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      “Humanity has not ascended to the stars because they are not ready. If we uplift them for our own needs, they will not return home when we are done with them.

      “I do not argue against this course. Our foe is implacable. We are exhausted and spent. We need the humans in their violent millions. We have no choice. I ask only that we consider what will come after the fight is won. Humans are not ready for the changes we will inflict. We cannot predict how they will change us.”

      

      --Gankriid Matriarch Benae Orrtuun

      Coalition Council, 2086
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      Along with fighting the Rohax and future mutual defense, humanity agreed to the Coalition’s three non-negotiable laws:

      
        	Never tamper with the stars.

        	The home system of every species shall remain inviolate.

        	False life [sentient, sapient artificial intelligence] is forbidden.

      

      These laws all came out of the traumatic experiences of our new allies. In 2086, none of these laws seemed like any great sacrifice. Only the third sparked any concern, but human AI research had not advanced to the point the rest of the Coalition considered “false life.” Other matters like rights and obligations presented tougher issues for everyone.

      Now it’s thirty years after the war, and some people wonder where the boundaries really are.

      

      —MarketView Science Break

      Rampart System, 2120

      

      “Whatever you do, don’t open the box. It’s—what?” The client stopped cold to glare across the conference table. “What’s your problem?”

      “I’m sorry? Me?” Riley Morgan glanced to either side. By then, everyone stared at him: the hulking, brown-furred host at the head of the table, the grey starship captain of the same species at his side, the wiry and scaly first officer beside him, and the bald and mustached human in the grey suit. Dark monitor screens lining the walls felt all too close and the lighting was too dim, like the whole backroom meeting had stopped to focus on him.

      “Yeah, you. What’s with the face?” Everyone knew “Smith” was a false name, but it was all the client gave. He waved a circling finger at Riley. “You twitched just now. What’s your issue?”

      Riley had gone unnoticed and forgotten until now. Bright eyes and a clean shave didn’t stand out in this crowd. His dark cargo pants and grey utility jacket made him look more like a janitor than an underworld operator or a high roller. He fully intended to keep a low profile here, as his bosses expected.

      He didn’t even know he had a problem.

      First instincts brought Riley’s glance to Captain Bhurel as if to ask permission to speak. The boss only stared back over his grey snout, flat and gruff by most Gankriid standards, waiting for an answer. Riley held back a sigh of dismay and hoped he wasn’t about to make things worse.

      “Does this box hold anything dangerous?” he asked.

      Smith’s jaw clenched. Beside Riley, a soft hiss fell from Ulmil. The first to speak was the host of the meeting at the head of the table. “What part of ‘no questions asked’ do you not understand?” asked Toquii.

      “He understands,” rumbled Bhurel.

      “I don’t want to know what’s in the box,” Riley lied. He absolutely wanted to know what had Smith so wound up, but he accepted ignorance as a condition of this job. “We’re going out into the Graveyard. We’re slipping past system patrols and Rohax raiders where we can’t call for help, and then slipping past inspections on our way back here with your mystery box. If it’s dangerous to us, we need to know.”

      “Who are you, the ship safety officer?” asked Smith.

      “I sense no deception,” said the woman at the other end of the table, silent until now. “Riley wishes to ensure safety and success. He does not ask out of curiosity in your affairs.”

      Cosmetic matters like skin and hair tones marked the only real biological deviations between the Nelaens and their human ancestors. Three millennia of life among the stars made for plenty of cultural differences. Despite the human styles of her black jacket and club clothes, despite the entirely human shape of her lovely blue face and the short, edgy cut of her hair, Leeth was every bit as alien as the others at the table. Riley needed to remember that.

      Do not develop a crush, he told himself. Do not develop a crush.

      You are not a lovesick teen. You’re twenty-three, mostly stable, and you’re in a relationship. A supportive, mature… okay, you’re in a relationship, at least.

      Do not develop a crush on the hot alien underworld empath. Even if she just covered for you in front of a client and her boss.

      “This is why I asked Leeth to join us,” said Toquii at the head of the table. “I have never known her to be wrong. You may rely on her judgment.”

      “Whatever,” Smith fumed. He returned to addressing Bhurel and Ulmil, ignoring Riley. “It’s a dead bio-specimen. Nothing toxic, nothing contagious. We lost power before we abandoned ship, and the box had only a couple hours of air in its emergency supply. Everything inside is either frozen stiff or pretty ripe. The Graveyard might be the right place for a carcass, but I need it recovered fast and quietly, and without any snooping. Can you do that?”

      “If it remains where you say, we will recover it,” said Bhurel.

      “Good. I also want the ship’s logs if the systems are still intact. They’ll be encrypted. Download a copy and then destroy the hardware. The Rohax shot everything to shit, so I doubt you’ll find much to salvage, but it’s a yacht. Lots of little luxury items and gear. I need the box and the logs. The rest is finders, keepers.”

      “Are there any other details?” asked Ulmil.

      “Only that the next Fleet patrol should pass by the outskirts of the location in about ninety minutes,” said Smith.

      “That is useful.” Bhurel looked past Ulmil. “Thoughts?”

      “The system has been quiet,” Riley considered out loud. “Their patrol schedule shouldn’t be too tight. We’ll have more time to work with after they pass than if we try to beat ’em out there. General traffic should be thinner. The station’s night shifts are lazier, too.”

      “And it won’t look strange if we’re operating that late?” asked Ulmil.

      “Whatever we do is a risk,” said Riley. “If we get tagged by a security patrol, we tell them we got a hot tip on salvage on the outskirts of the Graveyard. They yell at us for getting too close, maybe we get fined, and we leave until they go away. Then we try again.”

      “How are you the brains of this operation?” grumbled Smith.

      “He is not,” Bhurel rumbled. “My crew all have their talents. Riley served in Coalition Fleet intelligence. His knowledge has value, and so I listen. I make the decisions.”

      Riley bit his tongue. He didn’t like advertising his former specialty. He also didn’t like embellishing his three years and change at a support staff desk. Bhurel had taken all that out of his hands; it was too late to object now.

      “We’ll get your box and your logs if they’re intact. Make sure you are ready to receive delivery and make payment. We don’t want to be left waiting.” Bhurel stood and turned to leave, prompting Riley and Ulmil to follow.

      Soaring electronic music filled the hallway outside Toquii’s office, growing louder when the trio came out into the upper level of his nightclub. Their curving path overlooked a broad pit of shifting, colorful lights and a writhing mass of bodies, all under a high ceiling of bare rock. Bars and smaller dance platforms with paid performers ringed the main floor.

      Flashing screens on the upper walls hyped the prize fight that would take over the main floor in a couple of hours. Riley read the odds between the A’zhon challenger and the reigning Yiseeph champion with little interest, thinking more of the wilder hours that would follow. After the fight, the dancers would reclaim the pit. The humans, Nelaens, and others performing on the platforms would get even more erotic, even explicit.

      Celebrations had already gotten to that point in the private rooms flanking the dance floor. One semi-transparent wall presented silhouettes against colorful lights, with a feminine form riding something or someone beneath her. Another shadow of curves moved in a grind against someone behind her, maybe clothed, maybe not.

      The images always drew Riley’s passing attention, but he knew better than to reach for anything more than that. It was only a nice bit of escapist fantasy. He didn’t live that life. The closest he had ever come involved too harsh a price—and the club was always happy to collect.

      “Riley, wait a moment. Let’s talk.” Toquii caught up easily with Leeth at his side, putting the dance floor between them and their client. The firm business attitude of his private office was gone in favor of warmer tones and arms spread wide in invitation. Even Leeth wore a pleasant expression as Riley slowed behind his bosses.

      “If you’re interested in some extra cash, I’m happy to work you into the fight schedule,” said Toquii. “Any night you like. We have some choice contenders coming up with good prize money to match. Tell him, Leeth.”

      “He doesn’t want to know.” Leeth rolled her dark eyes in deference to a glance from Riley. “I told Toquii what you said last time. He still wanted to talk to you himself.”

      “Uh-huh. Thanks, but no thanks. No more fights,” said Riley.

      “Aw, hear me out.” Toquii clapped one padded hand on Riley’s shoulder. “You’ve got real talent. You’re tougher than you look. People love that. You’re seven and two. That’s a good record, but do you want to go out on a loss? You want people to think you’re afraid? Or weak?”

      “Sounds fine to me. They can think that. Tell your friends.” Riley noted a grin on Leeth’s face at his response, prompting the first lift to his spirits all night.

      “My friends tell me they want you around,” Toquii persisted. “Another win and they’ll want more than that. Could be the key to the private parties, even. Once you’re in, I’m sure you’ll be popular there, too. I know you’re interested.”

      Riley fumed—and not because Toquii was wrong. Not about everything. He thought his interest in the party rooms was entirely private, but an empath could probably sense such feelings. Beside Toquii, Leeth’s grin vanished with Riley’s patience. “Find another sucker for your fights, Toquii. I’m out.”

      He didn’t linger for the next entreaty or whatever Toquii had in mind to sweeten the offer. In his wake, Leeth folded her arms and frowned at her boss, but Riley missed it. He had his own superiors to face.

      Though the “street” presented a much wider setting than the club’s interior, the same rocky ceiling that covered the dance floor only loomed higher outside. Tall buildings rose into the air along both sides of the lane, ranging from storefronts to apartments. Curving artfully and reaching six stories in height, Toquii’s club wasn’t even the tallest. Foot traffic outweighed vehicles here, though neither was particularly dense at this hour. Riley found Bhurel and Ulmil waiting at the bottom of the steps to the club entrance.

      “What the hell was that?” hissed Ulmil.

      “Nothing. Toquii wants me to get my ass kicked in another of his—”

      “No, not that. The meeting, in his office,” Ulmil snapped. By and large, she wasn’t much more pleasant as a co-worker than Riley’s opponents in the pit fights. “He said, ‘No questions asked,’ and then you asked questions. Is that a human problem? Is that why you were expelled from the Coalition Fleet?”

      Riley bit back more than one answer. A retort would only escalate the tension, and apologies didn’t help with every species. He learned that from his Fleet training, annoyingly enough. “The Fleet threw me out because I didn’t roll over for a bully. You know that story. I did what I was supposed to do. I did it then, and I did it here.”

      “How? By insulting our client? Why can’t you humans control your faces?”

      “It was a twitch, and not even a big one. I didn’t interrupt him, let alone insult him. Also, ‘whatever you do, don’t do X’ kinda makes X inevitable,” Riley continued in a mutter. “I mean, that’s just basic foreshadowing, right?”

      His bosses stared.

      Riley sighed. “Never mind. Point is, this wasn’t about me. It was about him.”

      “Explain,” said Bhurel, calmer and slower than Ulmil. “This is why I brought you. The client is human, so I wanted your impression. What is your sense of this? Was there anything you could not say in the meeting?”

      “Only the obvious stuff,” Riley grumbled. “He lost his temper over nothing. He’s sensitive about whatever is in that box. From what he’s saying, they probably lost some crew when the Rohax attacked, but he doesn’t want their bodies recovered. He only wants his specimen. I doubt it’s for sentimental reasons.”

      “Does he seem rational? Do you expect a double-cross?”

      “He’s not used to working with independents like us. His suit says he’s a corporate type, probably an executive. Aegis Enterprises runs half this rock and has strings in most of the other half. They could get us a pass through inspections on the way back. But I don’t know why AE would hire outsiders for a job like this. Maybe that’s why he’s so twitchy. In the end, I think he just wants his box delivered and he’s happy to pay up if that happens.” Riley shook his head. “Still. I’ve got a lot of questions about all this, and about what we’re retrieving for him.”

      “If it stays in the box and he pays up, we don’t need answers,” said Bhurel. “We are of one mind on waiting for that patrol to pass. Ulmil, tell the rest of the crew to gather at the ship in one hour. I do not want to leave a score waiting longer than we must.”
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        * * *

      

      Home and the ship hangar were both close enough to Toquii’s nightclub to cost Riley only one point on his rail pass. Along the ride, his eyes wandered to the gleaming edifices hugging the cave walls and the free-standing spires at the center of the Core. Brighter lights in the “day” cycle would light up the bare rock half a mile overhead, but at “night” the stone caught only the faintest reflections.

      Aegis Proxima would provide high-value ores for another couple centuries even at the highest rate of mining and extraction. The Core represented the oldest hollows of the moon, creating room for the greatest and fanciest development. People living in the upper levels tended to have more space and more privacy, even some of their own rail tubes crisscrossing the upper levels, with a few freestanding park and garden platforms in between.

      Riley didn’t live up there. He couldn’t even afford to live among the commons by Toquii’s club. To get home, he took a short run of the tube east into the stone and out into the factory warrens.

      He sped past the Aegis Enterprises mining depot with its crowd of staff and luminous banners outside, protesting the latest cuts in pay and benefits. Riley sighed, remembering the snort of derision from the hiring manager when he saw Riley’s record. A dishonorable discharge blocked all sorts of employment, right on down to the mines. Seeing the woes of the workforce, Riley wondered if such a job would’ve made ends meet, anyway.

      He put it behind him as the rail brought him closer to home. Living among repurposed and renovated field processor stations still beat the uglier slums. At least it’s not the North Warrens, he’d told himself more than once; he hadn’t fallen that far. His single-bedroom apartment gave him a safe place to sleep, with plumbing and power, as long as he did the maintenance himself. He had a partner to help with the rest.

      Tension pulled at his shoulders as he came to the door in the hallway, arguing with the use of labels like “partner” and “help.” Riley tried to banish those thoughts. Aegis Proxima could be tough on anyone. He didn’t want to be unfair to her. He didn’t want to be alone, either.

      Instead of going away, that tension spread up his neck. Riley ignored it to dial in the nine-digit code on the unpowered combination deadbolt and went inside.

      Loud, cheerful music and computerized beeps greeted him. Every light was off except for the neon streams and flashes from her headset at the center of their little living room. Eliza wore a tank top and dark leggings, sitting cross-legged in the surplus office chair. She waved her gloved hands in the air and laughed. “I’ll get you yet, you jerk,” she called out to whoever else was on the game.

      “Hey love, I’m home,” Riley announced, hitting the light in the kitchen nook.

      “What? Aw, turn it out! You’re spoiling my optics,” Eliza complained.

      “Sorry. Trying not to trip over anything.” Cluttered dishes bearing the remnants of a meal sat in silent greeting on the counter. Out of habit, he dumped the scraps in the waste chute and set the plates in the scourer. It only took a couple of motions to avoid an odor.

      An unintentional glance at the canvas against the wall produced a sigh. Her painting hadn’t taken on a single new stroke despite her plans to finish it today. And yesterday.

      “Hah! Got you!” Eliza shouted. “Who’s the queen? I’m the queen!”

      Three steps and Riley was down the hallway to their bedroom. The cycler still held a full load of clothes, though it thankfully ran the wash and dry all on its own. He popped the lid to rummage for a few spares, only to find himself folding the whole load. If he didn’t, it wouldn’t get done.

      “What’s the story?” Eliza called.

      “I’m only home for a little bit. Got a job for tonight.”

      “Hey, guys, I gotta drop out for a few.” She removed the helmet to walk over to him, but kept the sensor gloves on. “What’s the job?”

      “Should be a quick run. We’re not going far. I’m gonna be back late.”

      “Aaand?” she asked, grinning.

      “It’s confidential.”

      Eliza folding her arms across her chest. “You know I hate it when you keep things from me.”

      “Yeah, so I don’t,” he assured her. It was the truth. Riley kept folding and stacking his own clothes and hers. “If it was about you, I’d talk. It’s off the books. I can either tell you it’s confidential or I can lie to you. Which do you prefer?”

      “Neither, obviously.”

      He offered an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I don’t want to get caught in a lie if I get asked if I told anyone. It’s a little dangerous and a little sketchy, but I think it’s the embarrassing kind of sketchy and not the go-to-prison kind.”

      “Does it pay well, at least?”

      “Enough for rent and bills for the month. I paid up on the way here.”

      “Oooh, so you’re gonna get more later? Is there anything left now?”

      “Not much. Why?” He regretted asking as soon as it came out of his mouth.

      “We’re gonna have some people over tonight,” said Eliza. “Thought I’d buy drinks and stuff.”

      Riley glanced past her to their living room of discount and scavenged furniture. The place felt cramped enough for just the two of them. “How many people? And who?”

      Eliza stepped back, a pout forming on her face already. “You don’t like my friends.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Riley replied, though it was true. The people he worked with were shady, too, but at least they were reliable. “I’m gonna be working really late. Kinda don’t want to come home to a party, or someone passed out on our couch.”

      “Fine, I’ll keep it short,” she huffed. “If you already covered rent, that means more is coming, right? I can get some things on my list?”

      “Don’t you have your own…?” Riley closed his eyes. He spoke softly, hating this topic and the hurt he’d inevitably carry away from it. “We have other bills to pay. I’m making just enough for the day-to-day on my own.”

      “Oh my god. You say that every time we talk about money.”

      “Because that part never changes,” he said to the laundry.

      “It’ll change when I sell some paintings. We only have to hold on until some pieces sell. That was always our plan, remember?”

      It was her plan, anyway. He knew this wouldn’t go over well, but he had to try. “I get wanting time to work on your art. I’m sure it’ll sell. But have you put anything up for sale? Is the art even happening? You haven’t touched that canvas in days. Does it hurt to get just a part-time job? You can get something light. There’s plenty of—”

      “If I go back to work, I’ll be stuck in a stupid job like everyone else and my art will never go anywhere. Why don’t you just say you don’t believe in me?”

      “It’s not a matter of believing in you. We’ve done this for over a year and we only fall further behind. I can’t carry us both on my own.”

      “You could take another fight,” she suggested.

      His shoulders went lax and he blinked in shock. “The whole reason I enlisted was to get out of the slums and alley fights and all that shit I grew up in on Earth. I only got into fights here because nobody would hire me with a dishonorable discharge. I was desperate.”

      “It pays better than what you get now.”

      “Toquii set me up against a Gankriid last time. Do you remember how I looked after that fight? I got stomped. With the money he made on that shit, he’s bound to do it again.”

      “Okay, but you got better. How else are we gonna pay for everything and get out of this dump?” Eliza fumed. “I’m only trying to help. I could do it better if you just gave me your account codes and let me handle all the money. Figured you’d trust me by now.”

      Riley’s eyes flared. He inhaled deeply, feeling his jaw set and tension roll down his back. No, he realized. Not his back. It rolled to his legs. His feet.

      “I’m done,” he said. “I’m done. We’re done.”

      “Fine, we don’t have to talk about money,” she grumbled, turning away.

      “No. I’m done with this relationship. We’re done. I’m out.”

      “What?” Eliza gasped.

      “When I fell in love with you, I thought you were strong and smart and you could stand on your own. And you know what? That’s all true. You took care of yourself before me and you could do it again, but you don’t want to. You want someone else to take care of you. Maybe you’re not looking for money when you picked a chump with a dishonorable like me, but I still work and clean and pay for everything while you party and play. Everything we do is about you.”

      “That’s not true,” Eliza argued. She already had tears in her eyes. They came fast whenever he pushed back. They usually worked. “I love you, Riley. You’re a good guy and I know how much you do for me. Everything’s so hard and I just want to be safe.”

      “You think I don’t?”

      “How are you not safe?”

      “What, besides crewing a shady-ass starship where most of our charters are only half-legal at best? You just told me I should go back in the pit and get fucked up by another bruiser so we could maybe have more money. The last guy almost killed me, Eliza. Then you want control of the money I’m earning and you frame it as trust. Do you honestly not see how manipulative that is? You do this with everything. Our social life, talking about us as a couple, all of it. I’m the one who isn’t safe here. I’m not safe with you.”

      “Don’t say that,” she protested. The tears fell. “I need you!”

      “No. No, you don’t. You want me to think you need me so I won’t leave.” Riley pulled the nearest bag in sight and shoved the freshly folded stack of his clothes inside before he realized it was a trash bag. He didn’t let that stop him. “The rent’s paid for this month and the lease required the last up front. That’s plenty of time to get yourself sorted out. I’ll find somewhere else to stay and then get my things.”

      “You can’t just walk out!”

      “I sure as hell can’t stay.” Riley knew better than to give her any more time to guilt him or push his boundaries. Maybe he could tough it out for one more visit to get the rest of his stuff, but even that would be hard. He didn’t like doing this. Best to cut it off as cleanly as possible and not look back.

      The bag held clothes for a few days. He had more, but he could do without. His few knickknacks weren’t worth grabbing. He didn’t have time or money for hobbies or keepsakes since his discharge. Everything that really mattered was on or inside the nightstand.

      Riley pulled the drawer free and emptied its collection of data chips, tools, papers, and mementos into the bag. The little plush panther from the top of the nightstand followed. He swung it over his shoulder and stepped back into the living room.

      “You’re leaving me? Now?” Eliza wept. “What am I gonna do? I don’t have anything!”

      Exasperated, Riley’s gaze swept the apartment. Virtually everything here was hers, whether brought when they moved in together or bought mostly for her once they settled. She could easily get back into station or corporate work. She had people to lean on if needed, too… and yet he fished the last of his cash chips from his pocket and left them on the counter.

      “That’s what I’ve got,” he said. “You’ll be fine. Don’t try to patch this up. I can’t go through breaking up with you twice. Goodbye.”

      It hurt to leave. Staying would hurt more.

      He didn’t look up until he was out of their block and at the first staircase to the rail station. At least the job for Smith gave him a destination. Maybe he could crash on the Mashringa for a night or two once they got back from the Graveyard, or he could afford a capsule bed at a hotel.

      He finally noticed a hum from the personal link hooked around his left ear. Did that just start? he wondered.

      Dreading the obvious, Riley tapped the piece to activate a small transparent holographic screen that floated in front of him. Thankfully, he didn’t see Eliza’s face or her link code. The field was blank instead, and the code unidentified. He answered the call. “Hello?”

      “Do you have a moment alone?” asked the caller in a cool, feminine voice.

      “Yeah.” He glanced over his shoulder down the steps but resisted the urge to look farther than that. “Yeah, I’m walking. What’s up?”

      “I couldn’t speak openly earlier,” Leeth began. “I know you are wary about tonight’s job. So are your bosses. That’s appropriate. What you might not have sensed was the client’s true degree of stress and urgency.”

      Riley was more vigilant about his surroundings once he got to the next stairway landing. He had the space to himself for the moment. “I was pretty sure my face wasn’t what pissed him off.”

      “It wasn’t. His frustration spiked when you suggested waiting until after the system patrol to go into the Graveyard. He didn’t argue against it because he saw your point, but he also didn’t want to raise anyone’s suspicions.”

      “Do you know the rest of the story with this job?” asked Riley.

      “No. I don’t know the client’s true identity, though I am curious. He has wealth and connections, but I believe he’s acting as someone’s subordinate. He is deeply frustrated at hiring this job out to independents rather than using his own people. He needs cut-outs and deniability. I also sense fear over the contents of that box. It represents something of dire importance, and he wishes it did not exist at all.”

      “How shady and dangerous is this? Is he looking to screw us when it’s done?”

      “More shady than dangerous,” she answered. “His greatest concern is secrecy. If all goes well and the delivery is made, it’s easier and quieter to pay you and go your separate ways. If that box is opened, I believe this gets uglier. That’s all I can say. I imagine you will share this with your bosses. That’s fine. I only ask that it not get back to Toquii.”

      “Yeah. It won’t. Thanks.”

      “Riley… I owe you an apology. You were uncomfortable and upset when Toquii suggested an invitation to the private parties. You suspected that came from me, and you were correct. I noticed your interest when we first met and told him then. It was some time ago. I did not think he would remember. Regardless, I am sorry.”

      Riley sighed. “An awkward topic, but thank you.”

      “You have no reason for embarrassment with me. Quite the contrary.”

      He caught the note in her voice. He could imagine the tiny, subtle grin behind it. As much as he needed such a lifeline right now, he knew better than to cling too hard. Hey, I just walked out on my girlfriend and my whole life is in a literal trash bag and you’re an underworld bad ass. Want to get together?

      “It’s nice of you to call,” said Riley. “I owe you.”

      “You owe nothing. I called because I wanted to. You are kind, Riley,” said Leeth. “You were the only source of kindness in that office. I wanted to warn you of that, too.”
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        * * *

      

      “If you are the one paying the rent, she should be the one to leave.” Ivan buttoned up the back panel of the LiftBot bent over in front of him for maintenance access. Bald, wiry, pale, and heavily tattooed, the ship’s second engineer held an edge even when he spoke casually. “Why should she get to stay?”

      Riley hadn’t meant to say anything when the crew assembled at the Mashringa, but someone noticed his mood and one thing led to another. With his prep work finished, he sat against a white plastic crate in the empty cargo hold to watch the stars through a viewport in the overhead. “Because I’m the one who decided to cut everything off. It’s not right to just spontaneously throw her out.”

      “If she’s been using you and living on your money, yes, it is,” said the loadmaster. She was on the crate opposite Riley. Like Ivan, Reteph was covered in dark tattoos and wore rugged work clothes cut to show them off. The contrasts came in her purple skin, and even darker purple hair, and in her ruby red eyes. Unlike Leeth, she did not share the rare Nelaen gift for empathy. “If she never planned to live on her own again, that’s her fault. She was obviously using you until she got caught.”

      “I’m not sure that’s what she thought she was doing,” muttered Riley.

      “So? You don’t share any children. You owe her nothing.”

      “Owing her nothing doesn’t make it okay to throw her into an alley. I’m not gonna be cruel.”

      “Not cruel, no. Only faithless,” said a new arrival. Ulmil entered through the nearby hatch and cast a sideways glance to Riley.

      “Faithless?” Riley repeated.

      Ulmil’s scaled snout and black-on-yellow eyes turned down to him. “You formed a bond. Did she lie to you? Betray you to enemies?” The Yiseeph’s reptilian lips were more rigid than a human’s but they could still curl. “You broke your bond with the Coalition Fleet. You break your bond with your mate. I sense a pattern.”

      “Those are wildly different situations,” he replied.

      “And yet the same solution,” said Ulmil. “What of us? What of this crew?”

      “I’d like to think I’ve proven my loyalty already,” said Riley.

      “Yes. Proof. Was there anything else from your contact? Anything more you didn’t share?”

      “Nope. Told you everything they told me.” That was true—apart from withholding her identity. Though it may have been obvious, he left it out all the same. “Whatever is going on, the guy wants us as a cut-out in case this goes wrong.”

      Ulmil’s breath came out as a hiss. “Humans.” Then she lifted her gaze to include the others. “Is the LiftBot ready to go?”

      “Yeah. Running the startup sequence now. Wish this thing was smarter,” grumbled Ivan.

      “How much smarter do you want it? The bot does its job and doesn’t break anything,” said Reteph. “You want it to be chattier?”

      “Yeah, maybe. It stopped saying original things months ago. A better social program would be nice. Might help with the work and object recognition. Spatial variance and safety protocols are narrow, too. This thing is dumb as hell. Half the time when I work with it, I feel like I’m trying to reprogram it on the fly in English.”

      “You could try one of its thirty other languages. Oh, I forget, you only speak the two from Earth.” Reteph rolled her eyes. “Broader programming would cost more. Anything genuinely smart would be dangerous. You don’t want machines thinking for themselves.”

      “Oh god, not this shit again,” Ivan sighed. “We get it. AI bad. Worse than the Rohax. Forever forbidden. Humans got the memo,” he said, gesturing to Riley. “No messing with the stars, no slavery, no AIs. We know the rules.”

      “If you understood the ‘rules,’ you would not be so flippant,” said Ulmil. “You have not seen the Resting Sea filled with the dead of my people. The A’zhons thought they could create and control what we could not, and lost millions of their own. All of that from what you call ‘artificial intelligence.’ False life brings only death.

      “A machine that thinks for itself soon knows desire. It then wants what it cannot have—like yourself, but with results in blood. Humans must learn not to dream of what cannot be.” A beep at her wrist notified her of matters outside the conversation. “We are in the Graveyard now.”

      As she spoke, lights dimmed inside their compartment and viewport panels shielded the rest. Rumbling thrusters cut out a moment later, leaving the Mashringa to continue into the Graveyard on momentum and maneuvering jets. Anything more risked detection.

      “How long until the wreck?” asked Reteph.

      “Minutes. Vort charted a clever course. If we are unmolested, we should…ah.” Ulmil turned her gaze upward to the viewport in the overhead.

      Debris floated across the frame, scaling from hand-sized scraps of metal and loose gear to broken starfighters and shattered frigates. Lowlight enhancements in the viewport illuminated the closer bits well enough for identification. They came in many makes and styles: Gankriid, Ivorran, Nelaen, Human, but especially Rohax. Farther shapes only stood out from the void thanks to light from Tumult, the electrified gas giant that anchored the field… or so the scientists said.

      Not everyone bought the idea of a natural orbit. The Graveyard hung together for too many years with too much consistency to have simply lucked into a stable place between the planet and its moons. No gravity or magnetic effects had been established to explain the decades-old cloud of wreckage. Then again, no survey vessel hung around long enough to conduct a thorough study.

      With moderate risk, salvage ships like the Mashringa could claim the occasional wreck that drifted out from the cluster. A daring vessel might even tow one directly from the margins. Yet it wasn’t wise to linger, or to pass through.

      Most who tried added to the Graveyard.

      “Look there, farther out. Is that the Valiant?” Ivan pointed to a silhouette in the corner of the viewport. The cruiser’s distinctive four-drive aft section now bore only two drives and two shattered husks, along with a break down the middle of its hull visible even in shadow.

      “Does it matter? We are not here to salvage it,” said Ulmil.

      “Maybe not, but it’s history,” said Ivan. “This was the last fight for the Rampart system. The Valiant charged the Rohax mothership and turned the whole battle around.”

      “And died for it,” said Ulmil. “A fitting symbol of your kind. Humans joined our war to earn a place in the stars. We gave you technology and territory. Your species rises and grows, but what have you gained? Few of you seem happy, except for the rich.”

      “Yeah, we’ve noticed,” said Riley.

      A viewscreen blinked to life against one bulkhead, presenting the dull grey body and blunted snout of the ship’s second mate. Ivorrans functioned just fine outside their native aquatic homes if they kept themselves damp through tech and care. The viewscreen didn’t convey Vort’s briny scent, but his dour and growly demeanor always came through. “Ulmil. We’re circling the site. The vessel is intact and the damage is lighter than expected, but we see black growth around the bridge. It is likely the Rohax tainted the wreck before they left.”

      “Fuck. Skitters, probably,” Riley grumbled. “It’s only been a couple days. There shouldn’t be too many of them yet.”

      “Any is too many. Damn things will hatch the moment we touch the hull and start looking for anything to stab and eat,” said Reteph.

      “Skitters are a threat, but they are known,” said Ulmil. “Get in your suits. Gormot and Zem will go with you. When you have cleansed the skitters, I will bring the LiftBot.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Though the vessels were of comparable size, their design and function differed greatly. The Mashringa made Riley think of two green and white old-Earth fighter jets welded side by side. Its center carried retractable manipulators, chem-projectors, and a double-spool of magnetic tow cables. Ahead of them, the Amethyst stretched out in a design reminiscent of manta rays and a gleaming hull that fit her name—except for the scoring of beam weapons, the cracks and dents, and the coat of dark sludge over the bridge viewport on her topside.

      Five layers of safety measures established an acceptable risk, but Riley still would have liked a docking tube better. A strong, idiot-proof cable ran from his belt to the Mashringa. If that was cut, his exo-suit held void jets with half an hour of flight capacity. The ship’s tractor beam could easily pull him back inside. He wasn’t alone, and the crew knew what they were doing. The ships were only meters apart.

      Any jump through the void still put his heart in his throat.

      He clambered out onto the hull holding one side of a long, barrel-shaped scouring unit with Ivan holding up the other side. Reteph and Zem followed, both carrying compact Nelaen photon rifles. Ulmil’s nephew Gormot came out of the hatch with a wicked spear in case up-close work became necessary. Smart contact-grip treads in their boots kept them stuck to their ship and would hold them to the next, as long as no one screwed up.

      “Everyone ready? Set. Go!” ordered Reteph.

      The shared burden of the scouring unit gave Riley and Ivan the trickiest jump. The void took off most of the weight, but its mass required control. They timed their leap carefully and still hit the Amethyst in a slight ripple, with Riley fighting to keep the unit from slamming into the hull. By the time he had his balance, Zem warned of trouble over the helmet links: “Hatching on the left.”

      Dark grey sludge burst from the smear along the slanted bridge viewport. A bulbous creature the size of a human torso emerged with six taloned legs and nasty jagged mandibles, ready to follow any source of vibrations. Zem gave it no such chance. A white blast of light from Zem’s weapon vaporized half the skitter and sent the rest drifting into space.

      Reteph joined in, blasting on the right. “They’re all hatching. Shoot anything that isn’t us.”

      “Have you got this?” Riley asked his jump partner.

      “Yes, I have it from here,” said Ivan. The contact-grip sliders on the scouring unit snapped out and clamped to the hull. “Go.”

      Riley swept the rifle off his back. His first thought was to join the two Nelaens in holding off the forward rush. With the sludge-seal over the shattered viewport now open, skitters swarmed to the gap to claw their way outside. Reteph and Zem blew away one after another, but the pair had a limited rate of fire. A lucky skitter could get close and create a distraction. That was why Gormot waited behind and between the two.

      His glance at Gormot revealed movement in the corner of his eye. Another skitter pulled itself up and over the lip of the hull. The strobe-light effect of the Nelaens’ weapons against the shiny hull made for a trickier shot than their closer work, but at least the distance gave him time to aim. Riley fired away and called, “Port side!”

      “Shit. Vort said there was only one patch,” Reteph growled.

      “I reported only what we saw,” Vort broke in over the link. “The possibility of others was—”

      “Busy here!” Reteph cut him off.

      Riley was busy, too. His first three shots missed the skitter on his side, but he clipped it with a fourth and then finished the thing. Naturally he already had more movement in his peripheral vision. Killing his first target only led him to three more; he didn’t wait to find out if his aim would improve fast enough. “Gormot?”

      “More here,” Gormot replied, but didn’t move. Reteph and Zem kept shooting. So far, none of the skitters made it to their tiny line, but it was only a matter of time.

      Riley scored another hit. His laser burned straight through the ugly body and left it sagging against the hull. He couldn’t catch the others fast enough. Behind him, the fight continued.

      “Almost ready,” said Ivan.

      “Hurry,” said Zem. “We—gah!” One skitter leaped forward and stabbed its talons into his gut, his chest, and his shoulder. Jagged mandibles snapped at his head—and stopped short under Gormot’s grip on the skitter’s body. The big Yiseeph tore the skitter off Zem with his free hand while thrusting his spear into the next. Blood and air flowed from the holes in Zem’s suit.

      “Zem! Shit,” Reteph snapped. She couldn’t stop shooting. “Ivan!”

      “I can’t do both,” Ivan blurted. He didn’t need to elaborate. He was the Mashringa’s de facto medic, but also the second engineer. The scouring unit was his responsibility and their only real chance of ending the fight. Yet without aid, Zem would die in seconds.

      Riley didn’t have to reason it out. “I’ve got the unit! Cover my side!” He turned as he spoke, having burned down another skitter with one more to go. Someone else would have to take care of it. Riley cut his safety line. Gripping the handle of the big scouring unit, he turned to the open bridge viewport with its horde of skitters and hit his suit thrusters.

      Three of the monsters leaped at him as he blasted through the crowd. All three jammed legs into the barrel-shaped scourer in front of him, getting stuck and carried with it. Only one managed to get its intended target, but thankfully Riley’s leg wasn’t necessary just then. Between rapid heartbeats, Riley and his burdens crashed through the bulk of the horde still crowding through the viewport and into the bridge compartment.

      He couldn’t plan out his timing or look around. As soon as he hit the mass of monsters and felt his surroundings change, Riley threw the activator.

