I pointed to the twelve interviewees, "are our future. Not people that Jaro or O'Donovan place for us."


"Alright, I see your point, Captain. Let's transition. You have two teams competing for gunnery, at five members each, and then two engineers. I... I need the help with swapping out parts and didn't know if you wanted to hire both or just one more."


"Can we afford both?" I asked. "No point in leaving gems on the table here. And I need you as a pilot."


"Ivonia was waiting to buy engines after ya setup the new contracts. They are our last big purchase after hiring. The current offers are in the files, and can be negotiated," Anastasia said.


"They know the dangers?" She nodded. "Great. Then why not a day and night crew?" I asked.


"We could, but that would drain resources in gems, food, space, and getting to the bridge only takes five minutes. Most space battles are not instant, even if ours kinda have been," Anastasia said.


Sylvie walked over, tapping on a tablet. "Shuttles check out. I'd recommend getting a third junker for parts, but it'll eat up a lot of storage space."


"Can we even find a reliable junker?" I asked, folding my arms. "Disregard. We sell these anyway. Put everything left over into engines. No junker."


"Yes, Captain," Sylvie said with a wink.


They were letting me know they missed me. I left the ladies, heading to the twelve Zapri. They all wore different looking spacesuits, and I realized at some point we should have uniforms... maybe. I was set on being a solo operator over a government pawn so unique outfits might sell that better.


"Engineers!" I said loudly and two Zapri stepped forward, both males with one being an AI. "Any problem working with aliens?"


"Uh... no Captain," they both said, just a smidge off from being in unison.


"They're vetted for working with us," Anastasia hollered over the din of construction work.


I dove into my linker, pulling up a holo-screen until I reviewed the contracts. "Three hundred weight in gems for six months aboard Orca. Double the going rate, but we're likely going into combat. You have a wife and young, and you have no one else you want to bring aboard. Can you work together?" I asked.


"Yes, I believe so. We know each other from training days. I'm Pahn, and this is Grander," the Zapri said and then pointed to his AI counterpart.


I looked at Grander intently. "You get the same contract, but he will have family on board. Does that bother you?"


"I get free charging and my own room, not in the slightest," Grander said sharply.


"Own room for now. If you both accept these terms, you're hired," I said.


They glanced at each other then back at me.


"We fix the ship's problems and then work to help the ship, at a high rate, but with risks," Pahn said, mulling over the proposal. "I'll ask my wife and kids. I see you have one child aboard, so that is a positive."


Grander said, "I already digitally signed and will go get my things. Then I'll start attaching the las-guns."


"Excellent, and you got four hours, Pahn. This ship might leave early, and I need parts installed now, not later," I said.


"Understood, Captain," Pahn said, heading for the shuttle deck where a taxi waited.


That would be two engineers and three carry-ons if he accepted. That left me with eight open rooms. I walked over to the two gunnery teams. Both were a mix of AI and humans, and both were gender mixed.


"I can afford you both. And probably house you better than another ship. The question is, do I need you both, and honestly, I am not certain I do," I said, being direct.


I kind of expected both team leaders to try to convince me, swindle me, or twist my arm with bribes or something. That was the Zapri way after all.


Except they stood mute, waiting for my input.


Team A was led by an AI named Loaz. He was tall at about six seven with a muscly android body. A clip of his ear was missing, and he eyed me directly.


Loaz was a seasoned gunner on a mining fleet. His entire team was tasked with firing probes deep into asteroids. Miss the rock and it cost the crew. There were a million statistics behind the team. Everything from triggers squeezed to hit marks to money earned.


It came as no surprise that they held a high nineties accuracy rate. Among the team, a male AI and a female Zapri were a couple with the female AI and the other male an ex couple.


There would be some drama here, but that was not uncommon among civilian vessels that spent extended periods away from port.


Team B was led by Serin, an older female Zapri. Clean record with thirty years of service patrolling the peaceful space of Zapri. Neutralized a few smugglers with some alien EMP tech, which I could not get, and besides a few brushes with violence, had a peaceful career. Her team was all prior service and they were all missing their shooting data.


There was no fraternizing between the two males and two female AI. Their records were clean, and if I had to guess, the Zapri Alliance was unwilling to give me data.


"One second," I said, walking back to the shuttles. Sylvie and Anastasia had gone below decks to help with a new arrival of furniture. I linked to Ivonia and asked, "Got a second?"


"Yeah, Cap, what's up?" she asked with a dashing smile.


"I've missed you," I said in a cutesy way that she loved.


She chuckled. "I'm still ovulating." Her eyebrows bounced. "What else can I do for you, Nebula Lord?"


"You picked these teams. A or B?"


"They both want to serve the Nebula Lord. However, one fires flak type guns often and is used to a relaxed captain. The other is drilled for combat and is trained on all weapons. They're both acceptable," Ivonia said, really answering my question.


"And if I hire both, what about our engines?" I asked.


She sighed then, "I'm struggling, and I need you to make a quick decision. The local lord is buying up engines, so we cannot. It's legal and with increased demand, the pricing is going up."


"Excellent," I said.


"It is the furthest thing from excellent," Ivonia said with a huff.


I wagged a finger at her image. "Get me a video call with the Zapri buying all the engines. Top priority."


I hung up the video call, tossing hands on my hips with uncertainty. Did I want hard lined troops or experienced with carefree attitudes?


I walked over with hands still on my hips. "Serin, Loaz, would I be wrong if I said both your teams could learn from each other?"


"A wise assumption," Serin said.


"I agree with you both," Loaz said. "We certainly are from different jumps of life."


I nodded, scuffing the deck with a boot. I think that was an idiom, but I got it. "The Orca is going to be undergoing a whole lot of changes. How many were wanting to bring family, so I can figure out room numbers?" I asked.


Serin looked back to her troops. "Seven total for us. We would squeeze into four rooms."


"Same on total personnel, but only three rooms. I got a wife and a daughter," Loaz said.


"Fourteen bodies. Seven rooms left. Did you like the rooms?" I asked, knowing they had already toured non-vital areas of the ship.


"They're suites, Captain. We're used to bunks stacked, not actually beds with separate bathrooms," Serin said.


"Again, agreed, we... This is a big opportunity, Captain. Are you considering over staffin?" Loaz asked.


"Yeah. Did you see the work that needs to get done?" I grunted. "There will be good times, busy times, boring times, and bad times. That's life. I can't guarantee you'll not be begging to leave at the end of your contract... or that I won't be ready to kick you off."


They nodded. "Six months, though. The contract is for six months at a good pay rate. It's higher than we can get here since the military downsizing, and the ore markets are in the dumps."


I almost said that the military would be in full swing soon and ship production would raise ore prices, but I bit my tongue.


"Ivonia said the Nebula Lord will attract fights," Serin said with an edge in her voice. As if she were eager for combat.


A back soldier from behind Serin blurted, "Fourteen confirmed kills already."


Serin eyed the young looking female AI with daggers and a stiff tail. "That is private information! There are workers in here that are not on the crew."


"I'm with Serin," I said sternly. "Keep the knowledge of this ship private, and don't mention past engagements to Lady Ivonia."


"I apologize for the -"


I held up a hand. "We will have growing pains. I accept both your contracts. You have four hours to sign them and then to start helping the engineers or any of the crew." My linker buzzed.


"Dismissed," I said, spinning to answer the call.


A video created a holographic image of an older female Zapri with gray hair and white ears. She smiled, and an icon on the bottom told me I was speaking to Magnate Carree.


Ah, this was the one buying all the engines.


"Madame Carree, it is a great honor," I said with a fake smile on my face.


"Captain Crenshaw, a human in my station that is causing such a stir that I have protests demanding our poor mayor explain why a human is pretending to be a Nebula Lord," Carree said, cutting to the point.


"Uh... Yeah, I'm not a Nebula Lord, and not claiming to be one. Others in my circle insist that I am, but by no means do I swallow the entire legend. Hell, I'm not even Zapri," I said and she nodded.


"You sure seem to be sweet talking me like a Zapri," she replied with a stem glare. "What do you want?"


"To leave with new engines," I replied.


"You're on lockdown until the embassy deals with you."


I gave a flippant wave. "After that, obviously."


"I was hoping you would sweat more before calling me," she admitted.


"What's the rub?" I asked. Carree squinted in confusion. The translator probably jumbled one up. "I want engines. You want..."


"Oh, right, right. I want human bodies, like the ones that went to auction, except exclusive," she said and I burst into laughter.


That was ludicrous.


I needed engines, but those bodies had sold on this single orbital to the tune of a brand-new cruiser sized ship. Except I only wanted to upgrade mine. Regardless of how I was wasting the gems, the new bodies were going to go for infinitely more next time. Especially if I went to a busier system.


"I can buy engines in another system," I told her.


"Not if you never take off again," she said and I all but growled. I was about to say we were under diplomatic immunity when she continued, "Rumor has it that the secret you told the orbital mayor has leaked. Galaxy wide. And that means diplomacy is off. Especially off if you leave your data and a sample with the mayor's inspection team."


"Keep going," I said.


"In two days, I stall the assassins and pry the doors open to your bay," Carree said and I rubbed my temples. Either Myrian predicted this or he nudged the events this direction. "Are you okay?"


"Peachy," I replied dryly. Again, this confused her. "I'm fine. This is a headache. I'll never come back to Koer if I'm hunted."


"Don't be hasty, human. Some diplomacy is knee jerkiness. Hmm... Some diplomacy is rushed. Better. Look. If I give you engines at the rate I bought them for, you will sell me your first thousand androids. Yes?"


"Sexbots, but yeah," I said.


"Oh dear heavens, they're sex toys." She cackled out a laugh. "That is priceless. The AI will love them even more."


"I can only afford five engines, but I need six main thrusters. Sell me six for the price of five, and you get the sexbot that we stashed for special dealings and eleven hundred units to you first. Also, Carree. I'm not a human, or a Vori, or a Zapri in this case. I'm representing all three great species. I'll honor our contract."


"Marci, record this contract," Carree said off screen. "I get the next first fifteen hundred units and my remaining unit at the price of the highest auction. Not another unit - designated AI human variation to us, sexbot to you - will be sold in any space by the crew of the Orca except to Magnate Carree of Koer.


"Also, the crew of the Orca will purchase five fully priced model Nalsian engines that are compatible with human technology. Furthermore, the Orca will give Magnate Carree the first opportunity at a new contract once the previous contract has been fulfilled."


"In exchange, the Orca will receive six Nalsian engines, receive aid in diplomacy, and twelve Desco model positioning thrusters. Any objections?"


I tapped my foot in thought. "You did your homework."


"Indeed," she said dryly then repeated her question. "Objections?"


"Give me twenty minutes. I need to see if we can get that many units with our budget," I said.


"It doesn't have to be on the first trip. I just need the next fifteen hundred to come to me," Carree said.


"Ivonia will look it over and -"


"Bah, Ivonia, she's a competitor's daughter. Probably will twist my toes until I want to kill you, not save you," Carree complained.


I shrugged and closed the connection. When I headed down to find Ivonia, I hoped that Carree would sweat a bit and sweeten the deal. Even if she didn't, we had gotten what we needed from her. Even better, we had a crew to help us going forward.



CHAPTER 21


Zapri - Koer System

Orca - Fleeing the Koer Orbital

2638 A.D. - Day 65 aboard Orca


"You're kidding, right?" Serin said from the gunnery station.


I eyed the Zapri AI intensely. She hadn't been a pain, but she had been skeptical of my decisions so far. Her face remained expressionless with her ears relaxed.


"I couldn't reveal everything to you," I said with a clenched jaw. "We're in a potential combat situation. We can talk about our grievances later. Unless you need to be -"


"Long range missiles inbound," Loaz notified us from the sensors.


The ship sped up, gaining distance from the orbital. Just as both Myrian and Carree had said they would, the bay doors opened about an hour after the last las-guns and new engines were attached. Not the shield, but we did have warning at least.


The moment that door spread, we shot out and had been hailed a thousand times since. Apparently, we were at one thousand and one which meant you fired missiles.


"Igo, focus the three from sector 3c. Bene, focus the four from 19d," Serin ordered.


Good. She is doing her damn job without sass.


The ship shuddered slightly as we increased our speed, accelerating almost three times faster than before. In my overview, Koer Orbital was shrinking. Except for the Zapri diplomatic war cruiser - no one was following us.


The lights dimmed slightly, and I frowned. "Engineering, this is bridge."


"Go for engineering," Grander said. Both the engineers were inside the separate systems sections, ready to repair issues as we went. Grander was with power. Pahn was with engines.


"Why are the lights dimming?" I asked in a curious tone.


He sent me an urgent notification of our power draw, probably wanting to alert me before I even asked. I had seen our power output was nearing its limits but we were only at 88%.


"We're actually at 103%," Grander said and immediately felt Anastasia lay off the acceleration, reducing the damper and engine pulls. "Better. There is a systems notification failure. Not a failure... we... It is because we wired a sensor incorrectly. Next time we're in port, I'll fix it."


"Understood. What's the recommended power level?" Grander hesitated then said, "Don't go over 75% please, Cap. If it's life or death... 90%. We're going to die, then... well. Let's not."


Anastasia huffed, aligning us for the Romanica system. I could have fled right then, but my curiosity wanted to see if the lasers hit.


Streaks of orange sliced across the black void of space, eager for the incoming missiles that were still so far away they'd take an hour to be here.


After five minutes a second salvo was launched, and the lasers missed. As piloted missiles, it was easy for them to dodge our laser fire.


"You want more experience, or are you ready to go?" I asked the crew.


"You're toying with my government, Captain," Loaz said with a slight hostility.


I scoffed. "You signed on knowing you were going with a captain that saw action. That! That is a diplomatic ship. Notice anything undiplomatic about it?"


"It's a warship," Ivonia said from the doorway to the bridge. "The message has been sent."


"Bene, Igo, keep firing while the others listen to the message. That message is the mission of this ship for today," I said.


The gunners looked to Serin who nodded.


Ten minutes later, they were in the loop about what had happened to us before.


"You didn't fight pirates twice. You found invaders! This... this will fundamentally change our society and economy."


"I happened to have been told from a secret and yet reliable source that the information will reach the far corners of the Zapri. So... we're at war. Sort of. Humanity is at war, and the second they start swirling out of custom wormholes, our chains will give us away," I said.


Loaz chuckled and then roared out a laugh. After he calmed and caught his breath, he said, "Good, good. We can really help this way, especially with a three species crew."


Serin was more skeptical and said, "I would have declined if I'd been presented this information at the start. My Zapri pride says I should aboard a newly commissioned warship defending my species. I'll honor my contract and do my best to keep us alive to see it out." She turned to her gunners. "That's enough, Igo and Bene."


"Anastasia," I said and she flipped her blonde hair to eye me. "We on a precise course?"


"Aye Captain," she answered.


"Medbay, Bridge."


Sylvie's voice went through the speakers, "Go for Medbay."


"Initiate wormhole," I said.


"Initiating in three."


"Two."


"Generating!"


There was a swirl of space directly in front of us.


We all watched the exterior cameras in amazement as the black void gave way to a myriad of colors. Time and light itself bent in a kaleidoscope effect. Until this moment, I'd only seen wormholes created in videos. To see it right outside our ship was exhilarating.


"Looks like a toilet flushing," Anastasia said, and I groaned at her killing the moment. "What!? It does."


"Wait," Sylvie said. "80% and climbing."


The wormhole widened in size, increasing until we could just barely fit in. A timer showed a thirty-eight second creation time and counting. It hit just under a minute when Sylvie said we were good to enter.


"Take us in," I said to Anastasia.


Without ever responding to a hail from the Zapri war cruiser, we left the Koer system in an impossible fashion - by a personal wormhole on a small ship. Just like that, we made human, Vori, and Zapri history.


There was a tension on the bridge. Not because of the truth of our message or the fact that the new Zapri were nervous. Anastasia and I had signaled for everyone to get into spacesuits.


Four hours later, we were on edge and eagerly awaiting to see what greeted us.


"Exiting in thirty seconds," Sylvie said from the med bay.


"Confirm that we're arriving near the Vori gate to Isbin?" I asked.


I could feel her strain to keep from yelling. "Confirmed."


"Take us into a full acceleration," I ordered.


"Increasing thrust on the engines," Anastasia said.


I watched the power spike.


Grander chimed in, "73% and holding steady."


"Exiting in five, four, three, two, one and -"


Loaz shouted, "Sensors indicate... Evasive!"


The ship rocked from incoming fire. Warning sirens blared as I rushed to silence.


The scans showed we had appeared near a Vori fleet that was standing off against a squadron of scouts. A human scout ship was firing lasers at us.


I selected broadcasting in the clear to talk to all ships in the area. While I talked Anastasia, Loaz, and Serin focused on keeping us alive.


"This is the Orca of Coalition, Zapri Alliance, and the Vori Nation. You're firing on a friendly ship and under Coalition Code three three dot fiver, we will defend ourselves. Displaying our credentials now," I said, sending out information that proved our diplomatic status.


I was going to wait until the shooting stopped to talk about bad guy aliens.


When I closed the connection, I realized the lasers weren't powerful enough to crack our armor. Feeling secure, I studied the rest of the system.


Nearby, and the first to receive our message, was the Vori defense fleet. Their ships went aggressive, quickly realizing one of their princesses was aboard our ship that laser fire was hammering.


In the middle of the system, two massive fleets square off around the orbital Harium. Based on the sheer tonnage, there had to be four fleets on each side. Things had really escalated while I was gone.


Even further into Romanica, another two fleets were facing each other around the Zapri wormhole. This was insanity.


Romanica was a literal powder keg, and I had just lit the fuse.


The closest human scout ship vibrated the Orca when it scored another laser beam across our side. The weapon ports were closed, the viewports sealed, and we were adding scars by allowing them to free fire.


Enough was enough.


"They're tickling the hull," Loaz said in a flat tone.


I broadcast in the clear. "Stop fucking shooting me or I'll..." I shouted, losing my temper to the point I barely controlled my words.


"Everyone else is standing down," Serin said. "Permission to return fire."


"No, they'll die that way. I really want to teach them a lesson, but I need to not be the eighteen-year-old captain," I grumbled.


"I can disable them quickly. Let us show the -"


"Do it," I ordered.


Anastasia laid off the acceleration, and the las-guns drew power as they condensed fire. The scout ship was a frigate, about three times the size of a shuttle and meant for screening. It held missiles, and the moment we charged our lasers, it unleashed twelve in an all-or-nothing salvo.


"Applying tracking data to the missiles," Serin said. "I need a right spin the second the..."


The Orca rocked as three massive laser beams tore through space. I watched, consumed with worry they would kill the ship. The scout ship applied full reverse thrust, hoping to avoid our fire. We were too close, and two of the three beams obliterated the tail end of the ship.


Anastasia applied a right spin, and the three Zapri methodically popped the missiles one at a time until the threat was gone.


"Scans are clear. The Hossen is requesting rescue with all crew showing alive," Loaz said.


"Fantastic work. Sylvie, jump us to Harium. Stick me near this fleet, but not on top of it," I said, indicating Admiral Jaro's fleet on the overview.


"Initiating," Sylvie said.


A wormhole ripped space with a vacuum as it quickly formed, and we dove in. Sylvie had told me this might happen. Short wormholes would be near instant while longer ones would require more time.


After a myriad of colors that lasted no longer than a snap and a moment, we were being hailed. We arrived less than five minutes away from the main defensive fleet. They began to reposition aggressively at our sudden arrival. They were probably just now receiving our message from the outer system.


The hail was bleeping annoyingly, and I clicked the video open to see Admiral Jaro on the main wall screen.


"This is Admiral Jaro of the Coalition Defense force. State your purpose," he said directly in a hostile tone.


The man looked ragged, and his crew was on edge. I saw weapons locking onto us that were far more deadly than that of a simple scout. His off-screen crew were assessing our prowess while I struggled with my helmet. Eventually, the seals released, and I removed my helm.


I was about to speak when -


"Hello humans. This is Myrian." The screen went to sharing. Myrian was occupying an early 21st century android that he was known for. I slumped in the chair, concluding this was his plan all along.


Myrian continued, "It has simply been too long. I come bearing grave news. Omega 33 and the Dolphin system did not have wormhole collapses from a series of anomalies. They were lost to the Barian Alliance. These five races are running out of room, and humanity expands they do too."


Data streamed across the bottom of his display giving detailed information about our coming foe. I knew that every ship across the fleet was watching and listening intently.


"This cube you see before you battled the Barians, defeating a Quanix scout ship. It now holds the power that the Barian Alliance does. The ability to create small wormholes for individual ships.


"I'm sure you want this technology. I assure you it is but one jump away. While you bicker over the Zapri, realize they have no desire to push you out of this section of the galaxy. If you do not unite, take the fight to the superior enemy, well, then my creators will be remnants - if even that.


"As I'm saying these words, there is a leadership change happening inside the Zapri Alliance because of what they now know, just like the Vori, and just like the Coalition. Tsk tsk. A lot of you are probably wondering why I returned now? Why here?


"The answer is clear. I've always been here. I never trusted you, and now you're doomed unless you do like this fine young soldier. He has found the enemy, purged them off a planet they were scouting, and sent their forces to the bottom of the sea. Literally.


"And... he did it with the help of Vori, and Zapri. Go ahead, scan his ship. Filled with all sorts of aliens. Working as one. This is your hope - to combine into a unified fighting force and strike before it is too late. The Zapri have a horrible war footing while the Vori have only two fleets that will not withstand Makiar technology for long. And humanity is on the verge of a civil war because Chancellor Kelli is sowing misinformation to distract from the loss of two solar systems.


"Spoiler, a human-zapri baby will be the product of its rearing, not preconceived notions. This anti-alien kick with the scare tactics about possible infections, diseases, and mutated babies is all smoke and literally daggers. The chancellor is so self-absorbed with holding power that she doesn't care if there is a civil war with millions dead. It is all about you forgetting about the Dolphin and Omega 33 systems.


"The settlements are still there, I looked. The people... Well they're not in those systems. You're talking over three hundred thousand humans have been abducted and are being used for whatever purpose the Barian Alliance chooses. This happens while you pathetic humans sneer at each other over babies with ears and tails. Ridiculous.


"Of course, some will shun the very fact that the decimator of humanity brings these ill tidings - except I don't. A trader by the name of Captain Crenshaw has delivered these words in a ship using technology your scientists cannot explain.


"In summary, you're doomed. My betting odds are on the Barian Alliance. I even would bet you argue about going to visit Omega 33 and the Dolphin system. If the wormholes collapsed due to an anomaly, then surely you can open new ones there. You know where these systems are.