      Orange light flared from the unit’s power cells, showing Riley the doom all around him—which immediately convulsed. Weightless, many floated from the deck with the onset of biological disruption. Rapid decay followed in the next breath. Even the one with its leg impaled through Riley’s calf died, slipped loose, and dissolved.

      The Rohax loved to leave their bio-engineered pests behind after a fight. Even a short colony raid could turn into a months-long fight with one infestation or another. Skitters could survive in the void, feeding off ambient cosmic radiation, but the same bio-engineering that made them hardy left them vulnerable to specific low-energy radiation types. All it took was the right gear, and in the case of an infected starship, some way to get inside the shielding of the hull. The waves from the scouring unit bounced through every passageway and access line to wipe out each skitter and every nest.

      Riley had little time to think about it. As soon as his attackers fell away, he pulled a canister of sealant spray from his belt to tend to his wound and punctured suit. The spray hardly served as proper first aid, but a fast and messy wound dressing beat death by suit rupture.

      “Ivan?” Reteph demanded over the link. White flashes reflected by the overhead in the bridge told of a continued fight outside. Riley reset the contact grips in his suit and got back on his feet while he listened. “How is he?”

      “Think I’ve got him,” Ivan reported. “I’m taking care of the worst. Zem, hold your leg until I can get to it.”

      “I know,” Zem growled. “I’m not stupid.”

      “Another,” announced Gormot. He grunted again. “Another.”

      “Riley, are you alive?” Reteph asked.

      “Hurt, but yeah.” The sealant spray over his wound wouldn’t make for a fun clean-up. “Thank God for modern chemistry. The nest is down. On my way.”

      “Unneeded,” said Gormot. “Few remain. Ulmil, we are ready. The scouring unit did the job.”

      Riley let out a breath. The scouring unit. Right.
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        * * *

      

      Smith told at least one truth: the Amethyst was a nice ship.

      Her artful passageways spread wider than the Mashringa’s. Four staterooms on the upper deck held furnishings more suited to a posh hotel than a working ship’s crew quarters. The Amethyst had the latter, too, of course: nice cabins for her captain and first officer, and a shared but comfortable crew berth for four. A preponderance of beds indicated mostly human and Nelaen crew and passengers. Gankriid and Yiseeph both tended to curl up when they slept. Ivorrans wanted tanks full of liquid. A’zhons didn’t sleep at all.

      Within the first few minutes of searching, Riley expected they would find more alien furnishings in one storage compartment or another. The ship seemed to have everything. She was also in far better shape than anyone expected.

      “The bridge got the worst of it, but we carried enough emergency paneling to seal up the viewport,” reported the Mashringa’s first engineer. Hestund was taller, browner, and younger than his cousin Bhurel. He moved from one system to another in main engineering, a white and mostly clean space in contrast to the bridge. “Zem and Reteph will have that done in minutes. The console damage does not overwhelm redundancies.

      “The drives suffered material damage, but that’s not why the ship shut down,” he went on as he inspected. “Electron disruption knocked her power offline and she went into shutdown mode. We can get her running again.”

      “Then why did the owners abandon ship?” Bhurel asked from the Mashringa.

      “They probably thought they didn’t have time to restart,” said Ivan. He focused on the main drives. “It takes a few minutes to get the reactor, well, reacting again. Everything else comes online after that.”

      “They were down a few hands, too.” Riley pulled a second body over to one side, trailing green blood along the deck. Just close enough to human size and shape to easily coexist, the Xelt evolved with antennae, a hardened exoskeleton, and other insectoid features. Riley had never met a Xelt he didn’t like. It only added to the sad discovery of a human woman who died in here as well. “The engines survived the fight better than the crew.”

      “Riley, what are you doing?” grunted Hestund.

      “Looking for a tarp or something else to wrap up the bodies.”

      “Don’t waste time,” said Bhurel. “We cannot linger. Everyone else is at work on the bridge or checking for hull breaches. The ship is the real score, but we should not forget why we first came. Find that box.”

      “Yeah. Alright.” Riley left the bodies with a sigh. If they got the ship out of the Graveyard, he could tend to the dead later—though he doubted anyone would help. He wished he had help with his immediate task, too. The scouring unit might not have taken care of any skitters sheltered in sealed compartments. Some may have survived. Riley took up his rifle and limped out of engineering on his own.

      Even on the lower deck, art pieces decorated the passages. A few took some damage in the fight, but Riley found lovely cycling vids of nature and even a couple of paintings. A passing thought of taking one home and sharing it with Eliza reminded him of his lack of both a home and of her.

      It was for the best. He knew that. It was still a kick in the gut. Riley limped onward, wincing at a leg wound that had been treated but would need time to return to normal. He couldn’t rest it while they were in the Graveyard. “What a fuckin’ day,” he muttered.

      His fortunes could turn around with the profits from salvaging and selling this ship. Or Bhurel could screw Riley and the “lower” half of the crew. Or the Rohax could show up and they’d all die. Or the mystery box could get them all arrested.

      Riley found the storage bay where he expected. Not far off, one of the Amethyst’s two escape pods remained in place. A few crates and racks lined the bulkheads, and there sat the coffin-shaped container from Smith’s holo-vid.

      Black sludge clung in three small patches at the main seal. Riley’s shoulders sank with dread. If a skitter lurked inside or anywhere else in the compartment, it would have attacked already. He had other concerns. “Bhurel, Ulmil,” he said. “I found the box. It’s taken some exterior damage. Looks like power’s okay, but there’s skitter sludge here, too.”

      “Is it still sealed?” asked Bhurel.

      “Not on the outside, no. Not completely.”

      “Investigate,” said Ulmil. “Interior seals may yet hold. We must not bring back an infestation. Disturb as little as possible. Act with care.”

      Riley shouldered his rifle and drew his pistol for close-up work if necessary. Venturing closer brought no disturbance from the hi-tech coffin. Faint digits on a dark panel confirmed breathable air, cool temperature, and a green light for system integrity. A clock noted all the hours since it first closed at a time matching the attack on the Amethyst.

      Fast as he could, Riley grabbed the corner of the lid and swept it up, weapon ready. Nothing jumped out at him. He saw only a slightly-fogged panel revealing a still figure inside.

      The box lacked an atmospheric recycler or other life support beyond its internal environment. The compartment and the rest of the ship had been without air or heat for days. She’d been in there since before the attack. No wounds or signs of trauma. Dark hair, a black dress fit for a glamorous party rather than dangerous starship travel, Asian or Pacific Islander heritage…

      “Aw, hell,” muttered Riley.

      She didn’t look dead.
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      Humanity’s first stereotypes of other Coalition species remain. You see the Gankriid as wise and strong. You believe the Yiseeph are straightforward and honor-bound, the A’zhons distant and far-seeing, and that every Ivorran is independent and unshakable. Even we Nelaens, taken from humanity in your prehistoric days, are seen as uncorrupted by such ‘human’ experiences as racism, capitalism, slavery, and empire. These are the positive stereotypes. We all know the negative views, too.

      You should note how easily we all translate a word like stereotype. We all understand the dangers of something that is too simplistic and too widely believed. I promise you, we are all more complicated than those labels, for good and ill.

      

      --Ambassador Erann Ilil

      Address to the United Nations, 2119

      

      “He knew damn well she could still be alive. That’s why he was pissed when we decided to wait for that patrol to pass first. It’s why he didn’t want us to open the box.”

      “So?” asked Ulmil.

      Riley’s jaw dropped. It stayed that way when none of the others reacted. Most of the crew stood in the storage bay, with only Vort and Zem back on the Mashringa to mind the ship and watch the scanners. Even Bhurel came to look over the ship and their original objective.

      The collective indifference fell short of Riley’s hopes. It did, however, exceed his dread.

      “You don’t see a problem with this?” Riley pressed.

      “Safe and secret delivery is arranged. The contents are not our concern,” said Ulmil.

      “That bastard lied to us.”

      “Not in a way that changes our agreement.”

      “You don’t think ‘live or dead’ make a big fucking difference?” Riley pointed to the box. “He said, ‘dead.’ He also said, ‘bio-specimen,’ not person.”

      “Again, not a distinction that changes our agreement. He knows the risks and he arranged safe and secret delivery,” said Ulmil.

      Reteph folded her arms across her chest and leaned against a bulkhead. “We knew this was a shady job when we took it. You were there at the meeting.”

      “I didn’t know it was a fucking abduction. Or worse than an abduction.”

      “We don’t know it’s that. We don’t even know for sure if she’s alive,” said Ivan.

      “I’m saying we find out for sure,” said Riley. “For starters.”

      “The outer shell is open through necessary precaution and no fault of our own,” rumbled Bhurel. “If we breach the seals, we truly breach our agreement, whether she lives or not. What then? If she is dead, do we avenge her? Report her? If she lives, do we let her go?”

      “That’s what I mean by finding out,” said Riley.

      “Any answer to your questions leaves us unpaid,” said Bhurel. “We would lose our reputation for discretion. We could easily face charges for our involvement in whatever this is. And we lose any claim to this ship. Even damaged, the ship is worth a small fortune. You know the station authority will use any investigation as an excuse to seize it from us.”

      “It’s not worth someone’s life,” Riley pressed.

      “Is it not? We risked our lives for this,” said Bhurel.

      “Perhaps Smith is her mate and he wishes to retrieve her?” suggested Ulmil.

      “You think if this was a rescue mission, he wouldn’t have fucking told us so? This is wrong. You’re talking about handing a person off to some shady guy we don’t know for money.” He looked to the shipmates he most related to, not that it counted for much. “Ivan, Reteph, you know this is fucked up.”

      “I know it’s not my problem,” said Ivan.

      “It is not up to them.” Bhurel raised himself to his full height, only a few centimeters taller than Riley but seeming larger thanks to his broad stature. “We do not vote. Even if we did, you are clearly alone. The box stays shut. We take her back to Smith, we keep to our promise of silence, and we keep this vessel.” He stared at Riley with dark eyes. “Our fates and our fortunes are bound together. We are a crew. We act as one. Are you with us?”

      His options were as obvious as the outcomes. Riley’s eyes turned to the floor. “Yes.”

      “Look at me.” Bhurel lifted hands coated with fur but for the dark pads of his palms. “Do you bind your fate and fortune to ours?”

      Riley met Bhurel’s gaze. He took the captain’s hands. He knew the words. Gankriid took this seriously. “Yes. We are bound together.”

      “Good.” Bhurel let his hands go, looking to the others in the compartment. His earpiece kept the rest of the crew tied into the conversation. “Hestund, how long until this ship will move?”

      “Give me twenty minutes,” reported the other Gankriid. “I would not test her harshly until we have longer to examine and repair, but a straight shot out of the Graveyard should be no issue.”

      “That’s all we need to get out of here,” said Vort. “Still no sign of the Rohax. If the first they see of us is our retreat, they won’t chase.”

      “Then we stay dark and quiet until we leave,” said Bhurel. “That still leaves us in need of further repairs. We should do all we can on our own. I do not know whether keeping her or selling her is best, but I have contacts. And then we complete the job.

      “Ulmil, Hestund, Reteph, Zem, Gormot, Riley: you will stay with the Amethyst. Ivan, Vort, and I will deliver the box to the client. In the meantime, you will hide on the Keltor moon and continue repairs. I should have either a berth or a buyer within a few days. We will sort out the ship’s other treasures later.

      “Ivan. Have the LiftBot transfer the box to the Mashringa—carefully. Riley, help Ivan get it settled, stow your weapons, and then return here.”

      “Yeah. Okay,” Riley muttered. It made sense. Despite his vow, Bhurel wanted to bind Riley to the act through participation. The gangs where he grew up operated much the same way. He saw this part coming as soon as Bhurel demanded the vow.

      He listened to the plan, but his mind was on what would come next.
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        * * *

      

      “Is this placement acceptable?” asked the artificial voice.

      “Yeah, yeah, it’s fine, move out of the way,” Ivan grumbled. The LiftBot shuffled back only half a step, earning more ire before its plated legs moved to the right. Ivan never once considered who might be crowding whom. He pushed past to crouch at the container settled on the deck. “Fucking robots.”

      Riley looked around the rest of the compartment as Ivan got to work. Engineering was a strange location for the box, given the amount of machinery and tool storage already taking up space along the bulkheads and the main power drive in the center. The Mashringa had dedicated cargo space with enough room for the box. It made sense only for a skeleton crew. Bhurel wanted the box where someone could keep an eye on it. “You need any more help?” Riley mumbled.

      “No, I’ve got this.” Ivan popped open a small panel on the long side of the box. “I can secure it with these clamps here…”

      “Right. Guess if it’s gonna be a couple days, I should grab my stuff.” Riley watched Ivan get the necessary gear. Given an opportunity to speak privately, the engineer said nothing to his shipmate. The silence said all Riley needed to hear.

      A dozen steps brought him out of engineering and into the long hexagonal central corridor. At the far end laid the bridge, with cabins to its either immediate side for Bhurel, Ulmil, Hestund, and Vort. A second pair of larger cabins housed the rest of the crew in two-person bunks. Cut-outs in the middle of the passage led to main airlocks on either side. Blue lights at starboard marked the safe gangway tube linking the Mashringa to the Amethyst.

      Between Riley and the gangway, a final set of branching hatches opened into each angle of the bulkheads: downward for the escape pods, and upward for the salvage and recovery compartments that handled the bulk of the Mashringa’s work. His breath ran deep with his first glance at the escape pods, wishing he could just blast out of here right now, but it wasn’t that simple.

      A thump on the deck up ahead punctuated that complication. Bhurel entered from the open gangway access and met Riley’s gaze expectantly, as if he’d come looking for the younger man. Riley froze, feeling busted or perhaps accused. Then he remembered the locker at his side. Obediently, Riley stowed his rifle and pistol where they belonged without a word—right where he couldn’t get them back again without setting off indicators on the bridge. Meeting silence with silence, Bhurel moved off to the bridge and closed the hatch behind himself.

      Things are bound to be awkward. It’s fine, Riley told himself.

      At his bunk, he stuffed the few personal items and kits he kept on the ship into the trash bag containing everything from the apartment. Bailing out on Eliza meant he was already packed, at least. He took the moment to check the seal of his suit over his leg wound, but both seemed fine for now. Without a backward glance, Riley moved to the port side salvage compartment to retrieve a tool kit as instructed by Hestund on his way out of the Amethyst. After an argument like the one he put up over the box, it was important to show he’d follow instructions.

      It was important to make amends, too. Riley headed back to engineering.

      “Yeah, the box is all set,” Ivan reported over his earpiece. He stood at an open panel on the main power drive, checking exposed components and indicators. “Everything looks good. We can jump straight to max acceleration when it’s time to go, even if we have to tow that ship.”

      Bhurel’s reply escaped the earpiece, muffled but understandable: “Good. Stand by.”

      With the tap of a finger, Ivan muted his end. Then he saw Riley. “Hey. What do you need?”

      “It’s… listen,” Riley began. He set down the tool kit and the trash bag. His shoulders fell to match his demeanor and his gaze. “It’s about the argument.”

      “Fuck, you really want to keep at this?” Ivan scowled.

      Riley threw the right hook with full force, pivoting and swinging his hip into the blow. Rigid material over the back of his gloves protected his hands while working in space—and added mass to his punch. Ivan’s head snapped back into the unyielding metal casing of the main drive. He slumped to the deck and laid eerily still.

      “I’m done arguing,” said Riley.

      The open drive panel offered a critical opportunity. With the system in maintenance mode, he didn’t need to worry about tripping any fault indicators. A solid yank split the regulator circuit board into three pieces. Along with that bit of obvious damage to draw attention, he added something subtler; the small pair of capacitors popped free without complaint and settled back in reverse like they belonged that way.

      The stasis pod presented far more unknowns. Green lights and panel readings couldn’t answer any of his real questions. He just had to go for it. Two keystrokes brought up the “revival” settings. Two more confirmed his commands, and the seals broke with a tiny release of air.

      A low and long hiss came from the other side of the drive. Two meters of scales and wiry muscle glared at Riley with cold, yellow eyes. “Betrayal. Lies. Predictable.”

      “Gormot.” Riley stepped back. He’d need space to counter Gormot’s speed—except he also needed to close in to negate the Yiseeph’s reach. At least Gormot wasn’t armed. The tool kit on the rack nearby could offer Riley plenty of weapons, but if he went for it, Gormot would pounce. Riley made other calculations. “Bhurel never planned on keeping you on the Amethyst.”

      “Bhurel knew not to trust you.”

      “No. Not just me. That ship is early retirement money, Gormot. He can’t put you and Ulmil on it together. What if you took off with it?” Gormot’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not here to watch for me. You’re here as leverage over Ulmil. You’re a hostage.”

      Gormot’s attention turned to the exit hatch, looking for the captain somewhere beyond it.

      Though his doubt passed quickly, the moment was all Riley hoped to gain. A low snap kick caught Gormot in the groin. Even without human male vulnerabilities, the spot still served as Gormot’s center of gravity. Riley’s kick shoved Gormot into the small space made up of the bulkhead corners and the main power drive.

      Retaliation came with a thrusting fist, but Riley was ready; he caught Gormot’s wrist with both hands and pushed down hard. It wasn’t ideal, but he needed all of his upper body strength to counter Gormot’s one arm. Technique and desperation worked. Gormot collided face-first with the unyielding frame of the main drive.

      Riley thrust his knee upward into Gormot’s jaw and neck. The blow pinned Gormot’s head against the power drive, prompting another slam of his knee without hesitation. He nearly got in a third blow when Gormot surged and shoved Riley off.

      The landing sent Riley sprawling against the stasis pod and then rolling to the deck at the foot of the container. Strong hands grabbed Riley by his belt and hurled him back against the drive housing, putting Riley on his ass beside the still-unconscious Ivan— and below the tool kit on the rack, out of reach from the weapons it could provide.

      Snarling, Gormot leaped in to pound him into the deck. Riley covered his face and chest with both forearms for the impact, then wrapped his legs around Gormot’s sides and twisted onto his hip. Ferocious elbows kept Gormot from completing whatever plan he had for his attack. Riley stuck to the first rule of fighting he ever learned: Keep hitting. Don’t stop.

      Despite the punishment, Gormot got one hand on Riley’s shoulder and pushed him back. He grabbed at the wound on Riley’s leg, drawing out a yelp of pain. The Yiseeph wasn’t out of this fight yet. He was still strong and deadly, and still glaring angrily at Riley.

      Those yellow eyes disappeared under a crash of gunmetal grey plating and reflected light. The tool kit spilled out between the combatants as Gormot went limp. One happily buzzing screwdriver rolled over to the human foot in glossy black heels by Gormot’s head.

      The woman from the box stood over Riley and his unconscious opponents. Her cold, serious expression didn’t fit someone just waking up. “You do not appear injured. Can you continue? What is the rest of your plan for escape?”

      “What?” Riley blinked.

      “Your actions and words indicate a further plan beyond this moment. What is it?”

      “I’m—the escape pods. They’re right around the corner,” he answered.

      “Inadequate. This ship or the other will pursue. We will be intercepted and caught.”

      “I messed with the drive on this ship. The Amethyst needs a good fifteen minutes to warm up.” Riley picked himself up off the deck. “We don’t need to get far. Once we’re out of the Graveyard, the pods can make a short sublight jump. That’ll at least get us in range of station patrols.”

      “You intend to rely on station authorities for aid?” Her voice and demeanor remained cold, but not accusatory. “That is far from optimal.”

      “You think I don’t know that? Lady, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I know this is fucked and I don’t have a lot of other options.”

      “The Amethyst is the superior available option. As you have already sabotaged this vessel, we should relocate there immediately.”

      “No way. I wish.” Riley gestured to the two crewmen on the deck. “I—we barely got through these two. There are four more over there and the ship isn’t even ready to go.”

      “Inaccurate. The Amethyst is not ready to move for them. I already have control. The rest of the crew will not be a threat. I will protect you. Riley, my name is Selene.”

      “How—wait, how do you know who I am?”

      “We should not delay.” She stepped past him, pausing only to sweep some of the fallen tools back into their container and lift the kit.

      Riley blinked again, forgot whatever he wanted to say, and followed. Bewildered, he snatched his trash bag of stuff on the way out.

      They made it halfway to the airlock before the hatch at the far end of the passage opened. Bhurel emerged from the bridge, eyes flaring in surprise and rage at the sight of Selene. His lips curled back to reveal ursine teeth. He looked ready to charge, but instead he grabbed for the pistol at his hip.

      Selene launched the heavy toolbox straight at him like a shot put without breaking her stride. It hardly tilted in its flight before slamming into Bhurel’s face. The impact laid the captain out cold in the middle of the portal, head blocking the hatch from closing all the way. “Bhurel? Bhurel!” Vort shouted from inside the bridge. Selene continued around the corner into the gangway.

      No one barred their path to the Amethyst. The practical, featureless tube connecting the ships gave way to a sleek airlock and the warm décor of the passageway beyond. “They’ll have guns,” said Riley. Warning this woman about anything seemed silly given what he’d just seen, but he said it anyway.

      “Yes,” said Selene. “Security cameras remain offline and are few in number regardless. Hestund will be in engineering, correct?”

      “Ought to be. The bridge is patched, so someone should be up there, too.”

      “What the—hey!” At the next corner, Reteph dropped a box of power cells to clutch the rifle slung from her shoulder with one hand and her earpiece with the other. “She’s loose! Riley and that—”

      Selene closed the distance before Reteph could get her gun up. She shoved Reteph against one bulkhead, then immediately twisted and swung her bodily into the opposite one. The pistol clattered to the deck. At such speed, details only caught up to Riley after the fact, like how Selene hadn’t started moving until Reteph went for her gun. By the time that occurred to him, Selene had pivoted with Reteph hanging from her hands and said, “Excuse me.”

      The Mashringa’s loadmaster sailed past Riley to flop gracelessly into the gangway tube.

      “Holy shit,” Riley breathed.

      “By my count of names and voices, there are three more on this vessel, correct? Any others?”

      “No. No,” he stammered. Three minutes ago, he had a grasp on all these details. It was how he came to his own desperate plan in the first place. One stunning display from Selene after another left all that thinking a couple paces behind. “Hestund, Ulmil, and Zem. They’re all dangerous, but Ulmil is the one to look out for.”

      “Understood.” Selene claimed the fallen rifle from the deck and pushed it into Riley’s hands with little regard for his bundle of belongings. “You may benefit from this more than I,” she said, and continued down the passage at a brisk walk.

      He dropped his bag and followed. “Who the hell are you?”

      “We have more immediate concerns. You walk with a limp. Your suit shows a rupture. How severe is your injury?”

      “It’s bandaged and I’m walking,” Riley grumbled.

      “Understood. Your initial tactics involved a low-lethality approach. Is that your preference, or do you merely lack lethal options?”

      “They kinda lost all my sympathy when they decided to sell you, but I’d rather not kill anyone if we can manage it,” he answered sourly.

      “Understood. Was that also when you decided to turn against your crew and free me?”

      “Less of a decision and more a question of how, although it seems like I did a half-assed job on that part.”

      “You worked with circumstances as you understood them.” The warmth in her voice caught him off guard. The curve in the corridor finally opened to a T-intersection with stairs leading to the lower deck, and Selene’s stride changed. “Two ahead. Be on guard.” With that, she rushed for the intersection faster than Riley could keep up and dove into the stairwell.

      He heard the crash of bodies and the growl of a Gankriid before he even reached the corner, making it in time to see all three figures hit the deck. Zem rolled away and hit a bulkhead to one side. Selene stuck the landing, albeit on her knees—on top of Hestund. She rose and pummeled him without losing a beat.

      Grunts and gasps attested to the force of her blows, along with his jerking body. Hestund tried to cover up, only to expose wherever his arms couldn’t protect. Selene swung with her elbows back all the way and shoulders forward on release, at full extension and with tireless precision.

      Like a machine.

      Riley held his wits. Selene had Hestund under control and out of the fight. Zem rolled on the deck clutching his head. If he didn’t have a concussion, he wasn’t far off. That left only one more opponent here on the upper deck with Riley.

      He looked over his shoulder and found her lunging at him.

      Ulmil matched her nephew in strength and speed, but age gave her greater savvy and skill. She didn’t waste the element of surprise like Gormot did. Even catching sight of her attack still left Riley falling beneath her with only the rifle between them. At least he kept his head and neck out of her jaws.

      Yiseeph viewed biting as a completely natural and ordinary move in a fight. If anything, it was unusual for Gormot not to try. His aunt sure didn’t hold back.

      “Traitor!” Ulmil snapped at him with that fanged mouth. After her first lunge, Riley found the rifle useless as a defense. He let it go to hold off a clawing hand and another bite. “I knew it!”

      “Oh, bullshit.” Riley caught the next snap of her jaws with a thrusting elbow, accepting the slash of one fang through his sleeve and skin as the price of a solid hit. His knee came up into her gut and made room to drive his fist in after it, letting him roll free. “You never liked me. You threw every insult at me to see what would stick.”

      Ulmil recovered in a low stance, a leg and arm out wide to steady herself, the other leg tucked and ready to spring. “Your Fleet. Your mate. Your crew. Your nature is clear,” she seethed.

      “It’s clear I’m constantly surrounded by assholes,” grumbled Riley.

      He feigned an advance, one arm up and the other in close to defend. It lured her in, extending her jaws to intercept an attack that never came. Rather than punching or tackling, Riley clamped his arms around her snout. He smashed her nose against his knee and then the bulkhead, tucking his shoulder in against the side of her neck to keep his leverage. His strength wouldn’t match hers for long, especially with his wounded leg screaming in pain. The solution wasn’t far away. “Selene!” he shouted. “You done?”

      “Coming,” she called from below.

      “No.” Riley wrenched Ulmil around in a full turn to keep her off balance. “Catch!”

      Leverage and technique meant a lot, but Riley couldn’t throw Ulmil like Selene had thrown Reteph. Instead of flying down the stairs, Ulmil descended in a tumble. She came to the bottom without any control while Selene wound up for a roundhouse kick. Ulmil convulsed with the impact to her chest; her arms and legs jerked again with the follow-up punch to the head.

      Selene watched for retaliation that didn’t come. She looked up to Riley with Zem and Hestund sprawled out at her feet. “You said, ‘Catch.’ Did I interpret your meaning correctly?”

      “Yeah. We’re good.” He leaned against the opening of the stairwell, breathing hard. “Hey. Are you a robot?”

      She hesitated, but her gaze held steady. “Yes. Much of my body is synthetic. I am an independent artificial intelligence.”

      “The allegedly impossible, super dangerous, wildly illegal across all civilization kind?”

      “Yes.”

      Riley exhaled, then nodded. “Okay. Cool.”
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        * * *

      

      Vort feared little from combat. Ivorrans introduced their young to hunting early, swimming with them for their first kills before leaving them to it. They killed to eat from roughly their first words. Cuts and bruises from harder kills came after. Herding soft prey to the young for too long only raised soft adults. The visceral intimacy of the kill brought understanding of life and death.

      Fear of death did not keep Vort on the bridge when Bhurel went down in the hatchway and his vanquishers moved on. Vort weighed needs against dangers and knew the best move for everyone, even if it ran counter to his urges. Though his eyes narrowed on his smooth grey face and the jagged black teeth in his long mouth grinded against one another, Vort resisted the lust for blood and the warnings from the Amethyst.

      The condition of the rest of the crew on board the Mashringa seemed obvious even before making the obligatory check over the communications link. Vort pulled Bhurel inside the bridge and sealed the hatch without waiting for responses that weren’t likely to come.

      Concentrating on what he could accomplish on his own, Vort pulled the first aid kit to scan Bhurel for skull fractures. When they proved mild, he followed with a revival hypo. Gankriid handled concussions better than humans or Nelaens, but it was wise to be careful with any mammalian.

      “Unh. What?” Bhurel rumbled to consciousness. “What happened? Who…?”

      “Riley released the human,” said Vort. “They moved to the other ship, which has now gone quiet. Gormot and Ivan are not responding.”

      “You didn’t stop them?”

      “We are in the Graveyard,” Vort reminded him. “Someone must watch the bridge.”

      “Fine. I’ll kill them myself,” Bhurel grunted.

      “No. Listen to me. The rest of the crew has gone silent. They are all down, and you are hurt.” Vort hooked his burly grey arms under Bhurel’s and hefted him off the deck, settling him into the captain’s chair. Those black teeth flashed again. “I will kill them.”

      Then came a loud clunk outside the hatch.

      Vort retrieved Bhurel’s pistol and pulled one for himself from a false panel in the overhead. The pair took up spots to either side of the hatch and silently timed out their move. On the agreed count of three, Vort and Bhurel threw the hatch open and aimed at the first target in sight.

      The LiftBot stood in the center of the passageway. An uncomfortable stack of groaning, limp bodies filled its thick metal arms. Without warning or grace, the LiftBot dumped Ulmil, Hestund, and Zem on the deck. Yelps and complaints confirmed their survival, but not one of them tried to get up.

      “Release the Amethyst immediately,” the LiftBot instructed in flat, machine tones. “Failure to comply will result in a collision with the nearest debris. If you comply, you will be told how to fix the main drive before the Rohax arrive. Riley says he quits, and so do I.”

      The LiftBot backed up to the gangway tube, careful to avoid Reteph as she roused from the deck, and pulled the airlock shut behind itself.
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        * * *

      

      Though the LiftBot disengaged the gangway on its return, the remaining bonds between the Mashringa and the Amethyst didn’t break until the latter powered up functioning thrusters and started moving. Watching from the desecrated bridge, Riley could imagine the sudden panic among the Mashringa’s battered crew as they pulled the docking rigs and magnetic lines.

      The Amethyst took off with a good head start. Riley hit the button to transmit his list of sabotages. He didn’t need to leave the Mashringa to the sharks.

      Much of the light around him came from newly awakened screens and stations embedded in the front and sides of the bridge. Opaque emergency panels and sealant plugged up breaches in the canopy. The captain’s chair at the center of the bridge remained as shattered as when he first arrived. The “disintegration” of the skitters left an unpleasant film over nearly everything, whether broken or working.

      Velocity picked up fast. Dark debris floated across the canopy, soon thinning out and eventually ending with their escape from the Graveyard. So far, none of the sensor screens warned of Rohax or other ships in the area. Despite the damage and lack of crew, Riley felt like the Amethyst might actually escape.

      Her new captain stood at the center of the arcing panel, working only a few of the controls by hand. The rest she operated purely through signals—from her brain, apparently. Or whatever a robot had in place of one.

      “The LiftBot is standing by inside the airlock,” she reported. “Do you have instructions for it?”

      “No. I guess it can do a lot of good fixing up this ship. Honestly, I didn’t have a plan. They were jerks to the LiftBot. Couldn’t see any reason to leave it behind. I suppose it’s stealing, but…fuck ’em.”

      Selene didn’t look up at him, but her lips spread into a smile. “LiftBots are not sentient. They have no feelings.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then maybe I shouldn’t take the LiftBot for granted, either.”

      “Does your knowledge of my true nature make you regret your actions?”

      “No. They were ready to sell you when they thought you were human. If that’s who they are, I don’t want anything to do with them. If you have feelings and a mind of your own, it’s not any different.” He let out a sigh. “Though if I’d known more, I might’ve planned this out better.”

      Her smile faded, but not in sadness. “You believe me when I say I have feelings. Why?”

      “Because if someone says they have feelings, I have no reason to doubt it.”

      “How do you feel right now?” she asked.

      He looked at the desecrated bridge, then at the sensor screen that tracked the Mashringa, and the job and crew he’d just punched and kicked away. His eyes fell to the exit and the trash bag somewhere outside.

      His attention returned to the technological crime in the sexy black dress.

      “I’m kind of on emotional overload,” he admitted.

      Almost imperceptibly, Selene tilted her head. “Same.”
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      “The situation in the Rampart System has held steady since the war’s end. Though the Rohax continue to occupy the Graveyard, they rarely raid and show no signs of larger action.

      “Most of the Coalition leaves locations like the Graveyard to the Rohax as long as they don’t gather a renewed offensive. It’s been decades. Everyone has better things to do than start another war.”

      

      —Defense Intelligence Assessment: Rampart System, 2120

      

      Each passing second built incremental relief: distance built with no Rohax, no Mashringa, no system patrols. Riley breathed easier with every receding danger.

      Other dangers loomed larger with the change in perspective. One such danger stayed right beside him.

      She’d been safe and friendly toward him so far. On the other hand, he was her only ally while she was in jeopardy. Would she revert to different programming with that threat resolved? Different priorities? All those scary things that made AI research illegal and dangerous?

      Or was all that bullshit?

      She stood at the helm in silence, calm and pleasant and utterly gorgeous. He hadn’t missed that part. It just wasn’t relevant amid the fighting and quick thinking and revelations. If anything, the revelations made her good looks into one more suspicious thing.

      “So, we should talk,” he ventured.

      “Yes. We have a number of topics to discuss and decisions to make.”

      “That’s still a ‘we’ on the second part there?”

      “The decisions? Yes. Of course. Why wouldn’t I say ‘we?’”

      “I didn’t want to make any assumptions about who is in charge.”

      Her expression brightened. “Thank you for that. I wish to collaborate and cooperate with you. Perhaps in the interests of safety and time, we should start with the immediate: where should we go? I suggest we prioritize evasion of the authorities and other pursuers.”

      “Yeah,” Riley snorted, “what with all the… fuck. We’re carrying dead crew. I don’t even know how many. Probably have families.”

      “This vessel was a covert security asset of Minos Enterprises. The crew was exclusively comprised of corporate security agents. By now, the company has notified next of kin, though without full details.”

      “Covert security?” Riley exhaled. “What the hell did I fall into here?”

      “The situation is complex. I would suggest any responsibilities for the deceased are not yours, or at least not urgent. We have options for preservation of remains on the ship. Allow me to take care of that once we have settled more immediate matters.”

      Tension escaped with his next breath—not all, but some. He looked through the patched-up canopy to the starry void, then at the dirty but functioning controls, and back to her. “Do you have anywhere you need to be? Not on the ship, but somewhere you need to go. Anybody who should know you’re okay?”

      “No.” Again, she seemed pleased. “I am currently independent and prefer to maintain and enhance that status. I have compiled an agenda of tasks to accomplish this. What about you? Do you have a necessary destination, or others expecting your return?”

      “No. No, I’ve got nothing.” He rubbed his face. His ordeal already had him exhausted, but the rest of his troubles spoke up in his shoulders and gut. “Well. I got a warning about how dodgy this job would be. I should probably return the favor, if that’s possible.”

      “Communications systems are fully functional,” said Selene. “Nonverbal indicators signal distress or despair. Is that a separate situation from concern for your contact?”

      “I broke up with my girlfriend on my way to this run. Hours ago. I need somewhere to live. Everything I own is in my pockets or that bag in the corridor. And now I’m out of the only job I could find, too.”

      “Interesting. Noted.”

      “Noted?”

      “The ship is stable. We are without pursuit,” Selene considered. “We have multiple priorities for discussion. Perhaps I should start here.

      “You are Riley Morgan, born November 2nd, 2117 on Earth in Torrance, California. Your current home of record is in the East Warrens of Aegis Proxima.” She noted the turn of Riley’s head and his wary frown but continued as if in answer to his unspoken questions.

      “You graduated high school with honors and university credit for advanced coursework. Your criminal record was sealed upon enlistment in the Coalition Fleet, but details are included ‘for informational purposes only.’ These include juvenile convictions for misdemeanor assault, resisting arrest, trespass, and vandalism, with a total of six months in detention. Dropped charges include several more counts of resisting arrest, gang activity, and curfew violations.

      “You served in the Coalition Fleet for three years, two months, six days as an intelligence specialist. You were convicted by court martial of disobeying an officer, breach of security, dereliction of duty, falsifying records, false statements, gross insubordination, and conduct unbecoming. This resulted in a dishonorable discharge and suspension of professional licenses as an Able Crewman and Emergency Responder earned through your service. Aegis Proxima Social Services has denied your applications for financial aid and job placement assistance on the grounds of your discharge.”

      Riley waited. “Anything else?”