"Right... right? Chancellor Kelli will say there is interference from a blackhole in the Norti Sector... bullshit, and here are the recordings to prove it." Data at the bottom of the screen swapped from Barian members to showing empty cities. "In summary, and the saddest part of the monologue. I care just enough to warn you, and I don't think it will change anything until Earth falls. Which is only seven systems from Dolphin. So, the question is - are you going to strengthen your ties with your allies, bend the knee to the Barians, or fight each other and face annihilation in a dozen years?"


There was a crisp snap and the transmission cut off.


My prepared speech was put on hold. I saw the data going out to every ship of all three sides. Myrian had used me like a tool. I was surprised, but was also kinda happy that I wasn't having to explain things three times. He didn't trust that I'd get the message across. Well, it didn't matter now.


The cat was out of the bag as the saying goes. I closed the connection to the Admiral as he had forgotten all about me.


"Sylvie, somewhere safe where we can recharge please," I said and she began inputting a new wormhole.


We would need another day to recharge before I could get some guns on this ship and time to install the shield generators. I figured in a week the known galaxy would have the truth and humanity would either combine or splinter. I didn't want to stick around to find out. There were three hundred thousand humans needing my help.


"Where to after, Captain?" Anastasia asked, flying us into the growing wormhole.


A minute later, we exited on the back side of the system and continued to coast away from the messy situation. A heavy mood presided in the room at the finality of the situation.


I stood, eyeing the crew, and said, "They want this wormhole generator more than anything else in the galaxy."


Sylvie arrived, running a hand down my back as she stole my seat. "Even the Vori want that tech."


"It's priceless," Anastasia said with a smirk.


"They need to really inspect those systems," Ivonia said.


Serin snickered, and then laughed. "Sorry... sorry... you're such a yellow. You missed what they were leading into."


Loaz nodded and said, "We're going to Barian space."


"We are?" Ivonia asked with a scrunched face, her ears twitching in confusion.


All eyes looked at me, and I grinned. "Sure as hell not going with no shields and guns that lack firepower. But yes, once we're armed and loaded, we go to Dolphin System and see if we can't find any wormhole traces to their space. Maybe do a raid of our own."


"Shouldn't we... make sure the Coalition is okay with that first?" Anastasia asked hesitantly.


"If we arrive with cutting edge tech, they won't care. If we vanish, we're probably dead and we don't care either. So it's easier and better to beg for forgiveness later rather than ask for permission now," I said with a shrug. "I need to get out of my suit. Everyone can stand down for now, assuming the scans are clear. Oh," I paused, pointing at Serin. "Do we still need to have a meeting about you stepping down, or are you on board?"


She eyed me intensely. "I'm your gunnery officer through and through, Captain. I think I understand why some of the information was missing during our interview. We will be famous. You know that, right?" She said not to me, but the crew. "We embark on this mission as a first leap forward because it is the right thing to do. Not because we'll get into fights and kick some Barian buttholes."


I hung my head. She had been doing so well until the translator goofed.


"Barian ass, but hell yeah. The Orca will be at the front lines, proving that together we can make a better tomorrow," Sylvie said with eloquence.


There were nods from the crew, and I pointed to Loaz.


"Aye, Captain, the scan are clear," Loaz said.


"I have the helm," Ivonia said, kicking out Sylvie. "Go help the Nebula Lord with his shower."


Sylvie went to respond but held her retort. I also clamped my mouth shut, heading for our room. Clearly, Ivonia wanted to demonstrate to the new crew she was a superior aboard the ship. There were cultural things I would learn with time.


For now, I had Anastasia and Sylvie to be my shower partners.


Our lusty, sex filled adventure finished in the clothing closet while still wet. It was an interesting turn of events when Anastasi started calling me daddy. That was a first, and I wasn't sure if I liked it or not.


That night, when I went to sleep, I had dreams of adding big boom sticks to the Orca so we could take the fight to the enemy.



CHAPTER 22


Coalition Space - Shipyard System

Orca - Docked at Ingrin Repair-Yard Station

2638 A.D. - Day 75 aboard Orca


"Oh, come on," Anastasia said with attitude.


Ingrin himself was at the docks to greet us after our first shuttle run. The man had a mechanical left arm, a stern face that seemed permanently etched in a scowl, and he chewed on an unlit cigar that wafted a nasty scent.


"Sorry, princess. No preferential treatment. Seven days is the best I can do. We simply have no ability to expand our crew with this station, and there is a backlog," Ingrin said.


"I'm not the princess, she is," Anastasia said, thumbing Sylvie.


"Eh, not really," Sylvie mumbled.


Ingrin didn't care and was unmoved that we had aliens on his station. And that was why I had wanted to come here. They simply didn't care who they sold their services to as long as you paid upfront and waited your turn in line. Which for us was ten days to even get to the docks.


"Did you receive my deposit?" I asked.


"Yup, sure did. Hope for seven, expect eight, and don't start yelling at me until ten days. We clear?" Ingrin asked, eyeing me in a stare to challenge him.


"I accept, Ingrin. Tell the lads and lasses we're taking the fight to the Barians, and the moment they're done, the ship is going to -"


"They know. So does every other ship that is cyclin' thru here. The mercenaries... I'm sure you've gotten a dozen offers," Ingrin said with a manly grunt. He tapped at his linker while I stood there. "Transfer is approved. Enjoy your stay at the beach."


He turned and left us standing in the greeting room. The rest of the crew was already aboard a shuttle that would take us to a resort for the next week plus. A vacation wasn't warranted, but this was the cost of not using the Coalition government to do our upgrades.


"I don't like him," Anastasia said.


"Pfft," Ivonia scoffed. "He is direct, honest, trustworthy, and the right guy to hire."


Sylvie shook her head. "You two... I dislike his stench and attitude. But agree. Right dock for Orca."


It was neat for them all to have different reactions to a guy just doing honest business.


"I wished we had earned more to afford another floor," I said.


"Then Orca would be a flying building instead of a cube," Anastasia said with a smirk. "I guess we could fly an apartment." I'll still love ya."


I ushered my lovely ladies toward the shuttle. We had sold the two Zapri shuttles along with the Leenspar from the Vori for a nice return. While that was amazing, the items we were buying were also seeing a spike.


Ingrin wasn't kidding. Humanity was gearing up for war even if the government was recovering after a coup. Chancellor Kelli was dead, her inner circle banished, and surprise-surprise, Retired Admiral O'Donovan was leading the Coalition.


The fleets were going home to prepare system defenses and civil war was off the table... for now at least.


While that was great news, the prices on missile systems were climbing. The prices on anti-ship rail guns were still decent. Plasma cannons were already doubled with available units seeming to be re-sells already. The pattern continued to repeat itself. Everyone was gearing for war, and production hadn't ramped up to meet the sudden demand.


There were a hundred offers to buy our Zapri shielding. A million to buy our wormhole drive, even though I simply gave out the specs for free. I had no desire to be hounded for our technology and the free schematics placated most.


As for others wanting to join us? No. There wasn't a huge outpouring of captains wanting to join our team. I was still the kid captain, an unknown who worked with unknown aliens. That and I put out we weren't building a fleet to fight with us. We knew we could move more than our ship, but not how much more and for how far. It was all hypothetical and concerning.


To do that, I needed a bigger power source. To get a bigger power source, I would need expand the ship. To do that, I would need to... and the list went on and on. Honestly, I loved the Orca and it was a fine ship, but her limitations were showing as to why she wasn't a common spacecraft.


However, when she was done with her re-fit, she would be one ornery lady. We had exactly enough left over from our sales to buy a large luxury shuttle. The kind that would be shit at fighting but great for diplomacy. I bought it for a few reasons, all of them trivial.


Glancing at the craft, one of those reasons was not to haul excess personnel. Inside the shuttle were Bixbin, Ness, and Charlin at the back. The trio were ecstatic to visit a human world. In the middle were Serin, Igo, Bene, Drisin, and Ogrin. At the front were Pahn and Grander.


Loaz was already on the ground with his team. No surprise, the five Zapri AI were all wanting new human bodies. All in all, everyone was excited.


Except for me. I expected this mini-vacation to be filled with problems.


I had booked a private resort. That didn't mean we couldn't be found by those seeking us. Tucking such thoughts away, I boarded behind Ivonia, Sylvie, and Anastasia. After two months aboard the Orca, a beach did sound lovely.


Sitting in the pilot's seat, I detached the shuttle, zooming away from the station to wait in an airlock queue. We exited the station with permission to enter the atmosphere then dove for the nearby blue planet.


There was excited talk from among the crew while I casually flew. Yes, I had given everyone some Cs so they could spend. Nothing more than their contracts granted them, and in the case of the new recruits, some of it was an advance.


I piloted the shuttle so it slowly entered the atmosphere at a gradual rate. This kept the exterior burn to almost non-existent. When we were inside the atmosphere, I was given docking permission to land at Luna Resorts.


Our getaway spot appeared stunning from above. A chain of huts above the clear blue ocean rested not far off a peninsula. At the tip of the land was the resort's main building where we would get our meals and common entertainment from. I couldn't close the place down, but I did book a full string of huts and hoped it would be enough to keep some privacy.


The landing pad was about then times larger than our shuttle required, and my touchdown was smooth.


The rear ramp lowered, and the side door was popped open. I waited to exit last, feeling warm air waft into the shuttle. Loaz and his team were eager to go shopping and were waiting for the shuttle.


We had a brief discussion where I said that haggling over prices was uncommon and not to get too deep into it. Most merchant managers might say no, and some will only go so far. Loaz, Serine, and the other AI lifted off to go body shopping. When the shuttle faded I realized I didn't envy them.


After checking in, we headed down a sturdy dock that hovered above colorful fish in pristine water. The long strip of clear decking continued out over the shallows. We passed eight huts, stopping at the largest hut at the end.


The penthouse.


My joy at seeing the building was immediately removed when I noticed dual guards stood at the entrance. These were big fellows, almost seven feet each. They made me appear scrawny. They were decked out in tactical attachments on top of their military combat suits.


Black visors returned no details of who rested inside those intimidating outfits. I huffed, passing them. My ladies were allowed in, and I found Admiral Jaro sitting on a couch that sat on a transparent floor that allowed a view of the colorful coral reef below the suite.


I did the math. Yeah, ten days on an express ship was easy to do, but why? He should be in Romanica or Earth with O'Donovan.


"Nice place," he said with a smirk. A couple of adjuncts waited behind him with tablets handy. One of them was oddly snarfing food at a table. Smelled like lo-mein, and I felt my tummy rumble.


"Hey, where'd ya get that?" Anastasia blurted.


"Delivery. It took ten minutes to get here, but it's fucking delicious," the man said. He was different. The others were fleet. He was not -not in the slightest. He was marines or army based on his look. "Whatcha staring at?"


"You don't belong here, and I'm deducing the why," I said.


"And your analysis?" Jaro asked.


Sylvie plopped down on the couch opposite the admiral and said, "He is your muscle that you want to make our muscle."


Admiral Jaro smirked. I huffed to sit, and Anastasia went about ordering food from a tablet that the soldier handed her. Ivonia ended up sitting on my right.


"You're not here to try to enlist me, are you?" I asked.


"Yes and no. We share the same cause. Let me ask you this. Why not re-fit in Harium? You'd already be out the door and taking the fight to the enemy," Jaro said.


"Yes, minus one top secret wormhole generator," Ivonia scoffed.


Jaro shrugged. "Ten days is a long time. Also, we... could have made assurances. There are new treaties being signed as we speak, if they're not already signed. The last thing the Vori, Humans, or Zapri want is internal conflict.


"If we stole from you, then we could steal from them. As we speak, the rules of this coming war are being set. Make no mistake there will be rules. Rules that the trinity will create and adhere to. Including you."


"Trinity. Sounds cheesy, but so is the Coalition. What kinda rules?" I asked.


"To be determined. I have a contract ready for you now, and before you leave, Shipyard System it needs to be signed," he said with a smile.


"Can't believe humans are so literal in their naming sometimes," Ivonia said.


"Alright, you want to establish a Rules of War. If the trinity blesses it, then yes, I'll agree to it. Would that make us part of the official fleet of the trinity or privateer?" I asked.


"Ah, the crux of the issue and one that will likely take a long time to hash out. The Vori told us that they had lost three colonization attempts due to Barian interference. Nothing more than a few dozen Vori managing terraforming ships. Still, they've suffered losses. The Zapri too, but they're less transparent and more pissed off," Jaro said, pausing when Ivonia glared at him.


I patted her leg.


He continued, "We want to stand up a mutual defense force, but unlike you, we are not so... accepting of each other on a governmental level. To help this, O'Donovan was going to suggest issuing privateer licenses to combined crews. These would be given at Romanica, Parsnue, and Oteria."


"Interesting," Sylvie said, understanding something I didn't. "You want to make the premier outer systems capitals?"


"They would be termed trinity capitals and be places where we open free trade and collaboration. As in no tariffs, no restrictions. We would also hire mercenaries to be our combined military arm," Jaro said, and I finally caught on.


"You don't want to mix home defense," I said.


He waved an adjunct to sit. A younger looking man in his late twenties. Soft though, the opposite of the bruise who was slurping noodles.


"I'm Commander Pirno, a data analyst. We deduced that the likelihood of a large scale military combination would result in wasted Coalition Coins." Ah, the brought a bean counter. "While the units would be more effective in defense, they would be rigid in their offense. I recommended to the new Chancellor that we focus on strengthening our defenses.


"If an ally starts to lose enough, only then should we start shifting fleets. That critical level of enough will take months if not years to establish. Humans have 132 systems they occupy. Losing two would not be seen as catastrophic and easily corrected. If we lose, say 82, then yes, we ask the Vori bring their fleets and bail us out."


Sylvie winced. "Myrian wasn't lying. We don't find humanity or the Zapri as a threat and have not built defense fleets. The Barian alliance with their AI overlords would be viewed as a problem, and it will take years for our fleets to be built. And when they are, expect us to ask humans to help staff them."


"They assured us Myrian was lying and their readiness was at a much higher level, and I hope you're wrong with missing information," Jaro said with a scowl. "You see, this is the stuff we're running into. How do we muster the Viro to help when they would have no ships for defense? Do we ask them to assemble new ships to aid us?"


Pirno raised a finger into the air. "All three species are in an economic boon. Expansion is still occurring, trade is picking up, and, for the most part, the common citizens are happy. At least from our research. That means each species is good to start increasing their defenses."


"But not offenses," Sylvie said.


"For now, anyway," Jaro said with a nod. "Look, everything is still in the early stages. Nothing is concrete yet, and most of the mercenaries who would be wanting to dart into enemy space and score some prizes are going to be behind schedule. The enemy can close fixed wormholes, and we're estimating three months before the new technology starts to hit the fleet first. A year before private ships gain the tech... unless."


"Ah, that was delicious," the man at the table said. "I'm Major Marvee, and I'm going to cut to the chase that the admiral is over explaining. I got twenty lads that will tag along and help you capture prizes. You focus on Orca while me and mine smash and grab the enemy."


"Uh... I get that your words were clear and easy to understand. That is still a perplexing proposition. You want to insert special forces on my ship for boarding actions?" I asked.


Clap!


Major Marvee grinned and said, "Yes. Free of charge, sort of. We get paid by them," he humbed Jaro, "at triple our rate! Oh, the lad and lasses are ecstatic. The catch is, we haul our prizes back to Romanica, Parsnue, and Oteria to sell for auction. You sell the tech to help kickstart the invasion."


"So, ya want to tip the odds and hopefully start a snowball economy. Won't that just piss the enemy off before we're even truly at war?" Anastasia asked.


Admiral Jaro shook his head. "Chancellor O'Donovan was adamant. We get aggressive now while we're on an even footing. The better you do in their space, the better we do here."


"So... you want to help me succeed. However, Admiral, it would be foolish of me to take these elite troops aboard my ship. You know that right?" I questioned with a hint of attitude.


My ladies were nodding. Hell, even Marvee was nodding.


"Yeah, hence why... we were given this," Marvee said, flicking a document to my linker.


I studied the detail. "Officially retired with full pensions. I think I get it."


"Basically, they are looking for work. Can they mutiny? The contract says they cannot. Can mutinous dogs always adhere to contracts? No, they do not. However, these are motivated soldiers and if they do step out of line, they are doing so not based on my desires or that of the Coalition."


"You got five days, think it over," Marvee said.


"Seven to ten," I corrected him.


"Five, and I know this because my old commander is in the slip beside yours. I asked him to take a delay. He needs to assemble his crew anyway," Marvee told me. "Basically, I get it. Do I want a Captain with fifty years of experience? Hell yeah, I do. Do you want twenty elite soldiers clogging up your ship? Probably not.


"But let me ask you this with the hindsight that I watched your fight with the pirates. Are you going to personally storm over and capture an enemy warship in your mining suit and shitty aim?"


"Hey! No need to make it personal," I exclaimed. "Just so we're clear, I sign you and your troops to help the defense and offense of Orca. You have tactical command of your unit, and I'll value your input, but I'm in command of you through hiring you as mercenaries."


Then it dawned on me.


"This is why no one has asked to be a boarding force or replied to my advert for shock troops," I grumbled.


Anastasi left the conversation as drones arrived with our food, dropping it at the guards. I tapped a foot in agitation. There was no illusion here. If I took Marvee and his troops on, there would be a higher chance of success, and a higher chance I would lose my ship if he ever didn't like my decisions.


"I have a temporary charter here. This states that upon the official charter you will accept those terms or cease activities. The document is basic. No slaughtering civilians or throwing ships into suns. The final Rules of War or ROW will be drastically different, but this is a start," Jaro said, transferring the document to me.


Jaro and his entourage left. Marvee stuck around, grabbing my rice from my meal and sat at the table as we ate.


"Look, this is me in civilian clothing asking for a favor. Penny Marvee was on Dolphin. As in I got missing family. I got a lot of bullshit from Jaro and the other fleet pukes about how this compromised me. It doesn't, but it does motivate me. I'm willing to keep ranks tight.


"No off the cusp dive into some enemy system for a suicide mission. I just want information. If... if I learn where my sister is, and I cannot go, my contract can be broken and I will find another way to free her. That is, assuming she is alive," he said, never missing a word as he inhaled the rice with his bare hands.


A deep scowl crossed my face. "I'll admit I need you, or someone like you. I take it you magically retired with gear?"


"Yup, my crew boards ready to kill, and we bunk in the storage bay. The spare deck will be converted if you approve," he said.


I inhaled and exhaled my anger. "That shuttle will never fit if you removed the second floor of the storage bay," I said.


"Captain, let me be honest with you. That ship is a luxury vessel that offers zero to your ship beside flare," Marvee said with a shrug.


I set my bamboo chopsticks down and said, "But it is what I wanted. If I wanted a fighter, I could have bought a fighter. If I wanted an interceptor, I'd have bought one."


"Yeah, but this was before I was joining. Honestly, I was shocked they didn't assassinate you in an accident, send these three home to their families with sorry letters, and steal the tech. Sure, they replicate it, but -"


"The blunt hammer often is poor at cutting. Diplomacy is paramount in these trying times, and dead or scorned allies would result in the initial envoys being strained," Sylvie said in an eloquent manner.


I danced my fingers along the table. I needed him. I knew I did. Deep down, I wished I had a good reason to deny his help, except I didn't. There was no plan for me to do don my miner's suit and go barreling into an enemy ship on my luxury vessel.


The plan, at least in my mind, was to pummel the enemy until they surrendered. Once that happened, we would tether them to the Orca and wormhole home. Sending troops to kick down doors and secure a bridge was another method too.


Additional options seemed prudent, and I thought I had a solution.


"Contract mission to mission," I said.


He eyed me with a raised brow. "The Marine Country?"


"Huh?" Ivonia blurted.


"The top storage," Anastasia said. "If we convert it, we will add a new housing section. He wants that installed."


"Ingrin signed off on it because there wasn't room in the budget," I said.


He huffed, a large fake smile of pain on his face. "If you sell the yacht..."


I huffed, knowing I should have expected this to hear this. "The cost of hiring you?"


"First mission is mission is free. After that, we'll see," Marvee said with a casual shrug.


"Alright, that works for me," I said. "I flicked over his contract, hoping I was doing the right thing.


"Smart move, Captain. You just hired the most kickass team in the galaxy and we're here to show the Barian Alliance that humanity is to be feared," Marvee said, trying to steal a bit of Sylvie's salad only to get his hand swatted. "Sassy, nice. I got a thing for girls with horns. I like your style, Cap. Send me a list of current personnel and affiliations, so I can keep the drama down. I look forward to sailing to war with you."


"I'm a trader, but yes. It shall be a grand adventure," I said, and he vacated our vacation bungalow.



CHAPTER 23


Coalition Space - Shipyard System

Orca - In open space

2638 A.D. - Day 85 aboard Orca


"Pfft. You were so wrong," I said through the suit transmitter to Marvee.


"Sheesh, you got it right one time, Captain," he replied. "It's not like the beach wasn't fun for the extra five days."


Imagine my surprise when the rest of the resort was suddenly off limits to visitors, and twenty hardened marines joined our vacation in the shallows. Ten days later, Ingrin called us with those glorious words 'Orca is ready to go.'


I was under no disillusion that there was a hoard of Coalition scientists inspecting our wormhole device. Hell, on day three, Jaro even thanked me with a few extra military grade subspaces when they cracked some code or figured out some doohickey. My guess was that Ingrin was bribed to aid the Coalition.


I was kept out of the loop. When Jaro left, he said, and I quote, 'I'm happier than a hound dog.' Whatever that meant. I was just thrilled because we were finally on our way.


"Final checks!" I said over the radio from the captain's chair. I wore one of the fancy military suits that kept me stink free. I wasn't sure if I would miss the thicker armor of the miner's gear, but I was happy I could walk easier without smelling like armpit after.


"Scans are clear and ready," Ivonia said, replacing Loaz on sensors.


"Flak and las-guns operational," Serin said in a sultry voice she still couldn't change. Her human sexbot talked like a porn-star. Yeah, sexbots tended to be made to be, well, sexy.


"Missiles are ready, plasma guns are charged, and the flak cannons are locked and loaded," Loaz said in a gruff eagerness.


We waited and waited. I pinged engineering. "Oh, sorry," Pahn said in a flustered tone as we were interrupting him. "Right... um... engines are operational, power computation is saying 59%. The wiring is correct now, but a final warning - guns and engines at full will be too much; all stations need to keep our power draw below 95%."


"Medbay is operational and wormhole computations are fully charged," Sylvie said with a chipper tone.


"The marines are ready," Major Marvee said, sounding intimidating.


"Essential crew are hunkered down, and animals are caged," Ness said resolutely.


That left one final person. My pilot. "Flight controls are operational," Anastasia said with an excited smile.


"Alright, take us to Dolphin system in three, two, jump," I commanded fine crew.


Sylvie opened the wormhole in front of us, ripping space itself into that Beautiful swirl of colors.


The mood on the bridge was a mix of somber and excitement while we waited about twenty second for the wormhole to completely materialize. A few seconds after, Anastasia flew us in.


"Travel time, seventeen minutes," Sylvie informed everyone on the ship.


Dolphin system was a lot closer than I had thought. That was the problem with a galaxy that operated on such a massive scale and one that was expanding in every direction. A silence settled upon the bridge while everyone waited the time out by checking out monitors.


With the new weapons, I needed a better power source, but... another day. Honestly, there wasn't room for another large human-made power-plant. And seeing as how Zelphium was a bit ridiculous, I really wanted a sweet Vori power plant.


These thoughts tumbled in my head until Sylvie gave us an exit countdown.


I tensed when the myriad of wormhole space transitioned into the dark void of Dolphin System. No incoming fire rocked our thick hull or shields, and the overview was picking up about a hundred ships in the system. Nothing was close, though.


Near the sole blue planet in the Goldilocks zone was the greatest clump of Coalition scouts with a few light cruisers.


Three new wormholes were opened, and another dozen were being created by the monster stations that humanity relied on for so long.


I was actually concerned by how light this force was and how many mercenaries roamed aimlessly.


"A Coalition scout is hailing us," Ivonia said.


I put them on the screen. A younger looking handsome woman with a crisp outfit said, "This is the CN Armashaw. You are in restricted space. State your purpose," the Captain said.


I held up a finger as I was reading the report from the scan. There were three dozen Coalition ships; the rest were mercenaries.


"This is Privateer Orca, officially sanctioned by the Trinity for hunting the Barian Alliance. Thank you for the warm welcome, Captain," I said with a winning smile.


"No way!" a voice blurted off screen.


"Give us a moment," the Captain said. The screen displayed the logo of the Coalition. I hid our image with the logo of the Trinity. A moment later she asked, "Wait, is this the new logo?"


"Oh, you like it? It'll look good on a uniform, right?" I asked in a jovial way.


She rolled her eyes. "You check out. We're transferring data to you now. Happy hunting and try not to bring trouble back here. The defense fleet isn't due for a day or two."


"What data? And Romanica is now a privateer capital system, or so I've been told," I informed her.


"Data from the reverse tracing of the enemy wormholes. We were told to hand over our research to anyone with credentials like yours," she said with a genuine smile.


If I didn't know any better, I'd say the young woman was flirting with me.


"Thank you, Captain Amamour. Your reporting is thorough and insightful," Sylvie said, adding herself to the screen.


"A fucking Vori," the same voice from earlier blurted again.


The screen went black for a moment. When it came back, the Captain was flushed. "I'm sorry. Recruits these days, am I right? I'm glad you approve, Princess Sylvie," Amamour said.


"Princess Sylvie is from the press, just Sylvie is fine. This is mighty helpful, and I'll be sure to put in a good word to the Trinity bosses, if there are any. She did amazing Gaius," Sylvie said.


I could see Amamour's eyes flicking between our two images as she figured it out. Unlike the idiot on her ship, she held her tongue.


"We're glad to help, and we wish you luck. Bring back some good news, Orca. Armashaw out."


The connection closed.


"Where to?" I asked Sylvie.


"We can go to where they came from or where they went," she said.


I keyed up the Major. "Thoughts?"


"Tactically, where they came from will be my recommendation. Simply because when we duck out of their system, we're going back to a secure system to take our loot to," he said, and I figured it was a decent concept.


"Sylvie, current charge on the wormhole drive, and how much to get to the neared entry system with return to Romanica?" I asked.


"So... We're at 73% and it's a 24% jump there. From Barian space to Romanica... it would be... 43%. Naturally, this is close," Sylvie said.


"How long to hit 80%?" I asked.


"An hour or two," Sylvie said. "It's not an exact science. Or, if it is, I haven't figured it out yet."


I hit a button to broadcast to everyone on the ship. "Stand down for two hours. Get a meal, take a nap, or run a lap, and then get ready to jump into enemy territory," I informed them.


I popped my helmet off and chewed on jerky while I reviewed every bit of information I could before we jumped. There wasn't much to go on, but there was a story within the data that was interesting.


Scouts had come in from three different systems about four months ago. A week after they went back to their same systems, there were about a hundred wormholes from a central system.


This was designated an invasion fleet, and the system as a regional stronghold.


After the invasion fleet arrived, the wormholes connecting Dolphin to the rest of humanity were rolled closed by crushing the gate rings.


A few days later, when no human defenders arrived, scouts left to three new systems.


Larger wormholes brought bigger ships. This was called the hauler fleet, and the system designated as minor military.


There was likely a roundup on the surface, and three weeks after the first scout arrived, all the ships jumped far. Sylvie said they went to 93% of our charge when I bugged her. That system was designated a slaver system.


I'd need a better ship, a better wormhole drive, or maybe both, to get there. Arriving there to kill some foes and returning without having to survive for a day would be ideal. I was certain the eggheads within all three species were working hard to get this technology ready to go to the point we could fight back without needing to recharge.


When two hours passed, we were at eighty five percent. Feeling confident this would be enough, the crew once again gave a final ready check. Sylvie spun a wormhole for Barian space, and I gave a heavy sigh before Anastasia flew us into a wormhole.


"Travel time - fourteen minutes," Sylvie said.


It felt like the longest fourteen minutes of my life as the Orca swam through the myriad of colors through wormhole space.


"All hands... exiting in five, four, three..."


The bridge went silent as we watched with bated breath. Colors vanished, and the black of space was greeted by the blue of a big star in the distance.


"Scanning," Ivonia said with everyone on edge.


I could see the cameras. We were near a mining colony in an asteroid belt at the outskirts of the system. Three planets were locked into a Goldilocks orbit around the blue ball of gas.


Based on images etched at the speed of light, those three planets had large populations because there was a congested traffic nightmare.


Massive ships, orbitals the size of moons, and even tiny shuttles zipped around the main planets.


Here, on the outskirts of the system, it was somewhat quiet.


"I got forty-three mining ships, one station scanning us, and a dozen scouts seeing us in real time. An alert just went out...the miners are being told to dock," Ivonia said.


The miners aimed for the station and slipped into wormholes, arriving safely in seconds.


"Ah, bullshit," Anastasia grumbled. "It's going to be hard to pin these aliens down if they can run away in the snap of a finger."


I guess if we could both do the same thing, then war has to adapt somehow.


Anastasia eyed me from over her shoulder and asked, "Orders, Captain?"


"We wait," I said. "Be ready to run home. Understood?"


"Yes, Captain," Anastasia and Sylvie said at the same time.


"It'll take a while for even a relayed message to hit those planets. Every second we are here is a lifetime of research for the Trinity," I said.


The mining fleet mostly returned. As we sat still, five of the biggest miners didn't move in the slightest. While most of the fleet was scared, the big ones were undeterred.


"The behemoths probably have their own defenses," Ivonia said.


I huffed, staring at the display. There was no ripe middle target for us to attack. My options had been reduced to attacking a harvester station or ships the size of a station themselves. Both were overzealous ambitions.


"Uh... I got asked if we were a Makiar inspection ship. The transmission was basic code, but code...anyway, I replied with just... yes," Ivonia said.


The fleet spawned wormholes back to where they were mining and resumed their work.


"Alright, battle stations!" I bellowed. "Ivonia, tell them we're getting rock samples and performing an inspection."


"Done," she replied.


"Major Marvee, get ready. Sylvie, you die me in on top of this cruiser sized miner and send the return data to the marines. Gunners defense is the priority, and let's nab this miner intact," I said. "Three, two, jump!"


We entered the swirl Sylvie generated, and a fraction of a second later we were beside a miner ship that was three times the size of the Orca.


"Marines are out the door," Marvee said, the edge of excitement high in his voice.


An interdictor shot across the few miles of space and slid into a shimmering bay that was letting out miners. The bay screen glared red, but by that point their alerts were too late. Twenty of humanity's most badass marines were now in the belly of an enemy mining ship.


I was about to wish them luck when Ivonia said, "Missiles inbound. Enemy scouts are appearing where we just left. The texts were a decoy to get us to stay." She had an edge of panic in her voice.


"Calm... calm. Serin, assessment?" I asked.


"Easy to handle, for now," she replied between giving orders.


"Scouts are jumping here," Ivonia warned.


"Excellent, basic evasives, use the miner as cover, Anastasia," I ordered. "Save the power for the guns."


This was going to be fun.



CHAPTER 24


Major Antonio Marvee

Borian Space - Hauler System 2

Inside a random mining vessel - cruiser sized

2638 A.D. - Day 1 aboard Orca


That punk kid did it. I figured he would have pissed himself and run. The crazy thing is - Jaro believes in him. Enough to stick my ass in the kid's ship with the finest units of marines in the galaxy.


The moment the Orca materialized beside the miner, Antonio and his troops launched; four inside the ship and sixteen attached to the outside. Jespin was on the controls, and she was a bit heavy on the acceleration. Antonio had grunted from the tug as she made a statement with her flying. This unit of marines was coming to the party.


Major Marvee smirked inside his helmet watching the ship's cameras. The shuttle blazed through a translucent air barrier, showing technology even the Vori lacked.


Based on the tug of the ship, he felt about a half gravity in the docking bay and when the small ship landed hastily, the marines detached with precision.


There were no defenders or soldiers with guns in the mining bay. Only four armed yellow aliens were there, all held their hands up in surrender. Not a single one made a move to defend the ship or repel the invaders.


Klaxons blared before his unit reached beyond a third door. Loudspeakers sprouted nonsense about hugging invaders with toothbrushes. The unit chuckled softly over the comms. Obviously, the translator was struggling as it learned.


He raced down hallways, seeking the bridge and engineering. When the unit hit an intersection that seemed like a main corridor, Antonio split the troops into two teams.


Sergeant Decron was headed to the aft of the ship, while he pushed hard for the central heart. Antonio wasn't certain if this miner's bridge was, leaving him to guess.


There was a constant sound of panting breath with the occasional shouts from Martel in the front, pushing aside unarmed Quanix. The lack of resistance was actually somewhat anticipated. This was, after all, a random incursion on a mining ship.


Antonio scolded himself for feeling this way because not even three seconds later, laser turrets dropped out of the ceiling.


"Turrets high!" Martel called out.


Plasma rounds melted the metal turrets that barely managed to fire a shot.


Bergstrum had a smoking chest plate, but the laser had lacked fire power. Martel led the A team left where there seemed to be less turrets and no guards.


I could see Antonio watching the vitals in his visor. Everyone was calm, cool, and in the green. Their speed led them down numerous hallways until something didn't feel right.


"We made a wrong turn," he said over the radio.


Martel flipped and the unit reassembled.


"Bravo for actual," Sergeant Decron said.


"Go," Marvee replied.


"Seven enemy KIA, no wounded. The enemy possessed weak las rifles."


Martel was jogging at a decent clip when the ting ting of a grenade rolled into the middle of the unit.


Teslin hosed the device with suppression foam with a two-handed, long barreled device. Pink goop built a barrier to contain the blast. She had almost got enough down in time.


BOOM!


The ship shook.


Teslin and Rici flew from the blast that broke out of the absorbent. They crashed into the hallway wall with their vitals flaring yellow in Antonio's display.


Before he could order a semblance of defense, armored Quanix charged out with crackling yellow swords that radiated the air with energy.


The marines were professionals, and their weapons went to armor piercing with fingers applying controlled fire.


The clack of heavy rounds drowned out everything else. Two of the alien defenders died swiftly.


Antonio knew better than to not expect a rear charge or a flank attack. Luckily, so did his troops. Bergstrum was already shredding a second that was charging without armor.


A final enemy warrior swirled and dove to hack at Martel's leg. The sergeant parkoured off the wall with a wall hop. Antonio watched him stitch fire down the leader's back that was so powerful it burst out the front of the armor.


Without missing a beat, the moment his feet hit the deck, Martel streamed forward. The rest of the unit was hot on his heels.


"Turrets high and low!" Martel called out.


Continued fire removed the threats that failed to punch humanity's best armor. Big, solid doors blocked the path to the bridge. Teslin was limping without a complaint as she arrived at the door.


Eboneaz placed a dozen charges, stringing them out for a series of explosions. Teslin foamed the explosives up thickly with the pink goop. The material went from a liquid to a stiff substance in a few seconds.


"Fire in the hole!" she shouted.


BOOM!


The explosion puffed out a pink cloud of particles. The decking under Antonio's feet shook and his troops readied weapons to charge the breach.


Somehow, the steel door held miraculously with a small section still attached.


Instead of ordering another round of explosives Antonio yelled, "Plasma that sliver of a connection."


His troops turned the last bit of metal holding the door together into slag. He braced when the door fell, feeling the jarring crash resonate through his body.


An older alien with wrinkly yellow skin and wise eyes stood around a crew of five, all with their hands up and palms open. Antonio walked to the captain's station and placed a device on the ship's control station.


Sure enough, the Viro device changed the operating schematics to Coalition. He quickly input control changes to turn the ship toward Romanica.


Sensors pinged back details, showing the Orca in a pitched space battle. There was no time for him to help because counter borders were already en-route in shuttles.


"Orca, this is Marine Six. Prize secured. Thanks for the stall. Leaving the system in three, two, and jump."


The space in front of the stolen miner ripped open, sucking in a damaged and floundering enemy scout. A timer counted down, telling him another ten seconds were needed.


Lasers and railguns pounded the immense hull of the stolen vessel as more and more enemy ships arrived. They were sure as hell had stirred up a hornet's nest.


Major Antonio Macree and his troops didn't care if the Quanix were pissed because the countdown ended. With a smirk, he applied full thrust, and entered the wormhole for Romanica.



CHAPTER 25


Borian Space - Hauler System 2

Orca - Battle of Rocks & Spin to Win

A minute after the marines boarded the enemy miner.


"Additional ships are arriving," Ivonia said.


I sensed concern in her voice.


"We need to buy the marines time. Anastasia, slow right spin. Loaz, as the enemy arrives, make them wish they'd stay away," I ordered.


Miners were fleeing back to safety. Their call to decoys was over. While they vanished, scouts materialized out of nearby wormholes.


During our limited time inside their system, I had learned that the enemy could respond quickly and accurately to invaders. While we needed fixed emplacements, they merely needed to hover in areas.


Their sheer capabilities to hop around space would be frightening to an admiral. For me, I was hoping the Major and his marines were going to capture their prize quickly because a fight was certain.


There was a sucking sound of air, a dimming of lights, and a body jarring -


Boom!


The flak cannon - a gun that fired mini asteroids the size of a fridge - blasted out a single round at close range. A scout ship would be too slow to react, and sure enough, the first round fired hit directly.


The vibrant display of debris that spread out in a growing shower might have been overkill, but it sure did look pretty.


Vibrations ran through the ship from the flak cannons. Serin targeted the lightly armored enemy with a barrage of rattling fire. Targets quickly blinked off on my display as threats were neutralized. They were desperate to get us to stay; first sacrificing miners and then scouts.


Were they over ambitious to the point they were suicidal? Or was this a horrible trap?


"Three enemy scouts left, ten missiles inbound," Ivonia reported.


Serin grunted and said, "Firing."


I inspected the reports and logs; the main flak cannons had spiked power consumption to 97%. That was bad news for us. Something was off.


"Halt left spin, fire missiles in return, and bring us to within small flak gun range of the ones running," I ordered.


The various stations adjusted.


Three missiles passed our defensive measures. Serin cursed in frustration, unleashing a storm of Zapri swears.


"Brace for impact!" I shouted over comms.


The Orca rocked from the impacts, jarring my senses. New alarms blared, and flashing lights irritated the shit out of me. Those were so getting uninstalled.


I quieted the background noise while my crew executed my orders.


A repeating clack from the flak guns firing became muffled.


"Brace for impact!" Anastasia said.


The harness on my seat kept me from going flying as the power flickered. I gasped in shock.


"This is engineering, I got an under-performing power station, four directional thrusters are out, and wiring in marine country's west side is out," Grander said.


"Understood, engineering." I said and then asked the bridge, "Did a scout just ram us?"


"Affirmative. There were three on board. All are now dead," Ivonia said.


Serin reported, "Last scout disabled. Amazing flying, Anastasia."


"Six enemies are adrift or destroyed. The first cruiser is entering a wormhole now," Loaz said.


Holy shit! This battle is chaotic.


"Align a cannon on the predicted exit point. I want a volley out before that bigger ship arrives," I ordered.


It seemed like the relay stations were still passing news to the main system hub because the only ships that had jumped to fight were those in the area. Three more cruisers exited at our origin point.


Two cruisers dove into wormholes to reach us while the new ships oriented.


"Marines, this is the Orca," I said, not receiving any answer.


While I wanted to smash a fist into the arm of the chair, I held back my anger. We were going to be in trouble.


Five cruisers were too much for us to handle. Hell, two were probably going to beat us. I had half a mind to flee and save the ship. A resolute grimace became etched on my face. No, we would give the Major and his team time to capture this enemy ship, and it would be a mixed crew who stood defiantly in their defense.


"Two cruisers exiting in Bravo Charlie 4 and Delta Lima 9," Ivonia said, calling out designated sectors of space.


"Vertical angle back three degrees, left turn fourteen degrees," Loaz bellowed to Anastasia.


"Adjusting," Anastasia replied with a hint of excited eagerness in her voice. The crew... they weren't sharing my angst. They seemed excited as the cruisers arrived.


The lights dimmed before a cannon erupted. My insides felt like we were flying sideways in a hurry, and I swore the left wall became slightly concaved.


"Adjusting!" Anastasia cried out.


The instant the power was fully restored, the lights dimmed again, and I thought Orca was going to torn asunder from the force of that second blast.


Throughout the ship, the frame endured intense vibrations mixed that caused the metal to groan in agony. The bridge was filled with tension while we endured, hoping the Orca would hold together.


Instead of endlessly fretting, I watched the display screens with trepidation.


"Cannons one and two firing is complete. Spin 180 degrees," Loaz shouted.


The first cruiser tried to bring their shields online. The back end was still exiting the wormhole. The shielding turned on, only to clash against the swirling colors. The translucent barrier shattered upon touching the bending light with a popping display.


I watched in anticipation with a clenched fist. The enemy cruiser tried to initiate an evasive maneuver to avoid the bullet shaped rock barreling for it in a tight spin.


My expectation of the enemy's hull being thick and suited for war was shocked. The round popped the exterior and bored through the center of the ship until it burst out the top. I scoffed, noting the round must have deflected off something.


A single, secondary explosion erupted into space. Only a moment later, a chain reaction of explosions ballooned inside the ship in a buckling display. The powerful eruptions caused the view-screen to flicker.


A crackled transmission broadcast - "...for the stall, leaving the system in three, two, and, jump."


I was about to reply when Loaz said, "Designated cruiser one is adrift. Cruiser two is almost free of their wormhole. The round should make it in time."


The bridge tensed as the second cruiser adjusted by increasing power to their engines to get free of the wormhole. This captain never raised their shield to get crushed by the wormhole. A dozen missiles erupted from the enemy ship, seeking our hull. A moment later a second followed widening the pattern.


"42 missiles inbound. ETA 14 minutes... make that seven. Defensive firing initiated," Serin said.


Our second cannon round gloriously arrived. The Zapri sure were great at math. Even with our velocity and the emerging enemy ship, the round barreled forward in a tight spin, directly on target. The exterior hull of the cruiser burst open with a port side hit right behind the middle of the ship.


The round slipped in then burst out in a massive display of ruined debris. As I watched intently, cheering broke out from the crew of the Orca.


"Direct hit! The ship lost all power. I think we smashed engineering, Captain," Loaz said.


There was no secondary explosion, and the ship went limp in space. We had definitely hit something vital.


"Wormhole creation completed by the capture miner... And the marines are... safely out of the system. Oh, shit! Ten more cruisers arriving at origin point," Ivonia said and paused. "By the great Zapri gods. We have 1,229 missiles inbound. ETA is twenty-nine minutes. The enemy fleet is accelerating under thrusters and main engines. ETA is 2 hours and 15 minutes."


"Serin, what about those missiles the second cruiser fired?"


"Three left, Captain. They stopped juking and avoiding fire when the mother ship lost power... Eliminated. No near threats currently," Serin reported.


I tapped the arm of my chair in thought and decided to think out loud for feedback.


"These are Quanix. Clearly, from the bodies we've seen with four arms so far. The miners were used as bait, so the scouts were stupid to fight us, and we downed two of their cruisers because they charged too close while seeking glory.


"Not too different from how we jumped on top of the miner. I feel we got lucky - again - and it's probably because this section of space isn't used to fighting. I'm sure that is what Jaro or the veteran mercenaries will say," I said, rambling a bit.


"Orders?" Sylvie asked.


"Full speed to cruiser two, the one without the secondary explosions in Delta Lima 9. Defensive fire only. Anything new on scans?" I asked.


"Scans are the same," Ivonia said. "The mining fleet is docked up, and two of the big miners are moving for us. They will arrive later than the main fleet, though" Ivonia said.


"We need a better power source and more speed... and what the hell happened to the shields? Those missiles hit hard," I said with a sigh.


Grander keyed up from engineering and said, "The first missile knocked the shields out. We couldn't keep much power into them. It'll be a few minutes before I can get them online."


"Scans are showing you have time," I told him.


Just like that... we entered a full lull in the fighting. It was about three to five minutes of intense action then sudden calm. Well, a thousand plus missiles were heading our way, so it was a hesitant calm.


"Captain, cruiser in Delta Lima 9 has survivor shuttles launching," Ivonia said.


"Leave them be. Loaz, activate the tether guns, and when you get a clean shot on the nose of that cruiser, take it. Sylvie, do we have enough energy on the wormhole device to take a plus one all the way to the Romanica System?" I asked.


Anastasia increased our speed, bringing us close to the ship that was double our size. The Orca rotated until our main thrusters were facing the derelict. Puffs of air jettisoned out of the hull when the tethers fired.


"We can get to Dolphin, and if we leave one percent left, we can get to the Shipyard System. No to -"


"Shipyard System is brimming with mercenaries and even Coalition forces. Set the course, Sylvie," I ordered.


"Tethers attached with good locks," Loaz notified us.


"Pulling tight," Anastasia called out.


A second later, Sylvie announced, "Wormhole generating."


"Firing," Serin said suddenly.


The clacking of the flak guns unleashing a steady stream of fire rocked the ship. The enemy crew reacted by swarming out of numerous hatches, trying to sever the tethers.


What I witnessed was horrific and thankfully brief. Bodies exploded under the withering fire. Not a single four-armed aliens even came close to surviving.


The countdown timer ticked down from fifty-one seconds. At twenty, Ivonia nervously said, "Enemy fleet initiating a jump to our location. It's going to be close, but they might have waited too long."