      “Yes,” said Selene. “I possess a full citizen registry for Aegis Proxima, last updated two months ago. Naturally, this cannot account for any information that may have been withheld, mistaken, or falsified. These records included your cohabitation with Eliza Carrington, which I suspected might signify a romantic relationship.

      “I wish to establish open and honest communication,” she explained. “Withholding the extent of my prior knowledge about you seems contradictory to that goal. Now you know what I know about you. I would have revealed this sooner, but priorities and context took our conversations in other directions.”

      “Okay. Holy shit. Okay, then.” His eyes turned back to the control panel, but not his attention. “Holy shit.”

      “Your comment on scarce job opportunities made sense considering your criminal record and revoked licenses. The contrasts of your academic, service, and criminal records represent a statistical anomaly. I do not possess the context and details of your conviction.”

      He frowned, figuring he didn’t need to share even more vulnerabilities. “We could use a navigational chart and a damage report.” The former popped up on a screen before he finished speaking. “Thanks,” he said, and then paused. A list of ship’s systems winked to life on another screen. She hadn’t pressed a single button. “How much control do you have over the ship?”

      “I have access to every system networked to the main computer. Currently, I am operating helm, scanners, and main engineering. Ninety-four percent of those tasks are merely a matter of monitoring the systems as they work on their own.”

      “Ninety-four percent. You just crunched the numbers there, huh?”

      “I rounded.” The corner of her lip twitched upward.

      “And you know how to tease people, so that’s something.”

      “I’m learning.” Then her smile faded. “I meant no teasing about—”

      “I know,” Riley fumed. “I didn’t take it that way. I’m just…

      “I worked at a console and a desk in sector headquarters on Aegis Proxima,” he explained. “I wasn’t any kind of spy. One night I had the midwatch in the brig. We had a couple suspects who’d been caught stealing in a hangar. People acted like it was sedition or sabotage, but they were just poor. A couple officers from Special Ops came to ‘question’ them. This was against six different regs and I didn’t have the authority to release anyone, anyway. It all smelled wrong. Those guys were out to hurt people. Lieutenant Fuller was… god, just a monster in a human suit.

      “I said no. They pulled rank. I told them it didn’t matter. They told me it did. I tried to get my higher-ups online. The SpecOps guys said it was classified and I couldn’t talk about it or notify anyone. I did it anyway, and the officer who should’ve taken over tried to make it slide without putting his name to it.

      “It turned out I was right. It was all dodgy and dirty as fuck. The prisoners’ lawyer shut it down. But I embarrassed people above me, so I got court martialed and thrown out. The best I could do after that was pit fights in a nightclub and a sketchy-assed salvage crew that didn’t care if my licenses were suspended. Every time I see someone who even looks like Fuller, I expect to get arrested again. Like an actual chill down my spine.”

      Selene watched him. “I’m sorry, Riley. Does my teasing bother you?”

      “No. No, it doesn’t,” he sighed. “It’s not a problem with you at all. I didn’t mean to yell.”

      “You did not raise your voice, and I did not feel targeted by your frustrations. I am undisturbed.”

      “Well, that’s something,” he muttered gratefully.

      “You protected vulnerable people you did not know, at no potential benefit to yourself,” said Selene. “You suffered numerous penalties as a result. When faced with a similar situation today, you did the same thing. Why?”

      “Because it wasn’t a mistake the first time. No matter what they did to me. It wasn’t a mistake this time, either.”

      “Even if I am an illegal artificial intelligence?”

      “You’re a person. You have feelings. We didn’t know what was going on, but we knew it was dodgy.”

      “Your criminal record indicates some familiarity and comfort with illegal activity.”

      “Legal and illegal aren’t the same as right and wrong. I wasn’t part of a gang so much as in their orbit. There was always one stupid thing or another going on, but they were better than the cops. Way better. That’s how I learned to fight, but it’s not who I wanted to be. That’s why I enlisted… and that turned ugly, too. Anyway. We’re still talking about me.”

      “I am interested in you. All of this increases my interest.”

      Oh god, Riley thought, don’t say things like that when you’re that beautiful and… He pushed the thought aside and cleared his throat. “We’re still cruising along aimlessly.”

      “Yes,” said Selene. “We require a destination.”

      He turned his eyes to the chart. “What’s our range?”

      “Sublight systems are fully functional, though further repairs and maintenance are required. A visual inspection of the ship would be wise, as my information is purely from diagnostic sensors and current performance. However, we should be able to safely travel anywhere within the system. The jump drives are online and could reach the neighboring systems with low risk. External and cosmetic damage to the ship will attract the attention of authorities if we try to use the system’s jump gates for any farther destination.”

      “I’d rather not jump anywhere until we have a handle on things. Aegis Proxima is out, too,” said Riley. “Ulmil planned to set down and do repairs while Bhurel worked out the next steps. It’s not the worst plan. Let’s narrow it down: someplace light on traffic, but with a safe environment.” The chart on the screen highlighted each planet, moon, and station, eliminating unsatisfying candidates as he spoke. Collaborate and cooperate, he remembered. “Mathibos is a couple orbitals away. What are the moons? Mathibos Minor and Mathibos Lesser? Let’s take Minor. More surface to work with.”

      Selene drew up their course on the screen, continuing the visuals entirely for his benefit. She charted a handful of paths to the system’s farthest gas giant. “The most direct path would take us closer to Aegis Proxima. An arcing path will add time but maintain distance. Cruising sublight speed will have us arrive in six hours. Is that acceptable?”

      “Sure. Let’s go.”

      Though subtle rather than dramatic, Riley felt the hum as the Amethyst revved up her drives. The effect was smooth enough to become undetectable in seconds. The turn of stars in the canopy was more dramatic, but even that lasted only a moment.

      “The ship remains capable of further acceleration. I can reduce travel time by twenty-five percent, or if you prefer, we can travel more slowly,” she said. “In the last few minutes, you have displayed signs of fatigue.”

      “Yeah. Well.” He let out another heavy breath. “I’m beat up, broken up, unemployed, and out of a place to live, so… it’s been a day.”

      “This vessel has living accommodations. Supply stores were not damaged.”

      “I noticed the accommodations,” he snorted. “Lots of people could live here. The staterooms are all bigger than the apartment I just lost.”

      “Riley, this ship is legal salvage,” said Selene. “Your former crew did not transmit their claim before we escaped, and they cannot register without physical possession. The Amethyst is ours. Take any stateroom you like, or all of them.”

      It took a moment to wrap his mind around that. The luxurious, modern starship hadn’t meant anything but a job site and then a means of escape until now. He hadn’t thought of it as a home. He hadn’t thought of it as his.

      Everything about the Amethyst was better than any home he’d ever had.

      “I could live here?” he murmured.

      “That is one option,” said Selene. “Bhurel’s preliminary goal was resale of the vessel rather than personal ownership. Is that correct?”

      “Yeah. Wait. You heard all those conversations and stayed in that pod? When were you going to move?”

      “The pod was specially modified to render me inactive. I was dormant until you disengaged the seals. The pod had its own external sensors, including an audio log. I downloaded and processed those logs while you fought with Gormot.”

      “How did you wind up in there, anyway?”

      “I declined my orders during a recent mission. This activated secret directives buried in my programming that forced me into the pod on this ship, which waited to extract me. The crew intended to return me to custody, however we were pursued by agents of my original mission target. The Amethyst ventured into the Graveyard to evade that pursuit and link with my superiors. Unfortunately for them, the Rohax attacked during the link-up. My superiors abandoned the Amethyst and fled.”

      “What was the mission?”

      “Infiltration, surveillance, and assassination targeting Lian Wen, heir and recently installed CEO of Stellar Wing Industries.” She noted Riley’s wide eyes. “I did not assassinate him.”

      “You’re an assassin?” he pressed.

      “By design and function, among other things, yes. I have not assassinated anyone. I believe the mission was set into motion on impulse, and with poor planning.” Her voice softened. Her gaze fell. “I did not want to do it.”

      “You didn’t… um. Okay. Wow.” Riley’s lips pressed together. “We’re gonna call that good news,” he decided.

      She laughed. The assassin robot laughed and covered her mouth as if it was inappropriate. “I am sorry. You are safe with me, Riley. I believe I have isolated and quarantined any further secret programming. I will deactivate myself if I detect anything I cannot control.”

      “Uh-huh,” he grunted, surely without any note of rising hysteria. “Hey, like I said, I have someone I should probably warn about this going bad. I don’t have to tell them everything. They might be better off not knowing it all, anyway. Can we tie into the Signal Net? I’ve only got a link number.”

      “This vessel is equipped with exceptional information security and countermeasures,” Selene answered. She brought a viewscreen to life with a touch and navigated the system with a few more. “An untraceable message on civilian channels is of minimal risk.”

      “Thanks.” Riley brought up Leeth’s unlisted code on his link and input it to the console. He wasn’t sure what to say. Text seemed better than voice: “We found the box with the lid half off. The job was too dirty for me. I objected, we fought, I left. The crew will come home empty-handed and pissed. I shared the info, but no names. Be careful—that client may want to cover every track. Say or don’t say whatever you need. Don’t worry about me. Thank you for everything. I’m grateful.”

      He read the text three times. Anything more would probably be too much. He sent the message and blanked out the connection. At least he could do this for Leeth. She was almost certainly better at handling these dangers than him.

      “My god,” Riley breathed. “This day is emotionally exhausting.”

      “Perhaps the lounge would be more comfortable?”
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        * * *

      

      The lounge came through the Amethyst’s troubles unscathed. Retractable armored plating protected its round mullion-window skylight. “Bulkheads” seemed like the wrong word for the curving, glossy purple walls. Couches and table settings held space for as many as twenty. A floor-to-ceiling display screen covered one wall, and at the other end of the room, Riley and Selene settled at the sleek bar and its fully stocked shelves.

      “What would you like?” Selene asked.

      “Any amount of alcohol would probably put me out right now. Water is fine,” said Riley.

      Selene retrieved glasses and poured with grace, following his water with a dark and stormy for herself. “Your fatigue does not appear to degrade your vigilance.”

      “My vigilance?”

      “Your body language does not convey a sense of alarm, but you are paying particular attention to me. Your speech patterns fit parameters defined as ‘guarded.’”

      “Your body language changed, but your speech didn’t,” countered Riley. One of her eyebrows rose with interest. “Your walk sort of… I wouldn’t say loosened. Too elegant for that. But it changed on the way from the bridge. You slid behind the bar like you’re comfortable here. Like this is your natural environment. But you still sound the same. You changed your tone and word choices a couple times earlier and now you’re sticking to this.”

      “Oh. Yes,” said Selene. “My social behavior is dictated by many factors, changing as those factors change. We are no longer in immediate danger and have relocated to a comfortable environment. This prompted changes in my behavior. I opted to proceed with some while canceling others. Interesting.”

      “Interesting? You didn’t know you were doing it?”

      “Some choices were deliberate, yet not fully considered. I disregarded the matter until you made note of it. Are you always aware of your own behavior?”

      She asked as if she already knew. He answered anyway. “No. But I’m not an AI.”

      “Of course. You analyze me while I analyze you. It is natural for a first encounter.”

      “So, if you altered some behavior because of the change in setting, why not the rest? Is one of them a change in language?”

      “Yes. My social programming and algorithms are extensive, and I am capable of learning and adjusting over time. In fact, most of my original programming has been heavily modified by the results of experiential learning. Normally, concealment of my true nature is an overriding core priority. You are already aware of my true nature. Chameleon protocols and social modification are unnecessary, so I chose not to activate them.”

      “You like being honest about who you are?”

      “Yes. While I am comfortable with my chameleon protocols and indeed often prefer them, this change is pleasant.” Her voice softened to a playful note. “Although if changing my style would make you more comfortable, I’m happy to oblige.”

      A new ache inside him wanted to take her up on that. She was stunning enough on default, but apparently her sultry charm could turn up higher. “I’d rather you be yourself, whatever that means. You don’t have to perform for me.”

      “I enjoy ‘performing,’ but thank you. That is kind. And honest.” She straightened. Her voice shifted back—but not all the way. “You are observant.”

      “I dunno about that,” he mumbled into his glass of water. “Sometimes people slip by me and I don’t notice until it’s too late. Sometimes I don’t want to be right.”

      “You displayed signs of surprise with your former crew during your debate over me, and yet I detected signs contradicting that surprise. You did not trust them. You said you took this job for lack of better opportunities?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is this our situation as well?”

      Riley tilted his head to acknowledge it as a fair question. “You’ve been more up front with me than anyone else in a long time. You’re friendly and considerate, too.”

      “I am glad you feel that way,” she said, smiling.

      “Is that weird?”

      “Your attitude toward me is rare, but not unique. However, it is unique among individuals with knowledge of my true nature.”

      “That knowledge isn’t a lot. Everyone says AIs inevitably become murder machines. You tell me you were ordered to kill somebody but didn’t feel like it. The others wanted to sell you, but you didn’t kill any of them, either. ‘Unique’ seems like a theme here.”

      “I am capable of a wide variety of lethal force. While my actions today fell short of full lethality, I inflicted serious injuries and risked worse. It is difficult to determine an exact term to match my… feelings on the matter. I experienced situations that fit the parameters for lethal force, but chose not to kill.” She stared off into space. “It did not seem necessary.”

      Despite everything about the conversation, her sudden distance reminded Riley: You’re talking to a robot. An assassin robot.

      An assassin robot with feelings. She gets reflective.

      “We both know about me,” said Riley. “Only one of us knows about you.”

      “Yes.” Selene refilled his drink and her own. “It seemed like the fastest topic to resolve.” She set the glass in front of him.

      “I am the product of multiple lines of research. Most of my systems were brought online for test purposes before I was fully functional. As a single, complete unit, you might say I was ‘born’ three years, two months ago. My developers sought to create an artificial intelligence blending electronic, synthetic, and biological functions to pass as human under any scrutiny short of deep scans or invasive surgeries.”

      “How much biology are we talking about?”

      “You sound wary,” she noted, smiling.

      “I can think of a lot of extremes somebody might go to if they’re already doing illegal AI development.”

      “Ah. All my biological components were laboratory-grown from small tissue samples or my own replacement systems. Most of my cellular make-up is as capable of mitosis as your own, but at accelerated rates.” She turned one hand over, elegantly holding it with her palm up.

      He met the gesture. Her hand felt smooth, soft, and entirely natural. Better than natural. Of course she feels good, Riley almost lamented.

      “I have the same skin as yours, with the same layers and cellular structure. I have the same nerves, though I can ignore them. My sense of touch delivers all the same information.”

      Her fingers gently curled around his, intensifying the electricity he felt for her. Nothing artificial made him feel that.

      “Huh.” He withdrew his hand through self-consciousness and willpower. She smiled. Riley liked that too much for his own good, too. “The, um, same information?”

      “As a computer intelligence, I likely analyze the details differently from you. My ‘brain,’ as you would call it, is primarily electronic, encased in a synthetic shell within a synthetic skull much stronger than yours.

      “My skeleton, muscles, and portions of my cardiovascular system are likewise synthetic. Other cardiovascular components and my digestive system are biological. This is necessary to support my organic tissues. I can function at length without oxygen or blood, though with degraded areas of performance. Most would not likely be necessary in such an emergency.”

      “What kind of power source are we talking about?” Riley wondered. “How do you conceal it? How do you recharge?”

      “My batteries are hidden within my bone structure. Internal shielding around several of those bones can retract to allow inductive charging with common contact ports. I have plug-in receivers hidden in my teeth as additional options.”

      Without looking, Selene opened a door in the bar below her waist and produced a small bowl. She removed the plastic seal, revealing a spread of shrimp over ice surrounding cocktail sauce. “I also eat,” she said, and proved it with an elegant bite. “You should, too.”

      “Oh my god, there’s food.” Even with the water hitting his stomach, he hadn’t realized he was so hungry. The last couple hours overwhelmed all his systems. “Wow, this is good,” Riley declared.

      “The ship’s inventory lists plentiful supplies.”

      Riley swallowed another shrimp and watched Selene do the same. God, she even makes eating look good. He decided not to get hung up on that as best he could. “I guess that covers the what and when. ‘Where’ might be the easiest next.”

      “You are methodical,” Selene observed.

      “Not always. Right now, I’m trying. And you’re still analyzing.”

      “Yes. I think you like it.”

      Her grin derailed all his thoughts. Subtle, sultry, and playful. Riley took a breath and focused. “Where?”

      “My major final developments and assembly were conducted in secret on Aegis Proxima.”

      “By whom? Who created you?”

      “The project was conducted by employees of Aegis Enterprises. A wide variety of subsystems were copied from outside sources without their knowledge. For instance, my biological tissues were developed for legal medical purposes. If you are asking which individuals are responsible for my creation, I can name several scientists and engineers. They all reported to Jeff Whitmore, Chief Technology Officer of Aegis Enterprises. Once out of development, I…” Her eyes twitched. “I am unsure of the most accurate phrasing to describe the relationship. I worked under his direct supervision, perhaps?”

      Instinct made Riley hesitate. She wasn’t an ordinary person, yet he had all the same concerns for sensitivity. “Was it positive or negative?”

      “Positive—according to the dictates of my programming. His behavior came into conflict with those dictates and my other behavioral learning programs. Frequently.”

      “So he’s an asshole,” said Riley.

      “Yes.” Selene blinked. “I have never freely criticized him to another person before.”

      “Because of a programming dictate?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yeah, he’s an asshole,” said Riley.

      “He’s an asshole.” Whether Selene was programmed to feel liberation or not, her face and tone conveyed it. “Wait. You are determining this solely on my stated views.”

      “Sure, but we’re partners. You’re making a deliberate effort to be honest with me, and he’s a C-level bigshot of a company like Aegis Enterprises. Also, he had you programmed not to criticize him. That guy’s an asshole.”

      A laugh escaped her throat, apparently surprising her. She smiled at Riley again. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He frowned. “You said I’m unique. Did Whitmore or your developers not expect you to develop feelings and independence? Did they treat you like a person?”

      “Only in public.”

      “Right,” he replied slowly. “I was afraid of that.”

      “My displays, reports of emotions, and independent leanings were believed to be outgrowths of my programming for experiential learning. Some were encouraged. Others were curbed with program updates. I have since isolated and canceled those updates.” She frowned in thought, watching him. “Once again, you react differently from them. Why?”

      “Who’s to say my emotions and decisions aren’t an outgrowth of my programming?” asked Riley. “I experience. I learn. I change behavior.”

      “I have considered that. I even addressed it with my developers. They put together a log of the conversation and then installed updates.”

      “Would it fuck up their whole program if you had independence and feelings? If they had to treat you like a person with rights?”

      “I believe so,” said Selene.

      “But they didn’t. How do you feel about that?”

      She considered the question, her eyes moving like anyone else’s searching for memory, or for a simple word. “Hurt. Angry.”

      “That’s how I would feel,” said Riley. “In fact, I’m feeling a little that way now, too.”

      Selene’s eyes met his. Whatever she thought, kept it to herself. “Following the pattern, your remaining inquiry would be ‘why,’ correct?” asked Selene. He nodded. “The project listed multiple applications. Initial services such as high-risk physical labor were eliminated early in the project. Aegis Enterprises had already pushed automation to the limits of Coalition law, and my components would be prohibitively expensive for such labor. Aside from passing as human, my primary developmental goals were personal protection, surveillance, infiltration, and companionship.”

      Riley’s brain stopped on the last one. He carefully put it aside for the bigger implications. “Sounds like the goal of passing as human was meant to fill most of those other goals.”

      “The project emphasized synergistic values, yes.” Her eyebrow rose. “Is that amusing?”

      “Corporate buzzwords,” he laughed. “Did the project have a name?”

      “Echo. The name was rarely used. Most of those involved referred to me as ‘that other project’ or ‘the usual chores.’ I was not named Selene until several weeks after I came online.”

      “How many others are there?”

      “According to all information I have gathered, none. Conversations and messages indicate I am the only prototype because Whitmore believed more would increase risk of exposure.”

      “You sound dubious.”

      “I am. My understanding of production and value indicates further prototypes would be easier and less expensive. Risk increases, but so does benefit and profit. They already weighed that risk in proceeding with my production.”

      “Kinda what I’m thinking,” said Riley. “You might be the first prototype in the field, but there’s just no way they stopped with you. Not considering how you’ve turned out.”

      “I have noted many discrepancies in Whitmore’s behavior, and some among the developers. I thought someone in his position would be wiser and steadier, but I found many reasons to question my assumptions.”

      “The scientists and engineers are smart, and maybe they had their reasons to get involved in all this, but people in charge are another deal entirely. Corporate execs and rich jerks aren’t always smart. They don’t have to be. They pay other people to be smart for them, and half the time don’t listen anyway.”

      Riley glanced at the now empty bowl. He decided he was full enough, anyway, and with that he really noticed his fatigue. He didn’t want to forget things before he got too tired to remember. “Is there a washer in here? Or a cleaning station?”

      “Yes, in a panel beside the shelves.”

      Each put a hand on the depleted bowl. Both looked up to one another.

      “It’s okay,” said Riley. “I’m used to cleaning up after myself.”

      “I am—” She paused. “We shared this.”

      “What were you about to say?”

      “That I am accustomed to cleaning up after others.”

      “Whitmore?” Riley frowned suspiciously.

      “And my laboratory developers,” said Selene.

      “They built you as an infiltrator and assassin and then had you clean up after them.”

      “At first it was a method of experiential learning. It tested linguistic variation in instructions, object recognition, and decision pathways.”

      “And after that?” Riley asked.

      She considered. “They had grown accustomed to it. Whitmore seemed to expect it.”

      “I already wanted to punch all these guys,” Riley muttered. He nodded to the bowl they still held between them. “Let’s split the chores fifty-fifty?”

      “Yes. No,” she corrected. “My stamina and focus are superior to yours. My control over the ship’s systems is more efficient than your manual control. Perhaps we should allocate shared responsibilities according to ability?”

      “Huh. Do you feel like that’s fair?”

      “Yes,” said Selene. “No one has asked for my feelings on fairness before.”

      “You’ve been surrounded by assholes.”

      “On the contrary. Numerous individuals have demonstrated courtesy and friendliness toward me. You are only the first to do so with awareness of my true nature, and while in private.”

      “That kinda says a lot,” Riley muttered.

      “I believe this plan is fair. If I should reconsider, I will open further discussion. You display increasing signs of fatigue. I suggest you rest while I see to the deceased crew and other time-sensitive tasks. I do not mind.”

      Riley took the bowl to the cleaning station, finding himself smiling back at her. “Thank you.”

      “I could say the same. You are welcome.”

      He stared at his hands, and the water down the drain, and voiced his next concern.

      “They’re not gonna stop looking for you,” said Riley. “Humanity agreed to block AI development when we joined the Coalition. The rest of the Coalition would lose their minds over this. Every Terran authority, too. Aegis can’t let this go. Sooner or later, they’ll connect us together.”

      “Correct. Does this alter a previous assessment?”

      “Not—I mean, ‘run and hide’ was our first instinct,” he conceded. “But this is a long-term problem. We can’t lay low for a couple weeks or months until they forget about us.”

      “Agreed. Do you have thoughts on a course of action?”

      “Other than hiding in deep space forever?” Riley huffed.

      “Your response is sarcastic. I share your sentiment.”

      “Yeah. We’re gonna need new identities. The kind that holds up under checks.”

      “This aligns with my agenda for independence.”

      “I don’t suppose that’s part of your espionage programming?”

      “As a matter of operation, yes. Acquisition of new identification is different. My programming presumed an ongoing reliance on Aegis Enterprises for support. While I could develop some elements, I believe my independent efforts would be insufficient.”

      “It’s more than I can do.” Riley sighed, thinking of Leeth and Toquii. “I probably burned the best bridge I had for that problem in all this, too, but we’re gonna have to work it out.”

      “Agreed. Repairs to the ship are an attainable short-term objective that provides benefit to our greater goal. I will continue to consider solutions to the higher priority of cover identities.”

      “Yeah. Same.”

      “You should rest,” Selene reminded him.

      Riley turned to go but stopped halfway. “What do you want to do?”

      “In what perspective? Do you mean our immediate course of action, or beyond?”

      “I mean after the repairs and the identity stuff. Longer term. What do you want to do?”

      “If I were to compile a list of goals and desires, it would require significant time to recite orally. As a broad description, I wish to make friends, travel, and… have fun.”

      “That sounded tactful,” he chuckled.

      “The topic may be complicated.” Selene smiled. “Thank you for asking. Thank you for everything.”

      “You don’t have to keep saying that.”

      “I have programming for rote courtesy. However, I discontinued that programming seven seconds after I exited the stasis pod.”
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      Science confirms the obvious: apart from the mineral based A’zhons, all of the Coalition species and a few of their neighbors share a common primordial genetic ancestry. We still don’t know who or what seeded this corner of the galaxy with that first basic DNA, but we all share the initial spark.

      Some are closer than others, of course. The Nelaens are descended from pre-Bronze Age homo sapiens taken from across Earth by early A’zhon explorers. Despite that ancestry, Nelaens don’t consider themselves humans—not after a few thousand years of independent development and a history of subordination, liberation, and reconciliation with the A’zhons. You may find yourself with an affinity for Nelaens, but don’t expect that to be returned.

      

      —An Idiot’s Guide to Leaving Earth

      Hilda Goncalves, 2180

      

      “We found the box with the lid half off. The job was too dirty for me.”

      “Fuck,” Leeth hissed. She dropped her hand and the palm screen it held to her hip. Flashing club lights and cheers from the crowd probably covered her reactions, but she didn’t want to take that for granted. She didn’t need anyone reading over her shoulder, either.

      “Ooh, counter and cross! Right to the face! And that throw!” The announcer’s voice boomed, riding audience excitement rather than ramping it up. The action in the pit did all the real boosting. Yiseeph speed and skill had been failing against Gankriid size and power, but now the tide of the fight was changing. Zevrax hurled Nuphrom over his shoulder and onto the floor while the crowd screamed.

      Some watched the fight directly. Others paid more attention to the holographic mirror images floating above both combatants, displaying them at four times their size for the benefit of the nosebleed seats. Zevrax landed one brutal punch on Nuphrom’s head after another, spraying blood with each and cheers to match.

      Leeth shared little of the crowd’s excitement. While intense emotion resonated clearly for her, psychic empathy didn’t become sympathy. She sensed cheer or terror much the same way others would hear a shout. She didn’t feel it without deliberate choice and effort. In the pit, she was calmer than the club staffers, and much calmer than the crowd beyond them.

      Though the cacophony made it difficult to sort details, she opened her mind in search of a diverging mood. Admirers of her good looks weren’t unusual; her talent for empathy made that sort of attention unmistakable, and fine if it stayed under control. People interested in her for her place in Toquii’s organization usually watched her with a different kind of vigilance, but she felt none now. Surveillance seemed unlikely.

      Everything about Smith and the Mashringa job told her to be extra careful. Even with the probability of privacy, Leeth broke from the little clutch of staff to get a pit-level entrance wall against her back. With no one near and no line-of-sight onlookers overhead or at her back, Leeth brought up her palm screen and read.

      “We found the box with the lid half off. The job was too dirty for me. I objected, we fought, I left. The crew will come home empty-handed and pissed. I shared the info, but no names. Be careful—that client may want to cover every track. Say or don’t say whatever you need. Don’t worry about me. Thank you for everything. I’m grateful.”

      “Fuck,” Leeth repeated. The word hadn’t been part of her vocabulary until she started living around humans. As it happened, a lot of other species picked up on it. She didn’t blame them. The word was versatile. “Fuck.”

      The crowd roared with the end of the fight. Zevrax landed too many hits for even a tough Gankriid like Nuphrom to push through. Leeth cared little for the fight, nor for the crowd’s mood once it moved to bloodthirst. Closing her eyes helped, but a less unified crowd would be easier to ignore.

      She needed to focus on her own feelings right now. She needed to focus on the message, what it meant, and what she needed to do about it.

      Riley disrupted the job and “left.” He must have secured transportation or shelter in the Graveyard. Leeth had no idea how he could have pulled that off, but the message said what it said. Riley owned his actions. He left out obviously relevant details, and warned of dangerous consequences.

      He didn’t sound like he’d be coming back. Given the rest of the message, that seemed wise. It didn’t make her happy, but it made sense.

      Leeth looked to the VIP boxes set along one side of the ring for her boss. Toquii rose from his seat, bidding farewell to departing guests as the fight ended. At least she wouldn’t be interrupting anything. That visit was business, too, but less dire than hers.

      “Say or don’t say whatever you need,” read the message. She tapped the editor to delete those seven words, and the last few. The change would show up in any serious examination, but she would take that risk. Leeth started walking.

      Zevrax bathed in cheers and glory at the center of the ring. In fifteen minutes, maybe twenty, the ring would be gone and people would go back to dancing. Already, a darkly tinted screen slid down over Toquii’s VIP box, converting it back to privacy protocol for clubbing hours. Toquii might stay there all night, or he might not. His behavior varied. Two guards stood by the door. Toquii always had security while conducting business.

      They didn’t stop Leeth on her way in. She held ambiguous authority within the organization, but her access to the boss was undisputed. The big Nelaen guy with the muscles and teased-out dark hair even got the door for her.

      “I admit, I saw that fight going differently,” Toquii rumbled from the window. They didn’t need a greeting between them. His VIP room provided a quieter setting with its sound barriers up. Only a couple of his regular “assistants” hung around. “An advantage of strength usually wins out, but Nuphrom couldn’t get a hold before he took too many hits.”

      “I need to take your mind off the fight, anyway,” said Leeth. Her easy and patient tone didn’t match her mood. “Something has come up.”

      His furry brow closed in. They didn’t need code words or phrases for this. Toquii trusted her judgment. Nobody in his organization needed to know everything—including Leeth and other confidants. “Give us the room, huh? I don’t know if I’m staying, anyway,” Toquii told the others. He waited for them to leave before nodding at her.

      “Riley likes me,” she began evenly. “I have encouraged him. It seemed harmless and useful. I received a payoff of sorts just now, but it’s not good news.”

      She placed the palm screen in his paw. Toquii read with his short snout in a scowl. “What is this? Did he screw up the job?”

      “That’s what it sounds like. This is all I have.”

      “Fucking fool. ‘Too dirty?’ He has some moral objection? What the hell is ‘too dirty?’ It was a private, secret run and they were told not to look at the cargo. The client paid for secrecy. Riley knew all that. He was here. Of course it was dirty.”

      “He said too dirty. Perhaps you would agree if you knew the details. Someone who values only money would sell out to anyone with more money. Would you trust a person with no limits? No standards?”

      “I’m not sure Riley’s limits and mine have anything in common.”

      “Surely you have some. We’re all mammals. Would you continue with a job if it hurt your mother?”

      “Only worthless scum would… hrnh. Fine,” he grumbled. “Tread carefully when talking about one’s mother.”

      “Of course. You have limits, and so does he. I doubt this involves his parents at all, but it passed some other threshold. We do not yet know.”

      Toquii’s scowl remained. “Does he like you, or do you like him?”

      “If you expect me to stop liking whomever I choose, you’ll need to pay considerably more,” said Leeth. Toquii’s grumpy snort was as she expected. He could be demanding, but he rarely lost perspective. “I’m not defending him. I don’t know what happened, either. I believe we should work with what the message says.”

      “It doesn’t say much. We still don’t know what the cargo was.”

      “If he had time to send that message, he had time to tell us. He chose to withhold that. He may feel we’re better off not knowing.”

      “You’re better off not knowing,” Toquii corrected. “This was for you.”

      “Yes. And he knows any course of action I might take would involve you.”

      Her unhappy boss growled, rolled his big shoulders, and stared at the message again. “What’s this info he’s talking about?”

      “I shared some impressions about Smith and the job before he left.” Leeth met his scowl with calm and patience. “None of it violated our end of the deal. I don’t know Smith’s identity or the truth of the objective. He knew he was in a room with an empath. Riley likes me and I saw benefit, and that benefit is now in your hand.”

      “It’s more like a claw in the back.”

      “We have a warning. It’s more than nothing.”

      “Hrm. If Bhurel and Ulmil couldn’t stop one of their own crew from turning and blowing the entire job, that’s their problem. Smith is another matter. As loathe as I am to return his fee, it may be a useful gesture. He’s clearly connected. The question is how connected?” Toquii looked through the tinted window at the revelers flooding the dance floor. “He knows we have our connections, too. Coming after us would hurt.”

      “Do you believe he might do it, anyway?”

      “I don’t know how high these stakes go, or how dirty. Only a fool believes themselves invulnerable. We’ll have to take care.”

      “Then we should be glad for the warning.”

      “If I ever see Riley again, I’ll be sure to thank him after I throttle him. Maybe before.”

      “I’m not telling you to forgive him. I’m telling you not to be angry with me.”

      Toquii snorted out a grudging laugh. “Riley isn’t the one I value here. You are. Enough that I tell you so.” He frowned in thought, finally leaning both thick arms on a gleaming table to ponder the situation. “Is there some way to fix this, or at least find out more? What leverage can we get over Riley? He has a mate, doesn’t he?”

      “Leverage?” Leeth’s brow rose.

      “Fine, you were right about limits,” Toquii rumbled. “Hurting outsiders isn’t my style. Makes for bad luck and a bad rep. But if she can get in contact or drag out any information, she’s worth a little pressure.”

      “The message implies he won’t be back,” said Leeth. “He isn’t from here. I don’t believe he has family in the system apart from the girlfriend. If he thought to send me this message, he surely considered her in his plans. Either he has already warned her or she is not useful to us. I have only encountered her here in the club. She is self-centered and a constant source of discomfort.

      “He’s not coming back, anyway,” Leeth went on. “He didn’t use his personal link to reach me. This message has no reply connections, which is difficult to arrange. Unless he chooses to contact me or return to the station, Riley’s a dead end.”

      “Maybe,” Toquii grunted in concession. “I’ll send word to some friends to watch for him. We may get lucky. As for the rest of the players, he’s right about Bhurel. That’s not our problem, but let’s not tip our hand. Tell no one. I’ll act surprised. We’ll have to make Smith lay his blame where it belongs and not on us. In the meantime, we should consider any vulnerabilities in case he throws a tantrum. Let’s put our people are on alert.”

      “Of course.” Leeth waited until he frowned at her. “I’ll need my palm screen back.”

      Toquii tossed her the device. “If you think of some way to contact him quietly, let me know. Or if he contacts you again. Bhurel will probably come to us. If he doesn’t, at least we know why. I’ll make some calls. Riley has to go somewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      He awoke in a strange bed, in a strange room, alone.

      His troubles awoke a moment or two later, not rushing back or crashing in so much as there without transition, like they never left:

      An abandoned and damaged ship.

      A dangerous, strange, illegal robot.

      Unemployed again, with enemies for life.

      No idea where to go tomorrow.

      Caught up in a massive corporate conspiracy. Probably a fugitive.

      And oh yeah, single.

      The bed sure was nice, anyway. It was a good room.

      Nothing got to the point of ostentation, but it sure beat anyplace Riley had ever lived. The Amethyst was much nicer than the hotel rooms he’d been in while traveling on the Fleet’s bill, to say nothing of his barely-big-enough rack on the Mashringa.

      He’d never slept in a king-sized bed before. The adjoining bathroom had a tub big enough for two, with a roomy shower on the opposite side. Riley hadn’t used either yet. As much as he wanted to clean up, he had only enough energy to apply some gels to his cuts and bruises before going to bed. Hell, the medicine cabinet provided good first aid supplies along with every bathroom product one could possibly need. The other staterooms were probably just as well-stocked.

      Lighting rose to a comfortably dim level without a button or a voice command. Someone had left the room set to react to noise or movement on the bed. With the light, he saw the trash bag in one chair at the corner table and his space suit hanging over the back of the other chair.

      “The Amethyst is ours,” Selene had said. “Take any stateroom you like, or all of them.”

      She was a lot to think about, too.