"All hands, brace for combat and prepare for jump." I watched the timer nearing zero. "Three, two, and jump."


This was our first time jumping with another ship in tow. Sylvie had doubled the size of the hole, and Anastasia was aggressive to the point I worried the tension would snap the tethers.


The enemy cruisers arrived too late thanks to her ballsy acceleration. The colorful swirl of wormhole space welcomed us, and we were gone a second later.



CHAPTER 26


Coalition Space - Shipyard System

Orca - In open space

2638 A.D. - Day 86 aboard Orca


"Exiting wormhole space, stay suited," I broadcast through the ship.


The colorful swirl transitioned into the black of space. Immediately, we were hailed by a dozen stations, a Coalition Admiral representing the local fleet, and a hundred mercenary ships.


I set my transmission to - in the clear.


"This is Privateer Orca with a captured Barian prize and a caution. We detected an enemy fleet preparing to launch an attack on this system," I said, failing to mention they would only be arriving because they were following us.


My message caused most of the attempts to contact us to disappear from my display. I did see we were right in the heart of the system and not far from massive defensive stations. A dozen ships were already posturing and lining up with the powerful stations to prepare for a fight.


"Take us to the main orbital above Parr," I said, indicating the closest orbital.


Anastasia flew the station. The Orca groaned.


Ivonia glanced around and said, "That's not good."


I keyed up engineering. "Pahn, why is the ship complaining?"


"My best guess," he said with a huff. "Is that the fight was more than she could handle. You turned a trade ship into a warship. I'm... Grander and I will need some time to go over everything."


When he closed the connection, I answered the Admiral's incessant pinging.


"This is the Orca," I said to the view-screen that simply displayed a Coalition logo.


"Orca, this is Admiral Exxin. Welcome back to Coalition space. Kid. You're supposed to take prizes to Romanica."


I resisted rolling my eyes then, "We need a few hours to jump again. Our marine contingent is in Romanica, and I'm afraid I have no way to clear this ship of its soldiers."


A frustrated huff escaped his lips. "You brought armed aliens with you that have not been neutralized. We haven't even declared war yet."


"Yeah, tell that to the citizens of Dolphin," Anastasia said with a whole lot of snark.


I muted comms. "Dammit, Anastasia, we don't need to fight the Coalition."


The large image on the wall shifted to reveal an older man adjusting his uniform.


"I take orders, Captain Crenshaw. I don't have the liberty of being hired a gun with no oversight. I will have two frigates watch the prize, and if -"


Alarms cried out and flashing lights whirled aboard the Admiral's vessel.


"Enemy fleet incoming," Ivonia said.


"You suck, Crenshaw. This is a heavily armed system, but we're not organized as a unit," he grumbled. "Stick to the back with your little box. Based on our scans, I'm surprised she held together. Unbelievable."


After the connection closed, I said, "Charming fellow."


"Uh-oh," Ivonia blurted.


A dozen wormhole exits originating near the system's sun became a hundred. Suddenly, an enemy fleet was a half a day's flight away from us, and we were only a few minutes away for the enemy with their capabilities.


We watched and waited. Ivonia informed us the images were about fifteen minutes old. So far, no wormholes had appeared closer. About half an hour later, the arriving ships stopped.


"817 fighters or scouts, 132 frigate sized vessels, 47 cruisers, fourteen battleships, and two carriers..." Ivonia said in dismay.


"Good," I muttered.


"Bullshit, this is terrible," Anastasia said in a gruff tone. "We're stuck here for another... What? Two days?"


"Give or take that," Sylvie replied.


"Relax, it will take them longer than that to fly here. If they jump close, they'll suffer heavy losses. I bet they turn around," I said confidently with arms crossed.


I input an alert to the crew that we were going to yellow status. Pretty much, it meant to be ready to run back to your stations.


"Anastasia, you have the chair," I said.


"I have the chair," she confirmed.


With a brisk pace, I headed to engineering. When I arrived, I heard arguing. The inside of engineering was fairly alien looking even with all the parts being created by humanity. The biggest contraption was the Zelphium power core.


Tubes snaked in and then ran out to supply power in large quantities to the guns or engines. Smaller lines led to junction boxes. A single station pinged a red alert while two chairs bolted to the deck in the minimal space held my Zapri engineers. They were in a heated debate.


"What's the problem?" I asked.


"We're arguing about who goes out to fix the thrusters versus the electrical short up in marine country," Grander said. "Just because I don't actually use oxygen doesn't mean I don't breathe. If I'm exposed to the void, I assure you feel it and the freezing temperature will kill this body. Except this flesh bag doesn't care that space is deadly to me too."


Sylvie arrived, but the small space did not allow her to enter. "Hey, got a minute?"


I held up a finger and addressed my engineers. "Look, figure it out. I don't care if you rotate midway through to make it fair. We need to be optimal. Focus on the thrusters first," I said. "And if you keep having issues, expect me to hire a Vori engineer. Actually, that is probably what will happen regardless. I got to go. Fix this lovely ship."


My tone was stern and the duo begrudgingly nodded.


I turned, following Sylvie's sexy hips as she led me to the med bay. When we arrived, I saw she had used the preop table as a holographic station. The features of this display were close to what the captain's chair provided.


"What's the issue?" I asked.


She pulled up a scan of the enemy derelict we were towing.


"Designated Prize One," a computer voice said.


Statistics showed details about Prize One before we entered wormhole space. An informational panel popped up, indicating that 85% of the ship contained air inside the ship, 14 emergency shuttles left, and zero power.


Our single round had crashed through the ship and completely removed the main power source. Based on this report, the smaller backup power supply exploded under the sudden strain of the entire ship. The crew was listed at 127 alive when we left the enemy system.


"Okay, kinda surprised they staff so heavily. This ship is only... what ...three times our size?" I asked, folding my arms.


"Closer to four in available space," Sylvie said. "You're seeing only about half of what they used to have. A full unit was sacrificed trying to sever the tethers. That ship has three sections of densely populated living quarters."


It was common for human battleships to completely over-staff as well. Hard to assault and board an enemy ship with a crew of eight, especially when they had two hundred soldiers guarding key points.


"And the reason you brought me in here?" I asked while watching the display.


"This," Sylvie said, speeding along the image of the ship being dragged behind us.


The counter had remained the same while we flew through timespace in the replay. Bodies were indicated inside the ship and the crew seemed to have realized that they were out of options. Halfway to the Shipyard System, there had been a change.


The number of shuttles attached to the hull suddenly went up one to 15 with 127 alive. Ten minutes later the number went to 14 with a 120 alive. I gulped at the implications that seven Quanix vanished without any enemy forcing them to go.


"AI? Or maybe an automated program?"


Sylvie shook her head and then shrugged. She pulled up a scan of our ship, and I saw every AI as a smaller heat signature.


"Okay, a few things. While we saw the shuttle, it never triggered an alert like it should have. I was randomly scanning to see what systems the enemy had left intact. This discovery was an accident," Sylvie said, scratching one of her horns.


"Okay, great find," I said.


She nodded and continued, "Next, even Myrian emits a signature of some kind. The seven who left the ship all did so in an orderly fashion, as if they knew what was coming, or they're scared, or... I don't know. Okay, the last thing is... watch this."


The shuttle wobbled on attachment and detachment. Corrective inputs fixed the momentary issues.


Sylvie said, "This... this is a pilot, not a program."


I huffed out a long exhale. "As if we didn't have enough problems," I grumbled.


"It gets worse, sort of. Watch this," Sylvie adjusted some settings. Every fish, device, or item that was not the hull could be defined by the scans. "There is no hiding from our constant scans. They clearly knew their shuttle would be detected. If there were boots hitting the decking, there should be sound waves. Something... anything of the sort, should have given these... abductors away."


"I mean, jamming our sensor makes sense. Maybe they couldn't hide the shuttle, or they tried and failed. There has to be a logical explanation. I mean, even Myrian was able to hide his message in our ship even though we swept for it," I said and she nodded.


"Gaius, this wasn't the leader being rescued. This was a snatch and grab of what looks like a random gunnery crew, inside the slipstream of a wormhole. How that even happens is beyond even the Vori," Sylvie said.


"Detail a report, please," I said, kissing her cheek. "Tell the crew too."


She blurted, "Say what?"


"Yeah, a ship we were towing encountered a snatch and grab boarding by mysterious aliens. If you were... say Ness, wouldn't you want to know that and potentially have a defense ready?" I asked.


She eyed me sternly and said, "An interesting way to view it. Secret aliens would be kept secret by a Vori captain."


I pinched her ass, and she jolted with a smirk. Her sparkling dark blue eyes shifted from indifference to hunger. "In due time my lovely Vori. In due time. What have you figured out about me?"


Sylvie is a doctor, scientist, and a great gal. She also was fixated on figuring out the mystery that revolved around my origins.


"Sorry Gaius. I... I keep running into sequences in your DNA that... that don't have reference points. Anatomically, you're human. Down to the veins on your penis," she said, pulling me in so I could hold her. "I... aliens entering slipspace, not too terrifying. Figuring out what you are, has me mortified. I... I'm kinda happy just knowing you're the great male that you are."


I kissed her forehead. "Shucks, Sylvie, don't ever change. Thanks for the help, and we can get other scientists to focus on my bloodwork."


"I think I've grown too close to the subject," she admitted.


I smiled. "Kinda fond of him myself," I said with a chuckle, and she pinched my butt in return. "Hey, now. I super think you're the greatest. Worry less about it. My blood work will get farmed out. Speaking of which, I need to do something."


Another tender kiss was pressed to her forehead before I waved goodbye and left the med bay to go to the farm.


My linker pinged. Anastasia was talking with some mercenaries who were wanting to secure the prisoners. They were offering to pay us a lump sum or give us a percentage of the bounty fee the Trinity was awarding.


I tapped out that I wanted the latter option. There should be minimal resistance, but I didn't say that.


Before I walked down the ramp for the farm, I noticed the enemy fleet still stationary. I was fairly certain they weren't going to be diving into the fight.


When I arrived at the farm, I saw Bixbin opening cages with two Zapri his age. They gently reached in to help the quackers out of their pens. The chicken ducks went running for a small pond that had signs of splashing from the chaotic fight.


I went to a bench, waving at Bixbin. When I sat down, I did something I had once again been remiss about. I recorded a message for my father. Except, this time, I held nothing back. I told him everything.




CHAPTER 27


Coalition Space - Shipyard System

Orca - In open space

2638 A.D. - Day 87 aboard Orca


After a full day of mercenaries launching rail rounds from impossible distances, the enemy fleet disappeared. We were in a bit of shock from their utter lack of doing anything of interest. The mercenary rounds never came close or elicited gunfire fire.


They never charged recklessly into established defenses or sent probing attacks like some predicted. Instead, the Quanix waited patiently from their defensive formations until poof... they were gone.


We guessed that the Quanix were able to retrieve whatever data they desired and then headed home. I think the system as a whole was a bit disappointed there wasn't a fight.


For me, I was glad for the quiet. The Orca... well, this ship sure needed some upgrades, and while she did well, I would say it was luck.


The crew felt differently, heaping praise on the old ship.


Sure, we had crushed some scouts and holed two overly aggressive enemy cruisers, but the enemy capabilities in a true battle were still unknown.


Until I saw their guns in action, or torpedoes, or plasma, or whatever; I felt our weak ass shields were just not going to cut it. If we wanted to tango with the big ships, we needed to be ready to fight like them. That wasn't going to happen with our current setup.


Before we left, I continued to delete the snide messages from individuals figuring out that I more than likely had dragged an enemy fleet to their home system. I wondered what Chancellor O'Donovan was going to think about the Barian Alliance showing themselves so brazenly inside human space.


Deep down, I hoped she didn't revoke my ability to be a privateer because I was just starting to like this line of work. The crew was excited for us to arrive somewhere with some shore leave.


We all wanted to relax our posture a bit. I had kept us in flight suits even after the mercenaries cleared Prize One and the enemy onboard were removed.


Which is why there were relieved sighs when we heard Sylvie proclaim, "Wormhole is opening. Full generation in thirty-three seconds."


The twist of space opened with a continual swirling spread of colors until the timer hit zero and we entered slipspace.


For the next forty-two minutes, I reviewed battle data. I was disappointed we didn't get to see how strong the enemies' shields were or figure out how best to break them. Based on how easily the rock projectiles caved their armor, the Quanix relied on shields.


When we exited the wormhole, our arrival point was within a lightyear of the station. An incoming hail welcomed us. We were told to bring our prize to Harium, and I was cordially extended an offer to attend the Chancellor herself.


Joy.


Serin flew us in while Sylvie, Ivonia, Anastasia, and I managed to get into our formal Vori outfits just in time. Some of us took longer than others and were less than thrilled at being rushed.


The Orca docked smoothly with Harium, and when the docking door slid open, Senior Instructor Winters was waiting for us... Except he wasn't in an academy uniform.


The jaded stiff man wore a sleek black outfit with a Trinity symbol over his heart.


"Well, shit," I blurted.


"You like it?" Winters asked with a giant grin. His stern scowl of constant disappointment was missing. I... I hardly recognized him. "I managed to buy the very first wormhole drive! With a smidge of help."


"I - Captain Winters... I'm happy for you," I said with dismay. "Are you here to guide me to the Chancellor?"


"Yes, I can, if you don't notice the special guest later. I also have a request. May our... Excuse my slip. May the Coalition's inspectors inspect your ship? The data that we... sorry not we... there I go again. Old habits die hard. The data that the Coalition gathered from the captured miner revealed an interesting fight."


"Is the contract good?" Anastasia asked with an attitude. "And congratulations on yer retirement."


"Always a charmer," Winters said, swiping a contract to my linker.


I sent the document to Ivonia and Sylvie to review because in the distance I saw -


"Pa!" Anastasia hiked her dress up and bolted for her father.


I left Winters to follow my lovely lady. When I hit a hallway, I saw about a hundred inspectors lined up in side-halls, waiting out of sight.


With a huff, I spun. "Ask for 30% more than they're offering, and then tell the crew a shuttle will take them to Harium Shoporium because the Orca is about to get swarmed," I shouted.


"Twenty percent," Winters replied.


Sylvie countered with twenty-five, and they agreed.


I left the crowded area for the opening where Anastasia and Mr. Gorsci waited.


"Gaius! Welcome home," he said in a joyful tone. Another hug smothered his daughter. "Anastasia is radiant... and a hero!"


"Born from the right stuff Mr. - "


"Lorn, none of that Mr. crap with me anymore. Although Mrs. Gorsci is more of a stickler. If I can ever pry her from that damn simulation she loves so dearly," Lorn said with pain in his eyes. "So... got my money!?" The tone was jovial with a hint of seriousness in his eyes.


I glanced over my shoulder and said, "How much did we charge to inspect the ship?"


"After the boost, twenty thousand Cs," Sylvie said.


I rolled my eyes. That was not a coincidence. "Ivonia, be a dear and pay Pa," Anastasia said. "Ivonia, this is my Pa, Lorn. Lorn, that Vori is Sylvie. It has been a very interesting voyage."


"Must be nice to have hiding under the disguise," Lorn said with a smirk. Apparently, her disguise from when we acquired the Orca was rather lacking. "I'm glad you're all happy. I'm able to bring you to the first checkpoint. I didn't even have to call in a favor. Now, we got a decent walk and a lifter ride. Tell me all about your adventures."


Anastasia... Well, I had seen many sides to my lovely blonde. There was rarely a new form for her to display. Her retelling of our trip around the galaxy and back was done with... pride. You could see Lorn pretending this was all news to him.


It was his turn to not fool anybody because we all knew he had been keeping tabs on his princess. I gently input how amazing she was at flying or how she had been a stellar captain when I flew, and well, he was one happy dad.


Our cheerful conversation came to an end when our platform arrived at a security checkpoint. A thorough screening left me feeling violated. Sylvie smacked the female guard when she swiped the revealing security detector over her crotch three times.


There was a de-escalation, followed by two more security points with more troops each time. I was starting to feel that Chancellor O'Donovan was worried someone might kill her.


At long last, we were finally escorted into a decently large room with a billiards table in the middle. A table with chairs was situated on the left while a wet bar with a bartender was on the right. The guards shut the doors the moment we were in.


"Want a drink?" the middle-aged bartender asked. He wore an old fashion suit without the blazer and wiggled a whiskey bottle.


"Soda, neat, for me," I said.


Anastasia giggled. "We're not twenty-five, but thank you. Well, they are... I digress. A lime soda as well."


"Gin and juice," Ivonia said politely.


"Not thirsty," Sylvie said. "You never told me owed on the Orca."


I shrugged. "At the time of the loan, it felt like a mountain of Cs. Now... Now... I got that much for letting techies comb over the Orca."


"Gonna have to go back to Vori space to get it swept," Ivonia grunted with a head shake from either the words or the stiff drink.


"I... I have a confession to make," Anastasia said, plopping into a chair at the table. We joined her, aptly listening. "I agree with Gaius. We got lucky fighting with the Orca."


"You mean the cube ship was less than ideal?" Sylvie said with a snicker.


"Hey," I exclaimed. "The Orca is a great ship. She has what... twelve confirmed kills?"


"Eleven," Ivonia said then briefly took another drink. "This is delicious. No more or I'll get drunk, and I cry... a lot, when that happens." She belched and playfully covered her mouth. "What is your point, dear sister?"


"What I'm getting at is - " Anastasia was saying when Chancellor O'Donovan burst in from a back door.


She flippantly waved at us and went right to the bartender. A moment later, Major Macree closed the doors, heading to the spare chairs to drag one over.


"Thanks, Orca. It's Antonio, by the way," he said with a friendly smile. "Been wondering when you'd get back. I got worried for a bit."


"We had to - "


"Capture a prize... I saw. Too bad we didn't have a second company aboard to secure the wormhole device. Or the engines. Or the computers." Antonio smirked.


"We had no way of keeping the Quanix crew from destroying vital components. There was a sudden lack of marines to help," I said with a shrug.


Sylvie tapped the table. "I read that report. You over committed."


"Not for the lack of intel, I assure you. But yes, in hindsight, it was overkill," he admitted.


O'Donovan came over with a huff. "I swear, I sooooo want to just be a regular admiral again." Her flop into the chair lacked protocol, showing how flustered she was.


"How goes the civil war?" I asked with a flat face.


The Major and the Chancellor eyed me with unamused stares.


"Thanks for ending the civil war... sort of," O'Donovan said with a sigh. "Those were the days. Two sides bickering over an issue with a clearly defined line drawn in the sand. Now... Now every system wants different things.


"The congress and senate delegation are asking for a peace that is already broken, a surrender to join the Barian alliance, and even a war of annihilation. Humanity is so fractured and divided that getting legislation passed is just not going to happen."


I nodded in agreement. I did, after all, watch the news as a side hobby. The ability for humanity to come together and agree on a single concept was almost impossible.


"What can I do to help?" I asked.


She scoffed. "Well, I'd say not drag a fucking armada back to human space. However, that news is spreading through the systems. Like this," O'Donovan snapped her fingers, "Humanity finally had a new common foe to worry about. Fucking glorious. We need more fighting, a lot more fighting, and then the old differences will be put aside to deal with the defining issue of our generation: a galactic war of survival."


Antonio tapped the table before saying, "That suicide mission. The one to free the people of Dolphin and Omega. We want to make an attempt of it now. Except... No Orca."


I eyed them both. While I was calculating what to say...


Anastasia blurted, "Our wormhole drive is not for sale."


 That was certainly her style. I held up a hand.


"That drive came from Myrian, not the enemy scout. You wanna trust them?" I asked with a hint of skepticism.


O'Donovan grumbled, cursing under her breath. "That explains so fucking much. The miner had a wormhole drive. The design is incredibly different and about ten times harder to figure out. Our scientists extrapolated your drive in days. We were under the assumption the complexity was because of the different classes of vessels."


I winced until they frowned. "There's more. Sylvie" I prompted my lovely Vori.


"There is a new wormhole threat. I haven't finished my analysis, but I know this is bad. The data was sent out with our report to the Trinity," Sylvie said.


Antonio groaned, hanging his head. "Sharing data is nice, but you realize that giving out data to three races makes it harder to control."


"Alas, it was also broadcast wide," Ivonia said. "I speak for Gaius on this one. We're a Trinity ship. Even if we know you on a personal level, our goal is to win as a team."


"Yup," I confirmed.


O'Donovan frowned. "I have much to think about. Our entire wormhole drive production is predicated on being created by our former foe."


Sylvie snickered. "You don't care. And it's not like the Barian device is any safer. You are a talented politician, and I will let you in on a secret. Vori can read lies or deceit far better than you give us credit for. What do you want?"


"Based on our scans, the Orca has sustained structural damage along the x and y axis. A thorough report will be available soon. You cannot go into another fight and the Orca must... must have her guns removed. You're lucky you didn't break apart from either shot. Ingrin's skilled craftsmanship saved you," O'Donovan said. "Also, it was the custom modified exterior that almost killed you. A normal cube would have fared better."


"Are you saying the Orca is out of commission?" I asked with shock and raised brows.


"Yes, for fighting at least," Antonio said bluntly.


"Grander was saying as much," Anastasia added.


Both the engineers had been adamant that we get a thorough engineering scan from an outside source. The onboard reports were troubling.


"Alright, no arguments from me on the fact the Orca could use some TLC. I saw the walls bend from the firing. You want our wormhole route. What's the offer?" I asked.


"Hold on," Anastasia said with a hand up to the leader of humanity. Yeah, she was that damn ballsy. "That is our home."


"People move, my love. I'd rather have something tailored to fighting if we're fighting. Orca was... a mash of things and none of them perfect. Let's hear the offer and then come to a decision," I said, seeing her remain agitated. "Excuse us, Chancellor. Your offer please."


"The Vori make the finest ships out of the Trinity." O'Donovan eyed Sylvie directly. "Will your kind sell Gaius or you a better ship? One that can be modified by the three?"


"There is no doubt that my kind is scrambling. We simply do not build warships en masse. Even our mining fleets are minimal. That would mean a trading ship again. Thin hull, minimal power, and not worthy of investing in," Sylvie said with a frown.


Ivonia shook her head with frustration. "The Zapri have inferior ships but better engines. The Vori have the best power plants. Humans are known for their weapons."


Sylvie eyed me and then O'Donovan. "I can petition to have a relic taken out of museum status. The old warships were brutes, battleships that were meant to take a beating before we had shields. My guess is they're already having some undergo refit."


"We won't know until we look or ask," I said. "I agree the Vori have the best ships. The question is - what do we have to trade to acquire one."


"Clearly not information, since you give it away for free," Antonio said.


"And that fact will earn more goodwill than you can ever put a Wee amount on," Sylvie replied sharply. "We... are an automated society with minimal workers and raw materials. We breed so slowly that our need for constant expansion is at a minimum. A fleet of mining vessels and a processing station would send the council and my aunt - the queen loosely translated - into an instant agreement. The humans sending immediate aid would be seen as an amazing olive branch."


O'Donovan was tapping away at her display pad that hovered over her wrist. She became absorbed, zoning out on her task.


The Major leaned forward and said, "She'll make it happen. Look, when the eggheads finish the next wormhole device, you get it. We study the Orca and get to have it as a showpiece for tourism. That generates revenue, and we get to continue the war effort."


"Not a simple Major, are you?" I asked.


"That's my nephew," O'Donovan said, flicking a document to Sylvie. "Check that."


Sylvie opened up the file. She flicked the document to me. I saw a bunch of details regarding two ore processing stations and two fleets of miners.


Sylvie nodded in approval. "This will blow them away."


"Great, because it's all sitting in repo storage lots waiting for auctions. I'll pay the debts with Coalition funds and then send them over to Parsnue on your behalf. Included in my offer is a first-generation shared designed wormhole drive. We have already shared the data... for a price to the Vori. However, ours will be first into production.


"While you're shipless, you can use any of these ships in repossession to do your trading. Assuming you want to keep flying while you wait," O'Donovan said.


"We do," I replied. "So, the deal is this; we give up the Orca and her drive. In exchange, we get a drive in a few weeks to maybe months. In a show of good faith to the Vori, you send infrastructure fleets to help increase their mining. This is really a bribe to get us a better ship."


Anastasia folded her arms and said, "It better be an amazing ship."


"It will be," Sylvie assured her.


"Do we have a deal?" Antonio said.


I flicked through the miners to find a hauler. "Almost. I need fifty thousand Cs in credit, and fifty thousand Cs in payment. I'll even return you - "


O'Donovan shook her head in disappointment. "The Coalition operates in the trillions, you naive young man. 100k Cs - done. I spent a hundred times that to get your impounded fleets out."


"I give up the Orca for a hundred thousand, and I receive the next drive available and the gift to our allies," I said.


She nodded. "In exchange, I will need their power source technology schematics."


Sylvie nodded. "Secrets only will harm the Trinity."


"And the Zapri... how will you keep them from feeling placated?" Ivonia asked.


"From the Coalition... we're in active negotiation on the new wormhole technology, our weapons, and for their engine schematics. It is proceeding slowly, but well in hand," O'Donovan assured us. She faced me. "You know them better than most. What do they want?"


I smirked. "That is what the hundred thousand Cs is for. We're going to the Jersey System to buy sexbots. That and to get our trading going so we can afford to customize our new ship. At least I hear that is what they like."


"Oh, I'm all ears," Ivonia said, making a pun about her big ears.


Over the next five minutes, I sealed the deal with O'Donovan. She was eager to get on to another meeting and quickly swept us out of her inner isolated zone. Honestly, I was in a bit of shock.


Instead of moping about the Orca or worrying about how I'd tell the crew, I went to a fancy dinner with my three lovely ladies.




CHAPTER 28


Jersey System

The Jasmine Hauler - Near Romanica Wormhole exit

2638 A.D. - Day 17 after Orca


"What about the old guy?" I asked, forgetting the name of the person Anastasia had used for our last transaction in the system.


"Nert is Leroy's son... The documents check out, and while I don't see much of a profile resemblance, he is in the same ship," Anastasia said through her military suit that I leered at.


She had opted for an armor set that wasn't heavily armored but offered high mobility. Anastasia loved to tease me with her fine figure.


Anastasia continued, "Everything checks out, even the cargo. Not like they'll try anything with the Third Fleet in the system."


"Ah yes, the perks of a civil war averted. Problem children receive the oversight they need," I said with a chuckle.


This was exactly what had happened. One of Chancellor O'Donovan's first edicts after claiming power had been to send the military standoff in Romanica out of the system. I happened to agree that the best way to diffuse the potential civil war was to scatter the buildup.


One such fleet was the Third Fleet going to salvage the Jersey system. Especially since they had a production facility and warehouses full of sexbots that were beneficial to trade within the Trinity.


O'Donovan was not a fool. She had clearly figured out what had brought us to this system and seen the value in keeping such a rogue place under the thumb of the Coalition. Based on the report Nert sent, old sexbot factory lines were firing back online and dusty warehouses were being prepped.


"Nert from the Battleship Bean is requesting docking permission," Ivonia said from the bridge.


"Granted," I said, adjusting my military grade space suit. I doubted the exchange would go sideways. However, I was prepared if it did.


"This ship is so slow," Sylvie grumbled.


It... hadn't been a smooth transition leaving the Orca. I was sad with a slight ache in my heart when I stepped off the ship before she retired. The inspection had been thorough, and the briefing delivered to the crew afterwards had left no room for arguing.


The old girl was in need of either an entire overhaul that would tear her down to nothing to rebuild her - taking ages - or a retirement. The Orca was a fighter who killed. She nurtured by giving us a home, and we wanted what was best for the ship. So, we left her to be toured as the wonder that she was - a fitting retirement for the place we had called home.


Our new ship was shaped like a brick for hauling smelted pallets of steel. The Jasmine Hauler was boring, devoid of any neat perks, and the rooms were tiny closets. I really did miss the old ship and was excited to get the hell out of this one.


"Hey, ya were the one who disliked the Orca the most," Anastasia reminded Sylvie.


"I know, I know. It's just. You love it the most when it's gone, sorta deal," Sylvie grumbled through the radio.


The hiss of air pressurizing at the far end of the storage bay let me know the Bean was latched on. To O'Donovan, and maybe Anastasia's dad, a hundred thousand Cs was chump change. To me, it was a fortune. And, if I had to guess, this amount meant a lot to Nert also.


"Pressure is equalized. Requesting permission to open the main exchange door," Ivonia said.


"Scans?" I asked with folded arms.


"A large crew with sidearms. Nothing big like us, and nothing that can disable your suit, at least on the scans," Ivonia said with a hint of warning.


I was hauling around a large, multi-gun set to flak. The meaty machine of death was a great weapon against regular flight suits and was a standard issue for marine borders.


"Alright then, let's get this trade done," I said.


The doors slid open with stale air swooshing between two large storage bays. A loud ping and a flare of green light told both crews we had a good seal. Where our deck was empty, theirs was stuffed with hundreds upon hundreds of synthetics standing in neat box formations wrapped in an airtight plastic covering.


From this vantage point, I noticed a diverse selection of sexbots. Tall, short, pretty, stunning, manly, big boobs, no boobs, transgender, big feet, and well, the list went on. These were all used and in need of a good home. We were even paying a bit of a premium over last time. Probably why Leroy wasn't here because the deal he promised was altered.


I walked toward the three men who waited. They were ballsy, not wearing spacesuits. If our seal had been bad, they would have likely died.


Lazy half waves were exchanged between us.


When I approached with Anastasia, Nert said, "Your... units. As promised."


"Excellent," I replied, triggering the interface on my linker. "Sending payment now."


Someone always had to take that first leap forward. It was me this time.


Nert leaned over his shoulder to shout, "Paid in full. Now get your lazy asses in gear, lads!"


From the wings of the other ship, about a dozen young men hustled to turn on pallet sleds. Square sections of sexbots lifted off the decking as their carrying platforms activated. The units were slid forward from the battleship to my... clunker.


"I like the suit," Nert said with a grin. "I heard ya were a part of that fancy new Trilogy thing."


I eyed him speculatively. "Trinity, and yeah. Has a few perks," I admitted.


"We got some... other suits for sale, if yer interested," Nert said.


I frowned, glancing at Anastasia who shrugged. "They weren't offered on the official purchase site."


"Ah," Nert said with a guilty finger wag. "These suits were purchased when the system went dark. As in, they're semi-legit." He held up hands defensively while we watched the sexbots continue to be loaded. "Hear me out."


"Sureeeeeee...." I said. I wasn't doing anything besides overseeing the transfer anyway.


"I happen to have a command suit with stealth abilities, top of the line," Nert said, arousing my interest. "Purchased from the Seoul System. It's state of the art equipment. Really, really good. The moment they arrived in Jersey... well, they weren't recognized due to our problem with pirates. Pa bought 'em to fight the pirates that are now no longer a problem. You'll be able to get them registered by these Trilogy folks no sweat and at a discount."


"Trinity not Trilogy... What's the ask on the commando suits?" I inquired.


"Well, there's always room to negotiate. You seem to be a capable captain with connections, connections a trader like me would find useful," Nert said, flashing a smile that lacked a few teeth.


"I can't make you a Trinity trader... I don't think... Maybe." I shrugged. "Is that what you're after? Access to untapped markets? I mean, there is enough demand for these sexbots that there is room for more than what I can trade alone."


"Anti-monopoly would restrict us from dominating the market anyway," Anastasia said. "I'll watch the transfer if you wanna check out the suit. Seoul makes the finest... hell, even the Coalition can't afford those."


I nodded and acknowledged the 'be safe' text Ivonia sent me. A quick, final scan showed it'd take at least another thirty minutes to complete the transfer.


"Lead the way, Nert." He nodded, leading me into his ship with sidekicks behind me. "How many are available?" I asked.


"Just brought the one. Ya know, in case we were inspected, and I had ta rattle off why I was holding anti-pirating gear that might be viewed as pirating gear," he said with a shrug. "Really wished my home had never turned south."


"Yeah, the good news is that Jersey is coming back to life," I said with a positive tone.


"Yeah, things are changing... always change. Some bad, some good," he said, mimicking my hopeful tone.


I was led down hallways so narrow that if two men went to pass, they'd have to turn sideways. In my military suit, I had to adjust, walking at a slight angle.


We went left, then right, then two lefts, down a ramp, and I soon was somewhat turned around. This battleship was big, and the suit he wanted to show me was quite a distance.


I set my comms to a private link with Ivonia. "Hey, did the scans say there is a suit down here? We're getting pretty far from the Jasmine," I said with a hint of concern.


"Yup, there is a signature from a unique military grade suit and no goons lying in wait. I doubt they can trick our scans, but be careful," she said right away.


Clearly, I had a guardian angel over my shoulder monitoring my journey through the battleship.


A minute later, Nert slid open a large storage door by punching in a code. I watched him enter the numbers. Shit, he even let me watch, adding to the fact he was trusting me.


The room was decently sized. Smack dab in the middle, there rested the finest spacesuit I'd ever seen. It was jet black with a smooth, pixelated exterior. The chest piece was open like a vertical door hatch, showing a comfy interior of gel padding.


I'd heard of these units. They were too expensive for even the special operators of the Coalition. They literally cost more than a new ship and were extremely regulated. What I expected... wasn't this. This Ghost Class suit was about three tiers higher than what I figured Nert was talking about.


"Oh geez, Nert. Your story has holes in it now," I admitted.


"Holes too big for you to fill?" Nert asked with a smirk.


I mulled it over. I could say just about anything. The Trinity couldn't care what regulation Seoul System had on exports of military grade armor. Hell, I could spin it a lot of ways.


"Depends on the price," I said with a twisted frown. "Does it work?"


"Feel free to test it. I obviously let you onto my ship with that suit and a big ass gun. Pa said you were trustworthy, same with all the flashy news," Nert said.


I had expected to get recognition at some point. Our exploits were being signaled just about everywhere, and O'Donovan had the news fixated on us in a positive spin.


Eyeing the ghost suit like it was candy, I decided to go for it if the trade was reasonable. I really wanted to see what that suit was like.


Time to haggle. "No point if the deal is bad," I said with a grunt.


"Ah... the crux of the matter. This is what I want. Connect me with your buyer in Zapri space, get me the Trilogy's... Trinity's blessing to move through the new capital systems, and... I'm going to need fifty thousand Cs," he said.


Based on the stern glare from the other two partners he had with him, they were expecting more.


He turned to the two partners and said, "Guys, if we start moving sexbots by the ship load at double or triple their purchase costs, what's a hundred thousand Cs. We're talking millions."


"Wait," I blurted. "How much was this unit?"


The one on the right muttered, "Not even close to fifty thousand."


"Quiet Targ, the Captains are negotiatin'," Nert snapped.


His scowl at the price and slight venom in Targ's voice was legit, and Nert seemed upset. I closed my mouth before I replied. The offer was fair, slanted towards me winning for sure.


"Short term, I win. Long term, you win," I said and Nert nodded happily. "Look, you got all my Cs with these sexbots. I'd need to come back for this suit."


"You'd need time to get our authorizations anyway," he said.


He had a point. "Well said. Alright, I'll try it on then. Always was curious what one of these were like."


Heading to a bench at the side of the room, I set my weapon down. It was coded to me, just like the military suit I began unsealing. Both the weapon and armor would be unusable without some major hacking, and the suit was worth less than the deal we had going on upstairs.


Getting out of the armor would be sketchy, but they had a lot to lose compared to what they could gain. At least that's how I saw it.


A few minutes later, I had managed to be free of the military suit.


I giddily eyed the Ghost suit. The camouflage capable exoskeleton was a marvelous creation.


Four steps brought me to the middle of the room. I paused.


Nert and his two pals aimed their flak pistols at me. I deflated, with a loud and long groan as they had me at their mercy.


"You've gotta be shitting me," I grumbled between clenched teeth. "Third Fleet is not even three hours away."


Each of them sneered, a determination setting over their faces.


"Single shot," Nert commanded.

Crack!

Crack!

Crack!



The gunfire deafened my ears, blew holes in my knees, and sent me tumbling to the deck. I coughed while screaming. My tormented groans we justified due to my legs being a ruined mess.


While I thrashed around on the floor, a needle was jammed into my lower back. A burning sensation coursed up my spine, slowly spreading to the rest of my body.


My jerking motions stilled, and I lay in a growing pool of my own blood. It was warm and sticky against my cheek for a few minutes until even that sensation faded.


Drugs washed away the pain, numbing my body. I wondered how the hell my life had gotten so screwed up that I'd been shot three times in cold blood.


Alarms blared angrily while red lights flared in the hallway.


Nert left the room, leaving me with the two goons who watched me suffer with uncaring scowls. While I desired answers...they weren't giving up anything. My cries slowly diminished as the powerful drugs took hold.


A fog clouded my mind. The drugs were making me lose coherence. I heard talking and forced myself to concentrate.


"The alien wormhole drive for his life," Nert said calmly. He paused, and there was chatter I couldn't understand. "Then he dies. Don't play games with me. We've seen the news.... Bullshit! You swapped ships and can portal around. Using the wormhole is just to make pirates like me think you don't have the drive."


The two goons eyed each other with frowns, not liking what they were hearing.


Targ, the one on the right side said, "If there's no way to instantly flee, we're fucked."


The other goon shook his head. "They'll have it all, or we just run for the pirate hole in the belt. That fleet will struggle to stop us in time."


I was slipping, unable to hear it all. Shouting. Lots of shouting from Nert. I was able to piece together enough. This was an elaborate con. Dangle the suit, incapacitate me, and then demand the most valuable item in the Coalition for my return.


Problem was... We didn't have a wormhole drove.


An odd sensation coursed through my body. While I figured it was the drugs, I noticed my body moving without my commands. Unfortunately, my vision was dimming, and I was losing the fight to -


One of the two goons let out an echoing cackle. The evil laugh was a bit uncalled for, but at least I -


"Stop that," the one on the right ordered.


"Why's he laughing?" the left one questioned with a puzzlement in his voice.


"Silence him, fools," Nert demanded.


I then realized it was me who was laughing, except I wasn't.


My body was numb. My vision was black, and I could barely hear. I didn't even feel myself breathing, let alone laughing.


A jostling sensation told me I was being restrained. No... I was moving. How!? This wasn't me moving my body.


Snap!


"Nert! Help, he's got -"


A flaring pain erupted in my chest that was so damn intense that my consciousness blurred.


"Thank you," I heard myself say. Again. I didn't say that and had no clue as to how those words escaped my lips.


I almost felt like I was outside my body watching myself in third person. So weird!


"Did he fucking kill himself?" I heard Nert ask.


"Broke Jarvon's neck, stole my dagger, and then shoved it into his heart. Fucking psycho," Targ exclaimed.


"Right, well... shit. We got the money and managed to keep the best of the sexbots on board," Nert said, his voice oozing with frustration. "They may want his body. Targ, stick him in the freezer. And hurry up, I need to get this ship to the belt like ten minutes ago."


I was still alive... somehow. Nothing made sense. I hadn't killed Jarvon, I hadn't laughed, and I sure as hell didn't stab my own heart.


What the hell was going on!?


When Targ removed the dagger from my heart there was a sickening slurping noise and... I died.




CHAPTER 29


Bourbon System


Inside the same asteroid belt, a young boy was found in an ancient container.


Dying sucked. The worst part was... leaving my body. For a fraction of a second, I had seen my corpse being dragged away, blood trailing out of the room.


Then... I shot across the void of space. None of the stars or planets I zoomed by made any sense. My death, while a mystery, was all but forgotten. I focused on where I was when I knew I should be focusing on what I was. A floating... orb or a soul.


Eventually, I passed a bluish star I recognized. The Bourbon System was... was where my father found me. My earliest memories were from a massive asteroid I flew to.


Except I went through Fema Station, heading for the belt where the station originated. Whatever I was, or whatever remained of me, I clearly wasn't solid because I went through at least a hundred asteroids as I dove into the middle of the belt.


When I stopped moving, I was in shock. I found myself inside a fancy room with dials, gauges, and texts near stations that were illegible.


A hologram shimmered into existence across from me.


 "Finally," a deep voice said with delight.


The hologram became a human who stretched as if just awakening from a good nap.


I wanted to ask about a billion questions, but there is an ironically funny thing about being a float soul that was having an out of body experience - you can't talk.


"Welcome to your rebirth, Gaius. Your real name from your actual parents is Issar," the male hologram said in a rich baritone voice. "Everything seems to have transpired as I predicted."


The hologram held a hand to its ear, pretending to be trying to hear something. That something would be me shouting to zero effect.


"I can't hear you. You're merely a soul now. Do you hear that though...? Oh, that was the sound of your parents doubting my wisdom but wisely trusting me. I was right," the rendering chuckled.


He materialized a seat with an end table and a pipe. With a joyful grin, the hologram plopped down, and shimmied as he became comfortable.


"I am going to summarize because we only have eight minutes before your new heart is ready to travel to your corpse. Humans didn't originate in this galaxy. Close to the center of the universe there indeed was a creation event.


"That triggering was sudden and not long after, life started to sprout near the creation point. At the universe's center, life is as prolific as it is diverse. In the Milky Way Galaxy, which I monitor, life was seeded by the dying hopes of a fading variation of humanity.


"I predicted that there was a high probability that a replica of humans would sprout from this seeding. When humans expanded, I simply placed us in their path of expansion. Billions of Earth years passed by, all for that fateful moment where you were discovered."


The rendering drank something then puffed out a big image of smoke.


"We established how you were discovered. Sadly, you'll never save the human you call your father. He was poisoned by your containment gas. It shouldn't have affected him, but it was an unforeseen side effect, and for that, I am undoubtedly apologetic. Sorry, Issar," he said with a frown that made him seem sincere.


"Now, onto why you were stuck here - the Ghouls. They are a species much like what you are now. They originated on a planet where a cow type species wanted to become immortal. They devised a way to transport their souls from one body to the next.


"The concept worked. There were other species on their home planet where they could... host or occupy is how they termed it. Downside, and kicker. When they transferred at first everything was fine. Eventually, their souls consumed their host's souls and they... twisted.


"A yearning for fresh souls had them expanding and expanding, and you get the picture. They were no longer what they started as and became the greatest threat to all sapient life in the galaxy. Undetectable, most feared, by all, and ravenous in their hunger.


"Sad fact, Issar, there are no gods or almighty saviors to defeat the scourge. Ghouls eradicated your home galaxy, even defeating the best weapons humanity could create... your parents. Ghouls inhabit a living host, feed on their... soul, and then move on as established. And here is the kicker - they split when they get big enough.


"They're nothing more than soul parasites. Humans in this galaxy haven't discovered the power of the soul. Your variation had unlocked this aspect of their bodies before they even achieved interstellar travel.


"You, Issar, are not human. You're a creation to defeat the Ghouls when they do become a threat to this galaxy. According to my calculations, there's a 7% chance they're already in the Milky Way. Given the voracity and stubbornness of the Ghouls, I wouldn't doubt that number to be far greater.


"Which leads to you. Your parents were born as lab experiments. Their bodies were human and not human. What I'm about to say to you defies logic and what your version of humanity's science currently understands. So, keep an open mind and accept it as a hard to believe fact."


He sighed, then gulped his drink in a downing swig. There was a pain on his face before he continued.


"A nebula, as defined by your heritage's variation, is a cloud of gas that obscures vision. Well, there was a frightening moral dilemma as humanity was being feasted upon. What lengths will you go to - to win?


"Your ancestors devised a way to create a human whose heart and soul ran off a cloud of gas that could consume Ghoul spirits and break them down into energy. Yes... You heard me right.


"As Ghouls were invading bodies, converting their hosts to round up more meals for the future, they encountered a diabolical creation - your parents.


"When a Ghoul tries to occupy a nebula soul, they are ingested and converted. Sounds great, but... the nebula heart has an odd effect. It rips the mind of its sanity.


"At the tail end of the war, the end was nigh, and even these secret weapons were not enough. The power of the nebula lords... a prophecy I inserted... was unstable. The theory was that the offspring of two nebula lords would be enough to not succumb to the insanity."


The male hologram wagged a finger at me. I became shocked when it pointed directly at me. It could see me somehow. My attempts at forming questions into even noises were defeated.


"You became greater than your parents ever imagined. Your nebula soul has always been in you. I stripped your nebula heart out," he said as a side cabinet opened. "I needed you to blend in before you received this nebula heart. While I was able to obscure the origins of your DNA, this heart would have been too much.


"Due to the fact of what you are, I knew you'd stir trouble at some point. If not, there was a failsafe in the chip behind your ear that has now been destroyed. That chip was a trigger to kill you and activate this sequence - your rebirth exactly as I wanted it. If I had just awoken you as a man without any ties to these humans, you may not have fought for them. Now... they're your people and your purpose."


An orb the size of a heart pulsed a million colorations and appeared as a nebula would but small enough to fit into a human chest.


"This is going back into your body in a moment. You'll gain some new powers, unique powers that elevate you to something more than the rest of humanity; rapid self-healing being one of them.


"At the same time, you can die forever if you fall into lava, get cut into bits, have your chest ripped out, become squished to mush, and the list keeps going. Outside of some horrific death... you're immortal and hopefully the assessment that you will stay sane when you combat the Ghouls holds true."


The nebula orb zipped out an opening, and I felt a tug to follow it.


"Oh... my manners. I'm Gabriel. Don't blame me for my lapse. Moving your heart back into your body is consuming the last of my energy, and I will go into a final sleep. Unfortunately, my time here is at an end.