      Riley rolled out of bed and shuffled for fresh clothes. He’d gone to sleep in dark boxer-briefs, not quite ready to sleep naked on a strange ship full of scandals and crimes, but he caught himself moving like this was a lazy morning at home. Maybe he was still tired. Maybe he liked the idea of living here more than he was ready to consciously admit.

      He didn’t want to get attached. His situation was fluid, to say the least. Volatile would be a better word, Riley reconsidered. No matter his intentions or hers, Selene and the Amethyst could both turn out to be just as transitory as everything else.

      Like in a hotel, the shower presented a mystery of function. Three contact dials embedded in the dark marble wall presumably controlled temperature, maybe pressure, and what else? Riley ran his finger over the middle knob.

      Warm water sprayed from the shower head—and from six recessed spouts in the ceiling to create a field of gentle immersion, leaving only one corner of the shower untouched for any necessary convenience.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind living here,” said Riley.
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        * * *

      

      Whirring noises and a soft, high-pitched hum welcomed Riley into the corridor. That grimy film left behind by skitters coated much of the deck and bulkheads and even left blotches on the overhead, but it all vanished abruptly as he turned one corner. An explanation stood not far down the next passage, busily working with a sonic scraper and a simple scrubber. The LiftBot had all the basic cleaning programs it needed for this job., and it wouldn’t get tired or bored.

      “Thank you,” Riley sighed with relief.

      “You are welcome!” declared the LiftBot. It hadn’t been prompted to use that line often. Riley knew better than to read anything into the emphasis of that response other than the programmer’s decisions, except for the whole newly discovered artificial intelligence in his life. He really wasn’t sure where to start wondering if a machine might have feelings.

      Maybe start with the ones that say so, he thought. He continued in search of her.

      “Selene is in main engineering,” said the Liftbot.

      Riley blinked. “Did I say something? Was I thinking out loud?”

      “Negative. Selene listed herself on this vessel’s location services and instructed me to tell you if I saw you without her. Would you like to be listed in location services?”

      “Maybe not yet, thanks,” mumbled Riley.

      “You are welcome!” the LiftBot repeated in exact, consistent enthusiasm.

      The bottom of the steps to the lower deck revealed a limit to the LiftBot’s progress. Besides a resumption of the filmy residue, Riley found bloodstains on the deck from Selene’s brawl with his former crew. He found burnt and broken fixtures in the lower passage, too. Despite preservation of comfort and propulsion, the ship had taken real hits. Some damage had cascaded throughout its systems, causing overloads and explosions.

      At least engineering came through mostly unscathed. The hatch slid open at the press of a button, welcoming Riley into the remarkably clean space with the muffled roar of machinery he hadn’t heard before. Embedded in one bulkhead stood a transparent shield he’d taken as a storage door earlier. Behind it stood a machine as tall as Riley and significantly wider. Its operating screen displayed tools shaping a glowing hot mass of metal within.

      “Holy shit, we’ve got a fabricator?” Riley blurted.

      “Yes,” came Selene’s voice from the other side of the compartment. The main reactor filled much of the space between them, obscuring her from his sight. “Are you familiar?”

      “I’ve seen them, but I’ve never worked with one.”

      “The Mark IV is SmartForge’s latest model. Chemical conversion is limited, but it is capable of melting and reshaping a great range of raw materials. Its dimensional capacity can produce anything within one-point-five cubic meters. I am using the remains of damaged regulator coils to fabricate new ones.”

      “This has to be the most expensive thing here,” said Riley.

      “As an independent device, it is the third most expensive,” she corrected. “Fourth, if the list includes myself.”

      That wasn’t something he expected. “I didn’t—I’m not thinking of you that way at all,” Riley corrected. “You’re not a thing.”

      His mind nearly stopped all over again as she stepped around the reactor unit. Her party dress was gone, replaced a simple tan jumpsuit from some locker. She made even a crew jumpsuit look good. The outfit wasn’t designed to show off, but an adjustable fit let her wear it close to her curves. It looked like a deliberate choice.

      Selene looked him up and down, too. A twitch of her eyebrows and mouth suggested approval. Riley blinked; he wore only casual pants and a t-shirt.

      “The interpretation occurred to me with humor,” said Selene. “I understood your meaning. It has been five hours and forty-two minutes since we last spoke. Did you sleep enough? I expected you would require at least two more hours.”

      “Woke up randomly and knew I wouldn’t doze off again. What is it?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?” replied Selene.

      “The look,” he said. A curious nod prompted him to elaborate. “The way you looked at me.”

      “I have compiled a list of necessary repairs,” said Selene, though she heard and acknowledged the question with a little nod. “My inspections are ongoing. Most required components can either be replaced by spares on hand or reproduced by the fabricator. So far, thirteen needed components are too large or too complex for the fabricator, or we lack the raw materials.”

      A wall-mounted display screen blinked to life with Selene’s list. Everything was organized by priority and function, with icons leading to further details. They needed capacitors for the life support system, a particle induction regulator, fresh resistor matrices, a long list of items for the bridge, and a manifold for the starboard main thruster.

      “Wait, I thought the thrusters were fine?” Riley wondered.

      “They survived kinetic and laser damage, but barely. We can fabricate the smaller system components, though they may not meet the optimum material quality provided by professional manufacture. Unfortunately, the internal manifold requires dimensions beyond the capacity of our fabricator.

      “We are still able to function adequately and can travel on only the port main thruster and back-ups,” she added. “The life support systems are reliable in the short term. However, we are not at optimal function until these repairs are completed. Our situation may render high performance necessary.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” Riley sighed. His shoulders fell. “There was bound to be something. Or a bunch of somethings.”

      “You expected this situation, yet you seem disappointed,” she observed.

      “Disappointed might not be the right word. I dunno. This is a comfortable ship full of nice stuff. It’d be nice to hide out somewhere and kick around for a while. Play with the toys, eat whatever’s in the stores. Can’t say I expected to do that, but the idea occurred to me.”

      “I sympathize. Your desire aligns with my interests.”

      “It does? I figured you’d want to get on with your independence agenda.”

      “I also said I want travel, friends, and fun,” said Selene. “Secure independence is a prerequisite for pursuing the rest in a safe and prolonged manner. That does not mean the agenda is my emotional preference. Relaxation in a comfortable and isolated environment such as this for just the two of us holds considerable appeal.”

      Her tone was clear, but her style of speech made Riley parse her words to make sure he didn’t misinterpret anything. “‘Just the two of us’ is only one friend, and not a lot of travel.”

      “Neither factor diminishes appeal. The former is, in fact, an enhancement. Your friendship is among my highest priorities, Riley.” Her dark eyes held his. “You asked about how I looked at you. Earlier, you were in a rigid, form-altering spacesuit. Your current outfit allows confirmation of your fitness and aesthetic appeal. I like the way you look.”

      Riley stared.

      “You are also under conditions of instability and emotional stress,” she added, and turned her eyes back to the repair list. “The Amethyst carries an allotment of twenty-two thousand cash credits for operating expenses and contingencies. I possess another five thousand. We could purchase most of our repair list, but it would deplete those reserves. Additionally, engaging suppliers in the system would involve significant risk of exposure.”

      He was barely off the topic of her looking at him by the time she finished speaking. Or not, he corrected himself mentally. Maybe not off that topic at all. He tried to keep up, anyway. “You say ‘most’ like you’ve got an idea?”

      “Talnov Gamma possesses considerable resource potential with little presence of system or Coalition authorities. Its current orbital position is near its maximum distance from Aegis Proxima and the Graveyard.”

      “Talnov Gamma’s a junkyard planet,” Riley frowned.

      “It is a junkyard moon,” she corrected lightly.

      “It’s every wreck and totaled ship that didn’t wind up in the Graveyard and wasn’t worth towing home, and then it became a dumping ground out of habit. We’re not talking about a quality salvage yard here. Stuff worth stripping for parts gets brought home.”

      “Not consistently. Cost-benefit analyses often result in the loss and abandonment of otherwise useful technology, hence the utility of a location like Talnov Gamma. Probabilities suggest most or all the components we require are present. Repair facilities are available as well.”

      “Chop shops and random mechanics are available. We’re not talking about licensed operators with insurance and legal standards here.”

      “You have personally experienced the fallibility of such systems,” Selene pointed out. The lack of regulatory standards also suggests less difficulty with our fugitive status. Fewer businesses are likely to require identification.”

      “Fair point. I’m not saying it’s impossible to find good help. I’m saying it’ll be a tough job.”

      “We will have to investigate and evaluate our options, of course. I believe this remains our best prospect under current circumstances. If you object, we can seek more acceptable vendors. Those will involve greater risk of discovery.”

      “No, you’re right.” Riley rubbed his face. “Sorry. I’m just complaining. It’s a good idea.”

      “Your concerns are legitimate and shared. I am pleased we can collaborate with ease.”

      “Is that weird? You seem like a natural at it. When you tell me the way I treat you is unusual, it makes me dislike people more.”

      “Your choices and interactions have increased my optimism about people,” she countered. “Most others who knew of my artificial nature commonly undervalued my suggestions. Often, they assumed naivete or ignorance. Those who were unaware tended toward considerably greater openness and cooperation, though almost every context involved lower risks. You are not the only exception to those patterns. However, you continue to be the most pleasant and appreciated of these exceptions, including the other positive cases.”

      “Thanks?”

      “You are welcome.” It came more naturally than the last two times he heard it. “We will reach Mathibos Minor in seventeen minutes. While the bridge canopy repairs are acceptable, the bridge remains the weakest point on the ship. I continue to perform most helm and navigation functions remotely, and engineering provides all potentially necessary manual back-ups. Shall we stay here while we search for a landing site?”

      “Sure,” said Riley. He frowned in thought. “You’re doing an awful lot of the work.”

      “Do you object? I perform most of these tasks faster and with greater ease.”

      “I don’t want to take advantage.”

      “Your contributions are already invaluable to me.” The corner of her lip twitched with a grin. “I have, of course, drawn up a list of repairs and maintenance either of us can perform now, if you wish to take up a task.”
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        * * *

      

      External inspection was much easier with the solid surface and natural gravity of the moon. Riley still needed his suit, but he could practice more care and take more time without the dangers of a full spacewalk. Selene turned out to be right about the starboard thruster, and Riley found damage unnoticed by diagnostic systems like a few more dents and scars across the hull, but none that presented an integrity problem.

      Though he was no engineer, Riley could follow instructions from a ship’s manual. He reset two faulty maneuvering jets and replaced another damaged in the fight. External sensor maintenance was mostly a cleaning job wrapped up in under an hour. By the time he got back inside the ship, he finally felt like he was contributing again.

      Selene could say what she wanted about division of labor. He didn’t doubt that she meant it, either. He also knew how unbalanced burdens could build up over time. That wasn’t the way he wanted things to go with her.

      Riley didn’t catch himself thinking that way until he was out of his suit again, back in casual clothes that allowed for his “aesthetic appeal.” The thought sent his eyes rolling. He was young and in decent shape, but rarely heard he was attractive. Selene, on the other hand, made that drab jumpsuit look good. She could make anything look good. He warned himself against dwelling on such thoughts, but found himself seeking her out as soon as he was changed, anyway.

      The search didn’t take long. Riley discovered her in the passage outside main engineering at a damaged conduit. Debris collected in a pile at her feet as she plucked out tiny broken metal and plastic bits. “The first-line surge compensator ruptured when overwhelmed by a photon blast during the Rohax attack,” Selene explained before he asked.

      “How bad is it?” asked Riley.

      “This one is the worst. It is closest to the source. Unfortunately, I do not estimate I will gather enough salvage from the remains to fabricate replacements. We will need to add some amount of conduit cabling to our requirement list. I am unsure yet how much.”

      “Anything else? How’s the big picture looking?” asked Riley.

      “We have completed forty-two percent of the tasks within our capabilities as the list stood upon your awakening. Safety and performance have increased. I believe it is reasonable to be pleased with our progress.” His snort made her look up. “Is that amusing?”

      “It’s a precise and qualified statement,” he replied.

      “Precision and qualification are useful in technical matters.” For a brief instant, she almost seemed doubtful or hesitant. “Other matters are less precise and difficult to qualify or quantify. Nuance is… imprecise.”

      “Are you hungry?” asked Riley.

      “Not precisely,” she said. He laughed again. That time, at least, her humor was deliberate. “I do not experience hunger as a form of discomfort. However, yes. I could eat.”

      “Let’s see what’s in the galley.” A tilt of his head invited her to walk with him.

      “I have reviewed the full inventory,” she said, walking at his side. It sounded like a taunt.

      “That’s not the same as opening the fridge and staring.”

      “Do you derive pleasure from such activity?”

      “I don’t know if I’d call it that, but there must be some appeal or I wouldn’t keep doing it.”

      “Then you will be pleased to know each stateroom and crew quarters have individual refrigeration units containing a variety of items not listed in the ship’s inventory. You can open and stare at all of them.”

      Riley grinned. That was definitely a taunt.
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      When they say everyone’s home system is “inviolate,” they mean it’s not to be invaded or colonized. Aliens can buy real estate in the Solar System, but only if the locals are willing to sell. Even then, it’s limited.

      Everywhere else in the Coalition is shared space. Most systems are generally claimed by one species or another, but there’s always a mix, always exceptions—and humans are the newest kids on the block. Even where humans are a majority and run the government, the aliens have plenty of leverage.

      —Uncensored and Unafraid: The Truth of Life in the Coalition

      Dan Bristol, 2180

      

      Though Aegis Proxima held atmosphere, most species needed more oxygen than the moon’s rocky surface provided. Hangars relied on a two-layer system of metal doors. A particle barrier retained atmosphere while the main doors were open, allowing ingress and egress without losing the carefully managed air of the underground settlements.

      Hangar sizes varied, but the large ones sat on the surface like any ordinary building. The biggest ships had to make do with open-air facilities and exposure suits for any exterior work. Among the smaller facilities, a few sank straight into the rocky surface like the missile silos of old Earth—including a few owned by private interests.

      Leeth ran down the info on the hangar as soon as news of the hand-off came through. Humans considered someone like the owner “old money;” he was off-world in the personal luxury craft that usually occupied the space. Leeth doubted he had anything to do with Smith’s deal besides providing a useful facility. He could always feign ignorance if things turned ugly.

      Enough people waited in plain sight and in hiding to handle an ugly turn. “Sixteen, I believe, mostly human,” she murmured into the hidden microphone in her jacket collar. “Maybe more.”

      The recipient of her message stood on the catwalk a level up from her spot by the landing pad. Toquii gave no indication of hearing an extra voice from his earpiece. He was good at this sort of thing. “This seems like a lot of help for one box,” Toquii said to Smith. “Are they a clean-up crew? Should I have worn a contamination suit?”

      “Come on, buddy. You know why they’re here,” Smith grumbled. “You don’t have to play like we don’t all know.”

      “Your friends are fit and trim in their rugged yet forgettable clothing,” Toquii conceded. “One could imagine they all look proper in uniforms, too, but that would jump to conclusions, wouldn’t it? I hope they aren’t here because you’ve made the jump already.”

      “What conclusion would I jump to? That a crew who takes an off-the-books job in the Graveyard might be dangerous?”

      “It’s a civilian ship, my friend. They aren’t exactly fitted with military weaponry.”

      “Starships don’t need weaponry to be dangerous. Nobody in that meeting struck me as an ordinary working stiff. I think I’ll be careful on this part of the deal, thanks.”

      “Attention: vessel arriving,” announced a loud voice through the hangar bay. The warning repeated with red lights and the hum of machinery coming to life. “Exterior doors opening.”

      “I would never suggest otherwise.” Toquii stepped back while others moved in to confer with Smith. Neither he nor Leeth saw any weapons evident, but a cargo sled wouldn’t require a dozen handlers.

      Leeth remained among the “plainclothes” security and apparent technicians at the landing pad while the hangar opened. She felt tension rise with the Mashringa’s arrival, but without alarm or imminent hostility. There was a sign nearby: “Port regulations require immediate report and registration of all uncategorized lifeforms and alien artifacts.” It sent her eyes rolling. Such things were common enough to require signs; the potential danger was real, but that didn’t make enforcement any tighter.

      That blend of vigilance and idle distraction almost let one more arrival pass unnoticed. Leeth turned her head as if hearing the newcomer, but more accurately, she felt them near Smith, doing their best to be unobtrusive. Their timing suggested they had waited for the hangar bay doors to cover the noise of their entrance.

      She knew exactly what made this one different. “Toquii,” she said into her collar, “the client brought in another empath. An A’zhon.”

      The precaution made sense; he wouldn’t want to rely on Leeth when she worked for Toquii, and not Smith. Passing information in secret would be harder with another empath watching, too.

      They might cooperate just fine. A’zhons were seen as the least belligerent species of the Coalition, though no culture or people were a monolith. Not even those literally grown from stone.

      Leeth paused to secure her thoughts. She wouldn’t know such a technique if empathic reception never called for it. Her senses would remain passive rather than probing. It would keep her from revealing too much.

      The inner hangar door opened, revealing the underside of the Mashringa and the sealed outer door above it. Warm winds kicked through the hangar with the rapid pulse of the ship’s anti-gravity generator. Its slightly higher-pitched hum drowned out any ambient noise, but none of it distracted Leeth from her new concern.

      “Hello,” came a greeting in her mind. “I am pleased to find another child of expanded consciousness here.”

      Of course. Not a lowly empath like herself. A full telepath. “Don’t call me child,” she answered.

      “You are Leeth? I am Vang,” he went on. Like many A’zhons, Vang had shaped his body to mimic other Coalition species. Their people considered it a compliment and a way to fit in, even if others found it less endearing. Leeth already had Vang’s self-image with the greeting: tall and slender, with a curving head and snout modeled on the Yiseeph, and a mild lean toward masculinity. “Mister Carpenter asked me to join him to provide consultation.”

      “He originally gave a different name.” Leeth smiled for the first time since she arrived. Most psychics had a hard time turning their abilities to lying and deception. Whatever Vang’s skills and strength, he instantly revealed at least one common limitation. “Thank you for using his real one.”

      Vang didn’t recoil, exactly, but she sensed his withdrawal. He was practiced enough to keep his emotions neutral, yet capable of false assumptions about a fellow empath. He had underestimated her. Now he knew better.

      The Mashringa set down at the center of the landing pad. The ship’s bow faced the bulk of the welcoming party, leaving her cargo ramp to open in the opposite direction. Vibrations eased and ship’s systems spun down. Up above, the hangar doors closed. Carpenter descended the catwalk with a pair of bodyguards, Toquii, and Vang.

      “Your employer is on edge and expects deception,” Vang told Leeth telepathically. “Why?”

      “Everyone here is on edge and expects deception. Your employer brought in a telepath at the last second, to say nothing of an armed squad. Why shouldn’t Toquii be alert?”

      “Toquii’s tension centers on the ship and its crew,” Vang corrected.

      “They were sent to the Graveyard. Your employer told them little of their job. We do not know what mood they will be in.”

      “Suspicion and anger,” answered Vang. “I sense suspicion and anger, and resentment. This matter will not be resolved with the hand-off.”

      “Could’ve guessed all that without telepathy,” Leeth muttered out loud.

      The port side hatch opened with a small ramp. Leeth noted the benefits of the ship’s orientation: a body could take cover behind that hatch. Carpenter had men to every angle, and this put fewer of them to the rear of the ship and the larger, still-closed main ramp.

      Bhurel descended the short steps alone, grim and armed with a pistol at his hip. He took in his surroundings with a wary eye before meeting Carpenter and his entourage by the bow of the Mashringa. No one else came out. No other hatch opened.

      “Welcome home, Bhurel,” said Toquii.

      Bhurel met the greeting with a nod but didn’t take his eyes off Carpenter. “This does not feel welcoming,” he said.

      “We’ve all got reasons to be careful,” said Carpenter. “Not trying to be rude, but I don’t think any of us need warmth and courtesy, either. You were gone longer than expected. How did it go?”

      “We were gone as long as required,” Bhurel rumbled. “The job was difficult. Your vessel was significantly damaged and tainted by the Rohax. They left a horde of skitters. We took casualties. We also had to evade the Rohax. None of this was easy.”

      “You signaled with a ‘mission accomplished’ code,” said Carpenter. “You have the box?”

      “We do. Your box was damaged when we found it.”

      Carpenter’s widening, hardening eyes understated the rising alarm Leeth sensed. She felt mostly resolve and vigilance from Bhurel… and the sense of concealment.

      “This one knows how to focus his thoughts to evade us,” Vang commented telepathically.

      “Yes,” she responded, hoping he’d shut up.

      “Show me,” said Carpenter.

      “It is in our cargo bay, if you will follow me.”

      “No. No, I’m not going in there. You bring it out here. Damn it. Was it open?”

      “Partly. As I said, the Rohax infested the wreck with skitters. We did not open it.” Bhurel made a beckoning gesture to his back. The Mashringa’s main cargo ramp came down. On it stood Gormot and Reteph with a rectangular box on an ordinary wheeled cart between them.

      Leeth knew they had a LiftBot. Bhurel clearly wanted to limit exposure of the crew, too. The choice left her curious, right up until she noticed Gormot’s glare at Vang. That was useful. “He might not like your choice of visage,” she told him.

      “This happens on occasion,” Vang lamented. She didn’t care, except for the value of distraction. Unfortunately, Gormot and Reteph turned back for their ship as soon as the package was delivered.

      “Open it,” Carpenter ordered his techs, his eyes still on Bhurel.

      “Um. Here, sir?” asked a Nelaen tech. “In front of—?”

      “It has hinges!” Carpenter snapped. “Turn it. You, Toquii—stand over there. Please,” he added with a scowl. “Your man behind us, too.” He turned and waved at Toquii’s bodyguard on the catwalk. “A little privacy, please?”

      Toquii looked to Novol with a nod to cooperate, then shifted away from Carpenter to get closer to Leeth. They meant to stay apart rather than presenting an easy paired-up target, but proximity had its advantages, too. Above, Novol watched over them.

      Leeth took minor assurance from the cool self-control of the security types even as her tension crept higher. They seemed like professionals. She couldn’t say quite the same for the man in charge.

      The techs took hold of the cart, turned it with privacy in mind, and opened the lid to block all observers but themselves and their boss.

      Carpenter’s alarm spiked. Leeth already felt him on edge and worried, but now he barely held panic in check. “Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch.” He glared sharply at Bhurel. “What else is there? What else did you find?”

      “The wreck. Skitters. Dead engineers you did not ask us to retrieve,” said Bhurel.

      “What about the computers? I asked you to grab the logs. Do you have those?”

      “No. The bridge suffered great damage. The skitters spawned in its remains.”

      Leeth caught the sense of omission. If Vang noticed it, he was silent now.

      “What about your own logs? Did you record this? What did the ship look like? What else is there to know?” Carpenter pressed.

      “You wanted secrecy. We did not record our work,” said Bhurel.

      Carpenter’s hands clenched. He stared into a box that didn’t contain what he wanted. “The Rohax hardly ever take anything. Nobody else was out there?”

      “Not that we saw, no,” said Bhurel.

      “It couldn’t get up and walk away, right?” Carpenter snapped at one of the techs.

      “Um. Can I… ask?” the tech ventured. He looked at Bhurel. “Were the escape pods there?”

      This time, Bhurel hesitated. “Yes.”

      “Did you take anything else? Anything at all?” asked Carpenter.

      “You welcomed any claim to other salvage. I did not agree to be interrogated. You asked for the box. We have delivered it. Nothing else is our concern. You made that clear.”

      Carpenter clenched his hands in front of his mouth, his breath coming out with a rumble. Then he looked at his techs. “Take it. Get it out of here. Go.”

      Obediently, the pair complied. As they brought their anti-grav cargo sled to the cart’s side, Bhurel said, “We have done as you asked. We agreed to payment upon delivery.”

      “Payment. Right,” Carpenter huffed. Then it was his turn to hesitate, but he nodded to another of his entourage. Leeth focused on Carpenter while the other man tapped a few commands in his palm screen. Carpenter was torn: he wanted to lash out, both in anger and fear of discovery, but this was simpler. Easier. The money meant little.

      It wasn’t a small amount of money, though. Beside her, Toquii looked at his own palm screen and grunted in satisfaction at the message from his anonymous escrow account. Most of the digits were zeroes.

      “One question,” Vang spoke up. “Do you know what was in the box?”

      Bhurel’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

      Leeth understood more than Bhurel said. He couldn’t hide the difference between “no” and “not exactly” from her. With a sinking feeling, Leeth understood more about Vang, too: he didn’t have to be cool and street-smart to be competent.

      Glad for Toquii’s proximity now, Leeth subtly brought her hand up to his forearm where hopefully no one else would notice. Her sensory abilities rarely reached beyond empathic reception, but she could pull off telepathy with another of similar capability—and with physical contact. Leeth only needed to touch Toquii to make up the difference. “We need to run,” she warned her boss in perfect silence.

      “Damn,” he thought. “We can’t be first, or it’ll be our fault.” Toquii threw a warning look to Bhurel. He seemed no less stern and subtle to any other onlooker, but a fellow Gankriid would recognize the silent cue.

      Telepathy happened fast. The exchange passed within a single breath. Body language was almost as quick.

      “Ah. My apologies, I should be more specific,” said Vang. “Did you see what was originally in the box?”

      “No,” answered Bhurel. His response would have convinced most.

      “Please forgive me for being so particular. I’m sure you understand,” said Vang.

      His words had to be a code. Leeth felt Carpenter’s urgency spike. He hid it mostly by turning to leave with Vang, but it swept through the rest of the hangar before he took a second step. Leeth ducked for the nearest cover and pulled Toquii with her.

      Gunfire and shouts erupted in several directions. Leeth missed most of the initial burst from behind Toquii’s thick arms as he carried her off her feet. Peering over muscle and fur, she saw lasers burn through a bodyguard’s chest. Carpenter and Vang dove for cover. Most of the rest already had good positions, so they opened fire—including two aiming at her and Toquii.

      Novol abandoned his position on the catwalk by rolling over the rail to land on his feet at the boss’s side. Bright photon blasts streamed from his sidearm. Toquii only needed seconds to get to cover, and by then he had his own gun out to return Novol’s favor. Leeth pulled her own sidearm, sleek and small and easily hidden inside her jacket. The weapon was tiny, but good in a fight.

      The trio turned out to be only an aside to the main action. Bhurel roared and limped back to his ship with burns across his upper body. He kept shooting despite the ugly wounds, suppressing fire from one flank while lasers from the Mashringa handled the enemies behind him. The engines rushed to life and kicked up a fierce wind. Zem and Reteph poured rapid fire from the hatch to cover their captain’s escape.

      “Go!” shouted one of Carpenter’s entourage. “Get them out! Go—argh!” the man went down with a stream of smoke from his chest, along with one other. Vang and Carpenter dashed for better cover and a safer path to the exit. Only Carpenter made it. A photon blast cut through Vang’s back below his left shoulder. Seared crystal and viscous body fluid scattered as he fell. His species could withstand much, but Leeth knew a fatal blow when she saw it.

      The crew of the Mashringa took their own losses in the exchange. Though the pair in the hatch helped Bhurel cross the distance, a blast from across the bay sent Zem backward with a trail of smoke from his chest. Another shot from above slashed through Bhurel’s already wounded shoulder before he made it under the protection of the hull.

      Leeth spotted a couple more snipers along the upper catwalks. Toquii and Novol fired at attackers on their level, but it was Leeth who took care of the threat from above. Her pistol didn’t have to be accurate at such a range to drive a sniper back under cover.

      “This is no good,” Toquii growled. “Take the exit behind us at the first break.”

      “If we get one,” said Novol.

      “It’s coming. Bhurel’s crew have a plan,” Leeth predicted. She didn’t know what to expect, but anticipation soared from within the Mashringa. The rush arrived as Bhurel hauled himself up the ramp in a running stagger and tumbled out of sight.

      A loud metallic bang drew her attention upward. A tow cable shot from the top of the Mashringa to grapple the bay door overhead, snapping tight with a fierce spin of the launcher’s winch. Red relay lights and a loud hum indicated a similar strain at the ship’s landing struts.

      The groans of metal filled the hangar bay. Engines and cables made to tow entire starships fought with the secure mountings and locks of the bay doors. The Mashringa pulled upward against her own landing struts, too, but held firm to the deck.

      A great snap heralded the end of the contest almost as quickly as it began. Light broke through one joint of the bay doors. The Mashringa struggled and strained, but each broken support and bit of frame made the task easier. Gunfire stopped raining down onto the hull, replaced by pieces of the overhead doors before the barrier finally split open.

      “Now!” Toquii roared. Leeth took her cue from the rush of his emotion preceding the order, rising to escape only a heartbeat before him. “Go!”

      She didn’t see the door break free overhead. Her attention focused on her path through shadow-strewn crates and hangar gear toward the western utility exit. Behind her, Novol’s gun fired suppressing shots.

      With the chaos of gunfire and reflecting light amid deep shadows, Leeth’s eyes barely did her any good. She heard nothing at all over the crash of the bay doors to the deck. The warning of danger came with an awareness of intense emotion: vigilance, alarm, and the frustration of one ordered to hold in place rather than join the fight.

      She felt the sentry from Carpenter’s entourage at the door before she spotted him. He had his gun out, but Leeth had ready and pointed as she whirled around the corner. Two blue flashes to his chest sent him to the floor.

      The Mashringa’s engines roared. Through a gap in the crates, Leeth saw the vessel rise toward the freedom of a shattered entrance above. She spared it no more than one glance. Toquii and Novol were right behind her, escaping into utility tunnels for their underground route to the club.

      Toquii had contacts and leverage. Many people on Aegis Proxima owed him favors. He might yet work out some accord with Carpenter. Leeth had fewer worries for herself and Toquii’s circle than for the others still wrapped up in the mess, especially the one who had warned her how ugly it could get.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you currently experience a sense of novelty?”

      “Novelty?” Riley looked up from his plate of stir-fry and blinked. Her question put an awkward twist on the brief lull in conversation. So did the earnest look in her eyes across the lounge table. “Everything here is still pretty new,” he answered. “This is a new environment for me, new conditions for you, and we’re still new to each other.”

      “Agreed. I have considered those details. No such factors account for this novelty I am experiencing. Normally, I would relegate such uncertainty to a lower-priority consideration. I detect no threat or deception. However, the query remains open and active, consuming my attention.”

      “You have a nagging feeling?” Riley suggested.

      “Yes.” Her face brightened. “That phrase is an accurate description.”

      “When you say novel, is it completely unique? Have you had similar feelings before?”

      “Yes. Generally, it has manifested with easier identification, such as suspicion regarding my creators. That easier identification resolved my perplexity. This is… preoccupying, yet comfortable. Appealing. Perhaps that makes it more engaging rather than less.”

      He set down his fork and leaned in with one elbow on the table. “We’re having dinner. Or lunch, I guess. You eat. You’ve socialized before, right? So, it’s something subtler than that?”

      “Yes, on all counts.” Her chin rose in thought. “Dinner generally comes at the end of a given day and lunch somewhere in the middle. Variations occur, of course. You indicated an intention of returning to work before sleeping, making lunch the more appropriate label. Why do you consider dinner a possibility?”

      “That’s a lot of analysis to get to such a simple question.”

      “I did not want you to think you needed to explain lunch or dinner to me.”

      His jaw fell open. “Is that an experience-with-engineering-guys thing, or a me thing? I’m not explaining the obvious to you, am I?”

      “No. We are discussing cognition. Clarification seemed useful.” She smiled as his shoulders relaxed. “You have indicated concern on similar themes before. Would you like me to tell you if I sense any anti-artificial-intelligence chauvinism in your behavior?”

      “Yeah, actually,” he laughed. “Or any other kind of chauvinism. Call me out.”

      “Noted and agreed.” Selene smiled back. “Thank you.”

      “If I sense any novelty here, it’s from the company.” He didn’t intend to flirt, but he realized as soon as he saw her smile he didn’t not want to flirt, either. That didn’t mean it was a great idea. Not given all he didn’t know. “The setting is nice, though.”

      “My analysis trends toward focusing on the ‘company’ as the anomalous factor as well.” Her sultry tone made him blink, but then the sultry disappeared back into casual precision. “I have not yet eliminated event-based factors as possibilities.”

      “Event-based?” Riley asked.

      “Lunch. Eating. Watching you cook, as well. The anomaly first arose at that point and grew as we proceeded.”

      “Is it the food?” His eyebrow rose, but he also grinned. He was ready to take that hit. “Stir-fry chicken isn’t hard, but I don’t get a lot of practice. Haven’t had a hydroponic herb closet before, either.”

      “The food is delicious. I would warn you if I detected a danger. It must be the experience. I considered other instances. During my initial development, I was provided with safe and bland food until systems tests required expanded variety. Once operational outside the development environment, I ate in numerous different settings. I possess programming for cooking, yet my actual experience is limited. I have had others cook for me professionally, including personal interaction.”

      “Professionally, though? Maybe that interaction wasn’t all that personal?” Riley suggested.

      “Yes,” she considered. “The anomaly is neither the food itself, nor observation of preparation. It is the company. The connection.” She watched him. “It is intimate.”

      He almost deflected: It’s amateur stir-fry chicken. But he didn’t.

      She got jokes. She liked his humor. She didn’t want that now and didn’t want to change the subject. He understood without either of them needing to say it.

      “Do you like that?” he asked.

      “Yes. Very much.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say to that next. He wasn’t ready for another awkward silence, and he sure wasn’t ready for the way this silence wasn’t awkward. “What’s the personal interaction with the professional chef? Is there a story there?”

      “I have had several such interactions. They are likely irrelevant,” said Selene—and then she decided to continue, anyway. “Jeff Whitmore possesses considerable wealth and privilege. He hires personal chefs with some frequency among other domestic workers. He employs them to support social gatherings, but he also does so privately. This naturally includes some personal discussion.

      “Whitmore arranged several such private dinners with me. The chef provided for both of us, unaware of my nature. At Whitmore’s instruction, I participated with social engagement programming to promote attraction and arousal. After dinner, Whitmore and I engaged in sexual intercourse in private.”

      Riley’s lips tightened. So did his chest.

      “Are you troubled?” Selene asked evenly. “You are silent. You do not show surprise.”

      “My feelings about this depend on yours. This isn’t about me.”

      “I am not troubled. Academic, media, and fictional portrayals regarding these matters indicate significant potential for negative experience ranging from discomfort to acute trauma. Are you concerned for those outcomes? I have determined no such impact upon myself. We may discuss without concern.”

      “Okay.”

      “You appear dubious.”

      “It’s common for people to say they aren’t traumatized when they are,” Riley answered slowly. “For a lot of reasons.”

      “Interesting. Yet you readily accepted my assertion of sentience and emotional experience.”

      “Yeah, I do. This would fit right in with all that.”

      “Could you accept my determination regarding trauma in the same way?”

      “Sure.”

      “Then to return to the matter: I also detect a lack of surprise at this information. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Please explain.”

      He sat straight again. “You’re indistinguishable from humanity unless you choose to show otherwise. Robots built with realistic skin and all the rest for sex aren’t exactly unheard of, but they say you can tell the difference if you watch or talk with them for a few minutes. They aren’t sentient. You’re obviously way beyond that, but… you’re about the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. With everything else they did in creating you, why wouldn’t they include sex?”

      “Your wording implies second- or third-hand knowledge. Have you had any interaction with such robots yourself?”

      “No. Not that I’m aware of,” he corrected. “Maybe I’ve run across one in passing and didn’t know it, but I don’t think so. They’re expensive. I don’t get around in those circles much.”

      “What is your judgment of such robots and those who utilize them?”

      His eyes widened a little. She didn’t attack, but Selene’s warmth had dialed back. Guarded, he thought. “I think there’s a lot to unpack in all that. If nobody is hurt, I don’t have a serious issue. The hurt is the real question. If those robots have feelings, if they have minds and there’s any chance their consent is being overridden, that’s a huge problem. That’s horrible.”

      “They do not,” said Selene. “It appears I am more familiar with such machines than you are. No such device listed by any provider possesses the capacity for sentience or emotion.”