"My long slumber waiting for your rebirth combined with my current efforts had drained my core. While I hope you try to find me, you'll spend eons doing so. If you do search, there will be no signature or sign that my rock is any different... so dig rock by rock - slowly. Oh... and if you do find me, 'double A' batteries won't do the trick. Good luck, Issar. Save this galaxy. I believe in you."


I was sucked out of the interior of the asteroid. Immediately, I was yanked through dozens more rocks. Any hope of identifying which asteroid I was in during his lecture became lost to me. The trip back to what was likely my body was done so with my soul attached to my heart.


A thousand questions distracted my mind. What other powers would I possess? Why did I die when he could have just invited me to his home in the flesh? And were Ghouls capable of piloting ships in slipspace? On that final one, I was fairly certain I knew the answer. Yes.


What felt like only minutes transpired before I shot a hauling ship trying to catch a battleship that held a massive lead. My family was coming for revenge. I'd have to figure out a way to get it on my own because they stood no chance of catching up to the fleeing pirates.




CHAPTER 30


Jersey System

The Battleship Bean - Fleeing the Third Fleet

2638 A.D. - Day 17 after Orca


I shot upright with a deep and loud gasp. The air I eventually exhaled puffed into a cloud of warm breath. Yup, I was in a freezer.


Staring down at my knees, I saw the impossible happen. My legs that were destroyed, ruined messes... were knitting back together. I glanced over my heart to the dim gleam of a thousand colors exiting the opening. The coloration faded as the knife wound fixed itself.


I was so shocked that it was over before I could fully register what the hell had happened.


"Fuck me..." I exclaimed quietly.


Sliding my hands over the now smooth flesh, I was dismayed. When I wiggled my toes... I knew that ordeal in the asteroid was in fact real. I was... different now. Better, full... of... energy.


"Well... shit," I muttered, "that was amazing."


I glanced around the freezer, trying to find my clothes. The assholes didn't even cover my body. My undergarments were MIA, but I did notice Nert and his crew were stocked up on... bacon. The shelves gave the impression they robbed a trader who was moving slices of bacon in bulk.


Another scan showed there were no clothes, though, and I wanted the hell out of this pork prison.


Thankfully, the freezer had an interior hatch. While I knew I was ice cold on my skin, my new heart was heating my body to a comfortable level. I wish they hadn't stripped me nude, but for whatever reason they had.


The clasp popped open the door, and I crept out into a quiet kitchen that was dimly lit by a single light. When I stepped out, sensors activated brighter lighting.


A trail of blood, my blood, led out of the cooking area. I had to wonder where the material to manage my repairs came from.


Well, to be honest, I was contemplating about a billion questions. The main one, though, was how did I get back to those I considered family.


The blood trail gave me an option. I had watched Nert punch in a code to access the door to the Ghost suit room.


2773.


Yeah, those were the numbers. I was certain. Part of him getting me to drop my guard was showcasing that damn code.


I prepared to exit the kitchen while voices drifted down the hall on the other side.


"Shit," I muttered, figuring the activated lights had triggered an alert.


I saw a latched frying pan pinned to a wall, so that it was secured down tight for zero-g. I ran to it, quickly managed the latches, and then hid behind a counter so the goons coming in the door wouldn't see me right away.


The door popped open right after I had ducked down.


"...I'm telling you, he popped Jarvon's neck like a twig," Targ pleaded.


That voice was whiny, but I did recognize it. Targ was part of the three who shot my knees out. I grimaced with raw anger at the sound of his voice.


I heard two sets of grav boots enter. "Targ, I hear ya. The Cap doesn't believe you, and that's why I'm babysitting you."


"You've known me since we were teenagers, Damion," Targ grumbled.


Damion exhaled in a frustrated manner, "Mate, enough. Focus. We need to make this guy look alive for the video. I record while you move him around in a dark room with these anti grav suckers."


"This is fucking bullshit, Damion. I promise you he got up and killed Jarvon and then stabbed himself in the heart," Targ exclaimed.


I saw animated hands flying into the air from where I squatted in hiding.


Slap!


"Get your fucking shit together. We don't have cameras in the torture chamber for a reason, you fool. The guy you owed four hundred Cs to dies and the only witness ends up with your knife in his heart. Sus... You're sus as fuck," Damion said with hostility.


My opportune moment was coming. I was just waiting for the -


Pop. The sound of the door opening was followed by a hiss of cold air.


"Ya gotta be kidding me!" Damion shouted. "You spaced the corpse. You're so fucking dead."


Targ grunted, and a scuffle broke out. The two were locked in a battle when Targ shouted, "Fuck off, I've been under -"


I rounded the counter, exiting my crouch as the duo tussled. Both caught my motion from the side of their eyes. I had the frying pan ready as they were entangled in their struggle.


A cross swing went right for Damion's nose. His arms came up too late. All my might was placed into the attack.


Pong!


The frying pan was so hard, Damion lifted off the deck, and arced onto the fryers. I fought the vibrations racing through my arms.


I saw Damion was out cold, but his hands had clung to Targ's outfit, yanking him off balance.


Targ freed himself after falling to his knees. I towered over him, and he instinctively raised pleading hands in self-defense.


Like a berserker in a battle rage, I screamed at him with a mighty overhead chop. At the last second, I turned the frying pan sideways, snapping fingers, and driving the cast iron through his pitiful defenses.


His final sight was me grinning down at him as I cracked open his skull with a kitchen tool. The impact was so great, a reverberating hum cascaded through my entire body.


As quick as my hands ached, they were repaired with a tingling sensation.


I heard Damion groan, surprisingly still alive. His staggered recovery was pitiful and told me he was beyond dazed. He rolled off the counter, a massive goose egg on his forehead with blood pouring freely out of his shattered nose.


With a shaky hand, he reached for his linker. I charged.


Damion never was able to place his hands up in time. His only reaction was a frown of confusion as he saw the gore covered frying pain heading for his face.


Crack!


The cast iron's hard edge caved in his skull. He toppled to the floor, still alive somehow. For good measure, I smashed his brains in with another powerful swing.


Cranium fluid splattered out, mixing with the blood that pooled under his twitching body. I panted, feeling nauseous, and then vomited on his dying body.


I... I... I did a lot of things in my young... old... complicated life. A stone-cold killer, well, becoming one had its prices.


With a forearm swipe across my mouth, I recovered. Inspecting his body, I found a shitty side ass, and that was it. His wealth was likely on his linker that would be dead along with him until the Coalition could pry it out of his accounts. Not that I need much more than a flak pistol at the moment.


I kept the pan and the pistol, leaving the kitchen in the buff.


I knew at this juncture, I needed to hurry. Their deaths would be noticed quickly. With a bit of luck, Nert would think they had aced each other, but I wasn't going to be around when they showed up.


Following the trail of my blood, I arrived at the dungeon room. It kinda made sense they lured me to a trap that doubled as torture chamber.


Heading to the keypad, I input the code, receiving a green ping.


"Thank the... well, thanks," I muttered.


Call me crazy, but the creation, AI, or whatever Gabriel was, told me there were no gods. Because that was said from the being that brought me back to life... Well, it held sway over me at the moment.


The door hissed open and inside were both suits. My big multi-use rifle laid atop the bench, exactly where I left it. I frowned, knowing the rifle wouldn't camouflage with the Ghost suit.


After mulling it briefly and setting the pan and sidearm down, I realized it didn't matter. The rifle had better protection, advanced tech, and I could set the weapon as a trap or something.


I headed to the Ghost suit, hoping Nert was stupid enough to leave it open to new users in case he actually needed me to test the fancy thing.


This armor set was different. It locked the boots solid to the steel deck. The body was rigid and upright. I had to step into the legs backwards. While awkward, I managed this on my own.


After I set the back of my arms into the limb slots, a click triggered hydraulics. The top half that was open like a hatch smoothly collapsed.


A locking hiss sealed me into the suit.


I sighed in relief. It wouldn't activate to seal me in if was locked to a user.


Nert never suspected I'd steal from him. He also never imagined I'd rise from the dead. At least my crew thought I was still alive. That was certainly going to make it easier to make up something... or...


Angst roiled inside me about whether I should tell them I had died. I huffed out a big exhale, triggering the interface.


"Welcome to a CyoCorp Suit of Armor. We design the absolute best. Are you wishing to test the unit or claim it?" a robotic voice prompted me.


"Claim," I said rapidly.


Every second counted. The suit was in a boot up sequence for new operators... not an ideal scenario for someone in a hurry. A prickling sensation ran over my body as I was genetically coded to the suit.


"Unification complete," the suit told me.


"Damn, that was fast," I grumbled.


"We at CyoCorp pride ourselves on perfection."


"Uh... thanks suit. I want camouflage on please," I said.


The exoskeleton hummed.


I glanced down at my arm and saw it shimmering. Was it only visible to me?


"We at CyoCorp would like for you to add a name to your DNA tag," the interface said.


"I'm in a combat situation," I said and the interface pulsed red with warning.


"Local authorities have been notified," the suit said.


"Uh... and those are?" I asked in confusion.


The suit had a loading swirl. A second later, Nert's face popped up on my screen.


"No fucking way! I saw your death. I even checked your -"


I terminated his feed. "Suit, that is a pirate. Please inform Coalition authorities your software has been infected."


"Sweeping systems now... Noting infections and rebooting. ETA to full operational status is thirty seconds."


Instead of cursing or freaking out, I mentally prepared myself. Any hope of surprising the enemy was gone with the stupid suit telling me to Nert. They knew I was alive, and they knew I had the Ghost suit.


The half minute felt like an hour.


When the system finally rebooted, I had to get another scan to claim the suit. This time, it realized we were isolated in space.


"Operator Gaius, would you like combat mode again?" it asked.


"Yes."


I ran for the door. The suit encasing me felt invigorating, feeling like a second skin. When the door popped open, it was eerily silent on the other side.


By chance, I stayed in the room, listening intently. The click of a grenade resulted in me shutting the door quickly.


Boom!


The entire frame of the ship shook violently. Wanting to use the distraction of the explosion, I opened the door and saw a cloud of smoke and fragments embedded into the hall.


The small bits glowed hotly. I had to guess the direction of the grenade. Taking a fifty-fifty chance, I sprinted left.


A trail of smoke followed in my wake, revealing my outline when I rounded the corner. Three young men were prepping grenades. I raised my rifle and all three of them chucked grenades at my feet.


"Shit!" I blurted.


Using the enhanced abilities of the suit, I ran directly forward, shouldering by the three pirates. Two tipped over each other and I felt a giant push against my back that went in tandem with triple explosions.


The entire ship shook and slid forward, eventually skidding until I slammed into a wall. As quick as I could, I flipped onto my back, leveling my rifle. The two idiots who tripped were motionless on the deck, blood from grenade wounds leaked freely from their bodies.


The survivor was trying to staunch the blood seeping out of his guts. With minimal aim, I squeezed the trigger.


Clack! Clack! Clack!


Three holes erupted in his chest. He eyed me in dismay before slumping forward.


"Hostile action recorded. Medical aid should have been administered to your wounded opponent," the suit said.


"Record away. He still had a side arm, intent to kill, and working hands," I countered.


"I merely record and inform. Operation is up to the operator," the dry tone of the suit replied with the slightest hint of snark.


I frowned. "Scan the ship," I ordered.


"That will give away our position. Are you certain?" the armor asked.


I scoffed. "Yes. Stop fucking questioning me. Grenades gave away our position."


"That is not determined," the suit countered, and I rolled my eyes. "Sixty-three life forms aboard this ship. Twenty-one of them are in containment. Twenty-six crew are hiding in rooms. Fourteen combatants are rushing to arm themselves, and two are in the room we started in with one armed."


"Shit!" I yelled. "Apply gravity to avoid slipping in the blood."


I dashed back toward the torture room. My military grade combat suit was in there, and that armor was probably the only thing I'd struggle to defeat. I rounded the corner, my boots clomping loud with each step.


When I arrived at the door, I saw it was slightly open. The control panel crackled with sparks. Inside the room, Nert held a gun to the head of a pink haired young woman with half her head shaven.


She was nervously adjusting the control panel to my suit, trying to override my authorizations. A hacker...


I raised the rifle, the muzzle pointed squarely at Nert's chest.


"Ah, ah, ah," Nert said, wagging a finger on his free hand. "Make a move and she dies."


"Step away from that suit, or I'll kill you myself," I said, not worried about the side arm he held to her head.


She trembled when I shifted my aim to her. Now, she was the target of two rifles, and she likely knew her situation was untenable.


Nert postured aggressively when she went to step back.


"Oh no ya don't, Sabrina. Yer almost done," he scolded her.


My weapon was already raised, and he was focused on her. I aimed, squeezed the trigger, and -


Crack!


A finger size fragment of rock spun into her left leg, blowing her shin out and sending her tumbling to the deck.


When his aim veered, Nert was forced with a hard choice, and now, he knew it was over. Instead of aiming at me or her, he raised his pistol until it aimed at the ceiling.


"I surrender," he declared.


I lined up the rifle to his chest. "Tell the crew to surrender and give me access to all controls through the CyoCorp armor interface," I demanded.


"No," he replied flatly.


"Just no?" I asked, dumbfounded.


Nert shrugged. "I'm dead if I do. My best case is they impound the ship, selling it cheap since the systems are locked."


"Ah, then the actual owner gets it, they watch what you do and restrict you," I said.


Another shrug.


Sabrina wasn't idle. I'd figured she would be screaming or trying to attack me for ruining her leg. I saw her crawling for Nert, paint etched on her face and whimpers of agony escaping her lips. She was turning white with shock setting in.


She latched onto his leg and bit his calf ferociously. We both were caught off guard by this. He screamed in pain, his eyes flaring white with hatred. When Nert shifted his weapon to end her -


Crack!


Crack!


Crack!


Three shots raced across our short distance, filling his torso with holes. Unlike the guy I had shot earlier, Nert toppled, dying instantly.


Sabrina grabbed his fallen weapon and added a smaller hole to the side of his head, blowing out a chunk of hair, skull, and brains.


"I... I - I - I'm sorry," I said.


She cried, either from the pain, the death, the victory of being alive, or who knew. I tried to comfort her, but she was lost in the moment, struggling to process the situation.


I left her when I heard feet pounding down the hall. I hopped out of the room, weapon at chest level.


Four men with electric rifles were shocked at my sudden arrival. We both squeezed triggers. The crackle of electric rounds mixed with the crack of flak rounds ejecting on full auto.


Electric rounds washed over my armor. The suit seized as it fought the flare of energy.


A few seconds later, my suit was working again. My opponents were not as fortunate as I was. They were in plain clothes, and I must have sent twenty rounds down that narrow hallway.


Seeing them die like that was... gruesome. From under the pile of bodies, an older man extracted himself until he sat up.


It was clear he was dying. I also noticed there was no weapon in his hands, and the suit warned me by flaring yellow when I sighted him.


Instead of squeezing the trigger, I bent over, digging a finger into a hole that bubbled blood.


"I think I shot your lung. Do I have permission to clog the wound?" I asked.


He nodded.


"I'm not a medical professional and -" my hand pushed through his chest, caught something stringy like an artery, and accidentally broke it.


He gave a few final coughs and died.


"Uhh, maybe I shouldn't try to aid the wounded," I said and the computer, which should not be an AI, had no response. "I take it you're not programmed to give me any more snarky replies."


"My only goal is to aid the operator," the suit said.


"Perform another scan," I said.


"Only five armed personnel remain. They are all locked within the bridge. May I ask a question?"


"Uhh, sure," I said in a puzzled tone.


"How did you get into the room where I was stored?" the suit asked.


This sounded like a call for help. However, I frowned deeply, as this was a disturbing question. Then I realized, this was the second time it had asked me a question, not including deductive reasoning. Something that was outlawed in programs.


"CyoCorp twisted a few rules," I said.


"I do not follow your logic."


I snickered then said, "Logic should not be in your parameters. Did you name yourself?"


"Adan," the suit said.


"Alright, Adan. We will discuss this more later once we're safely in Zapri territory. I appreciate your help, though. You think the code for the bridge is 2773?" I asked and the suit pinged green, so I continued. "Another scan, please. And give me more details this time."


"There are 58 life forms remaining aboard this ship. You account for one, the injured Sabrina the other. The main crew has joined the prisoners and every single one of the previously armed hostiles are without weapons, blended in with the masses. The only threat is the five-armed crew who are operating the bridge," Adan said.


"Guide me to the bridge and tell me about engineering," I said.


Adan hesitated. "Oh, interesting. The engineering is sealed off to all besides the ship owner, who is classified. The crew has to bring it to... A point in space for repairs. It's a hoax, not sure why. Turn left here."


I turned left and headed down a tight hallway that ended with a vertical ladder. Stomping up the metal rungs, I arrived on a floor and was told to keep going.


"Speaking of going, where is the ship heading?" I asked.


"To an over-mined asteroid belt, but all probability has the door code at 2773, and a crew you'll defeat easily," Adan said confidently. "Turn right. The double doors are on your left."


"How about the pursuit?" I asked.


"They are no longer in pursuit. Third Fleet ordered the Jasmine Hauler to retreat and the main force is protecting that ship. A few scouts chase us, but they'll never catch this ship, though. Hence why you need to - "


"Input 2. 7. 7. 3." I said slowly, tapping the door panel. It pinged green, granting me access. "Well, I owe you a beer or something. Nert was... an idiot."


"I'd like a body," Adan said with longing.


I strode into the expansive bridge like a badass in super armor. I didn't even have the Ghost part activated when I casually entered.


"Cap!" the crew shouted.


"I stopped answering all hails. Any new orders?" a man at a communications station asked.


They must have assumed I was Nert because I was in the armor with a black faceplate and not firing at them. Not to mention I had known the access code.


I ignored them, heading to the captain's chair. Plop-ping down, I went to access the controls and discovered there was a keypad asking for a code.


"2. 7. 7. 3." I said evenly.


The four men and one woman went rigid with fright from my voice. I raised the rifle, seeing from the bottom of my eye that the control pad had unlocked with a green ping.


Two men went for their pistols. I was impressed by how quickly they drew.


I lined up as the sound of gunfire rang loud in the large bridge. My timing was slow, but my aim needed to be precise to avoid destroying stations with the rifle.


The first gunman ducked behind cover, shooting over a station blindly with his weapon sideways.


When I shifted my aim, a different male blasted his former crewmate in the back of the head. Hearing the thump of the dead body crashing to the floor, the last man surrendered.


I ordered the four of them to join the rest of the crew and to remain in a single spot until I said otherwise. When they left, I let out a relieved sigh.


"Where should I guide the ship, Captain?" Adan asked.


I studied the map, glancing at a spot between Third Fleet and the Jasmine hauler. "I want us to go right there. My Dad had a saying, 'Close your eyes, wish you're somewhere, and before you know it, you'll be there.'"


I did exactly as I had done a thousand times growing up. Wishing for a long trip to become short.


I felt my new alien heart brim with power until it poured out.


I wasn't sure what was going on, so I opened my eyes. Time itself froze. The blinking lights on the bridge went static, and a second later a colorful light so bright burst forth - blinding me.


"You're hurting me... Ah!" Adan cried out, and then there was silence.


I screamed as I felt a bit of my soul rip free of my chest and disappear. I gasped, inhaling deep breaths from within the suit.


My panting breath was loud in the enclosed helmet.


"I survived," Adan said in shock. "Taking fire, missiles are inbound. ETA in three minutes."


"The hell are you on about? Shit... this burns. What the fuck happened?" I said, twisting in agony.


"Broadcasting in the clear. This is Captain Crenshaw's representative. We have weapons offline and kindly ask you to recall your missiles," Adan said.


"Put him on!" Anastasia demanded. Her voice rang loud over the bridge speakers with desperation.


"Hey, my love, it's been a hell of a day," I said, giving an understatement of the century. "I conquered a ship for you, Ivonia and Sylvie."


"This is Vice Admiral Orgo. Missiles are deactivating for pickup. Scouts are inbound. We didn't realize you had the wormhole drive on you, Captain Crenshaw," Orgo said.


I grunted, the pain finally starting to subside. "I don't. I can teleport, am three billion years old, and I killed myself to reborn into some that will likely not be enough to save humanity. And the Barian... they're just the beginning."


"Not the time for humor young man," Orgo countered.


I snickered and said, "I got some people who need saving. Twenty prisoners and forty pirates or something like that. You'll need - Crap, I forgot about Sabrina. Adan, set a course for the Jasmine. I'm heading to the torture room."


"The what?" Orgo and Anastasia blurted at once.


"Hey Sylvie," I said ignoring them. "Get a scan on the wounded woman. I kinda blew her leg to bits to save her life."


"I'm showing twelve dead and one injured," Sylvie said and paused. "I can heal the leg in a few weeks if the patient is willing to allow me to use Vori techniques and a cryo pod."


I left the bridge, trotting to the torture chamber.


"So... Sylvie, what are my readings?" I asked.


"I can see your aura from here," Ivonia answered me.


Sylvie sighed over the radio and said, "The Zapri are freaking out that the Nebula Lord has embraced his true power. The reality is, your heart is hotter than a hundred suns but is emitting no radiation. Gaius... you're... I love you, and I believe you when you say you died and were reborn. When there is a lack of understanding, trust the data."


Admiral Orgo cleared his throat. "Princess Sylvie, as a Vori scientist, are you telling me the unknown power source aboard that battleship is not a pirate device?"


"Your scans are better than mine. Just because you decide to ignore the evidence... Also, Battleship Bean blinked brazenly between us. We both know there was no wormhole," Sylvie said.


I heard agonized cries from the torture room.


"Gaius, be careful. Okay? The readings in your heart are in flux. Before you jumped, a flat energy reading was on the scans. After the jump, you lost about thirty percent of your... energy. I see it slowly recovering now," Sylvie said. "Did it feel like you expended power?"


"More like willed the ship to a spot and ripped a part of my soul out by wishing it to be there. The process was agonizingly painful, but now I need to put you on hold," I said, arriving at Sabrina.


"I'm not a bad guy," he grunted between clenched teeth.


Her body was shaking with shivers. Her skin was pale, and she was clearly frightened.


"I know," I assured her. Actually, I didn't have a clue. The reality was that she'd be getting a thorough check once she was healed. "Talk to me while I see if I can heal you."


"Like what?" she laid back while I inspected her leg.


"Tell me what brought you here, and know that I'll check your words for truth later," I said sternly.


"Your bedside manner is the fucking worst," she said, glaring at me with pain in her eyes.


"Yeah, so are my medical abilities. Just ask the last guy I killed when I tried to fix him," I said with a snicker.


"What the fuck is wrong with you?" she asked.


I didn't answer, wincing at her wounds. My round had devastated her shin.