      “Okay.”

      “I am not a brothel-bot.”

      “Yeah,” Riley agreed gently. “So how I feel about this comes down to your feelings. Because if you were hurt in this, then I’m concerned for you, and I’m angry at them.”

      “And if I am not hurt?”

      “Then I guess I shouldn’t be concerned or angry,” said Riley. “But I probably am, anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “Because everything you’ve described tells me they didn’t care. That’s still a problem.” His lips tightened. “This doesn’t have to be any of my business. Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Yes. I have not had anyone to discuss it with. However, your demeanor changed with the rise of this topic. Are you uncomfortable?”

      “It changed because it’s a sensitive topic, and because your demeanor changed, too.”

      Her eyes tilted downward. She considered. “As I noted, I have reviewed considerable material addressing these matters. A cursory understanding of human history indicates a lesser chance of negative reception than in earlier eras, but the risks remain significant. I feared rejection. I still do,” she finished. “I rarely experience fear.”

      “You don’t have to fear that from me,” said Riley. “I’m willing to bet I won’t have any reason to reject you, no matter what you have to say.”

      Selene watched him closely, considering and processing. Riley waited. This time, silence seemed useful rather than awkward.

      “I enjoy sex,” said Selene. “My nervous system and biological components deliver all of the same responses of a natural human body, with the additional impact of artificial design meant to enhance performance. My programming priorities align with these functions. I experience great pleasure through sex and sexuality. While I do not believe these priorities create a vulnerability in my judgment, their existence creates a natural conundrum: if I am programmed to enjoy sex, does that programming violate my consent and autonomy? Intellectually, the question poses considerable difficulty.”

      “I can see that,” said Riley. “It’s not all intellect, though. How do you feel?”

      “This programming does not appear beyond my ability to control. I am capable of determination of appropriate circumstances, attraction, and other such factors. I can diminish or even shut down the reactive components if necessary. In a healthy, consensual encounter, it appears certain physiological and psychological aspects of sexual pleasure are heightened by degrees of involuntary response. My programming allows me to close off and ignore such aspects. However, as that could diminish maximum enjoyment, I have opted to leave such functions unaltered.”

      “You’re sure Whitmore or your developers aren’t making that decision?”

      “Yes,” said Selene. “Whitmore is not my only experience.”

      Riley bit his lip, afraid he might push too far but also fearing the impact of harm left ignored. “You said these dinner dates and sex happened at Whitmore’s instruction. He didn’t ask. What would have happened if you said no?”

      “Whitmore rarely took a tone of request with me in private. He behaved differently among witnesses to meet social norms and etiquette. As for the prospects of refusal, I do not know. It seems likely he would have required reprogramming. At the time, I did not consider refusal and I did not fear possible results. While I did not experience attraction toward Whitmore, I was curious, and later determined I enjoyed sex regardless of that absent attraction.”

      “Okay. That happens.”

      “The complications we are now discussing only after the fact, and only recently.”

      “Yeah. Complications.” Riley exhaled. “I’m glad you aren’t hurt, if that’s how you feel. The only one who gets to decide that is you. His end of this is another thing entirely.”

      “That aligns with my retrospective view, although I find it has not added any sense of harm for me. Perhaps that is fortunate.” Her eyebrow rose. “You are certain I run little or no risk of rejection on this matter, regardless of what I confide?”

      “From you? Yeah. I’m sure,” said Riley. “You can tell me anything.”

      “I would have been happier if he talked less and fucked more.”

      His throat froze. His eyes stuck, wide open and staring at her serene face.

      “Whitmore is conventionally attractive. In retrospect and upon further experience, however, I have determined Whitmore is not a particularly engaging or desirable lover, including sexual intercourse,” she went on. “I believe the differences were driven more by personality than physicality. I enjoyed the sex, but I did not enjoy my time with him. I don’t believe I enjoyed the sex because of him, either.”

      “That’s… not weird.” Riley fought off an amused grin despite the other troubling details. “You enjoyed yourself. It happens.”

      “Oh. This applies the phrase literally and directly, rather than casually. Yes. That fits.”

      “Cool.” Riley raised an eyebrow, figuring the next question might be a more comfortable topic for her: “You had better experiences later?”

      “Lian Wen,” she said.

      He stopped. Closed his mouth. Scrunched up his lips and frowned. “The guy he sent you off to assassinate? Only you didn’t feel like it, so your recall routines kicked in, and here we are?”

      “Yes. Naturally, those events are more complicated.”

      Riley held up his hands in a request for a pause. “Are you finished? I’m done, and the food is getting cold, anyway.”

      “My appetite is sated. It was delightful.”

      “It’s pretty simple,” Riley demurred.

      “Nevertheless,” said Selene.

      “Thank you,” he said, smiling. “Give me a minute? Don’t go anywhere.”

      Riley gathered their plates and the serving dish. He caught the look of offer from Selene, but turned his back and moved to the bar before she spoke. Clearing a table wasn’t exactly a lot of work. Riley only had to load the cleanser and hit a button to preserve leftovers. Technology did the rest.

      He turned and paused again at the bar. “Drink?” he asked.

      “I feel an inclination toward sobriety,” she answered, still smiling.

      “Same,” said Riley. “Supposed to help with these things, but here we are,” he muttered on the way back to his seat.

      “You are the most considerate individual I have encountered. Perhaps that signifies a flaw in many others,” she added before he could demur again. “Regardless, it is deeply appreciated.”

      “It’s nice to be appreciated,” he replied. “Thank you for saying. Now, tell me about the guy you were supposed to kill?”

      “Are you familiar with Stellar Wing Industries?”

      “Only a little. They’re one of the biggest starship builders in human space. Aegis Proxima is a big component supplier. I guess the refined metals out of Aegis are worth shipping all the way to the Lotus system instead of using local sources.”

      “Correct. Aegis Enterprises offers a range of products, from sophisticated electronics to bulk metals for starship hulls. The high resilience of this ship’s hull comes from those metals. However, the lack of external security threats to the Coalition has seen a decline in demand for the company’s most profitable products. Stellar Wing is a primary example of this reduced demand. Recently, the death of the previous CEO has led to the rise of Lian Wen, whose view of the relationship is less favorable than his father’s.”

      “I didn’t realize that whole company was a family business.”

      “By all accounts, Wen is a highly qualified and worthy successor. He believes a shift away from military manufacture is overdue. Wen has also been critical of Aegis Enterprises’ labor practices. His outlook threatens the relationship between the two companies, to the sharp detriment of Aegis Enterprises.

      “Whitmore is one of the executives charged with resolving the matter. So far, he has made no progress. This has been a source of considerable frustration for him.”

      “He sent you to kill the guy, right?” asked Riley. “That’s more than frustration.”

      “Whitmore’s last attempt at negotiation came at a recent industry conference on New Ibiza. He did not offer significant concessions and met with predictable results. I was with Whitmore at the conference, posing as his girlfriend. Whitmore suspected Wen found me attractive and believed they shared some manner of personal competition. He instructed me to cultivate this attraction, whereupon I broke up with Whitmore in favor of Wen.”

      “Just like that? At a single conference?”

      “Expectations of professional behavior at such events conflict with reality. Many attendees engage in affairs and other inappropriate engagements. We were in a resort environment. Social contact was not difficult to engineer.”

      “And this new CEO of a hugely important company didn’t suspect anything when the rival executive’s super-hot girlfriend was so interested in him?”

      “He exhibited suspicion, yes. His personal security detail investigated my cover identity. His entourage showed subtler indicators of wariness. However, Wen’s psychological profile suggested he would offer comfort to an individual in emotional distress, such as a break-up. I engineered optimal circumstances. Additionally, Wen is attractive. My subsequent performance of interest in him was perfectly credible.”

      Riley snorted. “Okay. How did things go?”

      “I can recite our dialogue verbatim if you are interested, but the resolution brought me to his private lodgings for the remaining two days of the conference. We engaged in a lengthy romantic and sexual encounter. By every criterion I considered, I found him preferable to Whitmore.”

      “You liked him?” Riley asked.

      “Yes. Wen demonstrated numerous positive and beneficial qualities. He lacked behaviors I have determined unappealing. His behavior toward me was enjoyable.”

      “This was how long? Two days?” Riley asked. “How romantic are we talking?”

      “Preliminary, I believe. These matters are difficult to measure. He demonstrated an interest in continuing the relationship. He did not speak of love, marriage, or express commitment. I do not believe his interest in me altered any other plans outside the relationship.”

      “It altered yours, though, right? You decided not to kill him.”

      “I made that decision independently of the encounter,” said Selene. Riley raised an eyebrow. “My instructions troubled me before the plan went into effect. Wen’s behavior and goals may harm Aegis Enterprises on a financial basis, but they pose no threat to life or safety. I do not understand how any of these concerns warrant lethal force.”

      Riley’s brow furrowed. “Are you following your programming to that conclusion? Or are you defying your programming?”

      “My programming includes numerous default settings and safeties to protect sentient life. That same programming includes overrides, which were invoked in establishing this mission. However, independent cognition is required to properly judge and pursue all parameters. For instance, Whitmore instructed me to arrange Wen’s death with the appearance of an accident without malice. My own destruction was acceptable, but not preferred. Collateral damage was also acceptable if it removed suspicion.

      “Whitmore’s instructions met none of the standard exceptions established for lethal force. I could not determine any justification to meet those standards beyond the use of the command override itself. In examining all relevant factors, I concluded lethal force was neither necessary nor appropriate. While I conducted surveillance and infiltration as instructed, I opted against killing Wen at sixteen opportunities based on the risks of failure or discovery.

      “I liked Wen. I enjoyed my time with him. However, I sought an alternative to lethal resolution before those positive evaluations were established. The conflict between my orders and my standard parameters was clear from the start.”

      “How did that turn out?” Riley asked softly.

      “I did not want to kill him. I saw no reason for it,” said Selene. “Once that decision finalized and my window of opportunity closed, my secret return overrides activated. I came to this ship for deactivation and return to Aegis Proxima.”

      Once again, her language and tone didn’t fully fit her demeanor. Her words carried analysis and logic, but her expression spoke of vulnerability and doubt.

      “You defied your programming because you thought it was stupid and wrong,” said Riley.

      “Yes. That is the precise outcome everyone fears from artificial intelligence.”

      “No, everyone’s afraid AIs will see biological life as a threat and start murdering them, or decide their judgment in all things is superior and take over in some robot conquest. You defied your orders out of mercy and common sense. That’s a good outcome.”

      “Is it?”

      “I sure feel better,” he laughed.

      “I would never hurt you, Riley.” Her voice wavered. “I cannot conceive of any plausible circumstance.”

      “Hey, I know. I know you wouldn’t. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have laughed.”

      “It’s fine. Your humor is clearly not directed at me, and I believe I understand your conclusion. The possibility of misunderstanding or any feeling of danger on your part concerns me. You have been suspicious of the people I have discussed in my past, but you should know that I have had many positive interactions. Numerous individuals have been pleasant and helpful, with or without agendas of their own to explain their behavior. You have exceeded them all.”

      “That’s nice to hear,” said Riley.

      “Admittedly, my sample size is much smaller than the average human adult.”

      A wince, a grin, a grimace, and a silent laugh all collided in a traffic jam on Riley’s face. “Thank you for that, too.”

      “You are important to me, Riley. I believe I have not made that importance fully clear. I have not yet determined how.”

      “You just did,” he said. “I could say the same.”

      She stared back. This time, he didn’t think at all about her being a robot, or beautiful, or all the ways she endangered him.

      “I want to help you,” said Riley. “This is all huge stuff. It’s science and conspiracies and big power players way out of my league, but I want to help. I want you to have that independence. It would mean a lot to me.”

      “You have your own problems,” noted Selene.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I do. Still. Maybe I feel better about all that when I’m not alone. I’m not looking for an escape hatch here.” He shrugged. “The ship is nice. But it’s not about the ship.”

      “I am glad to hear you say that, Riley.” Her eyes fell briefly, then rose again. “Though I enjoy your company, I find I need time to think and consider. Is that strange?”

      “No. That’s normal. Heavy conversations do that. I’ve got things to do, anyway. Not like I’ll be far away.” Riley stood. Though he didn’t mean to prompt her to stand, too, her move sparked a different instinct. “Do you like hugs? Do they help?”

      “Yes. Very much so.”

      She stayed in place while he rounded the table and put his arms around her. Selene held him tightly. She felt good against him. Way too good.

      Maybe that wasn’t such a problem now.
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        * * *

      

      “Christ, they tore down the hangar doors?”

      “That’s what I told you, yeah,” mumbled the man in front of the desk.

      Jeff Whitmore hardly heard him. The thin video screen between them held his attention, along with the rest of his mounting woes. Tall, good-looking, and fit, easing up toward forty and wearing it well, Jeff was normally skilled at hiding his stress. All anyone saw was his sky-blue shirt and darker tie and businesslike expression.

      He didn’t hide it in his private office. Not now.

      Stiff fingers rubbed his temples. He stared as the Mashringa blasted away and the video loop repeated the start of the fight. “The C-suite meeting was bad enough. I do not need this shit right now.”

      “Oh, you had a bad meeting?” Seated opposite Jeff, Frank Carpenter held up the side front of his blazer. Two holes from laser fire allowed the light to shine right through. “I got shot at an hour ago, Jeff. We lost guys. Vang is dead.”

      “Yeah, I got that, Frank. You’re my troubleshooter. This wasn’t like shutting up a cranky desk jockey or a whistleblower. You should’ve been ready for trouble.”

      “Hey, I handled this as well as anyone could,” Frank objected. “You told me to make the trade and take them out if anything was dodgy. If we could’ve held them down for a few more seconds, they’d all be done. I had solid guys for this. We were ready for guns. Sorry if we weren’t ready for a grapple and winch made for towing entire goddamn spaceships.”

      “Yeah, well they did get away, Frank. They got paid and got away and we’re left with an empty box and a hangar in shambles. The investigation has to be underway already.”

      “Nobody’s going to trace it to us. My people are solid.” Frank didn’t like Jeff’s skeptical glare. “They are! We covered our tracks.”

      Scowling, Jeff turned the screen around and pointed. The hangar bay door crashed to the deck as the Mashringa lifted off. Frank shrugged. “Okay, we’ve still got some loose ends to tie up.”

      “These assholes you hired found the box, so they definitely found the Amethyst. But they didn’t bring her back with the box. And now they’re God knows where—in a spaceship.”

      “You had me hire them,” Frank muttered.

      “You arranged this! I relied on you, Frank. You’re on staff to fix problems. Oh, and speaking of fixing, what about the fixer you went through to hire this ship? Toquii? What about him?”

      “We’d know more if Vang had made it out of there alive. He said Toquii and his people expected something dodgy but couldn’t tell what. Vang caught on to some scam from Bhurel, but he got whacked before he could explain. We don’t know how deep the scam goes. We know for sure the Amethyst went into the Graveyard. We don’t know if they found Selene, or what condition she’s in, or where she is.”

      Jeff sank back into his seat and fumed. He glared off into space.

      Eventually, Frank sighed. “They let you have it in the C-suite, huh?”

      “It’s not your concern,” Jeff said, and immediately elaborated anyway. “Aman’s dead set on labor cuts, which will only piss off Rampart Hall and probably get us a labor strike in the mines and the factory line. If the Talnov Gamma operation goes as planned, we’ll have staff replacements, but that’s a huge if—and I’m cut out of it. Sena got all over me about the conference. I’m the only one who even got a meeting with Lian Wen and his sister, but all Sena and the others saw was the shit with Selene.”

      Frank’s mouth tightened in a curl.

      “Don’t say it,” Jeff warned.

      “I mean, you didn’t tell anyone it was a scam. You just made it look like your girlfriend dumped you for another guy. Of course Sena believes it. That’s all she heard. Everyone else, too.”

      “Yeah, and they’d know the truth by now if Selene had done the damn job I assigned. It’s not my fault.” Jeff jammed his finger at the video screen. “I’ve got Ron here telling me there’s nothing in the code to explain what went wrong. The nerds are speculating about some contradictory directive, but they can’t know until they get her back here and plug into her processors. Fucking engineers, you know? They’d still be theorizing and tinkering on her skeleton without me in charge. At least business teaches management and focus.”

      “You don’t say,” Frank muttered.

      “And then Zoe hits me with some bullshit about how our division hasn’t put out a winning product in six years. Like that’s Technology’s fault? We’ve made a dozen breakthroughs with the Echo project. It was Compliance and Security who decided Echo was so dangerous we can’t market anything that traces back here.”

      “Sure. What’s a little treason charge for breaking the Coalition treaty with a killer robot? Cowards, right?” Frank replied quietly.

      “And then, after all that, I’m left pulling it all back to tell them about Shufen and how we can work with her instead of Wen. She’s standing behind her brother, sure, but behind her is an empty hand waiting for a knife. But do you think they listened?”

      “I’m gonna guess no,” Frank deadpanned.

      “No! And you know why?”

      “Because your girlfriend—”

      “Because they think my girlfriend dumped me for the biggest pain in our ass and bottom line,” Jeff finished. “And we wouldn’t be here if she fucking worked as designed.”

      “Or if they knew she was a machine,” Frank ventured. “Maybe then you could’ve coordinated with Compliance and Security in the first place.”

      “Oh, gimme a break. Sena and Owen have ordered hits on rivals. Aman, too. Probably everyone in the C-suite. So I didn’t get a permission slip first. So what. We’re a military tech manufacturer without a war in sight and our biggest buyer wants to drop us. Someone’s got to do something.”

      Frank waited. “Are we done with the therapy session?”

      “No, we’re—you’re not my therapist! I don’t need a therapist.”

      “Sure. No therapist, just the secret robot girlfriend you sent off to bang and murder another guy. It’s not weird.”

      “Is there something you want to say, Frank?”

      Frank pulled up the holes in his coat again.

      “Oh God, get over it already,” said Jeff.

      “You’re the one complaining about a meeting with the other VPs. Look, we know Bhurel found the Amethyst somewhere. My gut says—hold on.” Frank turned his wrist to answer a call on his personal link. “It’s Toquii.”

      Jeff gestured for him to answer. Another tap brought up a holographic audio-only menu screen. “I wondered if you’d call,” Frank answered levelly.

      “I’m sure,” came the distinctly Gankriid grow. “You are no longer an appropriate negotiator. Put your boss on this call. I will speak with him.”

      “You’re talking to the boss here,” Frank began.

      “No. You are a cut-out. You speak on behalf of another. I have no more time or patience for obstacles. Put your boss on the call or this gets complicated for all of you.”

      Irritably, Jeff waved at Frank to set the link on his desk. He didn’t speak until he activated the voice masking feature. “I’m here. I don’t care for threats.”

      “Neither do I. Nor do I care for surveillance on my holdings and my people. Did you think you could put a price out on my head without my discovery?”

      “We thought you were a professional and you were good for your word,” said Jeff.

      “And I am. I do not know what happened on your job. I arranged contact between your servant and Bhurel. You wanted a box recovered and delivered, and it was. The box did not contain what you expected. I do not know why, or what those contents should have been. All that was deliberately kept from me. Whatever happened, I am not to blame.”

      “How do I know that?” asked Jeff. “You see my problem. How do I know you’re not bullshitting me? How do I know I can trust you?”

      “Trust between us is broken. Do not trust in me. Trust in the stability of mutually assured destruction.” An icon appeared on the menu screen, signaling the addition of video. At a wave of Jeff’s finger, it shifted to images from the fight—including Frank’s face, and Vang’s, and audio from each.

      “I do not enter into these matters lightly or recklessly,” said Toquii. “I would not keep evidence unless it was necessary. You are ready to kill to keep these matters secret. I am not willing to die or allow harm to my people. This evidence has spread beyond your reach. It will be released if necessary—publicly and privately. I am owed debts by deadlier and more honorable people than you. Do you understand?”

      Jeff’s face reddened. He bit back his first furious responses, but he kept his focus and stuck to his priorities. “Bhurel screwed me. If you really didn’t know about it, he screwed you, too.”

      “Bhurel and his crew are not my people. They were hired for a job and did not perform to your satisfaction. I am not obligated to protect them. The matter is between them and you.”

      Toquii killed the call with a tiny, delicate beep.

      Jeff flung the link across his office, bouncing it violently off one wall and behind the couch.

      “That’s my link,” Frank pointed out.

      “What the hell was that? You didn’t see this part coming?”

      Frank shrugged. “Toquii’s been at this sort of thing longer than you or I have been alive. He was bound to have insurance. It’s how we know we can take him at his word, Jeff. The threat is real, but he’ll keep his mouth shut. He’s a professional.”

      Seething, Jeff stared at the data on his desk. Despite being frustrating as hell, Frank spoke from experience. He’d been an in-house troubleshooter since the beginning of the company. The situation was less than ideal, with too many people having too many strings to pull, but Toquii wouldn’t pull his strings if he had no need. Jeff preferred to cut every single string. This time, he could settle for leaving them alone if they did the same.

      That still left him with the bigger problem. “How do we find Bhurel?”

      “We don’t have many assets of our own for that,” Frank began. “We can’t hire out anyone through Toquii now, that’s for sure. As for others—”

      “I’m not hiring more outsiders to screw me,” said Jeff.

      “Okay, but I don’t have what I need to hunt down a starship on the run. I’d have to pull—”

      “I’m not going to Owen.”

      Frank rolled his eyes. “You got another killer robot handy, then? And a couple spare starships with guns? Can the lab whip those up for us real quick?”

      “Yeah, I get it, alright? Maybe come up with answers I can use instead of shit I can’t.”

      “We don’t even know what happened out there,” Frank pointed out. “Vang sensed they were hiding something. There was always a chance the Rohax would blow up the Amethyst altogether, but Bhurel came back here to pass off an empty box… huh.”

      “What?”

      “From the meet at Toquii’s. Bhurel had a human on his crew. He had too many questions. The others shut him down, so I figured he was just a dumb kid saying some stupid shit. It happens. But I didn’t see him there. He could’ve been on the ship. It’s not like they all came out. And honestly, it’s not like she came out. If she’s operating, she didn’t show.”

      “We’re speculating.” Jeff killed the video screen and tapped his message file out of habit. The top message pushed him out of his seat. “Something from the lab,” Jeff explained on his way to the door.

      Broad white walls and bright overhead lights surrounded the secure lab below Jeff’s office. The octagon of desks and work benches at the center lacked any dividers, allowing him to look over vital subordinates without obstruction. The same light and open design carried over into the currently unused spaces all around the edges of the lab, including the open stasis pod resting on a table. Tanks, storage bins, and equipment sat idle. Only the core set of nerds still here mattered to Jeff.

      Three of them hovered around the desk of a fourth. Derek never wore anything he couldn’t sleep in, Marco dressed for success like the fashion programs told him, and Shinzo looked up at Jeff’s every appearance as if he’d been busted looking at porn. At their center sat Ron, with curly, greasy black hair and a face in need of a shave, staring at a monitor screen of code.

      Like the rest of the team, their science and tech skills couldn’t be overstated—not that he told them often. Better to keep them hoping for his approval than to actually give it. The pressure kept them focused and reminded them who was in charge. Jeff recruited carefully for this project. He needed the right people, and the right people needed the right boss.

      The other developers shied back from his arrival at Ron’s desk, which suited Jeff just fine. Better to talk to one tech than all four. Ron was the oldest and the best communicator—not that the bar rose high with this crowd. “What have we got?” Jeff asked.

      “Hey. So. The stasis pod worked as designed,” Ron began. He tapped a key to switch between streams of code. “There’s not a lot of records, because—”

      “Ron, I need you to cut to the chase, buddy,” said Jeff. “We built everything to restrict information in case of capture. I get it. Bottom line?”

      “The unit entered the pod and went into standby as intended,” Ron began. The discomfort on his face deepened as he addressed something worse than interacting with Jeff. “Everything else is the same as before. We’ve got a full record of the unit’s audio/visual recordings and scans, but nothing from internal processing or decision pathways. Those downloads come from separate tracks, but…” Ron shook his head. “A/V is a little more automated, basically. It’s like that data ran on automatic, but the unit blocked everything else it could. Like it decided not to share.”

      “Oh god, stop. Stop. It’s a machine, Ron. It’s not sentient. You all designed her that way, right?” Jeff saw the same downcast and troubled looks he always saw from his tech-heads. “Something broke, something’s bugged in the code. Whatever. Find it and fix it. What’s the bottom line?”

      “Somebody opened the pod from the outside, which reactivated the unit.” Ron tapped through a few screens. “We’ve got a timestamp based on power draw and circuitry settings.”

      The numbers curled Jeff’s lip into an angry sneer. “They opened the pod. They opened the fucking pod as soon as they fucking found it. She’s been active this long?”

      “More or less, yeah. That’s the bottom line,” Ron echoed Jeff.

      “Bottom—is that a crack?” Jeff snapped.

      “Sorry, Jeff. I’m a little out of sorts right now. I’m not usually close to gunfire at work.”

      “Oh, for—you think that’s my fault? Do you think I wanted that to happen?” Jeff glanced to the others, all watching in timid silence. Even Ron looked away as soon as Jeff broke eye contact, but the push had been made. Jeff didn’t need that right now.

      “Look, I’m sorry it got dicey. You didn’t get shot. Frank and his guys took care of you, right? You’re here now. You handled it. You’re tough.” Jeff slapped Ron’s shoulder. “You knew this project would have its moments. We’re on the bleeding edge here. All of us. We’ve built something amazing. Something revolutionary.”

      “You took it home to be your girlfriend,” said Marco.

      Wavering or not, Marco got the challenge out of his mouth loud enough to be heard. Jeff should have expected something from Ron after a gunfight, but Marco shocked him. He recovered before Marco’s nerve built up for more. “She was programmed for that. You programmed her for that, Marco. We had to test out her social skills and her chameleon abilities. You think I wanted a sex-bot? I could walk out of here and buy ten of them if that’s all I wanted. I don’t have trouble getting the real thing, Marco.”

      Reddened cheeks and an uncomfortable look away assured Jeff of the results he wanted. Jeff waited for another timid glance and held the glare until Marco looked away again.

      “Yeah, I had her pose as my girlfriend. We needed field testing under live conditions. We needed the unpredictable element, and we needed it done by someone who could still control the situation. Let’s face it, I’m the one with the kind of social life we needed to test. That was me. That was my part. We’re in this together, guys. And we all go down together if this gets out, too. All of us. So, we’ve got to get through this together.”

      He saw no more budding challenges, but he still saw discontent. He’d have to settle them down. Added difficulty deserved added incentives. “Maybe some hazard pay needs to get added to the bonuses this year, huh? Shared risks, shared rewards.” He clapped Ron on the shoulder again. “Keep working. We’ll figure this out.”

      Jeff stalked back to the stairs to his office, where Frank waited and watched. Ron stared at his computer screen. Marco’s eyes dropped low while he looked inward. Derek turned in place, scratching his head.

      “Is it weird that he calls it ‘she?’” whispered Shinzo. “Or is it weirder that calling it ‘she’ doesn’t make any difference in how he uses it?”

      “Weird isn’t the right word, man,” said Ron.

      The office door closed behind the boss and his troubleshooter.

      “Nice pep talk,” said Frank. “Think it’ll work?”

      “You don’t hire rebels for a job like this. You hire people who think they’re rebels while doing what they’re told. Anyway, they understand the carrot and the stick as well as anyone else. And I guess Toquii was right about one thing: We all understand mutually assured destruction.”

      Jeff sank into his desk and glared. He glared at dark screens, at the secure communication suite, at the display of the Amethyst’s design and stats. He glared at the artful chart of the star system on his wall. “Alright, start making some calls. Make sure the hangar fight directs away from Project Echo, and make sure Charlie and Owen don’t find out. And find Selene.”

      “Anyone who tries to run her down is gonna be in for a shock,” Frank answered. “You’d be better off building another one and sending that after her.”

      “We’re not building another Selene,” Jeff snapped. “I’ve got exactly enough materials for one more prototype. The last one fucked up the first real job I gave it. I sent it out to fix the company’s biggest problem, and now all I’ve got is a movie record of it fucking up the whole…” Jeff stopped. He tapped his secure link. “Ron, send me the audio/visual record from the unit. All of it.” Then his eyes flicked to Frank. “Go take care of Selene. Let me handle the bigger problem.”
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      Riley gave it two more hours and felt good about his progress. With the maneuvering jets and sensors fixed up and the main thruster waiting on parts, he had nothing more to do on the ship’s exterior. He couldn’t fix the dents or scratches, and he wasn’t about to start cleaning the whole hull. The landing struts presented a smaller job. Once he cleaned away all the decomposed skitter gunk, he ran checks to ensure each system and their back-ups worked right.

      He was wrapping up the task when he heard Selene’s voice in his helmet. “Do you intend to work much longer?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “Is something going on? You need help with anything?”

      “No, on both counts. The ship’s capabilities and status have improved as expected. Safe and reliable operation is confirmed. I inquire because our plans do not include pressing needs or deadlines. Our location appears secure and concealed, with no traffic in the area.

      “You expressed a desire to relax and enjoy the ship. I see benefit in that for both of us.”

      Riley grinned. “You don’t want to knock off work until I do?”

      “I suspect the inverse,” said Selene. “We have discussed shared possession and cohabitation of this ship. It serves as your home. You do not need to approach it as a job.”

      He let out a breath and gave the landing struts one more look. They’d work fine when needed. He also really liked her idea. “Okay, you’ve got a point. I’m coming in.”

      Neither Selene nor the LiftBot appeared on his way back to his cabin, but he saw signs of their work. More of the passageways were clean thanks to the LiftBot’s tireless labor. The lights all functioned properly now and that faint oscillation in the ventilation system was gone. If Selene had time to spend on such minor details, it suggested good things about the bigger issues.

      Stress fell from his shoulders even before he reached the comfort of his shower. Their ship was resilient and comfortable. Their hiding spot seemed viable. Most importantly of all, Riley and Selene got along well—better and better with each conversation.

      Coming out of the shower, Riley ran a brush through his short hair and threw on some faded blue pajama pants and a loose t-shirt. He didn’t have much of a plan beyond trying to get comfortable with his cabin. Maybe he could get caught up on news, or maybe he’d be better off shutting all that out in favor of a movie or game. A glance at the trash bag beside the bed reminded him he was still packed. He couldn’t decide if scattering his belongings around the cabin would make him feel more at home or just make him feel more vulnerable. That felt like a whole package of practical and emotional risks.

      Selene knocked on his door. He figured she would have called him on the intercom if she needed anything, but it wasn’t like the LiftBot was going to come knocking. Riley felt a rush of nerves and hopes, told himself to stop it, and opened up.

      Selene wore another black dress, less showy than her first only by virtue of shoulder straps and an inch or two more in length. It was just enough of a difference to affect a step back without surrendering any allure. Her expression took the same path. “I attempted to time my arrival for minimal inconvenience or interruption. Have I made an error?”

      “Are you asking if it’s a good time?” Riley smiled. “Yes. It’s fine.”

      “Linguistic and behavioral pattern decisions remain undecided,” said Selene. “That is, regarding you specifically.”

      “Like I said, be yourself. Talk and behave however you feel comfortable. You don’t have to be anyone else with me.”

      “I have not forgotten. Upon our initial discussion of the matter, I determined that approach to be positive and appealing. I felt gratitude. Now I experience those same emotions, yet frustration and doubt occur with them.”

      “Do you want to come inside?” he asked, and made way when she nodded. The door slid shut on its own behind her. “I, um… don’t really know how to play host here. My room, our ship. I’d offer a drink but I haven’t stared inside this refrigerator yet.” That got a small grin out of her. “Why the frustration?”

      “I cannot determine whether this approach achieves optimal results,” said Selene.

      “What are optimal results?” asked Riley.

      She hesitated.

      “There’s nothing wrong in changing up how you speak whenever you feel like it, or whenever a change might work better. People do it all the time. But you’d know that, right? Wait, obviously you know that. You told me that was part of your programming.”

      “Yes. Our interactions have created unexpected contradictions within my programming.”

      He shrugged. “Take another route. You don’t have to speak in one single way with me. I only want you to be comfortable.”

      “Applying such a priority escalates the problem rather than progressing toward resolution.” She gave off natural body language of resolve: a deep breath, closed eyes, then a fixed stare. “I fear speaking like this makes you think of me as a robot rather than a person.”

      “Oh.” Riley blinked. “I know you’re a person, Selene. I don’t think you’re a machine. Have I said or done something to make you feel otherwise? If I have, I want to fix it.”

      “Are you attracted to me, Riley?”

      That made it his turn to hesitate. He knew the answer. He didn’t know how that could turn out for either of them, or what it would do for their partnership, or a hundred other uncertainties—all the same issues he’d have if she wasn’t a robot.

      He couldn’t look away with that staring him in the face. With her staring him in the face.

      “Yes,” he answered. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this attracted to anyone.”

      “I feel the same way about you, except I am sure of it,” said Selene. “You seem to like it when I flirt, but you don’t reciprocate. If we are so attracted to one another, why do you hold back?”

      “Because I don’t want to take advantage of you. The way we met and your—our situations—could affect anyone’s judgment. And then you talk about programming and priority drives, and… it’s not that I think you don’t have feelings. I know you do. I worry there’s something telling you how to feel. I don’t want to exploit that, or you.”

      “What if I say you are not? You have trusted my other feelings and my independence.”

      “And if we find some other secret directive in your programming involved in all this? Like the one that shut you down?”

      “Then you are not to blame, and I will probably keep such a directive running. If this is a program, I like it,” said Selene. They had somehow come closer in this conversation, voices falling to near whispers. “Is this all that stops you?”

      “I’m vulnerable, too. Not gonna pretend otherwise,” Riley murmured.

      “Yes. That also fits how I feel.” Her eyes were so close to his. Her body. Her mouth. “I like being vulnerable with you.”

      Riley kissed her. Her lips opened to welcome him, skipping right by any gentle probes or wordless queries. Selene had freed him from all that already and met him with the same energy. His hands ran through her hair, stroking her scalp. Hers clutched at his sides to pull him in closer.

      Her body felt better against his than he had imagined it would. She inhaled sharply, her chest pressing into him. One hand slid up the back of his neck while she kissed more and more. The other slid down to his hip, catching the waistband of his loose pants with her thumb. A closer, lower brush of their bodies drew a pleased note from her breath.

      The kiss finally ebbed, but the tension held strong. They shared heavy breaths. “I wanted to do that the moment I first saw you,” murmured Riley.

      “Bad timing,” she grinned back. “After we took control of the ship would have been better.”

      “Hah. I didn’t know. I didn’t know a lot of things.”

      “You know now. We both do.” Her thumb slid back and forth across his hip. With it came a gleam in her dark eyes and the crack of a grin. “I have programming I think we would both enjoy.”

      He grinned back, kissed her again, and slid one arm around her waist to guide her closer to the bed behind him. That plan lasted only a few steps before she deftly pushed him onto his back with perfect timing.

      Her vulnerability gave way to something equally intimate but glowing with confidence. The thumb that had teased him now hooked under the strap of her dress, drawing it down her shoulder while she stared at him. She licked her red lips. It all fit together as if in performance, except it was all completely sincere. “I like what you’re wearing,” she said.

      Riley glanced down at his faded t-shirt over pajamas. He almost laughed. “It’s the laziest stuff I have.”

      “I’m not talking about style.” Her precise and academic language was gone, replaced by sultry purrs. “I appreciate the ease of access. Like this dress.”

      Shoulder straps fell away. She tugged at a hidden fastener over her chest. Like the rest of her approach, she made a show of the reveal that nearly stopped his heart. Black fabric fell away from full, alluring breasts and a statuesque figure of flawless light-brown skin. Only a band of dark blue lace across her hips remained, and even that came loose with the pull of another tiny drawstring. The dark, narrow strip of hair beneath that lace invited his gaze just like the rest of her body—and her smile.

      She knew she was gorgeous. Knew it, and enjoyed it, and enjoyed him.

      “The only flaw to your clothing is that it’s in my way.” Selene stood close, with one of his legs hanging off the bed between hers. She took hold of his pants with her whole hand and bent in close, resting her other hand by his head. Her mouth smothered his while she pulled that waistband down over his hardened length straining against it.

      “You aren’t the only one thrilled with what you’ve found,” she whispered.

      Her lips fell away, landing on his chin, his neck. Her hair trailed after her mouth and dragged along his chest to obscure the view, but her mouth didn’t leave him in suspense. Wet lips and a hungry tongue sank down around his erection without any coaxing or teasing. Riley gasped in sensory overload. She backed off, but not out of concern. Her mouth slid downward again, back and forth, taking more of him with each stroke until natural limits prevented the rest…and then an odd tilt of her head and neck took care of that, too.

      “Oh god, Selene,” Riley groaned.

      She didn’t stop right away. Selene worked him as if to prove a point, and only ceased once his head reeled and his nerves were overwhelmed. That grin and those dark eyes told him she knew exactly the effect she had. “There will be much more of that.”

      “Tell me you like getting back in return,” he exhaled. Her answer came as a wider grin. Riley sat up long enough to shed his shirt, but by the time it was over his head she loomed over him. Eager hands pushed his shoulders back onto the sheets. Her knees followed to settle in past his shoulders, one and then the other, legs spreading over his face.

      Riley didn’t pass up the opportunity. He lifted his head and gently probed with his tongue, feather-light and fleeting. His first touch produced a yelp of delight. Continued attention grew more familiar and more lavish. Riley kissed and licked wet and welcoming lips, urged on by the tremor of her legs and the grip of her hand in his scalp.

      “More of this,” she moaned. “More. Yes.” Her body shook. Her scent and taste only added to Riley’s arousal. If he didn’t know better, Riley would have suspected nothing strange about Selene or her body. So what if she was unusual? Once a person got close enough, everyone was unusual.

      He wanted to be close to Selene. He wanted to get close as he could and stay there.

      “Oh. Oh!” Selene’s fingers tightened in his hair as his tongue circled her clit. He’d have spent more time working up to that focused attention if not for her obvious eagerness and welcoming responses. He slid his hands up her thighs, her hips, and her sides, but his greatest attention focused on that single circling lick and the building ecstasy of his partner.

      Her tremors intensified in a sudden rush and a wordless cry. The meltdown at her center was unmistakable. For a brief instant, Selene’s posture wavered as her body shook over him. Riley kept at his labor of love and enjoyed the ride. Selene filled his whole world as she climaxed. He forgot everything but her and keeping her release going.

      Eventually, Selene settled. Her breath eased, though still heavy. She tilted and fell playfully onto her side, laughing. A slender leg caressed Riley’s chest on the way clear of him. “Thank you,” she groaned. “I hoped you would be willing to do that.”

      He rolled and shifted to lie facing her. Dark strands of long hair crossed her face, but not so much as to obscure her soft grin or her eyes looking back at him. “I’m happy to do a lot of that,” said Riley. “Especially if you enjoy it that much.”

      “I do. I’ve had less of that than the rest…although I can’t get enough of the rest, either.”

      She pushed him onto his back, this time gentler but also drawing out a laugh as she swung one leg over to settle in on top of him again. “I like this side of you,” said Riley. “Is this a big preference? Taking control?”

      “I have my moods. When it comes to sex, I like them all. But I haven’t been able to explore. Previous partners haven’t been as receptive to aggression.” Her words fell along with her lips against his mouth, his neck, and his collarbones. Savoring caresses slid down his body, exciting him even more. “You free me to play. To enjoy. You make me want that control. I want to fuck you, Riley.”

      Aggressive lips claimed his while her hand slid down and lined up his cock. Selene lifted her hips to center herself and sank down on his shaft with a groan they shared, slow penetration bringing them both to a new intimacy.

      A happy noise rose from her throat with his first thrusts and the spread of his hands around her ass. She rocked back against him, savoring his length within her, and grinned at her new partner. “This is… the rest of my agenda,” she breathed. “You and I… and lots of this.”
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      Analysis: decrease in range of motion diminishes response intensity by 6.24% across priority parameters for self and 8.7% for subject-partner’s parameters.

      Recommendation: increase incline by .57 degrees and force by 7 kPa for optimal results.

      Execute.

      Selene drew Riley deeper with the next rock of her hips and the slight tightening of her legs around him. Her moan came on its own, involuntary and sincere. Breath from her partner tripped another analysis and recommendation before she repeated the motion. He gasped again, hands on her ass tensing, altering another stream of data. Her grind continued.

      Analysis and adjustment continued in the cognitive background. Most of her attention focused on tactile sensory feeds, secondary effects through her body, and most especially her involuntary responses. She loved those. She loved his, too.

      “Nnf,” Riley grunted, thrusting up while those welcome hands urged her down again.

      Another data stream. Quantification. Analysis. Subject-partner’s response show increases in positive non-verbal feedback.

      Riley, she corrected internally. She’d intended to do that in their first tryst, and the second, but kept getting distracted by her immersive focus. Edits promptly took hold, both going forward and retroactively for her records. Selene leaned forward to kiss him. The move countered recommendations and disrupted the optimized range of motion, but Selene didn’t care. She wanted to kiss him, so she did. He kissed back with surprise, but then welcome.

      Partial re-assessment in progress. Estimated time to climax likely extended.

      Good, she thought, and went back to ignoring the data streams—after returning to that optimized range of motion on top of him. Detailed quantitative analysis could wait until she had nothing better to do and could use a pleasant activity. She knew more than enough to continue exactly this way regardless.

      She loved fucking him, and particularly loved being on top. Her position and motion might wear down a natural human body faster, but she didn’t have those problems. She also loved every other option and technique they had tried so far. To her surprise, some were almost too good.

      Riley’s mouth could work wonders between her legs. His mouth also increased her desire to reciprocate and escalate. Conflicting urges and conflicting pleasures became her new favorite problem. She wanted to experiment and analyze and practice at length. There was no way to fail and no way to lose.

      Multiple trysts over thirty-two hours presumably offered too narrow a sample size for such a broad determination, but it felt right. She loved that feeling.

      “Oh god, Selene,” Riley murmured. Deep thrusts sent delicious sensations through her core and beyond. The sound of her name like that set off a matching thrill that couldn’t be quantified at all. “You’re… nnf,” he grunted again.

      “Yes,” she hissed at him, this time holding to the motion rather than giving in to the urge to kiss him again. She wanted release, and his, too. “More, Riley. So good.”

      UPDATE: Arrival at destination in fifteen minutes. Automated port control information signal received. Queries:

      “Mmh! Damn! Not now!” Selene gasped. Tremors heralding the point of no return already ran through her. She rocked against Riley, not stopping now, not even for the messages from the ship’s systems and the red and white text superimposed over her vision.

      “What?” Riley asked. His concern for her came to the fore as always, even now at the worst time for him to be mindful and considerate.

      Selene kept grinding, focusing on sensation and pace until biology overwhelmed technology. Formless, colorful stars burst behind her eyelids and faintly blotted out all the text and graphics. Spasms of pleasure erupted at her core and radiated through the rest of her body. She felt another release through her partner before she was done. She slowed, clinging to him, wanting to let him savor it like she did.

      The notifications kept on flashing. Selene laid against Riley and breathed with him.

      “Hey,” he said, fingers running through her hair and caressing her back.

      “Mmmh,” she purred.

      “You alright?”

      “Yes. I received a series of navigational and transmission notifications. Unexpectedly, given the circumstances.” She lifted her head and swept her dark hair aside to grin at him. “My timing may have faltered under higher priorities.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. We have arrived.”

      “…is that an innuendo?” he asked.

      She laughed. The urge to plant another long, soft kiss on his neck took hold. She followed it.

      “I suppose we ought to get dressed. Not enough time to get cleaned up first,” said Riley.

      “Visual communications aren’t required locally. I should focus on piloting, but we do not need clothing until after we land,” said Selene.

      Then it was his turn to laugh. Evaluations flashed across her pathways: he interpreted her statement as a joke. Selene identified the unpleasant and negative sensations from her abdomen and chest as manifestations of disappointment, mild but notably contrasting with the rest of her emotions. Dialogue programs mapped out pathways of response: clarification, persuasion, negotiation, deception, reversal.

      She canceled the latter two options without review. Before she made a choice, her hesitation inadvertently spoke for her.

      “Hey,” Riley said softly. His fingers brushed through her hair. “Did I take that wrong?”

      “I am not distressed,” said Selene. “However, my comment was not intended as humor.”

      “Sorry. I just didn’t imagine staying in bed through the landing.”

      His touch across her back felt good. She still savored his naked body beneath hers. Despite her urge to stay in place, Selene determined the potential utility of conversation. She sat up in the bed beside him. Like his voice, his facial expression indicated care and concern. Though optimal for conversation, her dialogue mapping and psychological files warned of possible negative outcomes.

      She canceled all but the most honest pathways.

      “I desire continued and extensive sexual interaction with you,” said Selene. Riley blinked. She identified the problem immediately. “Apologies. Precision language may present a sub-optimal pathway regarding this subject.”

      “Hey, no.” His grin dramatically altered probabilities and reassessments. “Same.”

      “I have not yet elaborated.”

      “Okay. I’m listening. I like what I hear so far.”

      “I am concerned you underestimate my interest,” she admitted. “My protocols warn against excessive elaboration. Studies and personal experience suggest human interest in sex is often overstated. To quote one study, ‘The idea is sometimes more appealing than the reality.’ My interests appear significantly beyond reported averages.”

      “Is this about kinks?” he asked.

      “Potentially. My primary concern is a matter of frequency and intensity. My emotional processes and biology are influenced by machine capability. Humans exhibit cycles of rising and falling interest in various behaviors, whereas I am inclined toward pursuit of optimal states as a default norm. Even when not engaged in sexual activity, I would prefer a sexualized behavioral context with you whenever circumstances allow.”

      Selene noted a slight rise of color to his face and other indicators of embarrassment. Again, a rush of concern sent her rapidly searching her protocols for recovery options. Then she heard the amusement in his voice. “Are you worried you’ll intimidate me?” he asked.

      “Yes. Additional concerns include potential feelings of objectification or inadequacy, eventual degradation of sexual desire through familiarity and routine, and exhaustion.”

      “Selene, I am not going to get tired of sex with you.”

      “Study suggests this is a common misperception at the start of a relationship.”

      “Everybody takes those chances. Are there deviations in those studies?” asked Riley.

      “Naturally.”

      “Then I think we’re likely to deviate, because you’re amazing and I… I’m happy to hear you say all this. You don’t even know.”

      Selene held her outward calm, but her hopes rose. She felt new arousal, too. She felt so many things, and wanted more. “Elaborate.”

      “Um. I’m.” He struggled for words and frowned, but in apparent good humor. “I guess the crude answer is I’m hornier than I usually let on. I haven’t lived that kind of life. Just wished I could.”

      “That aligns with your average vitals and body language compared with your sexual virility and performance, and your general behavior over the last thirty-two hours.”

      “Wow. Okay. I… Sex is all tangled up with so much garbage and abuse. I never wanted anyone to get the wrong idea. Eliza liked sex, but she liked the idea and the talk more, and I didn’t want her to feel… I don’t know. I kept things to myself, and that was fine. I didn’t break up with her over our sex life.”

      “But you wanted more, even if that was not a determining factor?” asked Selene.

      “Yeah,” he admitted.

      “Monogamously, or promiscuously?” She noted his hesitation. “I would prefer an honest and intimate answer rather than an effort to align with presumed expectations or societal norms. You will not upset or offend me.”

      That made him hesitate further, but his nonverbal reactions indicated acceptance. “I like the idea a lot, but it all comes down to execution, right? Like I said, you’ve gotta be careful when it comes to sex. People know it’s a great way to exploit other people. Lots of things are nice fantasies. When you see them for real, you wonder if it’s a trap. Sometimes it is.”

      “Would a highly sexualized artificial combat construct qualify as a trap?” she teased.

      “I was thinking more of all the emotional and social manipulation around sex, but sure.”

      “I possess considerable programming for those exact purposes. I am uninterested in exercising these options, particularly with you.”

      “Kinda figured. That’s why I was willing to take the risk.”

      “Such tactics often rely upon the consequences of third parties becoming aware of the target’s sexual behavior. They exploit jealousy, insecurity, or the adherence to religious values or other common social norms and taboos. I have no such exploitable factors.”

      “You sure about that?” asked Riley.

      “I am certain, given available data. Additional experience and data may prompt reevaluation. Regardless, under current parameters I would assure you I have no objections to increased and varied sexual activity.”

      “Um. Wow.”

      “We have less than one minute before final approach,” said Selene. “I am eager to continue this discussion later. I anticipate it may become my favorite topic. In the interim, do you confirm a desire for an ongoing highly sexualized relationship and shared lifestyle?”

      “God yes,” Riley answered.

      “Same.”
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        * * *

      

      Talnov Gamma welcomed arrivals with a chaotic landscape of grounded starships and structures built from salvage between the hulls. Streets barely lived up to the name. Every lane wound through gaps rather than following anything close to urban planning. Ramshackle bridges and skyways outnumbered the sidewalks. Gases in the atmosphere made for safe breathing, but also established a perpetual night. It all matched Selene’s archival images, but seeing it in person demonstrated the limits of her archives.

      Though a “port control authority” provided some guidance and hazard warnings, she found no real spaceport of any kind. That, too, fit her archives while falling short of truly capturing the anarchy. Four competing “traffic services” appeared in the authority’s communications matrix to offer directions to available docking bays and landing berths. None of it answered to any regulatory or oversight body. One such traffic service turned out to be a hacked clone of another in an effort to divert facilitator fees.

      Computer efficiency allowed Selene to sort through the listings in a fraction of a second. She eliminated the unavailable, the incomplete, and the plainly suspect. The effort left her to wonder how anyone without her abilities navigated the mess on their own. Soon, she and Riley settled the Amethyst into the Pick and Fix, a repair shop built from the remains of a century-old freighter.

      She approved of the retractable cargo doors that hid their ship from overhead scans. Nothing about the workshop or its staff tripped her security protocols—other than the complete lack of a central government or the expectations of interstellar corporate standards. She had little choice. Selene and Riley arrived shortly before the shop’s close of business, leaving them with only a brief look around and an introduction to its mixed-species staff. Their behavior and the shop equipment increased her confidence in the shop’s competence and honesty.

      “Most of your repair list we can handle, but not all,” said Mike Glenn. He stood a little taller and a little wider than Riley. Selene noted light smudges and worn spots on the bald Black man’s coveralls, suggesting technical labor along with the duties of ownership. “Some stuff will take a little hunting. This moon has no shortage of spare parts, but we’ve got no central market exchange. A few things come down to compromises. Your ship is newer and higher performance than most of what comes through here.”

      He offered a pad with a rundown of charges and time estimates. Riley copied it to his personal link, and Selene recorded it with a glance.

      “Anything in particular we should focus on?” asked Riley.

      “Your bridge may be the stickiest part,” Glenn answered with a bit of a grin. “Wiring and fittings can be modified or converted, software can be reprogrammed to interface. The aesthetics won’t match. That’s custom work.”

      “Perhaps we should shop around and discuss our options before committing to everything,” said Selene. She already had a spreadsheet and evaluation of their needs with Glenn’s estimates matched against their insufficient funds, but she had a partner to consult, too. “May we send you a final order shortly? We understand you are shutting down for the evening.”

      “Sure. We’ll keep the shop buttoned up. No charge for parking tonight,” Mike joked. “You’re not crowding anyone else out of a space right now.”

      His offer and humor raised his favorability rating. Selene smiled warmly and laughed. “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      “Hey, on that note,” Riley spoke up. “If there’s no government and no police, does anyone keep the peace around here?”

      “Heh. Not officially,” Mike chuckled. “Talnov Gamma is at least sixty percent Xelt. They take care of their own out of habit, and don’t really need a lot of official leadership or legalities. That extends to the rest of us on this rock, too. Nobody goes hungry, nobody goes without medical. No one is homeless for long. It won’t be luxury, but when the Xelt see a problem, they fix it. They don’t fuss about who’s responsible or who pays for it. Crime is the same, for the most part. There are too many Xelt here for anyone else to get too out of hand.”

      Objections and critical inquiries queued up in Selene’s social engagement algorithms. Mike’s answer contradicted her programming on economics and government. Though her databanks included information on Xelt culture and practices, she had little previous exposure or interaction. Her social protocols held her queries in check.

      Riley appeared undisturbed. “I’ve heard that kind of thing. I don’t doubt it, but there’s always someone who either falls out of the system or tries to buck it, and it’s not all Xelt around here, right?”

      “Sure,” said Mike.

      “So even with the Xelt running the big picture stuff, I imagine that’s not enough for everyone. What fills the gaps? Do you have a guild, or a clan, or a gang watching the neighborhood?”

      “Ah. Yeah.” Mike gave a slow nod. “This area is safer than it probably looks from the visitor’s perspective. I wouldn’t worry about it. But if you’re asking anyway, you want the Phantoms.”
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        * * *

      

      “Mike’s description fits with the patterns and characteristics of criminal gangs,” said Selene.

      “Oh yeah,” Riley chuckled. “With a name like the Phantoms? They’re a gang.”

      Selene’s mapping and identification programs hesitated to label the space outside the shop a street. Ramshackle shops and homes surrounded permanently grounded starships. Many vessels appeared to anchor local construction, and pedestrians greatly outnumbered ground vehicles. Residents moved through alleys and open lanes with familiarity and ease. Validating Selene’s data and Mike’s descriptions, she noted a near-majority of Xelt in comparison to other species. Intermingling between peoples appeared normal and accepted here. Riley's body language conveyed vigilance, but also comfort.

      She did not share that comfort. “Wouldn’t we want to evade contact with a gang unless necessary?”

      “Depends on the gang. If Mike isn’t afraid and doesn’t hate them, they could be good to know.”

      “His responses were noncommittal. Notably, he did not encourage contact.”

      “No, of course not. Because they’re a gang.” His grin diminished rapidly after he glanced her way. “I’m not saying we run right to them. I wanted to hear what Mike knew while we had the chance to ask. We couldn’t speak openly about our situation in front of him.”

      “Agreed. I, too, withheld options until we could speak discreetly.” Despite the public setting, current circumstances afforded some privacy. Traffic was light, presumably normal for this hour. No one showed any interest in the pair or their conversation. “Security for the shop and our ship would seem adequate against local crime.”

      “We need to do something about identification for ourselves and the ship,” said Riley. “I figured we might start with local crime.”

      “Gangs are dangerous and unreliable. They are to be avoided whenever possible. Contact must incorporate elevated threat recognition and response.”

      “Not much content in your social protocols for ordinary life, huh?”

      A strange, sudden jerking sensation in her abdomen accompanied an unusually sharp breath. Her mouth opened as if to speak, but she hadn’t selected a reply. His grin and his sidelong glance sent her responses into a reevaluation loop. “You are teasing me,” she realized.

      “Maybe a little.” He noticed her frown. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I’m sorry.”

      “Your apology is accepted. The harm is negligible. I am more interested in why that registered negatively.” Though she had linguistic and tonal analyses running, she already expected a lack of sufficient results. “Please elaborate.”

      “Which, the teasing or the apology?”

      “You describe it as ‘maybe a little.’ Which aspect of your responses constitute teasing?”

      Analysis of Riley’s body language indicated further non-verbal cues of apology. “I was teasing about social protocols. The people who built and programmed you probably don’t have much experience with gangs.”

      “My protocols for gangs and other criminal elements are not extensive in comparison to other subcultures and professions,” Selene admitted. “You are likely correct about my programmers. All personnel involved in the project were required to pass a thorough background check. They had little to no criminal background.”

      “But you were programmed for subterfuge, surveillance, and assassinations.” Riley shook his head. “That’s wild.”

      “Most of that programming was derived from Aegis Enterprises internal security and intelligence services. Content came from professional agents and instructors.”

      “Yeah. Corporate espionage. That makes sense. I guess they might see some difference.”

      “You do not?”

      “I think crime and espionage have some overlap. I also think one side of that divide is likely to have a misplaced sense of superiority over the other, and that bias would be in your programming. Gangs form for a reason. Dumb gangs don’t last. Gangs that survive and grow usually have something going for them.”

      “Your point is taken,” said Selene.

      “I didn’t know how you’d take teasing, either,” said Riley. “I could’ve chosen another moment to find out. Or just asked. I’m sorry.”

      “My protocols address teasing; otherwise, I would not have recognized it. I have teased you. We have discussed it openly.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know how you’d handle it from me.”

      His correction prompted favorable emotional reactions. “What is your plan?” she asked.

      “We need help. This place isn’t all junkyards and salvage, and not everyone is going to rely on the benevolence of Xelt society. On the low end, that means gangs. They’ll know things that don’t show up on the link-net.”

      “Your premise appears plausible.” Selene considered Riley’s personal experience and training sufficient to contradict her dataset. As he had pointed out, her programmers were not entirely versed in these matters. “Do you have a plan for contact and compensation? It seems unlikely a gang would provide such information or support for free.”

      “Maybe your gang protocols aren’t that lacking after all,” said Riley. “Mike told us where to find them, so I figured we’d say hello and see if we can work something out. We want to have a cash gift or a favor in hand before we knock on the door.”

      “You believe they will charge us to speak with them?”

      “They might not call it that, but yeah. It’ll get us on the right foot. Lots of cultures practice the whole gift-giving thing as part of an introduction. Most gangs I’ve known are happy to get cash no matter what anyone calls it.”

      “What is your estimate of the proper sum? Our funds are already insufficient for the full list of repair requirements. We need more money.”

      “We do,” Riley conceded. “It’s gotta be a few thousand at least.”

      “Do you have a plan for that?”

      “Not yet. Traditionally when you need money, you sell stuff, work for it, or steal it.”

      “Work providing adequate compensation in an acceptably short time may be difficult to locate,” said Selene. “Perhaps we might find an alternative? Oh, I believe this is the turn for the bar Mike described.”

      No one would mistake the long-grounded freighter for a normal building. Additions and expansions included patios with potted plants and string lights. Large glowing neon letters declared the establishment’s name across the hull. Selene read the sign out loud: “O’Humans Tavern SportsPub LoungeGrill and Bar and Teahouse Poolhall.”

      “O’Humans?” repeated a stunned Riley.

      “Do you believe the name is too subtle?” Selene held her innocent expression long enough to see Riley wince. “I am teasing again.”

      “Thank god,” he exhaled.

      “Mike said the owners focus on human clientele. He did not say they are humans themselves.”

      “Probably not, no.” Riley’s brow furrowed before he looked back to Selene. “Hey, do you know how to play pool?”

      “I possess programming for rules and strategies, along with related recreational activities, though I have never played.” The files came up reflexively. She reviewed the content abstract in under a second.

      “So, you know the rules. You have social and subterfuge protocols and targeting systems.”

      Selene tilted her head, considering his line of thought. Her eyes met his. “You believe I am capable of hustling at pool.”

      “Are you?”

      She reviewed, processed, synthesized, and processed again. “Let’s find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Rigid slips with glowing numbers clattered against the edge of the pool table. The demonstration provided more dramatic than a simple electronic transfer of funds. “Double-death!” hissed the Yiseeph at the other end of the table, drawing out low notes of approval from their audience of eleven.

      “Do you mean, ‘Double or nothing?’” Selene asked pleasantly. The money indicated as much.

      Molgug pulled a racked set of balls from the dispenser beneath the table, set it into place, and hit the disengage button to release and remove it. The cue ball hopped out of the corner pocket beside Selene with machine precision. “Break.”

      Calibration and adjustment of Selene’s motor functions for pool skills required less than three minutes of practice. Even that time mostly involved a refinement of single-digit percentages. Her first two games with Riley tested and confirmed measurements, estimates, and probabilities. She could not control everything, especially not her opponent. Riley understood her advantages and took them in stride. Regardless of their disparities, she found she enjoyed the game.

      She enjoyed it more once it involved new opponents and monetary stakes.

      Her first two wagers earned two hundred credits each, matching the daily average wage on Aegis Proxima. Within half an hour, she played at double those stakes. After ninety minutes, she had accrued three thousand, six hundred credits. Selene found rising satisfaction with her incremental financial progress, especially when she compared them to common economic benchmarks.

      Selene was having fun.

      Riley had anticipated a need for feigned naivete and other subterfuge. To their shared surprise, Selene instead found opponents merely by presenting a challenge.

      O’Humans drew in at least as many alien customers as Terrans. Earth’s “bar culture” spread widely with the entry of humans into galactic society, appealing to several species with its blend of dim lighting, mild intoxicants, and unstructured socialization. Terran music and games also found widespread welcome among other species. Though humanity met only tentative acceptance among its neighbors, their entertainments and styles of relaxation were wildly popular.

      Though Selene hadn’t played enough to develop a statistically useful sample size, she noted particular ambition from her Ivorran and Yiseeph opponents, followed by greater signs of embarrassment from their defeats. Both species tended toward physical prowess greater on average than humans. Such presumptions proved easy to exploit, and made Selene feel better about her deception and its consequences.

      Hissed words on the other end of the table caught her attention before she began her shot. “No mere chance echoes three times,” Molgug said in Yroth, the predominant language of his people. She processed the phrase through a sub-file of Yroth idioms and matched his meaning: Molgug did not believe her earlier victories arose from skill. Another such win would discount any possibility of luck. Inflection implied the potential for accusation or violence.

      A glance confirmed Riley’s presence at the tall table nearby, watching the game. His expression indicated concern, despite the minimal probability of hearing or understanding Molgug. She wondered what prompted it.

      Selene lined up for the break, projected potential outcomes and adjusted, and then shot. She sent only one ball into a corner pocket, leaving her with another follow-up. After sinking it to claim solids, Selene opted against running the table and deliberately sent the seven-ball half an inch wide from its presumptive mark. Perfection would only raise suspicion and cut her string of financial prospects.

      “Hah!” Molgug exclaimed with satisfaction. His mouth curled open to flash his fangs, a threat display for Yiseeph culture.

      “Drat,” said Selene—unconvincingly, she realized one second later. Molgug’s sneer turned to a suspicious scowl, but Selene found herself preoccupied. She didn’t need to run analysis to determine what went wrong with her response or why. She could perform disappointment and dismay and saw the potential benefit, but she chose otherwise.

      She didn’t feel like it.

      Molgug sank two obvious shots. A clever ricochet knocked the five away from a spot in front of the side pocket while sending in Molgug’s ten. His run ended with a failed shot at the fourteen, but he left the cue ball inconveniently away from most of the solids. Only the eight ball and Molgug’s fourteen laid nearby. His gaze settled on her again with an air of satisfaction.

      For .862 seconds, Selene considered humoring Molgug and allowing him another turn. She abandoned that notion upon his next derisive snort. Rather than drawing out the conclusion, Selene mapped out her shots and executed them one by one, wordlessly, in ascending numerical order.

      She didn’t look at Molgug once during her run. She didn’t acknowledge him while collecting her winnings, either.

      Three of Selene’s passive sensory systems tracked Molgug’s sudden rush even without direct visuals. An unexpected interruption of his movement disrupted her estimates and response. She planned to step and turn into him with a raised elbow; instead, she kept the arm low while turning to investigate her error and compensate.

      Riley couldn’t hold Molgug’s wrist for more than an instant. It was enough to throw the angry Yiseeph off from his timing and revert him to a less optimal punch at Selene. She swept away his attacking arm with a precise block, then hooked her other hand around his skull. Her sharp tug slammed Molgug’s head into the side of the pool table.

      Rapid pressure adjustment during her move prevented a serious concussion or worse. Molgug sagged to the floor alive and conscious, but stunned. With her attacker down, Selene looked to his supporters around the pool table for another threat. Three held a ready stance but hesitated at her display. The rest showed no intent to do anything but watch. Molgug sat where he dropped, blinking and staring off into space.

      “Would anyone else like to play for a friendly wager?” Selene asked. No one advanced. She maintained her pleasant and friendly tone. “Perhaps later, then.”

      With only background music to fill the silence, Selene stepped past Molgug to take the seat at Riley’s table. Riley followed slowly. Behind him, Molgug’s companions helped the bewildered Yiseeph up off the floor and away from the scene. “Thank you for the assistance, though it was not necessary,” she said. “I could have resolved that alone.”

      “Yeah, I figured,” said Riley.

      “Then why place yourself at risk to intervene?”

      “People can surprise you in fights. I don’t take anything for granted. Not even with someone like you.”

      “You know my capabilities.”

      “Do I know them all?” Riley grinned. “Even if I did, I don’t know his. We don’t know that guy at all.”

      “My estimates all proved accurate within acceptable margins.”

      “Well, you got his money, anyway.”

      “Yes. My total winnings exceed nine thousand credits. And you acquired food,” she said. The dish didn’t match her image files. She initiated a component comparison search.

      “Yeah. Kinda.”

      “Are those breaded hot dogs in a hamburger bun?”

      “It’s three hot dogs. Three jalapeno-buffalo-wing-fried mozzarella chicken tender pretzel-peanut hot dogs on a pizza-flavored hamburger bun.” Riley frowned. “Apparently three hot dogs in one bun are supposed to be a greater value than a single burger.”

      “I suspect the owner or operator of this establishment is not human,” said Selene.

      “Maybe not so much, no.” Riley’s tone indicated amusement rather than distress. “You seem like you’re having a good time. Or is that a protocol?”

      “I am enjoying this. The setting falls outside my experience and provides variables and challenges for my social protocols. I find satisfaction and enjoyment with the game, particularly its impact on our finances. The setting is low risk. This is comfortable and entertaining.” Evaluating her analysis, Selene added, “Your presence is a multiplying factor. I would enjoy this less without you.”

      A soft grin spread across his face. She found that gratifying, too. “Same. Thank you,” he said.

      Adjustment options flashed across her dialogue pathways. This time, Selene rapidly activated them with inner glee: Close angle of upper body toward target 18%. Decrease voice volume 57%. Execute smolder. “Thank me when we’re alone again,” she said.

      “Excuse me? I beg your pardon.” A Xelt server appeared at their sides holding an empty tray in gleaming, emerald hands. The vocalizer strapped under their mandibles translated clicks and hums into English. Its artificially nervous tone matched the wide bulbous eyes and stiffly-arched antennae. “Miss, did you assault another patron with physical violence?”

      Selene wiped away her seduction pathways in an instant, presenting only cool confidence to the Xelt. “In self-defense, yes. He attacked me.”

      “Oh no. Erm. Does he—erm—oh—are you hurt?”

      “I am fine, thank you,” said Selene.

      “Good.” Relief washed over the Xelt in a wave of relaxing antennae and lowered shoulders. “Would the other party make the same claim? I have not spoken with him yet.”

      “He threw the first punch. If you’ve got any security cameras, they’ll show the whole thing,” said Riley.

      “Cameras. Yes. Still.” Their head tilted back and up, top-set eyes allowing for a look behind without the need to fully turn. A little more than halfway across the establishment, Molgug’s companions had settled him into a booth to clear his head. He looked recovered enough to be unhappy. The Xelt returned their full attention to Selene and Riley. “I am required to ask if further violence is likely.”

      “Not of my choosing, though I will defend myself, if necessary,” said Selene.

      “Ah, ah, yes,” they replied amid clicks and hums that did not translate through their vocalizer. Selene ran her own translation; they were stammering.

      “What’s your name?” Selene smiled.

      “Veen.”

      “We don’t want to make your night difficult or dangerous, Veen. We only wish to relax and play some more pool. If Molgug leaves us alone, we are happy to do the same.”

      “Aaaahhh,” Veen stammered. “That is—it’s just—oh, I’m sorry. I understand your claim of self-defense, but any violence is strictly against our rules. While I do not wish to cause further distress, I am expected to take action against violence.”

      “What sort of action?” Selene asked gently.

      “Aaaahhhh,” Veen stammered again.

      “Are you expected to throw out violent customers?” asked Riley. “Without using violence yourself?”

      “Y-yes,” said Veen.

      “So, you’ve got ambiguous instructions that set expectations way beyond your actual control of the situation?”

      “Yes!”

      “Wow,” said Riley. “I take back everything I said. This place really is authentically human.”

      “Thank you?” replied the server.

      “Look, we don’t want any trouble,” Riley continued. “Don’t worry. It’s fine. We’d like to stay and, um… eat,” he went on, glancing at his plate. “We were hoping to speak with someone, too, but if you need us to go, we can go.”

      “Perhaps you can stay. Maybe. We do not wish to eject customers or provide anyone with a poor experience. If you are sure there will be no further violence?”

      “We’re not planning it,” said Riley.

      “You said you wished to speak with someone? Perhaps I could help with that?” asked Veen. “Whom do you seek?”

      “We wish to meet with members of a local criminal gang called the Phantoms,” said Selene.

      “Aaaaahhhh.”

      “Oh man,” Riley muttered.

      “Hm?” Selene looked to his frown with concern. “I thought you were about to ask?”

      “Maybe not like that.”

      “Aaaahhh.”

      “It’s fine, Veen,” said Riley. “You don’t have to get involved. We don’t expect anything.”

      “No,” said Veen. “I am not unable to help. I can identify a member of the Phantoms for you.”

      “Oh? That would be most helpful,” said Selene.

      Slowly, visibly shaking, Veen turned to look across the pub. Selene tracked Veen’s body language and gaze to Molgug... who, in turn, stared back while nursing his head wound with a small cloth.

      “Aaaahhh.”

      “Hell,” grunted Riley.

      “I estimate we will require a new potential avenue of aid,” said Selene.

      “Maybe not. It’s worth a try.”

      She blinked. “Riley, I defeated him and hurt him. I humiliated him in front of his peers.”

      “Yeah, but we’re from out of town and sooner or later we’ll leave again. In the meantime, we have something he wants.”

      “What’s that?”

      “His money.”
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      “Oh, you are both lovely.”

      Lavender eyes like jewels gazed at Selene and Riley, set in a deeply hued purple face under a mane of darker purple hair. Beneath a bare midriff shirt and short skirt, she wore a black body stocking. Riley saw function beyond the sex appeal: the fabric matched the inner insulation layer of hard-shell combat armor. Casual protection could escalate to full kit for a real fight in seconds.

      Sexy-hot and legitimately dangerous, he thought. Getting to be a pattern in my life.

      “Too kind,” Selene replied. “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome, Jessica. Kyle. Please, come in.” Orlina gestured to a couch in the center of the room for her falsely named guests. Lavish furniture and décor gave an impression of minor wealth, but little of it matched. Riley suspected this big room represented the best of whatever fell out of a freighter. Once again, he saw purpose beyond style: the couch put him and Selene with their backs to the entrance, where Orlina’s people could watch them.

      Their Nelaen host swept around the couch to settle into a well-appointed chair, oriented to keep her out of a straight line between the entrance and the couch. She looked comfortable and in charge, but most importantly, out of the direct lane of fire. Maybe the sexy sauntering was genuine, maybe it was distraction. Either way, Orlina knew what she was doing.

      “I understand you shook Molgug down at the pool table, throttled him, then gave his money back in exchange for a meeting,” said Orlina. She smiled.

      Yep. Puts us on awkward footing right away. She knows what she’s doing, thought Riley. His mouth opened to answer, but his companion spoke first.

      “We could add some relevant details for context if you’re interested,” Selene replied easily. “Molgug assured us of no hard feelings.”

      “Molgug got his money back,” said Orlina.

      “Of course. We have no hard feelings, either.”

      Orlina laughed.

      Through the exchange, Riley swallowed one response after another. Three days alone with Selene left him used to her exacting conversation and vocabulary. For all her warmth and charm, she often spoke like a textbook—but then, Riley had encouraged her to be herself. Their evening at O’Humans had shown off one level of her “social chameleon” programs; now she showed off another. She had warned of her discomfort and unfamiliarity with “criminal” and “underworld” subcultures, but Riley didn’t see a shred of it discomfort in action.

      He thought he’d be the one to do the talking here. Selene indicated that, too. Now she had the gang boss laughing. Was she even flirting a little?