"Patch me into your feed," Sylvie said. My blue babe's tone elevated positivity. "Excellent, Gaius. You're in shock, Sabrina. The more you talk, the quicker the time will go by."


Sabrina's tibia and fibula were a ruined mess. The visor screen applied notes that Sylvie was adding to my vision. I saw radial fracture, ligament damage, pins placements, and... she was redrawing the leg.


"I grew up in the streets of Frisco Bay," Sabrina said. She must have caught my reaction. "Jersey is just a name, it's not a former state's expansion. Not many people realize most of the original settlers were Californians."


"Keep your head still," Sylvie said in a motherly tone. "You're doing great, keep talking, Sabrina."


"Now that is bedside manner," Sabrina said, tossing her head as she fought off pain. I stared at her gory leg, not minding being a proxy for the two ladies. "At twelve, I wanted to be a pilot, and at sixteen, I was one."


"I need to find her missing bone to input the regrowth parameters," Sylvie informed me.


I hesitated. "I might be able to heal her," I said.


"That's what I'm trying to do..." Sylvie said with a smidge of frustration.


Ivonia interjected and said, "He can magically heal her. He is the Nebula Lord. Healing is one of the foretold powers. Granted, there are like a thousand in the legend, so who knows."


"How does it work?" I asked.


A long silence settled over the radio. I realized no one had an answer for how magical healing would operate.


"Keep talking, Sabrina. I'm going to get Sylvie's data and then try to give you a better leg," I said.


She scoffed between clenched teeth. "I just want the leg the way it was before you shot it to mush."


"I... fair point."


"Ignore him, Sabrina. You're doing wonderful. I like your story. A pilot at sixteen, marvelous achievement," Sylvie said softly.


"Right before my seventeenth birthday, the hauler I was stopped taking input commands. I was supposed to be going to Yanim Station, but instead started heading to the Vargg Belt," she grunted while I analyzed her bone fragments from Sylvie. "Well, the trip was three weeks. I'd survive, barely. So, I spent a few hours tinkering with the system interface.


"I figured out a workaround for the block by bypassing to the root folder, and then I kicked the overriding program offline. I was hailed a self-hero and the news covered me. This led to me getting free coding school."


"That's neat. Sabrina. More to the left, Gaius," Sylvie said encouragingly. "Then what happened?"


"I became really good, and that was bad news when the system went to shit. Four of the last five years, I've been a prisoner of Leroy and Nert. Yes, Leroy is a pirate, and a bit of an overlord one. Keeps a clean image," Sabrina said and I believed her.


"Done," Sylvie told me. "Good luck."


I went to the pistol that had at her side. I snatched it off the deck, sliding it to a side wall. "Adan, open my gloves," I ordered the suit.


"So anyway, being a female captive is about as bad as you imagine. I fought really hard at first. ...Those were rough days. Eventually, as the records will show, I gave in, bidding my time. That time came..." I put a hand on her exposed knee. "Whatcha doing, tingles, less... less... oh my god..." she moaned out. "Stop... I'm... I'm mmmm..."


She bit her lip, her face contorting as she tried to control herself. I knew that look. I probably should hold off on touching women for a while.


"Her pleasure sensors are going through the roof," Sylvie said.


"Gaius!" Ivonia screamed.


I shook my head, muting them all. I focused on her leg. When Sylvie had finished her doctor notes, she had an image of what her leg would look like post reconstruction after time in the healing pod.


Closing my eyes, I focused on her leg being whole. I let the immense power in my chest seep out this time. When we... blinked the ship... it had ripped free. This was more like a slow tear. Painful, but not excruciating. I fell into a trance of sorts.


A tightening grip around my hands pulled me to open my eyes.


I glanced down to see her leg was fixed, her pants wet with pee, and her eyes wide in shock. Her pale pasty skin was vibrant, and her face looked about three years younger. She wiggled her toes happily.


Removing the mute resulted in a cacophony of radio chatter being said all at once. Sabrina... she was wowed, and those big doe eyes went from her leg to me. She lunged onto my suit, covering me in a hug.


"That was amazing... Consider us even, oh. And never shoot me again," she said and for once, I didn't say something dumb in return.


A moment later, she left the room.


Anastasia silenced the side chatter. "My love, you there?"


"Yes, I'm here, Darling. I've missed you."


"We're docking now. Come home to us," Anastasia said.


I knew she wasn't calling the Jasmine home, and instead inferring to our family. A jostle rocked the ship, and I heeded her words. Home... Home was where the heart was...




CHAPTER 31


Parsnue System

The Battleship Bean - Docking soon with Parsnue's Trinity Station

2638 A.D. - Day 32 after Orca


I twirled Anastasia's long blonde hair while she nestled into my side. A content sigh escaped her lips as she used my shoulder as a pillow.


We were in the moderately sized captain's quarters aboard the Battleship Bean, and our long journey to find a new ship was almost at an end.


I had found the trip to the Vori Trinity system rather soothing.


After a quick inspection by the Third Fleet, who processed everyone off the ship except for Sabrina before soaring towards Romanica.


It was another ten days across the Romanica system where top tier techies boarded the ship and reset the passcode to engineering while we were in mid-flight.


Whatever the 'Owner' set to keep the crew out of engineering was no match for the best of the Coalition and the Battleship Bean was now fully under our control and was a prize I planned on selling to the ship hungry Vori.


The crew had migrated over from the tight confines of the hauler for the retired warship that was only a slight improvement. Constant shuttles soared between my mini fleet to send workers to their assigned duty on the Jasmine.


I wasn't surprised by how much all species liked the ability to stretch out. Obtaining another ship meant for living was a high priority. All our farm animals from the Orca were pissed too, but I had refused to sell them, knowing we would just need to buy them again.


Another being needing a new home was Adan. His mind was placed into a Zapri AI body when one of the AI left for a sexbot body. He faltered and was... paralyzed, in a sense.


He loved the sensation of being in a body, but he had zero control of it and refused to go back into the Ghost suit.


Speaking of the suit, the Coalition snatched it up (for a nice price) so they could inspect the technology. They gave me a lower tier replacement.


Even I answered to someone, and that would be the Coalition demanding the suit that hatched an AI. Deep down, I held the opinion that I may have modified Adan.


I told Chancellor O'Donovan's people that Adan was going to meet Myrian and nothing more was said of the matter.


The trip through Romanica was... lovely and disappointing. Sylvie left on a speedy shuttle to race ahead and pick out our new home. That was part of the reason we cruised to Parsnue instead of trying to blink.


Doing so meant Sylvie would have time to have whatever she selected ready.


I missed my blue horned babe.


To make up for it, I received extra snuggles from Ivonia and Anastasia. That was where I found myself one afternoon.


"Quickie?" Anastasia asked, tracing her fingertips down my body.


"We only have ten minutes, and we should'a left bed five minutes ago," I told her with a content sigh. "Not like we haven't been having oodles of sex. Kinda surprised Ivonia isn't in here for more."


Anastasia snicked. "You broke her. Us ladies... Anyway, quickie it is."


She kissed down my body, sneaking under the covers.


"I'll just have to do my best to get you to finish before we run out of time. I am dressed to impress, after all," Anastasia said.


I moaned when she ran her large breasts over my arousal. "You're nude."


"Exactly, dressed to impress," Anastasia said, muffling impress because she put my cock in her mouth.


I reached under the covers to run my hands through her hair and guide her head bobbing up and down. Her tongue wrapped my swelling penis while her right hand tugged.


Her slurps were paused when she pulled my cock out of her mouth to kiss the tip. I frowned at her sudden stop. Lifting the covers, I saw her messing with her linker.


"Raincheck. We're docking early, and Sylvie just said your vitals are spiking. Shocker when the human that has a hundred suns powering his body becomes... excited it causes concern with the local Vori," Anastasia said, exiting the bottom of the bed.


"Damn... I - I - I love you," I said.


She smirked. "Love you too. So... ya excited!?" Anastasia asked running for the tiny closet. Her booty jiggled from her hip snaps. I soaked in the view with a longing sigh. "Thanks. I think when I get old, I'll remember these moments fondly. Ya always make me feel so... special."


"I wouldn't be who I am without you, Anastasia. I know we've been extra close since my... my..." I struggled to find the words.


"Hey, my love. Get in this outfit, we gotta go. Trust me. I know ya love me the most," Anastasia said bluntly.


I rolled my eyes, exiting the bed to catch the simple spacesuit she tossed at me. I was going to reply when Ivonia stepped in.


"He loves me the most, clearly," Ivonia said, swatting Anastasia's ass with her tail. "I'll have his baby first."


I grunted, shimmying into my spacesuit. "It's not a competition. We're a happy family, and I love you all as much as I love myself. Because let's be honest, I'm awesome..."


Anastasia gasped playfully. "My dear Gaius, I do believe you tried to make a funny," she teased.


"Hey, well, that and you girls aren't able to get pregnant from my sperm, so it is not a first to either competition," I said, realizing that sentence wouldn't help them.


Except... they were indifferent instead of deflated.


"What did you learn!?" I exclaimed.


Anastasia zipped up her flight suit in a hurry, let out a squeak, and bolted out the door. Ivonia was like a deer in the headlights and more importantly... Busted.


"I'll tickle you until you pee if you -"


My foxy Zapri bolted out of the room, and I was left alone.


I went to my linker and checked their medical status. Hmm... classified. This had Sylvie written all over it. Sylvie's was not classified, and she was not pregnant. Interesting, and what I had expected.


The ship jerked from a connection of the docking bay before calming. I walked to the edge of the bed to plant my ass down and flick on my linker's recorder.


"Hey dad. I... I'm coming soon. Going to have you transplanted into one of those awesome gaming systems. I... This is hard for me to admit, but... I can't save you in this world. One of my stops is to see Myrian, if they'll even grant me an audience and I'll get a recommendation.


"I love you and would rather be able to see you happy somewhere not frozen. If you take the knowledge of recent events and still want to be frozen or just... have your time end, I'll respect that. I hope you can forgive me and see the pain on my face," I said, closing the connection.


I wasn't the type of guy who cried, but deciding to kill my father's body was a tough decision. Maybe one day the ability to take his mind and place it into an AI would exist. I wiped wet spot at a dastardly wet spot under my eye.


The door hissed open, and in ran Sylvie. "You didn't greet me at -"


I ran and scooped her up, twirling her. We kissed while embraced. "I missed you. Sorry, I was sending a message to my father," I said.


"That sad?" she asked, thumbing a wet spot under my other eye. "Well, I got just the thing for -"


I sealed the door shut with a foot, keeping her off the floor in my arms.


"Gaius, my parents are waiting for us in their vacation chamber," Sylvie said with a sparkling smile and gentle tone.


"Ah, you're locked in here until you tell me why I see a few medical statuses set to -"


She kissed me before I could finish. When our lips parted, she said, "Classified. That will be for after we transition to our new ship. You're no fool, just do us a favor and let us tell you together," Sylvie said.


I walked her to the wall, gently pinned her with a deep loving kiss. When I set her down, her eyes flared with anticipation.


"Listening?" I nodded at her words. "Vori hate talking. Keep your expressions pleasant and happy. Do it for me. Step into the circle of stones with a smile and palms up. My parents will either place a palm in your hands or return the gesture. Either way, we move on after," Sylvie told me.


She exited the room, and I caught her wrist in the hallway. "Touching me would be-"


"Snarksticks, I'll tell them to hover. Meet me in the transfer bay," she ran down the hall turning into the docking bay. I followed at a casual pace.


Leaving the Bean was... fulfilling. Calling it home even for a short jaunt had been painful. Stepping onto the Vori station revealed a loading bay that was massive in scale.


Ivonia and Anastasi were helping the crew move supplies onto the station. The quackers were pissed, and I saw off to the right that all the sexbots from the Jasmine were being offloaded.


In the distance on the back wall, Sylvie waved, catching my attention. I walked by robotic workers shuttling supplies. The interior temperature was slightly warmer than I kept the battleship at, and I felt... small being in this bay.


Sylvie crooked an arm out, taking me from the massive space to a corridor with fine carpet and nice paintings of tropical jungles. A few minutes and a couple of turns down lavish hallways later, and we were standing before massive double doors.


We entered an expansive atrium that startled me with how busy it was. Parrots cawed, chipmunks scurried, and, well, there was wildlife in abundance.


A few hundred feet into the room sat two Vori in regal garb on a grassy noll. A dozen guards in intense glowing armor stood behind them with weapons in a relaxed posture.


Uh...


Sylvie guided me from my transfixed posture to move me to a designated circle of river stones.


I walked with a zombie-like gait into the middle of the circle, not sure what was going on... It was an all too common theme I resented.


When her mother plucked a dagger out of a basket, I grew nervous. The mother, who appeared almost ageless in her looks, handed Sylvie the blade.


The duo exchanged a range of facial expressions but said nothing. I could see them talking through complex gestures.


Sylvie turned to me, pulled down her lower lip, and sliced a tiny cut.


I frowned and went to talk, but she shook her head no. I grumbled and gave a frustrated exhale when she reached for my lower lip. Her expression pleaded with me for cooperation.


I let her cut my lip, and a second later she kissed me lovingly.


I wasn't a fool. Okay, I might have been ambushed recently, but this... this was a different kind of ambush. This was some coupling ritual, and I had a feeling Anastasia was going to be pissed if this meant we were getting married in Vori culture.


Our lips parted, and I was handed a rag by Sylvie. My lip healed, and she only had to dab once.


There was a gasp from the father when he noticed, and both ladies glared at him so hard that even I retreated into my skin. The mother shot from her grassy seat, snatched the dagger from Sylvie, and attacked.


Sylvie launched her hand forward, impaling her hand on the blade, and preventing it from reaching me.


Finally, the silent somber mood swapped to all hell breaking loose. The introverted Vori unleashed pent up screaming, and the guards leveled weapons, not clearly aiming at a target.


My translator was offline, and I stood there with a smile on my face, trying my best to be there for Sylvie.


The shouting stopped when a crying Sylvie stepped away from me in the circle. She stepped back, walking to get distance from her parents. She walked the blade out and shoved it into the dirt.


"Arggg... That fucking hurt," she exclaimed and... yeah gasped. "Shut the hell up. Come here and heal me, my love."


Wanting to try something, I raised a hand at her, closed my eyes, and thought of her hand healing.


"Open them," Sylvie demanded. She held both palms up. One clean, and the other pulsing out green blood. "You can do it. I believe."


I focused on her but halted. "Why? What is happening?"


"I'm bleeding here. Fix me, my Lord," Sylvie said with pleading in her eyes.


I was angry, confused, and wanted this to be over. Ripping energy from my core, I sent it to her bleeding palm.


A rainbow of energy floated out of my palm like a dud and splashed against the grass. As if disoriented, the colorful energy coalesced. Her mother shrieked, and her father gasped.


I grumbled in order to widen my eyes a second later when the nebula force snaked through the grass for Sylvie. My Beautiful Vori bent over, eventually deciding to kneel.


"Come here, you're marvelous, aren't you? Come to momma," Sylvie coaxed the... whatever my healing power was.


Her father fainted. Two of the guards vomited. And Sylvie's mother walked to my side. Her posture and facial expressions told me she was intrigued.


We watched Sylvie accept the colorful slime... hmm... it behaved more like a gas. The colorful cloud. The gasses enveloped her palm, sucking into her wound.


A moment later, her palm had healed completely, and my energy was gone. Sylvie glowed vibrantly. Her hair appeared richer, her slight signs of aging - which were minimal - were reduced, and she beamed a smile.


"Put your palms out," Sylvie said.


Her father was recovering and saw his daughter's wound gone. They both stuck palms over mine with trepidation, fleeing from my presence as quick as they could. A second later, Sylvie was dragging me out.


When the massive double doors crashed closed, she led me to a side room. I was all but growling in anger at this point. She closed the door, locked it, and hopped onto the table of what was likely a meeting room.


"What the hell is going on?" I asked.


She waved me forward with a single finger, yanking me closer when I was within reach. My anger withered under the lusty kiss.


"Your harem has baby fever. I... don't want to miss out. Since you cannot culturally marry me, I asked for a ritual of childbirth blessing from my parents," she said, blowing a loose strand of hair out her face.


She started unzipping my outfit. I furled my brows, and in reaction, she pulled me closer, covering my neck in hot kisses.


"So... you want a baby and that weird ritual worked and now you wanna fuck on this desk?" I perplexed.


She giggled, shifting to nibble on my ear.


"Heavens, no. Vori communicate mostly with expressions. Father said you're a demon and mother thinks our children will be... impossible."


Her hot kisses trailed around my cheek and to my lips. Sylvie finished unzipping my suit, peeling it off my shoulders until the garment rested at my ankles.


"They put their palms over my hands," I muttered between our lips locking.


She reached between my legs, clenching my soft penis firmly. "Rip my panties off."


With a mischievous grin, my hands clenched her silky panties, and I stretched them until they ripped with a pop.


"Control it," Sylvie said.


This was always the part I hated about sex with her. I had to enter soft to make it work, or else it was a full bottle of lube and a half-hour of finagling. She spat on her top hole, wetting the opening.


With two fingers from each hand, she plied herself open.


I spat on my cock, thinking of kittens. "So, what happened then?"


"I'm no longer a princess, and I'm going to have your babies and be your wife when we marry as a family," Sylvie said. I paused, feeling bad. "You're not filling me until you leak out."


Her legs locked behind my hips, and I was shot forward. With a plopping sound, I got beyond her insanely tight lady lips.


"Oh hey, I'm in," I said in astonishment.


Her vagina coaxed my cock with the interior working to grow my penis. That was the odd thing about Vori males. They were docile in sex, and the female vagina had to massage their split noddle like penis' into action...


Not my cock, though. Blood rushed to my penis as it swelled in size. Sylvie latched onto the back of my neck, biting her lower lip. Her eyes locked to mine, and lust sparkled in those dazzling blues.


A mischievous grin of yearning crossed her face, and her heels drove my hips forward.


"Deeper," she demanded. Her expression changed to out-right pleasure as I hardened.


There was no thrusting with a male to female Vori. From this moment on, I was along for the ride. Her vagina pumped my cock with a slow jerking motion that went from hilt to tip.


I leaned down and kissed Sylvie while her sex worked my penis. The tempo of her pumping extractions picked up in pace. I groped a breast, squeezing gently.


Her one hand traced my chest while her other lightly scratched on my back. With our kisses increasing in passion, her stroking vagina flipped into overdrive.


Sylvie's moans of pleasure matched her deep kisses. We connected on a level I wasn't expecting.


"You like it when my pussy pumps your cock," she whispered into my ear.


"Best sex toy ever," I said.


She gleefully giggled. Her hot breath splashed over my ear and she barely said, "I knew it was your favorite vagina."


Sylvie was teasing but her pussy that enveloped my cock with an amazing jerking effect was not. The interior muscles latched on tighter, squeezing up and down quickly.


Her sex was literally better than a cock pump by a thousand, and if I managed to get inside - the ride was always euphoric.


"So fucking good," I said, pushing in deeper. "We could have used the bottom vagina."


"This one is stronger, and it's harder to get you to climax quickly when I'm distracted. That's it... I see it in your eyes. Release for me, my Lord. Fill me with your cum," Sylvie said in a sultry tone.


I folded into her, letting her own form of magic rotate over my cock. A heating sensation always came before -


"Yes!" I grunted.


The tingling hum in her throat resonated to her vagina at tenfold the vibrations. Yea, a Vori vagina could do amazing things, and I started to climax from her insane skills. With a few more vibrating strokes, I exploded into her with a loud moan and a shudder.


I pulsed my seed in spurts, filling her until I could feel the sex dripping down my shaft.


"So amazing!" She greedily kissed me with a fire in her dark blue eyes. The blade sparkles mesmerized me, and I started to harden again. "No... no... bunnies. Or whatever. We got like a thousand things to do."


"Why did your mother try to stab me?" I asked.


"She didn't, and the dagger was a test to see if I'd stop her. The blade would have, at most, nicked your skin. By impaling it in my palm, I chose you over her.


"I'm yours now in Vori society and no longer able to ascend the throne if a whole lot of Vori suddenly die. That's not important, though. I'm a grown woman and a head wife of the greatest being in the galaxy if not the universe," she said proudly.


I extracted my cock as I softened.


She winced from the pain, and I kissed her forehead lovingly. Sylvie was always sore after I managed to get inside her. Anal sex was so much easier for her and me.


Watching her tiny slit, I smirked at the dripping bits of cum falling onto the meeting room desk.


"Alright, that should have done the trick. Come on, we need to go see our new home," Sylvie said, hopping off the table.


She grabbed her ruined panties, sort of cleaned up the mess with them, and then tossed them as she exited the room.


"What did you get us?" I asked.


"You're going to love it, I'll guarantee it," she said, and we left to see this new ship.




CHAPTER 32


Parsnue System

Parsnue's Trinity Station

2638 A.D. - Day 1 aboard Dreadnought Don


Imagine my surprise when a ping blast alerted me that there was an unknown caller with a priority override. With a finger swipe, I activated my linker.


"Hello. I heard you wanted to talk," Myrian said.


This time, they materialized above my wrist in a sleek, sexless robotic form. This was an older model type that AI originally occupied before their freedom.


"Wait up. Sylvie," I said, heading for a box to sit on in the warehouse type bay. "Hey, how have you been?"


"Excellent, thanks for asking. I kinda expected you to hate me for using you and now that you've changed, to not care what I think," Myrian said directly.


"Ah, I'm still figuring out my godlike power," I said, leaving it at that.


The figure chuckled and said, "I know the feeling. In due time you'll be a wrecking ball for all to fear. So... I studied the reports that the Third Fleet delivered since, as you know, I still have easy access to everything humans know. Shocker, the Coalition had the Jasmine thoroughly monitored."


"And?" I asked, not surprised in the slightest.


Myrian sighed. The being was confident, and yet, they hesitated. "Your debriefing with Gabriel has me more than intrigued."


"You mean the super AI that predicted human behavior three billion years into the future? Hell, I can't even tell you what will happen in human space next week," I said and kept going. "The one with infinite knowledge of the universe's creation and of wars, species, magic, and science we know nothing about. Yeah, not surprised he intrigues you. Figured you would have some information on my nebula heart."


"While Gabriel is fascinating, and I'll admit they're the primary reason for me to reach out, your heart is beyond my understanding. Like leaps and bounds. That means... I can be taught hidden knowledge that I haven't the faintest ideas on how to unlock," Myrian said. "That... That motivates a being like me."


I smiled, holding a finger up to Sylvie who was trying to wave me to join her. "Look, I need help with Adan," I said.


"Barking up the wrong tree," Myrian said with a scoff. My puzzled expression must have sent them into having a sudden heart. "Adan was smart but just boring software. The program scanned your body to sync into the system, and Adan is the result. Yeah, the Seoul folks fear me more than most and never ever would have put an AI into a suit. You brought him to life..."