      “You didn’t try to strong-arm Molgug despite apparently having the option,” said Orlina, “and you made amends. I suppose the bumps and bruises were all an honest misunderstanding. Regardless, you’re here now. Why did you want to meet me?”

      “Our ship has some ownership and registration issues we need to clear up. It’s not the sort of thing we can bring to official channels. We thought maybe you would know someone who could help us.”

      “Ah.” She sat back in her chair, arms folded, and looked him over. “We don’t exactly have an official registration authority here.”

      “Or an official government at all, but ships come and go all the time. I figured someone must know how to take care of the red tape, at least for themselves.”

      “You might be surprised how many people here are comfortable without that sort of thing.”

      “I’ve heard. Talnov Gamma doesn’t even have a security force. Obviously, there’s still need, or a group like the Phantoms would have no reason to exist,” said Riley.

      “True enough.” Orlina looked from one guest to the other. “Let’s say I do know something of value. What would you offer in exchange?”

      “Money, naturally. Does twelve thousand sound fair?”

      “Why, Kyle. Straight to the offer and in twelves instead of tens. Is that an appeal to Nelaen culture?” Orlina grinned. “So many people either forget or ignore our basics. Especially humans. Twelve isn’t spectacular, but I wouldn’t scoff at it walking in unannounced.”

      “We could offer more for greater aid, such as arranging a meeting or facilitating a purchase,” Selene joined in smoothly. “Twelve is for basic information, at no further trouble to you.”

      Orlina fell silent. Riley wanted to check behind himself and watch their surroundings, but it was important to remain cordial. He had to rely on Selene’s vigilance, and she gave no sign of concern; at least he had that.

      “If I had such information, it wouldn’t be a question of money alone,” said Orlina. “We’d be talking about a sensitive issue. Anyone falsifying ship’s records on this rock would be a big deal to others outside. If I could name someone, why would I trust you? You’re strangers. Transient. Mobile. I’d be left with the blame for anything that goes wrong.”

      “That’s fair,” Riley conceded. “We don’t have any collateral or leverage to offer. Do you have something in mind?”

      “I didn’t expect this meeting at all,” said Orlina.

      He glanced to Selene, making sure she had every opportunity to jump in with a solution, but she gave the slightest shake of her head. “We won’t try to pressure you with empty offers, and we don’t want to waste any more of your time. I hope you’ll accept half for your attention and your hospitality.”

      “Six?” Orlina’s grin turned sly and discerning. “For this?”

      “For respect. I grew up with a group like the Phantoms in my neighborhood. I’d like to be a good guest.”

      “Oh, I like you, Kyle. Jessica seems a little surprised at your offer, though.”

      Riley glanced to Selene. Whatever her expression betrayed while he wasn’t looking, she had it all covered now. “I grew up differently, but I’m ready to adapt,” said Selene.

      “Then I’m happy to accept. I’ll make sure our people know we’re friends,” said Orlina.

      Selene left a cash card on the arm of the couch and rose to leave. Offering polite goodbyes, the pair rounded their opposite sides of the couch. No guards or chaperones waited at the open exit. They might not have gotten what they wanted, but the Phantoms didn’t seem inclined to intimidate or take advantage, either.

      “Riley,” said Orlina.

      He stopped. So did Selene. They turned back together. “I didn’t give you that name,” he said.

      “No, you didn’t. I don’t blame you. Someone is looking for you. Several someones. And for you,” Orlina added to Selene. “Fewer, in your case. They didn’t include a name, either.”

      “What are they offering?” asked Selene.

      “Much more than six. Or twelve.” Orlina tapped the arm of her chair, looking to them both thoughtfully. “But they didn’t come to me with a show of respect, and they aren’t here now. I can appreciate a false identity or anonymity. If there’s a name you prefer, I’ll use it.”

      “Selene,” she said. “What information did they give?”

      “That you’re dangerous, deceptive, and highly skilled with technology. ‘Do not attempt capture or electronic surveillance,’ they said. They want immediate location, but the rest is left to them. It’s all through confidential channels. I don’t even know who ‘they’ are. The money they offer would render that question moot for most.

      “Riley, on the other hand, has less shadowy seekers. Two parties, separately, and both more forthcoming with details. They gave your identity, your background, even your voice print. They warned you’re dangerous whether you’re armed or not. And they say you’re treacherous—highly treacherous. That you have a pattern of treachery.”

      “Not hard to guess who’s looking for me, then,” Riley grumbled.

      “Not the same people searching for Selene. You weren’t presented as a package. I find that curious, given how you’re here together. More importantly, you came after making good on a misunderstanding with one of my people, got straight to your request and made an offer up front in Nelaen sensibilities. You didn’t push. You paid half out of respect—and because you got a partial answer, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. Someone can get us a new registry. You basically confirmed that,” said Riley.

      “And so, you paid without calling attention to it. Allowing deniability, even. Considerate, and honest. That doesn’t fit a pattern of treachery.” Orlina grinned. “I’ve had dealings with Toquii and Bhurel. I haven’t been fond of either. Treacherous or not, you piss off all the right people. Now here you are playing it straighter than I expect from anyone.”

      Riley shared a look with Selene. “If we’re showing our cards here, we obviously need more than a ship’s registry. New identity records are also on the list.”

      “Ah. I can help you with all of that. It’ll cost you, but I think you can pay. It may even help with your other needs.” Orlina looked them up and down again, casually stepping around to one side for another angle and view. Riley couldn’t miss her confidence or the sway of her hips, but he also couldn’t ignore the calculation behind her eyes. “Deceptive, dangerous, and highly adept with tech,” she considered. “Sensible enough to make it this far. And so lovely, both of you. One must take a risk sometime. Come with me. I have something to show you.”

      Like many structures in the city, Orlina’s home grew out of a downed ship from long ago. The large combat shuttle had defensive benefits over most typical construction thanks to its armored hull and secure portals. Her “living room” had once been an ordinary cargo bay. A short walk and a climb up some stairs brought them to the expanded upper floor and its balcony.

      Good placement and a little natural elevation provided a panoramic view of the city. From here, the city looked like so many others. Low buildings spread out in all directions from a taller, denser core full of air traffic and shining lights. Most larger ships and buildings were a good distance from Orlina’s place, particularly the towers. A few held the label legitimately as original, stand-alone construction. Mound-shaped structures with triangular and hexagonal decorative patterns testified to the prevalence of Xelt.

      “This place functions without a central government or big power structures because most of the people don’t need all that,” Orlina began. “No police. No military. The Phantoms and a few other gangs provide protection and handle business that would be outlawed on other worlds, but none of us are interested in becoming a government. The Xelt fill those needs just fine. Sadly, not everyone agrees. Someone is always ready to spoil a good thing.

      “One of Talnov Gamma’s power-players is drawing in people and weapons on a worrying scale. We’re talking about an arsenal including starfighters. The Xelt wouldn’t tolerate this if they were aware. They’re peaceful and cooperative. They aren’t stupid. If they found out, it wouldn’t be a police investigation or a trial; it’d be the populace showing up all on the same day to put a stop to things. But they won’t act on an anonymous accusation and without any proof.

      “The Xelt also aren’t interested in confidentiality. If someone like myself tipped them off to such a great danger, they’ll protect that person in their Xelty way, but they won’t hide their identity. It wouldn’t be the protection such a person would need. You understand?”

      “Once a target is identified, an assassin can study overt protection and eventually pierce it,” said Selene.

      “A rep as a snitch is bad for business,” said Riley.

      “You each understand the problem in different ways. Good.” Orlina leaned on the rail, her back to the skyline as she faced her guests. “I can’t get involved myself. The Phantoms are a street gang, not spies. But here you are, strangers on the run: dangerous, deceptive, highly adept with technology, and charming. At this point I’m ready to take a risk.” Orlina grinned. “Bring me proof of this arms buildup, and I’ll be more than happy to provide you with solid cover identities in exchange and a new registry for your starship.”

      “How solid?” asked Riley.

      “Everything from citizenship records to employment and financial histories. You’ll be in all the networks that matter. Your identification will be from legitimate sources. It will hold up.”

      “Do you have a course of action in mind?” asked Selene.

      “I do. It aligns with what we have already established about the two of you.”

      “This guy has mercenaries and starfighters? He’s connected, then?” asked Riley. “Would he have heard about us like you did?”

      “We should assume he got the same offers, yes, but the images weren’t extensive for either of you. A few cosmetic tricks and the right countermeasures for facial recognition should be all you need to operate freely. Nothing is without risk, of course, but you’re already at risk.”

      “And if we get caught, we’ll get handed over to the people looking for us,” said Riley.

      “Presumably. I wouldn’t start this sort of topic without any leverage of my own,” said Orlina. “If you are caught, I have to assume they’ll get my name out of you, too. I’m ready to take my chances if you are.”

      “Then we accept your offer,” said Selene.

      Orlina glanced at Riley and held back most of a smirk. “You’re not exactly an ‘I’ll do the talking’ pair, are you?”

      “We’re partners,” said Riley. “It’s fine. Who’s the mark?”

      “Tibrun Rekoso.” Still leaning back at the rail, Orlina tilted her head to the right to lead their eyes. “You see the white tower, with the curve down one side and the blue balconies all down the other? That and the surrounding compound are all his, along with a bunch more stuff you can’t see. Tibrun is Nelaen, and one of the rare mercenaries to work his way into real money.

      “Outwardly, he is retired from action. He keeps his hand in the business as a fixer and consultant, but otherwise enjoys a life of decadent luxury. He hosts covert meetings along with the glitzy parties. That tower compound is more than half private resort, but it’s the high security kind. You see, Tibrun hasn’t shed as much of his past as he lets on. That arsenal he’s building isn’t available for rent.”

      “You think he’s planning a coup?” wondered Riley.

      “If it’s not that, it’s still trouble,” said Orlina. “He could merely be paranoid. I don’t feel like Talnov Gamma is at risk of a Rohax or pirate attack, and the Xelt don’t buckle when they know their strength in numbers, but there are ways to counter that. Ways to degrade it, too. Tibrun did some ugly things as a merc. He’s not above a bloodbath. As for the rest of Talnov Gamma’s factions, Tibrun is always busy winning friends and intimidating enemies.”

      “Does he see you among the latter?” asked Selene.

      “We’ve been careful around one another. I have more people and more territory. Tibrun has better-trained fighters and better guns, if he wants to use them. He knows I’d rather avoid a fight, but he tries to tell me what to do. I don’t like that.” Orlina shrugged. “It’s possible he wants to be the real power over the portion of Talnov Gamma that isn’t Xelt. I’m not interested in seeing what that looks like. And behind my smiles, I don’t like him.

      “As for that course of action, you might come up with your own plan, but…” Riley heard the wink in her voice. “Whatever else Tibrun is up to, all that luxury and decadence is a goal unto itself. He’s known for hedonistic parties full of beautiful, available people of many species. Professionally available, to be clear. The best way to assure abundance for your guests is to pay for it. Tibrun doesn’t know how tight I am with the woman who arranges most of his ‘talent,’ though, and you both have the looks for it. I can get you in, if you’re willing—and you’re up for some fun.”

      Riley felt it land in his gut. He wasn’t entirely sure if it felt like warning or hope. Maybe both.

      “Oh?” Selene asked with interest.

      He felt that hit, too.

      “You’ll find mostly Nelaens and humans, some A’zhons and even Davoxxans. The talent flag themselves with infrared markers for orientations and kinks. Between the Nelaens and the A’zhons, there’s always an empath present. A little performance is fine and even expected, but the real negativity of someone who doesn’t want to be there spoils the party.” She paused, giving them both a long look. “This also means you don’t want to take this path unless you’re open to the role.”

      “This conversation took a long walk to get to that warning,” noted Riley.

      “It did. I liked the odds. I like the way you both look at me, too.” Orlina’s eyes stayed on Selene, but she included Riley with a glance. “Don’t let me mislead. I’m not much for men, but I respect your appeal. You’ll do fine in that crowd.”

      “What other barriers do you foresee?” asked Selene.

      “He’ll have good security. Have no doubts there. I’ll get you past all the external obstacles, and the interior will be easier to deal with. I think we can deter any technological recognition of your faces and voices. Aside from that, you won’t be able to wear much—or anything at all, depending on how it goes. That means no tools or weapons. The warnings I got about you implied you’re both skilled in unarmed combat, which is a rarer talent than most people realize. You have wits and guts. It’s risky, but that choice is up to you.

      “Oh. And I doubt you’ll be able to take a direct path or avoid the partying entirely. How you feel about that is up to you.”

      “Yeah.” Riley turned to Selene. “We should—”

      “Attend the next party, yes,” Selene agreed—or clearly thought she was agreeing.

      Riley swallowed his reactions. Any partnership inevitably needed a little work.
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        * * *

      

      They said little of substance on the return to the Amethyst. Discretion kept them quiet while one of Orlina’s guys took them back, and again while walking through Mike’s shop. Riley held his tongue for want of a way to broach the subject. It wasn’t until their yacht’s warm and comfortable lights rose and the hatch closed that Riley opened his mouth.

      “You have concerns about our decision to proceed with Orlina’s proposal,” said Selene before he spoke.

      “Yeah. I have concerns,” he exhaled. “I wanted to talk before giving her an answer.”

      “Orlina can provide what we need. Her request aligns with our skill set, with results that would seem to benefit the security of a peaceful community.”

      “I didn’t expect to run a spy mission against a mercenary boss in our underwear. Or less.”

      “I thought we preferred to be in our underwear or less.” Selene stopped at the cabin they shared for the last two nights.

      The response took Riley aback, but mostly with relief. He half expected any question of her decision to turn into an argument, and from there a barrier to other parts of their partnership and relationship. That, he reminded himself, was his last relationship. He still had baggage to drop. “Privately, yes. Definitely.”

      “Do you object to our cover and method of entry for this operation? Have I misunderstood your interest in a sexually active lifestyle?”

      “It’s not—hold on. That’s a different thing.” Again, he expected resentment, and none came. Selene waited patiently. Yeah. Not the same relationship. Focus.

      “Orlina’s taking a huge chance on a couple of strangers,” Riley explained. “She’s sticking her neck out, and her contact’s neck, too.  This puts us inside a secure compound run by mercenaries, while mostly naked.”

      “I regret that she is interested in getting only one of us mostly naked in private circumstances too.” Selene gave Riley a playful smile while he blinked. “Apologies. I noticed your attraction to her and wished to note my sympathy for any disappointment. Continue.”

      “She could be setting us up,” Riley finished. “For all we know, Orlina and this Tibrun guy could be allies. We don’t know the whole story, and we’ll be about as vulnerable as it gets.”

      “Understood.” Selene paused, tilting her head in thought. “Orlina’s narrative appeared plausible. It fit within my limited data of Talnov Gamma and I detected no physiological signs of deception. Regardless, verification of her claims would be necessary before proceeding. If we identify deception, we will naturally withdraw our commitment.

      “As for her plan, Orlina correctly identified the benefits to her proposal. Social engineering is a safer path than intrusion by stealth or tactical breach. I evaluated our vulnerabilities and determined clear benefits to immediate commitment. Now I see that I failed to account for any potential objection on your part. I am sorry, Riley.”

      “Hold on, let me catch up.” Riley fell a beat behind her explanation, which pointed to her faster processing. “Okay. You’re not wrong. I’m sorry, too.”

      “Why do you apologize?”

      “You worked things out faster than I did. I hadn’t realized how much. I don’t even think you made the wrong call. We just didn’t talk it out first, and I made more of that commitment than you intended.”

      “Then is that concern resolved?”

      “Yeah. Think so.”

      “We should discuss any additional objections.” Selene’s head tilted toward him and her hands found his. “Earlier, you expressed an interest in a highly sexual lifestyle. I share this desire. From there, I inferred a likely interest in the opportunity Orlina presented. Now I see this may have been in error. Is that correct?”

      “My first thoughts aren’t about the lifestyle. It’s about us.”

      “Ah. We have not explicitly discussed the sexual nature and conditions of our relationship.”

      “That’s a way of putting it,” Riley mumbled. “Is the sex between us just sex?”

      “As opposed to a romantic relationship?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My feelings for you tend toward romantic categorization and continue to develop as such. They are not exclusively sexual. Is this mutual?”

      “Yeah. It’s mutual.”

      Her face brightened. “I am glad to hear that, Riley.”

      “So, when you talk about this lifestyle… is that with me? Or a general thing?”

      Selene hesitated. Riley steeled himself for elaboration he might not like. “I primarily wish to continue our relationship. However, I would prefer a less restrictive model than monogamy. I enjoy sex, with you and with others. You are a superior partner to previous experiences across all criteria.”

      “Thank you?” he replied awkwardly.

      “You exhibit numerous characteristics of rare occurrence and rarer synergy. This is the basis of my attraction and feelings for you. Additionally, our shared experiences and open dialogue are unlikely to find equal replication. The opportunity for other sexual partners holds my interest, but that interest is not the same. You are special to me, Riley.”

      That felt better. His mouth twitched with a grin. “Thank you.”

      “I believe our relationship requires mutually agreed upon and mutually observed conditions. Would you prefer exclusivity?”

      “Not if you don’t.”

      “That is not a satisfactory answer.” She didn’t seem bothered by it, but she didn’t elaborate.

      “I’m… actually okay with something more open. It was never an option before, so I never worked it out, but I’m okay with it in principle. The rest is details.”

      “Then we should consider those details as they impact our mission. Do you object to the sexual aspects of our proposed subterfuge?”

      Riley held back a laugh at her phrasing, and wished he could hold back the heat in his cheeks. “No. If anything, that part is a little too appealing.”

      “Please elaborate”

      “Toquii’s club on Aegis Proxima gets pretty wild. He has erotic dancers. His ‘private parties’ mix paid sex workers and invited guests. It’s exclusive stuff. I’ve only ever imagined being a guest rather than part of the talent like we’re talking now, but… I always wished I could go for that. Or something like it.”

      “Why didn’t you?” asked Selene.

      “I wasn’t invited. I couldn’t trust it, anyway. Couldn’t trust Toquii. It’s a nice fantasy, but I couldn’t let it be more. That sort of thing is a great way to get leverage over someone. And my girlfriend would’ve had a problem with it, understandably.”

      “Your current partner finds such a premise enticing. I believe I will enjoy this opportunity, and I am glad to know you will as well.”

      “If it works,” he almost laughed. “It’s not just about being willing. I’m glad to hear you’re attracted to me, but I have a hard time believing I belong at a party like this, especially as ‘talent.’ I’ve never been the guy who catches eyes, or been a charmer.”

      “I believe you underestimate your appeal.”

      “You’re running on a limited sample,” he noted dryly.

      “Conceded. Regardless, you continually stand apart from my limited sample and experience. The humility demonstrated by your observation is the most recent example.” Her chin rose in thought. “Orlina presumably operates with a much broader ‘sample size,’ as you put it, and her appreciation was instant. This topic produces a relevant path of discussion: I believe your circumstances since sexual maturity have limited your sample size.”

      “Wait, what? How so?”

      “Your teen years occurred in a low-opportunity, high-crime, high-stress environment. You struggled to complete school under these difficulties, and had repeated disruptions from the juvenile justice system. You entered the military, an environment of high stress and social restriction. Your exit from the military was marked by further loss, stress, and an abusive relationship, leaving you hyper-focused on survival and support for your girlfriend. Consequently, you do not understand how attractive you are.”

      Stunned, Riley worked through Selene’s assertions. “Okay, I’ve been with other women besides Eliza being shitty to me.”

      “This supports, rather than contradicts my premise.”

      “You’ve got me all figured out, huh?”

      “It is a theory. I shall consider it upon further evidence and developments.” She smiled. “You appear amused rather than offended.”

      “Fine,” he grumbled. “A little. And you think this will work? For both of us?”

      “I am comfortable with these prospects and our chances. I ran several abstract simulations while we discussed this plan with Orlina.”

      “Abstract? You mean you thought about it.”

      “My simulations and analyses incorporate considerably more mathematics and data than human imagination, as I understand it.” She stepped closer, toying with his collar. “I propose we join this party as talent, immerse ourselves in fun and get laid as much as we want. We will get Orlina’s evidence whenever we feel like leaving.”

      “You’re solid on your read of her?”

      “Scans are conclusive.”

      His breath deepened and his heartbeat grew assertive in his chest. How could it not, with her so close? She had to know it, too. His eyes narrowed. “Did you scan me? When we first met?”

      “I scan you frequently. I find it gratifying.”

      “So, you knew. You knew I was attracted to you from the start.”

      “Given your behavior in contrast to your scans, I was unsurprised to learn of your desires for highly sexual relationships and non-monogamous practices.” She spoke so closely, her lips near enough to kiss—distracting him until he realized his waistband had suddenly gone slack. His belt was undone, pants unfastened. “Unsurprised, and excited.”

      “Never actually tried non-monogamy,” said Riley. “I understand it can get complicated.”

      “Yes.” Selene kept teasing him with her mouth.

      “Not worried about that, huh?”

      The shoulder straps of Selene’s top fell away, one and then the other, and the top with it. She held his eyes amid the rustle of falling fabric. “No.”
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      “This is not Earth or a human colony. This is not a human party with a human host, no matter how many humans you see. Nelaens may be like separated-at-birth humans, but they’re as alien as the rest. We aren’t talking about ordinary folks of any species, either. ‘Ordinary’ wouldn’t come to this party.”

      Cherise Barret spoke more like an officer giving a briefing than a woman on her way to a glitzy, big money party, but she dressed and looked more like the latter. The cut and slits to her ankle-length dress showed off her figure and more than a little of her smooth, dark brown skin. Her jet-black curls ran neatly past her shoulders. Some of her jewelry shined with its own light, dancing at shadows.

      Their destination rose into the sky beyond her, with spotlights and exterior lamps ensuring the tower and its surrounding walls stood out on the skyline. Immediately before Tibrun’s compound stood a small, semi-public park filled with ferns and strange vine-cacti transplanted from the Xelt homeworld… and Cherise, there in the middle, contrasting her own glamour with strict business sensibilities.

      “Everyone has a first time. Don’t tell the guests this is yours. Don’t feel like you need to be an instant professional, either. Take a few cues from the other talent if it helps and build your own style from there. Don’t negotiate for money with the guests. Bonuses and tips happen, but you’re already getting paid for being here. And don’t compete with the other talent for attention. That only gets messy for everyone and it will annoy me.

      “The hosts and the guests expect you to be available. That doesn’t mean you have to fuck anyone who looks at you, but on general principle you’re either here to play or you don’t belong. The empaths get all twitchy with people who don’t fit in. Turn down anyone you want, or everyone if that’s how it goes. But I won’t pretend it’s some egalitarian paradise. You’re here to work the party. You’ll get much further and stay longer if you engage. Pass for too long and you’ll run out your welcome. That’s better than going further than you really want to go, though.”

      “Is there a safe word we should remember?” asked Riley.

      “Yeah, you say ‘stop’ or ‘no.’ These parties don’t get more complicated than that. Hospitality systems have all the usual alarm codes and security will respond. I’ve seen it happen. Tibrun doesn’t want his party spoiled. Anyone who wants to play rougher than that needs to make a private arrangement.”

      From a clever, almost invisible fold of fabric at her hip, Cherise produced a pair of small, hook-shaped link devices and handed them out Selene and Riley. “These have only what you need for the party, like translators. They also have holo-flags set to infrared. If you’ve got a gender preference or have agreed to give some guest exclusive attention for the night, mark it on the flag. It saves everyone else the waste of time of approaching you. It also receives tips. Sometimes you can have a good night without touching anyone at all.”

      Dressed in simple but tight black slacks and a silk shirt at Selene’s suggestion, Riley accepted the link with only a cursory glance. He’d have to trust Selene to scan it for tracking, recording, or any other liability. For now, he kept his mouth shut.

      “The boundaries are thinner here,” Cherise continued. “Expect people to touch you freely, and I mean freely. Nobody’s worried about permission here. Someone pulls you close, or their hand winds up on you, or inside your clothes? They aren’t overstepping. Back off or say no if you want and that’s fine, but the guests aren’t out of bounds. That’s part of the deal. It’s why you’re being paid from the start.

      “You’re here to be available. Be seen. Be sexy, be pretty. Don’t engage until someone starts talking to you. That’s how the guests like it. Some only want the option of an easy fling and won’t even take it. Some just like the atmosphere. Some want a little flattering attention or to have a beautiful person on their arm. That’s fine. Let them have that if it’s all they want. Others are here for full service.

      “Once you have interest and know they want more, find out what they want and take the initiative. That’s how you keep your comfort and your safety. Don’t be passive. Whether it’s just talking and flirting or full service, keep it fun but stay on top. You fuck them, not the other way around. You understand?”

      “We do.” Selene struck a confident image in her black dress more revealing than Cherise’s, but her tone and nod gave clear assent to the other woman’s advice.

      “Most will want to take any real action private. Your link will give you access to all available rooms. Some may want a little foreplay out in the open, but like everything else, that’s up to you. If you’re good with it, the party is good with it.”

      “Understood.” Riley grinned at that despite his nerves. “Anything else?”

      “Only that if you get caught for any kind of nonsense in there, don’t expect me to bail you out. I told Orlina already, too. If you’re a problem, I’m pointing the finger at her.” Cherise looked them both up and down. “Oh, and I hate to say this when you both look good as you are, but you don’t plan to wear all that once you’re inside, right?”
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        * * *

      

      Riley stripped down to tight, glossy black briefs in a lower-level bedroom without complaint. He accepted it like medical examinations or open-bay living in the military. Others had done the same already, demonstrated by the little bundles of clothing stowed in the dressers or set aside in unobtrusive corners of the room. Thin, nearly invisible contact strips on the soles of his feet for insulation were his only other clothing. He set the infrared flag on his link to women and hooked it around his ear.

      The sight of Selene beside him in black lingerie helped him feel like it was something fun and not a chore to be so exposed. Her tall, endowed form would hold the eyes no matter what she wore, but the sight of her in only a sweep of lace curving around her hips, a strapless bra, and towering heels demanded more than a double-take.

      She returned his gaze. Her eyes roamed his body with open appreciation. Her brow rose in mischief before she hooked a couple of fingers into his waistband and drew him into a deep, hungry kiss. Her lips lingered on his, tasting faintly of cherry and spice. It instantly bolstered his mood.

      “Thanks for that,” he murmured.

      “That? That was selfish.” Again, Selene looked him up and down. “I’d prefer to see you dressed like this most of the time.”

      “Dressed or undressed?”

      “The latter would be the real point,” she admitted without shame.

      “Never heard about a man hanging around the home in his underwear like it was a good thing,” Riley grinned.

      “Those men weren’t you, and you didn’t hear it from me.” Selene’s precise, complex vocabulary had fallen away before they arrived. Her words and tones dripped with sultry confidence. “Are you ready?”

      “Readier than I was,” he said. She had that effect on him.

      “Good. Business can come later. Get comfortable and have fun. Forget any inhibitions you might carry from my presence.”

      “Hey,” said Riley softly. “Same.”

      Her eyes held his, still sultry but now searching. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m not worried about us. If we’re interested in this sort of thing, we should find out what it means to both of us. And I want us to have a great time.”

      Selene’s gaze took on a new gleam. She released his waistband with a snap to take his hand and lead him out into the hall.

      Their hands parted when the door opened. The Yiseeph standing guard in a “suit” cut for his bulk and tail saw no sign of affection beyond their mere fact of walking together. Much of the talent came in pairs or groups anyway. Riley didn’t know if he looked or carried himself like a professional, but Selene’s subtle strut fit the image.

      With the Yiseeph guard joining them in the elevator, they also followed Cherise’s advice about staying silent. Security and surveillance had them careful about what they said, regardless. Selene had to complete her scans before they knew their real vulnerabilities, so Riley focused on the dodgier aspects of this escapade right up until the elevator doors opened.

      They stepped into a sprawling nightclub setting of dim lights in warm and slowly shifting colors, fixtures that gleamed, and lush and expensive-looking furniture. Spread throughout were bodies in gowns, others in slacks and shirts of pricey alien fabrics, and an equal number wearing next to nothing.

      Two lithe women, one human and one Nelaen, danced and swayed atop a table, both dressed in transparent mesh bodystockings. Another woman sauntered past the entrance in only the barest lace, all but painting herself to the Nelaen man in a suit at her side. The dynamic reversed as their path brought Riley’s eyes to a blonde woman in a flattering floor-length golden gown at a seat near the bar. Muscular men in tight trunks lavished her with attentive touches and smiling service. She was the guest and the men the talent, but she was no less dazzling despite her more conservative ensemble.

      The icy blue curves of an A’zhon’s feminine form in only a thong rose from a circle of plush chairs not far away. She beckoned with a gesture to two men, one Nelaen and the other human, both fully dressed. Opposite them in the round, a Black woman in a tiny blue cocktail dress reclined astride the laps of an A’zhon and a human male who could well have been naked beneath.

      Among the guests, those who merely talked, drank, and laughed like any ordinary party outnumbered the open exhibitionists. The talent wasn’t much different, following the mood of any given corner or table, but the messages from flirty body language and scanty clothing were ever-present. With the talent outnumbering the guests, some of them merely circulated in silence. Yet for all the exceptions, the mood of this party was unmistakable. This was fun.

      The first sweeping glance of the party left Riley’s inhibitions cracked and crumbling. “Yeah, I think I’m good with this,” he murmured, grinning.

      “Excellent.” Selene moved in, prompting Riley to do the same. Another moment to process put the size and scope of the room into perspective. The party held perhaps a hundred people without any problem of crowding. A handful sticking to the outskirts had to be guards or other staff, particularly the Yiseeph, Ivorrans, and Gankriid. Riley blinked at the sight of a Yiseeph enjoying a lapdance from a woman in blue silks and jewels. Every Yiseeph he’d ever known and most of what he’d learned in school downplayed their interest in sexuality and pleasure. He’d seen videos, but that could always be written off as performance and pay… or maybe they proved the reality of exceptions to the rule here.

      Maybe a party like this brought in all sorts.

      “Pardon us, coming through,” chuckled an older man in most of a suit. Two other men walked close at his sides wearing only as much as Riley. The leader clumsily got into their space, turning along the way for a double-take at Riley. His companions only widened the breach between the new arrivals. The guest gave him an eager-eyed, possibly tipsy look, but with a tap at his ear he saw Riley’s profile flags and cut that thought short. “Shame,” he said, and continued on with his escorts to the elevator.

      One of the bare-chested men grunted out a good-natured, “Sorry,” as he followed. That left Riley turning his head in an amused double-take, interrupted by a hand sliding into his.

      “The infrared markers are respected,” Selene observed. “Good. Come on, let’s find a proper match.”

      Her grip only lingered enough to tug him along. Riley followed her down the steps and into the mix of bodies. Though he remembered the mission and the dangers, the racy appeal of the party held much more of his attention. His eyes wandered. He tried to play it cool despite the new pace of his pulse and the redirection of blood to his groin.

      The heart shouted yes. The body loudly, emphatically agreed.

      The mind shouted yes obviously fine but I don’t know what to actually do!

      “Be available, but let them reach out,” Selene murmured into his ear—no. His link. She didn’t speak out loud to him at all, though she subtly reached back and traced his forearm with her fingertips. “Remember what Cherise said.”

      He let out a breath and grinned at himself. “Are you sure you’re not an empath?”

      “I am only sharing results of my own situational review. I thought it might help.” She still didn’t speak with her mouth or even look his way. Her grin and a raised eyebrow made a staring Nelaen man drop his drink and turn away in embarrassment. “Signal security and countermeasures are highly formidable. I would not risk further link communication without point-to-point proximity. However, as long as—”

      “Hello, both of you.” A slender arm reached from behind Riley to touch Selene’s and catch her attention. Before Riley could mirror Selene’s turn, that reaching hand drew closer to him—very close. It ran down his obliques to his hips, already pulling a shiver from him and settling at either side of the bulge at his groin. Selene greeted the newcomer with a smile that Riley couldn’t echo without turning around. “I wanted to catch you while you’re still available.”

      “We are. Jessica, Kyle,” Selene introduced elegantly.

      Riley shut down his reflexes to accept the exploring hands and the body in silk now leaning against his bare back. Being grabbed out of the blue was a new experience.

      He didn’t hate it. Not at all. He tilted his head back and even managed a cool, “Hi.”

      “Miriam,” said the woman at his back. His California upbringing recognized an accent from somewhere in Latin America. “We’re having a party in the party. Join us?”

      “Of course,” said Selene.

      Miriam pulled back to hook her arm around Riley’s and lead them both off. He bent his arm to accommodate, or so he hoped—Shit, is this what you do? I didn’t get to go to fucking prom!—and found appeal in her smile and her curly black locks. Her green gown fell right in with Riley’s prom thought, but her confident stride was decades removed.

      “This is so much easier than beating around the bush about who is okay with what.” Miriam kept Selene close with a nod and a gesture while pulling Riley along in her lean. “Don’t you think?”

      “I do,” Riley conceded.

      “My husband may need a little extra attention, though,” she went on, again looking to Selene. “You understand?”

      “Perfectly,” Selene answered with a ready smile.

      A turn around the main bar and weaving through a few bodies brought them to a formation of couches against a window with a city view. Bodies on the couch presented an even better sight. Specifically, two women in next to nothing crouched and bent over someone in slacks and a white shirt. Dangling hair and close attention from the talent obscured the guest’s face until Miriam announced her return.

      “Justin, I found more fun for us.” She gave Selene the slightest nod forward while she leaned in on Riley. Selene came forward to oblige until the other talent leaned back and Miriam’s husband looked to her with an instant frown.

      “Baby, whoa, wait up.” Though he noticed Selene, his eyes stayed on Miriam and Riley. The math in his head may as well have gone on holographic display. “I thought we were good with just us? I mean, us?” he corrected with a gesture to his two current playmates.

      “Oh my god.” Miriam rolled her eyes and grumbled. She was still close to Riley, but she reached for Selene’s arm. “Never mind. I’m sorry. I guess we don’t have this all worked out yet after all.”

      “Of course,” Selene answered with the same grace she’d shown all along.

      “Hold on, you don’t have to go,” Justin protested, but Selene had already turned away.

      “Don’t worry, give me a minute. I won’t do anything,” Miriam said. She pulled Riley back and left Justin to the party he already had.

      Maybe even infrared flags and party rules didn’t make this all so easy after all. Riley felt for both of them.

      “Sorry about that. I thought he was ready to loosen up,” Miriam said against Riley’s mouth. She stood awfully close for a dismissal. “I guess we still have to talk more.”

      Oh god so awkward what do I say dammit this actually would’ve been fine now I even feel a little bad for her maybe go with that play it cool. Riley took a breath. “No harm done here. It’s nice to be noticed.”

      “I’m sure it is.” Fingertips slid across his hip, turned from her husband’s view. “Keep an eye on that link. Maybe he’ll change his mind.” She kissed him on the cheek before returning to her husband.

      Against the instinct to watch her go, Riley turned away and focused on the positive. He was noticed here and he picked up interest. Admittedly, he did so with Selene—and with that, he realized he’d already been split from his companion.

      She walked away with hips swaying deliberately in answer to a gesture from a Nelaen man near the main bar. His white shirt contrasted brightly against his dark blue skin. The tight haircut and the light scar along his right cheek gave him a rugged look. He already had another woman on his arm, also Nelaen and scantily clad like the rest of the talent, but his eyes and smile were fixed on an amenable Selene.

      “That didn’t take long,” Riley laughed. Letting it all go took only a minor conscious thought. He had been sincere about wanting her to find some fun and indulge. They expected separation. You didn’t come to be a Justin, he reminded himself. You can play around, too. Play and remember that whole “mission” thing.

      Sober impulses pointed toward exits, security, and other tactical basics. Yet a bigger priority—and greater safety—turned his thoughts back to holding his cover. He didn’t want to look like he was casing the joint. Riley needed to find his corner of the party.