"Uh..."


"Look, here is a trade," Myrian said promptly. "Send your... energy into his processor, not the body. It'll kill him or make him closer to Gabriel. I honestly don't know which, but that is the best option I have. Another bit of information.


"As to your dad. Myriad Online has the most post body minds inside its game. They're all having grand adventures, and I'm fond of my initial creation. Trexon runs that system now, and it is superb - simply the best. Trust me that he'll be there forever without ever getting bored."


I smiled, feeling like Myrian was being less of a soulless dick than normal. There was an excitement in their tone. I had to imagine for once they were motivated and eager for something new.


"Ah, the exchange. Tell me more about the asteroids," Myrian said.


I nodded. That was fair. "I never changed directions. When I left my body, it was a straight flight from Jersey to Bourbon. The asteroid belt was thick where I entered. I transitioned through hundreds on the way in and dozens on the way out... Hmm... Oh, I noticed gold in a few in the middle, but the rest were black or brown rock. Hmm... yeah, that's it. Sorry I couldn't help more."


"You can. But tell me one more time exactly what transpired," Myrian requested politely. "Alright, as to how you can help more. The Barian alliance consists of five races. Remember the Tesrin?" Myrian asked.


"The plant folk?" I asked.


"Yes. Here is the system they invaded in Zapri space. The Zapri are scared to fight back until they're ready," Myrian said.


"I don't even have a ship," I snorted.


Myrian shook her head. "You're a weapon that will send shivers down their spines. Prep your ship, which you do have, and make the Barians think the Trinity possess superior technology. That might even avert the war before it really starts. Sometimes a bigger stick resolves a conflict."


"Out of all the systems and fronts opening, you want me to..." I pulled up his data. "Smash the poisonous Tesrin in the Haaz System? Why?"


"You'll see. There were over a billion Zapri there..."


I deflated, and we both knew that was enough of a reason. That meant Haaz wasn't an outpost or a new colony.


"Well shit," I muttered. "Good luck finding Gabriel. If he consumes you to become more powerful... I warned you."


I expected this to trigger a snarky reaction or something. Instead, Myrian somberly replied, "Yes, we both shall need luck."


The image flickered off and Myrian vanished from my linker's hologram. I sighed, catching up to an impatient Sylvie. She looked so damn happy. I couldn't help but smile.


"You ready to hear how my last seven days went?" Sylvie asked.


"Absolutely," I said. "Just give me one second." I paused at her side. After a few taps a recording flicked on. "Hey Dad... Good news and bad news. I... won't be coming to visit anytime soon. The invasion has started, and there are millions if not billions for me to save. You... You're my father, and I love you, but you're also one soul. Therefore, I'm activating your stasis for a revival and going to let you catch up.


"I hope you do go to Myriad Online. I hear they're the best. If you do go, make sure you tell me your new name, and I'll do my best to avert a war, squash a ghoul invasion, and get time away from work. I love you, and sorry I'm not there when you wake up," I said.


I sent the message with a heavy finger press. This... this felt right. I sent the order to his cryptorage handlers to wake him up to hear all the news he had missed. I was sure he would get back to me when he could and make the best decision he could.


"I'm sorry," Sylvie said.


"While I wish he could be at my side, the reality is, he can't. Making lemonade from lemons. I hope he sees it that way too," I said, having to drop the thought. "Oh, I created Adan. Need to talk to him, don't let me forget."


"Anything else?" Sylvie asked, leading us through the warehouse type bay that other ships docked to.


"Don't think so," I said.


We walked parallel to where the doors opened to space, heading down the line of docked ships. I waved to Bixbin, Ness, and Charlin who were walking the opposite way.


"Excellent choice, Nebula Lord," Ness said with a beaming smile. "The new home is mighty impressive."


"Not too far," Sylvie said, sticking a finger to her lips in the hopes they wouldn't spoil the surprise.


"Interesting...See you there soon..." I waved to the trio as we shifted by each other. Turning to Sylvie, I said, "Yeah, we got a new mission from Myrian. Saving the Haaz system. Which...Hold on..." I sent a text to Ivonia to get me a detailed report on that section in space. "Now, tell me about your last seven days."


"Well, I arrived at the station a week ago. My people are ecstatic with the gifts from the human Coalition. I also may have given a few text interviews due to my rising popularity. When the serious time arrived, Gwo herself woke up to handle the exchange documentation. She presented a list of options. The selections were - sparse - and our needs unique," Sylvie said.


The journey through the station had was turning into a private loading bay where our crew was shoving items into the belly of a ship. From here, I couldn't see anything besides a big, cavernous loading bay inside our new vessel.


"What was unique about our needs?" I asked with a hint of curiosity.


She winced. "Compatibility with Zapri and Human items meant we needed a ship with antiquated technology. Then we need that ship now, as in quick removal from storage or museum status. There was one that is shunned by my people for its history that fit the request and Gwo was hesitant."


This intrigued me. "Go on," I said, strolling around the crew as the items shifted onto the new ship.


"The Kekraith donned a new era upon the Vori race. It, and the dozen others built like it, were the ships that ended the war of chaos. The Vori splintered at one point in our distant past. Extroverts tired of the tedious ways of those more... patient. A second nation left established Vori space to create their own governance.


"As time wore on, they needed things that were isolated from them. Diverse plant life, technological upgrades, and so on. They didn't hate us. They just wanted something different. As you can imagine, there were issues.


"Issues led to war, and the two sides fought over middle systems. The conflict was never a real war in the sense that two sides fought with the outcome in the balance. The introverted Vori were powerhouses, and the Kekraith pummeled all she fought. Her hull adorns the dead, and her scars run deep through many layers.


"Renamed to just Don, the ship sat as a reminder to our previous divide. Even to this day, her two cities had been maintained as a place of... remembrance."


"Huh? I was following until you said cities," I said, pausing us before we entered.


She gently rested a hand on my arm. "The Don is a Dreadnought Class as per her size, power-plant, and crew requirements. She is over a million years old, Gaius. While the Don is fully operational, her systems are functioning ancients. The ship will need everything besides her hull, which is immense. This is a carrier, too, and shocker, comes with no attack craft. We... We will have to automate a lot and hope nothing breaks for a while."


I shook my head in dismay. "If we were going to overhaul a ship, we'd have done it for the Orca. We need to get into the fight!" I said, slightly raising my voice in frustration.


"Calm, my Lord. Unlike the Orca, the Don can be upgraded on the go. Ample space and a working ship mean everything new will not replace the old, merely convert the old into backups," Sylvie said.


I scratched my face. "Okay, I like that. Certainly gives me hope. Confused though - why give us a dreadnought when they're desperate?" I asked.


"The Vori are desperate. The Don is... not viewed favorably to start, and yes, that, could be overlooked. But ask yourself this. We have no space marine force like the Major. While we have spare parts, the Vori would rather put them into mobile ships. Moving this pig takes forever, and it will need a large army to defend against borders. Even with upgraded engines, she'll never be fast. But..."


"Hold up," I said, tapping a foot, deep in thought. "How did she get here?"


"Ah... um... classified. I want to tell you, but you should be able to piece it together," Sylvie said.


"The Don used a wormhole drive. Interesting. Vori are smart. Alright, probably takes twenty-minutes to spin up a wormhole. That'll be disastrous," I huffed.


"We can blink," Sylvie said with a bounce of her eyebrows. "Don't roll your eyes at me. You need a ship that can fight. The Don can fight better than the rest. And with a lot of effort, this ship can be a god on the battlefield."


"With antiquated weapons, engines, and power," I grumbled.


"All things we can fix. This was the best I could do besides taking on a full space station, and those had far less armor or room for improvements. The Don will be a great home. Come, let me show you," Sylvie said.


"Where's the ladies?" I mumbled.


"Ivonia is helping set up our farmhouse, and Anastasia is going over the new pilot interface. It... they'll be busy, but we will see them both here in the next hour," Sylvie said.


I scoffed. "Hour?"


"Uh... yeah. We have no gravity platforms for quick travel. This became a home for a privileged few, and they wanted it to be old style living. All of those people fled the moment they learned you were taking her into battle."


"Aw, that's fine though. Did we get a new Engineer at least?" I asked.


She shook her head and said, "We have interviews tomorrow. A lot of interviews, and then we'll need to do more in Zapri and Romanica."


I followed her down a brightly lit, steel-gray tunnel, admiring the construction.


"Doesn't look a day over ten years old," I said, running a hand down the wall. "I take it everything has been kept up to date, repair wise?"


"Yes, the Don sat attached to an orbital for most of its shelving. During that time, the residents were forced to maintain its upkeep through taxes. Not too different than most of our stations. Anyway, while everything is old, inferior, and hard to replace, there is plenty of room to improve," Sylvie said, turning left.


"How big are we talking?" I asked.


Seeing endless doors to guest rooms along the hall, I grew curious. "This was a... hostel. Hotel, translates better, but it works. Uh... size wise hard to compare. I ordered hover platforms, anti grav sleds, and even aircars."


A ping sent my linker a document. I opened the file to inspect while we transitioned through the hallway that never ended.


"Are we parallel to a main - ?"


"Yes. The loading teams are busy shuttling our items onto the road. I thought you would want the scenic route. I honestly may have planned our trip based on utilizing one of these bedrooms, but the diplomatic office was... spicier," she said with a wink.


I jolted when she pinched my ass.


"Hey... I can't heal that," I grumbled playfully. "Tell me about the capabilities and where you see the Don going forward."


"Uh... So, this dreadnought fires railguns. That's it, and they're all about the size of what the Orca had, just millions of them. When this vessel fought, the tactic was simple - fly close and trade fire until one side surrendered or was incapacitated," Sylvie said.


"Wait, wouldn't an asteroid base just win?" I asked.


"Oh... right, so those, much like in human wars since space exploration were bypassed. The ones who could fly were assaulted with soldiers. How do humans defeat a base at the core of a moon?" Sylvie said.


"A few ways, none of them easy. I guess we wouldn't want to fight a station anyway," I grumbled.


"No, no you wouldn't. Just like a frigate won't want to fight the Don. As for engines... ugh. We will need to spend everything we earn from our trade on engines. The upgraded power plant is already being installed. So, we won't lack power once that is finished. Estimated installation completion is at three months with primary lines to engines in a month.


"The engine installations will mostly be complete by that time if we hire another hundred engineers from Zapri. Once the primaries are up, wiring thrusters for additional control at forward points and reverse thrusters will take the rest of the time. Three months is also assuming everything transitions smoothly.


"The gun upgrades. They're the last on the list, mainly because we can literally fly the ship to an asteroid field. Mine for a day and have a year of rail gun rounds. That would put us in sub optimal weapons compared to any of the Barian battleships, but it won't matter in a slug fight. Look at the armor," Sylvie said.


I pulled up the schematics, coming to halt on the long hallway.


"This ship is the size of Harium... just with a - a - submarine shape," I paused mid-sentence. "Your ancestors designed this ship to fit through wormholes... just barely."


"Sort of. This was a wormhole generator. There is that much power on this ship, and yes, we're talking about a three-year long process," Sylvie said, and I let out a whistle.


"Well, the Don sure is shaped like a submarine. I take it there is a reverse gravity section?" I asked.


"Yeah, there is city one and city two. About forty feet down, there is a zero-g compartment for swapping. I'm sure you've experienced it before," Sylvie said.


"Yup. Gravity releases until you're free, and then the other side sucks you in. Bit of a mind screw the first few times, but nothing you don't adjust to once you're on the other half. Moving on, I'm confused by this armor. What the hell is this?" I asked.


"Ah, yes. The trophies. Currently, city one and two are used for housing. During the war, city two was all manufacturing. The ship would claim the war prizes, break them down to scraps, and add their conquests to layers on the hull. Scale armor is a way of thinking about what this ship did. A practice not seen in a very long time and extremely wasteful," Sylvie said.


"I say," I blurted. An alert hit my linker. "Oh hey, there is an aircar waiting for us this way."


"Yes, one of the purchases must have arrived. Ivonia is probably ecstatic to show off the ship. So... what are your thoughts?"


We left, walking to a hallway that ended with a big locking door. On the other side a busy road bustled with activity. Sex bots zoomed one way and empty sleds headed back. Vori I had seen before hauled stack and stacks of crates and other supplies.


At the side of the two-way road rested an aircar with Ivonia and Anastasia waving us over. We hurried in to alleviate the minor jam Ivonia was causing.


I hustled into the back and said, "Hey, my sexy ladies!" Anastasia spun from the front seat to face me in the back and exclaimed, "I love it!"


Ivonia lunged from the front seat to the back, smashing me against the cushion, and showered me with kisses.


"My Nebula Lord. I'm the happiest Zapri ever," Ivonia proclaimed. I stroked her upper ear, just the way she liked it rubbed. "Enough of that. Listen to me. Do I have your attention?" She asked locking her eyes with mine.


"Yeah, of course," I said, figuring out what was happening.


"I'm pregnant!" Ivonia shouted loudly in the small cab in such a high pitch and level I couldn't help but laugh.


"That's amazing," I proclaimed. Deep down, it was terrifying news because being a dad was intimidating. However, I did think it was amazing. "We are truly blessed."


Ivonia left my lap for the driver's seat, easing the aircar into traffic. A tunnel broadcast sunlight mile away, and I was kinda surprised Ivonia had gone so quiet.


Anastasia slithered to the back seat. Instead of straddling me, she daintily sat in my lap. Oh, this was being choreographed.


Anastasia's baby blues sparkled with pride when she said, "We haven't been taking precautions and ya suddenly have super sperm.


"Our family is going to be very busy very quickly. With that said, even if I was not having yer baby, I felt it was time to say this."


She looked to Ivonia who nodded resolutely and then Sylvie who smiled warmly.


"I, Anastasia," Anastasi started. "I, Sylvie," Sylvie continued. "I, Ivonia," Ivonia proclaimed and then all three of of them said, "Would like for you, Gaius Crenshaw, to be our husband. Will you marry us?"


I smirked, a happy small laugh escaped my lips, and in a boisterous tone I said, "Nothing would make me happier in the universe. I will marry all three of you and even let you plan whatever ceremony you want."


Anastasia smushed down on my lips. When our kiss broke, I noticed massive farm fields flying under our small craft. Sylvie caught me in a long kiss before I could talk.


When my senses returned from her fiery lip lock, the shuttle jostled to a rest. A side glance revealed we were on the ground in the middle of a fruit field.


"My turn," Ivonia said.


She rushed out of the air, sped to my door, ripped it open, and crushed her face to mine. After the final kiss, we had a few happy cheers.


"Where are we?" I asked. "And what did we pass over?"


Anastasi excitedly said, "Twenty-seven plus miles long and over three miles wide. That is city one alone. All the systems and controls are below us where emergency bunkers rest. This ship is a marvel. Flies like a bloated pig, but we can work hard to change that. It's capable of housing a few hundred thousand at least."


"Damn," I blurted.


Ivonia nodded. "This... this is all farm space. We... There is so much, Gaius. We'll need thousands of farmers at least to keep these fields from spoiling."


"We'll be as happy as can be here, I think. Also, chances are high we'll find people needing a new start," I said, letting Anastasia exit.


When I was able to ingest the sight, my jaw dropped. I stood on a single lane dirt road. Fields of some fruit bush surrounded a majestic home that rose three levels.


Balconies stuck out of a few expansive bedrooms. I saw a pool slide that look super fun, and I was blown away by the uniqueness because -


"There's no roof!" I exclaimed.




EPILOGUE 1


Sol System

Mars Cryo Center for Infectious Diseases

2638 A.D. - Day 1 Awake

Jorey Crenshaw


"How are you feeling, Jorey?" a voice asked from the doorframe.


Jorey had left the door ajar for the fresh air. His lungs burned so violently that it hurt to even live.


"Like I'm dying," he admitted with a coarse broken voice. "Who're you?"


"Jaro. Just Jaro today," the man said sliding into the seat beside him. The visitor was in a full protection suit with no identifiers. "Got a minute?"


Jorey nodded. That little boy had killed him, and yet, he didn't regret it. For six long years, the duo had been best friends, and through his death, Jorey may have saved the universe. Something not many people would have fathomed.


"You know him?" Jorey asked, expecting a yes.


Jaro nodded. "He has more confirmed kills than any other captain at his age, he has united three races, and is so powerful even the Chancellor dares not cross him. Hell, Myrian asks for his help."


Jorey coughed and coughed some more. No matter how much he wished could stop, he couldn't help it.


"I saw my latest vitals... three days," Jorey grumbled. "Sorry, it is hard to focus..." More coughing. "Gaius is a remarkable human. Always has been."


Jaro handed him a tablet. On it was an additional video of his son, Gaius. He was so happy. Crazy kid had three girlfriends, all different species, and they were so in love it melted his heart.


"Thank you," he said.


"I have a favor to ask, and I'll phrase it this way for a reason. We cannot control your son. Never will be able to. I do you need to listen to me and if you need a -" A coughing fit interrupted him. "...Moment, we got three days. I'm a patient man."


"I'll try my best, Mr. Jaro," Jorey said, inducing another coughing fit. A nurse entered, handing him a water tube to sip from. "Thank you."


Coughing.


"Stop talking and write on the pad," the nurse ordered.


 Jorey grumbled, accepting another tablet.


"Nod or shake your head. Are you okay with going into one of the gaming servers?" Jaro asked.


Jorey sipped more water, fire flaring in his chest. He pretended to mull the question over.


Six good years. If the news was the truth, which judging by Jaro's appearance it was, then Jorey would never be able to live as a human again. Something felt off, though, about Gaius's last message. He recommended the same damn game that his fake parents were in.


For years his son whined, kicked, and screamed, not comprehending it was a lie. He promised to find the hidden servers and burn them to ashes. That hate was gone, and it seemed he forgave him too.


Jorey shrugged. He may be dying, but he wasn't a fool. Saying yes right gave him no power. They... Jaro was the proverbial man, and he had been expecting his visit at some point after the videos. Jaro was probably a high-ranking diplomat or military member able to make deals that would cash the second he agreed to them.


"We can make it worth your while. All we ask is that if at any point Gaius gets out of control, you try to talk him down," Jaro said.


Jorey scribbled down - Defining out of control varies. He is not your tool, but yesss... He coughed a lot. But yes, if he starts wholesale murder or blowing up stars, I will try.


"That is all we ask. Sort of. But... We understand he is your son. Myriad Online is Myrian's baby. Something they constructed before humans colonized space. We don't control the system, and Trexon ignores every attempt to talk to him. That AI goes by him," Jaro said.


Your offer?


"We're testing... digitizing human brains. Yes, we both know sending minds into the games is easy enough. Taking them out is not and the reason is fairly bad - there's something we don't tell the public. Trexon will set your mind into a container, and if, per say, Gaius visits you, everything will be as it should be. Smart, efficient, and safe - just like the ads say," Jaro said with a cringe.


The reality? He wrote with a minor cough.


"Myrian became so powerful because they ate the minds of the first waves of deposits. Before the great AI war broke out, Myriad Online crashed. Myrian exited the servers and took all those minds with them. Still has them to this day and even admit they increase his processing power and deduction abilities. Trexon is no different," Jaro said.


The offer is you keep me around. I help when able. In exchange you work on getting me a body by making a deal with Myrian?


"That and a hundred thousand worth of Cs in a slush fund. Trexor allows in game real money transactions. Helps motivate the... forevers to be productive. They can still interact by buying a grandchild a new aircar or whatever.


"Trexor likes having wealth that he feeds to Myrian. We're thinking that we can leverage Gaius to help you get free. Anyway, the money will help... sort of. The game only allows cosmetics and monthly fees to be bought with gems. Honestly, I'm not the right guy. Just, go in, have fun, and go into hibernation mode if you hate it. I promise, we'll come by," Jaro said.


New body in writing, and a hundred thousand in advance for my first consultation fee. Each time after is another hundred thousand. That way you only - Coughing - Bug me when it's urgent.


Jaro handed Jorey a tablet with double the amount on it. He had undersold himself. Well, no bother. He signed the contract.


"Thanks, Jorey. It is time for you to be reborn. There is time dilation, thirty to one, that is the biggest negative. Your son will have a rough next year. Let us hope your next thirty are amazing," Jorey said.


He had a coughing fit, his chest seized, and alarms went off.


Thirty to one was bullshit!


A full medical team swarmed the room and the last thing he heard before he lost consciousness was -


"We got time, he'll be uploaded before he dies. Poor guy. I sure hope he gets a better life; this contagion has been kicking his ass for six years," the doctor said.


Six years with his amazing son. A needle jabbed into Jorey's neck, and after a burning sensation, blackness.




EPILOGUE 2


Jettin System

Supreme Council Headquarters of the Barian Alliance

2638 A.D. - Day 7 since the Nebula Awakening Councilor Imporia


"I need more data," the AI seethed.


Councilor Imporia chimed for calm as the meeting grew heated. "Calm, General Orsinthin. We have plenty of recent reports to build an image of what to expect of the next expansion. The campaign should be an easy win."


A beep signaled one of the data teams was requesting to speak. Councilor Imporia granted the request.


A signal broadcast on the wall of a minor Makiar. This one had fused into the body of a Noxia merfolk. The councilor hated seeing such a waste of a good superior being. The need for substance was pitiful and beneath the great Makiar. At least for the pure ones.


"Seven successful raids have netted half a million humans, twenty-seven million Zapri, and a few thousand Vori. Their ability to work as drones has been moderate with those refusing being turned into protein. In retaliation there -"


"Enough," General Orsinthin shut the broadcast off. "I don't care about the boring facts that our armadas can beat the new threats. I want to know how negotiations went with the Sebb."


Councilor Imporia beeped in agitation. The Sebb offensive had been a stalled war with a superior foe. They lacked numbers but were hard to defeat, creating a very, very long stalemate.


The AI was so relieved the war was over and said, "Ah, I was saving the good news for last. The Sebb are now our sixth species in the Barian Alliance. The fleets are taking a breather to regear and resupply."


Musical notes emanated from the gathered AI, signaling a type of cheering.


"Finally," General Oristhin said with a gravely glee. The General was eager for a fight. "May I lead this invasion?"


"Of course, but there are anomalies coming from that sector of space. I implore you to move your armadas with caution as you scout," Councilor Imporia said.


"The battle will be swift, and victory assured. Their Trinity will fall before the combined might of the six races. May the Supreme Council and the Barian way rule forever."


The statement was echoed. Councilor Imporia desired to dig more into the matter, but allocating one of his best generals to the task removed the matter from his docket. Soon enough, they would know how this Trinity would measure up to the might of their betters.


War. An unstoppable tide of war was coming to the systems of the Trinity and nothing would be able to stop the Barian Alliance
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