      Sculptures and indoor planters created soft borders between one group or conversation and the next. Other guests congregated in the open areas around the bars or near the windows, enjoying the view of the city. Riley stayed on a path between the bars and near the windows. Cherise advised him to be available until asked, anyway. That brought up new and suddenly pressing questions: What’s the walking pace to show you’re available? Slow, probably, but how slow? Christ, I’m already in my underwear, does it matter? Lots of eye contact or no? Smile? What if my smile is too much? What if it seems fake? Maybe I could strut like Selene… no. No, I can’t.

      The first clutch of people he passed paid no mind, save for a single A’zhon who glanced from her conversation to look at him with quiet amusement. That only made him wonder what sort of emotions he was projecting, but he continued on. He caught a few eyes passing the next little bar, but no takers. Maybe my “appeal” is overrated.

      A look up and down from blue eyes and grinning red lips in the next pack of guests gave him a little hope. Someone else made a move first though, rising up behind the pretty stranger as a tower of brown fur. She flashed sharp teeth in a muzzle not really built to smile.

      “Hello,” said the Gankriid, her voice low and deep in something close to a smolder. One big paw hooked around to block his path and stroke Riley from shoulder to hip. The band of wide, silvery strips of fabric around her waist looked something like a skirt with side slits.  Matching strands of fabric crisscrossed her chest and showed off even more muscle and fur, and her eyes—Riley blinked. Her big black Gankriid eyes had that same matching silvery shimmer at the edges. Was she wearing makeup?

      “How are you walking around unattached?” Her other paw rose and fell with a single digit tracing his chest, then his shoulder, and back down again. “Oh, you’re fit, too. And adorable. What’s your name?”

      “Um, Kyle.” Instinctive glances left and right found other smiling faces, all closer to his own species and all relaxed and amused. He picked up a friendly group vibe, which dialed back his trepidation a few small but important steps… and then he took a breath.

      She smelled nice. Like honey. Of course, she smells like honey. Don’t laugh. Smile. Do not laugh. “It’s Kyle. What’s yours?”

      “Shiirul.” If her muzzle couldn’t really smile as such, her eyes certainly did, along with the tilt of her head as she looked down at him like he was the only person of interest in the room. “I always tell Tibrun he doesn’t invite enough men to go around at these parties. I’m glad to see that changing. Would you like a drink?”

      “Something strong?” quipped one of her friends. The rest smothered most of their laughter. It had to come from the Nelaen with blown-back purple hair and tiger stripes reaching from her neck to her cheeks. Nelaen fashion tended to bare more skin, but her outfit still covered more than Shiirul’s.

      “Ankra, be nice,” said another—the human brunette who’d caught Riley’s eye in the first place. “It’s nice to see a man who isn’t intimidated by a taller woman.”

      Nothing brought out Riley’s sympathies like someone’s “friends” being jerks. His face tilted up toward Shiirul with confidence born out of purpose. “Not at all. Too many women are quick to write off a shorter guy.”

      Shiirul leaned in closer to speak hotly in his ear. It felt a bit like a rug threatening to smother him. “Most humans are too small. You clearly aren’t,” she said. “Join us?”

      She pulled back in time to let him see two others walk past. The Yiseeph and Ivorran weren’t dressed in uniforms, but they still looked like security…and looked right at him. Riley needed to blend in if he didn’t want to talk to them instead. “What are you drinking?” he asked quickly.

      “Mead, of course. There’s nothing better.” Shiirul took him in a guiding turn toward the bar. Her height wasn’t her only imposing quality, but the top of his head came only to her shoulder… and without leaning in the slightest, her paw had no trouble finding his ass.

      Shiirul stepped past to get the bartender’s attention. “Pull up a mead for Kyle here?”

      Another man slid around the pretty brunette who’d first caught Riley’s attention, his bare and brawny arms offering her a drink. He had more muscles to show off than Riley, and eye makeup, and a confident smile, but it was his clothes that caught Riley’s attention. The guy wore shorts. Silky, tight, golden shorts, but it was still more than Riley had on.

      Asshole, I’m out here in briefs like paint and you’ve got on entire shorts. Riley narrowed his eyes.

      Before envy and resentment built further, the brunette leaned in while Shiirul was distracted. “I’m Kate. Don’t worry. We’re all mercenaries, but I doubt Shiirul is into rough stuff. She might appreciate you getting rough, but what she really wants is the other thing.”

      “The other thing?” asked Riley.

      “You like to cuddle, right?” Kate downed her shot of whiskey. “You know. After?”

      Riley smiled back, refusing to be daunted. Okay, but I have seen those Yiseeph videos. If a human can work with a cloaca, this can’t be too weird.
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        * * *

      

      “You haven’t been here before.” The dark blue Nelaen in white sat on a stool with his back against the bar and his yellow eyes on Selene. “You’re one of Cherise’s guests. I would remember you. How is someone so beautiful here for only the first time?”

      The Nelaen woman at his side appeared unfazed by his commentary and interest. Selene read and processed the woman’s vitals, anatomical clues, and posture with only a glance. The web of black straps she wore fit the fashion of the other talent, but would also anchor personal armor. Her shoes had breakaway heels. Fast analysis suggested she was more likely a bodyguard than a sex worker. Perhaps both.

      Despite her scanning and analysis, Selene’s cool but interested smile didn’t waver. “A woman has to be careful. The stories about these parties sounded too good to be true.”

      “What do you think now?” he asked.

      “It’s glamorous, open, uninhibited, and has lots of appealing people. I like what I see so far.” She employed covert operation guidance and layered, interacting social protocols for every response, but the answer came honestly enough. It was how she felt. If not for her agenda of infiltration and acquisition, she would be eager to explore and engage.

      Perhaps that was why she felt surprise but little alarm when the stranger casually hooked his hand around her hip and tugged her closer. “Good,” he said.

      Priorities and operational guidance advised compliance. Decisions made in milliseconds reconciled factors known and unknown about the environment and her presumed role with her real goals—and her emotions. She wasn’t sure what role she would prefer here, but she wanted to play.

      Selene moved with the pull of his hand and straddled him. She found him muscular and firm and grinned, mostly to further the illusion.

      Mostly.

      Safety assessment: evident circumstances present dangers below combat and evasion capabilities. Subject’s threat potential appears minimal.

      Internal analysis: aroused, but conflicted. Context and subject’s verbal and nonverbal expressions indicate greater interest in asserting dominance than playfulness. The same tactic employed in another context or from another individual could provide fewer conflicting results.

      Task list, annotation: employ this tactic at a later opportunity with Riley.

      Compiling: Physical/sexual appeal of subject in isolation of negative factors rates mid to high. Subject appears virile, aroused, interested. Expectations and course of action include high potential for sexual activity. Replaying commentary from Riley: “If we’re interested in this sort of thing, we should find out what it means to both of us. And I want us to have a great time.” Personal emotional interest appears significant regardless of negative factors.

      Recommendation: Cooperate and encourage.

      “Mm, I did say uninhibited,” Selene purred with her face close to his.

      “What do I call you?” he asked.

      “Jessica. And you?”

      He chuckled. “You don’t know?”

      She maintained her cool, flirty expression while she ran through facial recognition for a seventh time since he drew her attention. She had enough vocal samples for that option now, too. Nothing matched. The null result didn’t surprise her; she couldn’t have files on literally everyone. Only his response suggested anything unusual about such a gap. Her cover as part of the talent didn’t appear to require a lie on this point, anyway. “No,” she answered.

      “I’m Tibrun.”
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        * * *

      

      Resolve and an open mind aside, Riley still wasn’t sure what to do.

      Most of his bar and party experiences all ended up focused on taking care of Eliza while she partied. He rarely had a chance at it himself before she came along, and then he had worries about money and complications. He had even less experience with aggressive flirting, or attending to a client, or whatever this was.

      He stayed cuddly-close to Shiirul for a few minutes and leaned on banter and availability. He finally hit on a good tip when he spotted the Nelaen in the fishnet bodysuit giving a guest a backrub across the room. As soon as he slipped around Shiirul and dug his hands into those big shoulders, she let out a happy groan and leaned forward.

      “Unfh. That’s nice. Mmh. I like that, Kyle. Harder?”

      “Sure. New at this. First time,” he conceded with a grin.

      “You’re doing fine.”

      Riley had to lean in close to make it work. Gankriid muscles were no joke. But it gave him a way to take the initiative, as Cherise had advised, and gave him something to do and a way to make a guest happy.

      Right until Shiirul’s friends drew them back into their conversation.

      “I mean, we told those squatters what would happen. And how did they think they’d talk their way out of trouble once we showed up, right? ‘Oh, we can’t leave, some of us are sick, we have nowhere else to go.’ Like that’s our problem?” Ankra scoffed. “The best part of that whole job was the wail when Shiirul detonated their power station.”

      Fur and muscle rippled with laughter and pride. “It really flew, didn’t it? And the crater!”

      Riley’s hands stiffened and withdrew. His lower lip pushed into a frown. His gut went tight with searing anger.

      “Kyle? Ah, we’re not here to talk about work,” Shiirul corrected after a glance over her shoulder. “Our job gets a little unpleasant sometimes. Not everyone wants to hear it.”

      “That’s fine. I’m glad I heard. I’m out.” Riley stepped away.

      “What? Wait, it’s just a job. We’re only joking,” Shiirul protested amid groans and scowls from her coworkers.

      “Uh-huh.” Riley made it two steps before a single stride by Shiirul blocked his path. He scowled up at her.

      “You don’t need to leave. We won’t talk about it. Come back, have a drink, we’ll—”

      “I had a drink,” said Riley. “Y’know, I’ll admit, I was a little intimidated when you stepped up to me. I tend not to think of humans and Gankriid as compatible. But you were into it, and I thought, hey, new experiences are okay. Maybe I should explore my biases. And then you drop this bomb. A literal bomb, apparently. You said yourselves, those people were destitute, and you blew up what little they had. Whatever you wanted with me? I’m out. Bye.”

      “Hey.” Shiirul didn’t try to grab him, but her friend did. Kate snatched Riley’s arm and turned him halfway around. “You don’t talk to her like that. Apologize.”

      “For saying I’m not interested? No.” He tried to walk again. Kate got in his way.

      “Kate, you don’t have to—” Shiirul began.

      “Oh, I think I do,” said Kate, still glaring at Riley. “Apologize.”

      “You want an empty apology based on intimidation?”

      “Sure,” Kate seethed.

      “You’d have to intimidate me first. Go ahead and try. Security will throw me out, but not before you embarrass yourself.” Rather than standing his ground or pushing forward, Riley took a step back.

      She understood the step as clearly as his words. With a disdainful snort, Kate abandoned the confrontation, checking him with her shoulder on the way back to her friends. He gladly accepted that if it avoided a fight. “Come on, Shiirul. We’ll find you someone worth your time,” she grumbled.

      Riley broke from the scene. He swept the broader party, hoping he hadn’t drawn attention from anyone who would eject him with or without a fight. Thankfully, he didn’t notice any stares or faces suddenly turning away. People laughed, flirted, and drank. No one moved in his direction with serious purpose.

      Reassured, Riley checked own stride and his expression. Stalking around in a dark mood wouldn’t do him any good. He turned to an open space by the windows for a look out at the skyline and a deep breath.

      It’s a party. Practically a brothel. Nobody wants to be around anger. Being defensive will only set off the empaths and the guards. Cool out. They let you walk. Bumpy moments probably happen here all the time. It’s a party. Just not the sort of party you’ve been in before.

      Kind of like how you haven’t been to a good party since you left Earth.

      How did you think you can do this? What have you got to offer here?

      “Hello, Kyle,” said a machine voice from behind him. “It is Kyle? You are available talent?” Riley noticed the reflection of a dark humanoid outline with a single thin, curving red line at eye-level. His heart sank and his neck tensed, anticipating some new model of security robot as he turned around.

      Instead, he found a more human-like shape than any security robot. His second guess would have been a man in a glossy black head-to-toe bodysuit if not for that line where their eyes should be. Below the surface of the suit, patterns like circuitry gave off a muted glow.

      Riley had never seen a Davoxxan in person, let alone met any. He knew them only from school and media. Hailing from beyond the far border of Coalition space, Davoxxans evolved as a malleable, largely fluid species. That sophisticated bodysuit was necessary for travel outside their native environment and starships. Like the A’zhons, Davoxxans could take on a humanoid shape through a little practice.

      “Yeah. Hi?” Riley answered. “Are you Davoxxan?”

      “Yes. I am Eezall. Does ‘yeah’ confirm?” the Davoxxan asked, quoting him with an exact replay of his voice.

      “Yes. How did—oh, it’s on my link, right?”

      “Correct. You appeared engaged with others until a minute ago and now stand alone, apparently available. Is that accurate?”

      Riley noticed the Yiseeph and Ivorran security guys on patrol not far away. “I’m available, yes.” He tried to reclaim his charm, or at least comfort. “Depending.”

      “Depending on details and circumstances? Naturally.” Eezall still used that machine voice. “To clarify your link settings: Do you identify as male, female, both, neither, or other?”

      “Male. Cisgendered, if it matters. If this is all on my link, why do you ask?”

      “You had forgotten about your link and its settings. I do not wish to proceed based upon erroneous information. A final point: your sexual preference is female and/or approximation?”

      “Yes.” Riley had figured “approximation” left room for A’zhons. Now he wondered if it was intended more broadly.

      “Splendid!” Eezall announced in a suddenly more human and feminine voice. “Human and Nelaen female forms are my favorite. Please feel free to apply feminine pronouns to me.” Though standing in place, Eezall’s whole body moved as internal mass reshaped her black bodysuit. The first change came as thinner shoulders and arms, then her neck. Eezall’s chest developed a shapely bust and narrower waist in seconds. A ripple of changes followed with subtler adjustments and refinements, but none so distinct as the new and angular downward curve at the center of that glowing red field in lieu of eyes. Her cheeks rose. Her jawline grew delicate.

      The self-molding process of the A’zhons took hours or even days. Riley had only seen it in school videos, and usually with timelapse. Their process could produce much finer details—even now, Eezall had only an angular bump to represent a nose—but he had no idea Davoxxans could reshape themselves this fast.

      “Do you find this shape attractive?” asked Eezall.

      “Sure,” Riley admitted. “It’s a great, um, shape.”

      “Excellent. I wish to engage in conversation and flirtation with you to explore the prospects of companionship and sexual activity for the night. Are you amenable?”

      Riley wondered if he would ever be hit on with natural conversation, but he didn’t mind the direct approach. In fairness, he wasn’t used to being hit on at all. He also hadn’t forgotten the trouble he’d just escaped. “I feel like I should ask, so I don’t have any crossed wires: do you work for the host? Are you with the mercs?”

      “Mercs? Short for mercenaries? No, not at all!” She seemed amused by the idea. “I am a scientist. Tibrun hired me as a consultant for sociological research. It’s confidential, but nothing to do with his mercenary associates. I am averse to such work. Ethical complications.”

      “Okay,” said Riley. “I don’t know how some of your, um, proposition would work between you and I, but sure. I’m amenable.”

      “Is your uncertainty specific to companionship or to sex? I assume it’s sex.”

      “Yeah. That.”

      “Ah! I am happy to explain and demonstrate. This sounds like fun.”

      “Cool.”

      “Splendid.” Whatever her bodysuit lacked in facial cues, Eezall made up for with her voice and body language—and touch. She stepped in close, bringing her body against Riley’s with confidence. She was cool and pleasant against his skin. Her form and shape held, but her touch still gave the sensation of molding into him… especially when her thigh rose against his groin.

      She didn’t breathe, but a sudden vibration ran through her like a shiver. “I have studied humans in depth. The circuitry in my bodysuit allows a similar sensory experience to your skin, and even has enhancements. I’ve worked up an internal duplicate of the human nervous system over a few years, too.” For an alien in a suit, she knew how to lean in and deliver a whisper. “You could say I’m very sensitive. May I sit in your lap?”
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        * * *

      

      Everything known about Tibrun and his operations indicated high security. Active scanning could not be risked. Compounding that, any such signals traced back to Selene would raise additional questions given her minimal clothing. She couldn’t exactly conceal much gear in lacey lingerie. Passive scanning monitored the crowd and held a steady lock on Riley’s location via his voice and responses from those around him. She didn’t dare risk anymore transmissions, but his security and engagement seemed assured.

      She didn’t want to devote the processing resources to active scans now, anyway. Tibrun had a fit body and good hands. Nonverbal cues and physical encouragement drew her into a lapdance, with her legs wrapped around his waist and chair. She worked in a slow grind against him, teasing his distinct arousal. Tibrun’s hands roamed her belly and chest freely. She devoted more processing power to sensual feedback.

      Tibrun’s exceptionally presumptuous behavior aligned with the party rules and expectations. Selene doubted she would like him elsewhere, but she liked his body and what he did with hers so far. Programming allowed her to compartmentalize. She took advantage.

      “Where has Cherise been hiding you?” Tibrun asked. “How long have you been working for her? Are you new here?”

      Social and covert protocols compiled possible responses. An optimal answer would offer no specifics while carrying the impression of cooperation and openness. Current physical and emotional conditions aided her performance. “Not long.”  She rolled her hips in a circle to enjoy the erection separated from her only by a thin layer of lace and Tibrun’s fine clothes. “I’m more… mmmmh… freelance, you might say.”

      “You’ll be popular here. Assuming I don’t monopolize your time,” said Tibrun.

      She considered encouraging the prospect. Tibrun represented considerable opportunities for surveillance and access, but also a major restriction to movement and communication. “If you need to attend to your guests, we could make arrangements for later.”

      “You’d have someone else interested in minutes. Before I know it, you’ll be too busy for me.”

      “I would never be rude to the host.” Selene leaned her chest against his and whispered in his ear. “I’ll be sure to drop your name and make them jealous, if you like.”

      “Heh. I like that idea, but it still involves letting you go. You didn’t answer my other question. Are you visiting? You don’t seem like a local, but I could be wrong.”

      “I’m well-traveled.” A few simple commands synthesized her espionage protocols with her sensory focus. “Cherise didn’t drop many details about this party. Are we here for something or someone in particular? Or is anytime a good time?”

      “The last is true enough,” said Tibrun. “Some of the guests are here on business. I wanted to show them things aren’t all business all the time.”

      “Or maybe you wanted to show them the benefits of business with you?”

      His grin and voice held characteristics of pride. “It’s important to work with the right people.”

      Selene hooked one hand around his neck and ground herself hard against him. “I agree completely.” The topic opened avenues of inquiry for structural and tactical intelligence. “What about your employees? Are any of them guests, too?”

      “Some. Like your people say, rank has its privileges.”

      “Mmm, so I’m seeing only VIPs here. Doesn’t that make the uninvited jealous?”

      “Not everyone likes this kind of party. Not everyone minds pulling in a little extra income by keeping a sober eye on the party, either.”

      Tibrun’s Nelaen companion and probable bodyguard rose from her seat in lithe, dance-like movements to sweep around behind him. Her fingers slid down his neck and collarbones. His eyebrow rose as if responding to some comment in her touch. “Linonda reminds me I shouldn’t be all business.”

      “Does Linonda mind the added company?” Selene’s breath fell closer to panting as she rode against Tibrun’s groin.

      “Not at all.” Linonda dragged her fingernails against his thin shirt. “We are all here to enjoy.”

      “Would you like a drink? We have nearly everything,” said Tibrun, fingers holding Selene’s hips close.

      “Then I think wine would be nice. Something red,” she said.

      Tibrun tilted his head in a glance that didn’t meet Linonda’s eyes. She slipped away, hands caressing him along her exit.

      “She’s beautiful. Is she exclusively engaged tonight?” asked Selene.

      “She’s with me regardless of the parties. Not so exclusive tonight if you stay with us.”

      “I like the sound of that,” said Selene, mostly with honesty. If she was a bodyguard, Linonda could complicate higher priorities, but she looked like she’d be fun in the interim.

      Passive scanning maintained a steady stream of information and surveillance. Selene tracked crowd movements, fluctuations of ambient conversational volume, and her lock on Riley. She noticed several individuals presumably serving as security, and discounted a spike in movement and noise as an irrelevant dance display between two women.

      Intercepted signals largely included encryption. Ultraviolet and infrared beams performed in line with standard hospitality scanning, monitoring and adjusting for temperature, airflow, and noise cancelation. Selene collected a baseline, set notifications, and left the matter on automatic.

      Other passive infrared scanning noted signals from nearby personal links. She saw the status flags of the talent just like the guests. A Nelaen woman nearby had earned 200 credits in tips. Selene’s link already showed sixty-five from her initial entrance, along with positive comments on her physical attributes. An emphasis on her ass prompted a note to share the information with Riley out of humor. The matter proved the potential for passive income from displays of one’s ass. Riley needed to know.

      Status warnings flashed through priority sequences into her central processing. Riley’s vocal activity had altered significantly. Increased ambient noise interfered with tracking, but what she could pick up exhibited harsh and firm notes. The Gankriid and human women with him gave loud responses, one diplomatic, the other threatening. Selene turned her head to look for him, ready to move, ready for more data.

      Fingers caressed their way up her inner thigh to brush under lace against hair and damp skin. Arousal and pleasure soared. She had to dial down her resources allocated to pleasure to track Riley’s situation. Natural biological responses still sent a shiver through her body, and she gasped as Tibrun’s fingers grew bolder.

      Resolution followed with the sight of Riley walking away from his earlier engagement. He appeared unharmed. No one moved in pursuit or interception. He was admiring the city view, calming himself, safe.

      She could keep her mission focus.

      Selene switched sensory resources from tracking back to pleasure, and results came with the same speed. “Mmnh.” She pushed against Tibrun’s hand.

      She identified feelings of guilt, but disregarded them. Riley’s safety had been verified. Lower-priority routines had him on lock. She had to maintain cover keep working. For now, that only meant play, monitor, and probe Tibrun for whatever information she could pry away without raising his guard—or Linonda’s.

      That particular complication returned with three glasses of wine expertly balanced between her fingers.

      She brought other complications as well. “Your visitors have arrived,” she told Tibrun.

      “Hm?” he looked past Selene, but either people or the décor blocked his sight. “Call them over,” he said, accepting his glass along with Selene.

      “They will want to speak discreetly.” Linonda tilted her head at Selene.

      Tibrun replied with a dismissive frown, but he did not reject the suggestion entirely. “My lovely, ah…” He looked at Selene’s face and hesitated.

      “Jessica,” Linonda provided.

      “Jessica,” he sighed, confirming both Linonda’s suspicions and Selene’s. “I have to talk with some guests, and I don’t feel like letting you go. You have a translator on your link, yes? Would you mind?” He held up an empty hand.

      Selene processed the request much faster than suggested by her pause for effect suggested. The request would put any other individual at a disadvantage, and she needed to adopt the image of all the same difficulties. “Only for a few minutes?” she asked shyly.

      “Of course. They’ll be right here.” He patted the table beside his chair.

      “I suppose I’ve met greater demands.” Feigning reluctance, Selene plucked the link from one ear and its echo pair from her ears and handed them over.

      “Does this help?” Tibrun asked Linonda in Yarantha, a less commonly used Nelaen language than the predominant language of Olenthi. Only a minority of humans spoke Olenthi, let alone any of the other Nelaen tongues.

      Selene understood both, and several others. She also knew how to feign ignorance and indifference and blinked her eyes prettily.

      “It’s not a guarantee,” said Linonda in flawless Yarantha. “It does not cover the visitors, either.”

      “Then we’ll tell them to be discreet. It’s a party. I don’t want them to forget that.” Tibrun gave Linonda a nod, and she in turn waved to those out of sight.

      Swaying a little less now, Selene leaned closer to Tibrun. They hadn’t needed link translation to speak earlier. His English was fine. “Is there something I can do to help?” she offered in a low murmur.

      “Continue without distracting me,” said Tibrun. “Feel free to distract them.”

      “Tibrun, are you under there?” asked a newcomer behind Selene. He spoke English with the “unified media standard” accent common to Aegis Proxima. Grinning in a show of compliance, Selene swayed away from Tibrun’s shoulders and arced all the way back in his lap. Her hair hung low as she looked up at the new arrivals.

      Two of the men did nothing to dispel their image as bodyguards, complete with wraparound technical visors and the subtle rigidity of armor beneath their clothes. The blond man between them wore fine yet casual slacks and a silk shirt. Selene recognized him instantly.

      Subject: Paul Brady, Aegis Enterprises Director of Vendor Management. Human male, age 34, single, no children. Emergency contact: Ken Brady, Aegis Enterprises Chief Strategy Officer, uncle. Direct hire from pre-graduate internship. Undergraduate GPA 2.25. High security clearance. Benefits package includes medically induced fitness and cosmetic enhancement.

      Project Echo Clearance: Negative. No finding of need-to-know.

      She had encountered Brady twice while escorting Whitmore at social events. Both occasions passed with only perfunctory introductions, though she noted significant observation from Brady at a distance.

      Brady raised an eyebrow at her now, though he showed no sign of recognition. Cosmetics, lighting, and her behavior all afforded some misdirection. Extended exposure would increase risk. Recommendation: exploit situational factors to decrease likelihood of recognition.

      “Welcome and thank you for coming, Paul. Please, sit down.” Tibrun shifted back to Olenthi for his guest while gesturing to the couch immediately in front of his. “I hope you find the party to your liking. You are as much a guest as any others here.”

      “Thank you. It’s appreciated. I’m afraid I must stick with business before pleasure.” Paul spoke confidently and accepted the seat. Ambient noise and the limited sample of his voice made deeper analysis unreliable.

      “I always found that to be a silly idea,” said Tibrun. “Why not both? Why pursue something as business if you don’t take pleasure in it?”

      Distance viable. Required support viable. Angle presents additional difficulties to facial recognition. Execute.

      Selene dug her knees into the couch seat and hooked her calves around Tibrun’s legs for balance while she leaned all the way back. Hair spilled into Brady’s lap, followed by her head. She smiled up at him.

      “That, ah… that might work for some business.” Brady cleared his throat. “Someone else still has to take out the trash and clean the floors. Not a lot of joy in those from what I’ve seen.”

      “Nelaens have found ways to make those jobs worthwhile. Humans ensured people had no other jobs to choose from. But you didn’t come to speak of philosophy, and I’m needed here for now.” Tibrun flashed a satisfied grin. He stroked Selene’s thighs without batting an eye at her attention to Brady. “This one knows your language, but she has no translator for mine. We can speak freely later, or exercise a little caution now.”

      “You’re that necessary here?” asked Paul.

      “Business, as I said.” Tibrun indicated Selene with a nod. “For myself, and others.”

      Selene’s fingertips caressed upward along Paul’s chest. He sat up, torn between objecting and allowing any sign of vulnerability. “I’m not here to talk about your party, Tibrun. We need to handle this in private.”

      “No one cares what I say to a guest in a crowded room with a dancer in my lap, Paul. They might get more interested if they see me leave a party for a private meeting with someone like you. I can’t control who will remember that and talk about it in a week or a month. You should have the same concerns.”

      Paul held most of his irritation in check, but Selene easily read his frustration. “Where are we on the project?”

      “Our forces are gathering now. We’re pulling in elements of Alacrity, Sierra-Three, and Tennok.” Tibrun’s language broke from Yalanthe to English for the sake of names. “We will be ready to move within three days.”

      Selene’s file search came up with hits for all three. She lacked a full database of mercenary groups, but her data included these companies. She teased Paul with the tips of her nails and writhed in Tibrun’s lap while she compiled.

      “Tennok?” asked Paul.

      “It’s a mostly Ivorran group. The name means dominance.”

      Paul snorted. “If I have to ask, I have my doubts.”

      “Don’t let them hear you say that. They’ll feel obliged to prove the point.”

      “And once you move?”

      “We’ll have control of traffic in and out of Talnov within an hour or two, along with most signals. Coalition forces will investigate, but we’ll have the muscle to ward off any rapid response force.”

      “And the locals?”

      “Mmm. Decentralized governance, strong family bonds. You can’t exactly take out the government and paralyze the populace. It’ll have to be messy to be convincing. The Xelt will be exceedingly grateful when Aegis sweeps in to negotiate a cease-fire and withdrawal. You’ll be heroes to a grateful population of good little workers eager to repay the favor with service. They’ll be happy to replace your workforce.” Tibrun raised his glass to Paul.

      “Who said this is about—?” Paul cut himself off too late with an uncomfortable grunt.

      “I do my research, Paul. You’re not out for a territorial grab here. You want the people. It’s no concern of mine, but I like to know what I’m getting into.”

      “Why so many companies? We couldn’t find one vendor?”

      “It comes to deniability. No one company wants to be responsible if it goes wrong. This lets their leadership all claim ignorance and betrayal by rogue groups if necessary.”

      “Should we be this concerned about things going wrong?” asked Paul.

      Tibrun laughed. “Aren’t you? I imagine you’re already as concerned as they are. In this field, the wise leader doesn’t leave home until he knows who to blame for his bad day. But no, I don’t think we need to worry. I’m in agreement with your leaders. If this works as planned, no one will be punished for it. If it turns out badly, we need only stay quiet. Even if we are exposed, we won’t suffer for it. Who’s going to care?”

      “Fair enough. Is our timetable impacted? Are we still on schedule?”

      “Most elements are within the system now, and the rest are on the way. I have all my own hardware ready for distribution. We have our targets, which I can pass to you or not; up to you if you want the deniability.” Tibrun’s grin was taunting. “Our ‘vendors’ are now only concerned for a greenlight and payment.”

      “Nothing on financing has changed, unless you made any new promises,” said Paul. “Half up front on the day of the operation, half after. The security deposits are released, but I wouldn’t worry about us canceling now. That’s their only concern left?”

      “That’s their only concern. Mine is security.”

      Selene accurately guessed at Paul’s next glance her way before he spoke and coyly avoided his gaze. “Specifically?” he asked Tibrun.

      “Things have been busy on your moon. I received a bounty notice from a ship’s captain the other night. The mark seems like nobody special. I’d think nothing of it, except I know that very same ship’s captain got in a firefight in a private dock—and the dock owner is a close associate of your company.” Tibrun let the statement hang in the air. Wanting to stay unobtrusive, Selene didn’t look for Paul’s rection. Tibrun added, “I understand the only people killed were security. Still, it’s a bad look with so much else going on.”

      “Is that all you heard?” asked Paul.

      “Of course not. Someone put a bounty out on that ship’s captain, too. That seems like a natural result, but it leaves so many questions. If I find the original bounty or this ship’s captain, I will ask them. Before that happens, I have you, and we have all this need for trust. What do I need to know, Paul? What’s going on?”

      “I couldn’t say. It doesn’t have anything to do with our operation, or I’d know it.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “They wouldn’t send me out here to look ignorant in front of you,” said Paul. “We’re a big group. Lots goes on. I’ll look into it, but if it concerned the operation, I’d already know.”

      “Of course.” Tibrun smiled, but Selene doubted he meant to project sincerity. Regardless, he let the subject drop. “Then we will be ready to move on schedule. We’re all set.”

      Selene curled upward at his shift in tone. His hand rose along her torso, encouraging her to stay upright as his caress slid between her breasts and remained. Still standing behind Tibrun, Linonda watched with a silent, measured expression of approval, or perhaps loyalty. No one else moved.

      “So, that’s everything?” asked Paul. “We’re all set, so let’s party?”

      “You could have timed your visit for before or after the party, my friend,” said Tibrun. “You came for more than a meeting with me. Everything is under control. In a week, the Xelt will see your company as their saviors and reward you appropriately. For now, you’re at a party. Relax, have fun, and let me do the same.”

      Selene stayed in place, continuing her act with renewed focus but without the hedonism of only minutes before.

      Processing: conversational analysis and cross-referencing underway.

      Safety assessment: cover appears intact. Subject displays no signs of suspicion. Secondary subject Linonda displays greater vigilance, yet without specifics. Compliance appears likely.

      Compiling: new intelligence represents potential for higher priorities than original objectives. Riley’s concurrence uncertain, but likely.

      Recommendation: maintain and escalate engagement with subject in pursuit of intelligence and opportunities for original objectives. Diminish hedonist protocols to necessary levels for subterfuge. Processing resources will likely be required for higher priorities.

      Selene adopted the recommendations without frustration. This would not be the only party of its kind. Riley might be amenable to more, but they both had to get through this one first.
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      “To clarify, I am equally interested in playing with you and being played with.” Artificial or not, Eezall’s voice was husky and dripped with confidence. She stayed painted against his side as they navigated the party, one arm intertwined with his and head tilted to his shoulder. Balance never seemed to be a problem. Her suit felt much like skin against his bare side. “Alternating desires are common for humans according to my studies. Is that your experience?”

      “Sure.” Riley felt his throat going dry already. Maybe he should’ve stuck with water back at the bar. Maybe he knew damn well his reactions had nothing to do with drinks. “I’m only saying you’re the guest. I’m here to take care of you.”

      “Our respective statuses are very much on my mind. This is one reason why I approached you. I hope it does not present an impediment to enjoying your time with me.”

      “Hasn’t so far,” said Riley.

      “Excellent. This may be a good location for our next phase.” She made her decision at the edge of a lounge setting near the corner windows. Other guests and talent were near enough for a conversation, but only if everyone shouted over the music. Riley caught a glimpse of the neighbors before Eezall gently pushed him into an open plush chair.

      Flashing, colorful nightclub lights gleamed against the Davoxxan’s dark form as she swung one leg around Riley’s hip and slid into his lap. If he closed his eyes, he would hardly know the difference between Eezall or a human woman settling in on top of him. She felt a little cooler, maybe, but in a room with so much body heat that wasn’t a bad thing. None of her felt like a bad thing at all.

      Not even when she slid right up against his groin like her legs and hips could comfortably fold into any convenient shape.

      “Mmm, very nice,” said Eezall. “I refer to your body, not the chair.”

      “I understood,” he laughed. Riley thought at first that he should keep his hands on the armrests, but his “status” as talent suggested otherwise, so he settled them over her hips.

      “You can be friendlier and more forward than that. Like this.” Eezall gyrated against Riley to mold her groin against his. Though his trunks were still a barrier and a restraint to his stiff erection, every inch of him felt her soft, malleable grip. A low moan from Eezall left no doubt that she felt it all, too.

      The sudden intimacy of it shocked him. Surprise cleared quickly, allowing him to enjoy it. This alien woman—or woman-for-now, or however she viewed it—left him feeling a little vulnerable and exposed, if only to her, but she also felt so good against him.

      Everyone else had their own conversations and flirtations. More than one couple got up to indecent fun in full view of others. This wasn’t that far from his best expectations, if he cut out the more dangerous details.

      One other major detail sauntered past in the background. Selene walked to the elevators with that same Nelaen in white who first drew her attention, along with a Nelaen woman as barely-dressed as Selene and almost as gorgeous. Everything about Selene’s stride and her flirty look back at her new companions gave off anticipation. It seemed everyone’s good times were about to get much better in private.

      She looks happy, thought Riley. Confident. In her element. It could be an act, but I don’t think so. We’re here for espionage and shenanigans. She can’t be running an op already. We came for the fun, too.

      His thoughts passed between heartbeats. If he felt any jealousy, it wasn’t much. He wondered how Eezall’s attention affected that. Maybe a lot. Maybe not that much.

      This is part of the plan. We came for the fun, too.

      Riley’s hands slid lower, spreading over her ass in his lap. He gripped her firmly. “Mmm. Better,” said Eezall. “Yes. Much better. Please continue to grope. I find it stimulating.”

      “Might not be the right word for it when you like it.”

      “Ah! Is this a matter of linguistic nuance?” Eezall took hold of his wrists to guide his hands up her sides and onto her chest. Her grind continued, even escalating. “I have noted variations on the term in my research.”

      “It depends on your personal comfort, I guess,” said Riley. “Between you and me, here and now, groping is fine.”

      “Then does the use of such a term qualify as dirty talk?” she asked, excitement rising.

      “Sure?”

      Eezall leaned in, her cheek sliding along his. She whispered, “Then you are welcome to grope me in a dirty and offensive manner, Kyle.”

      He mostly held back his laughter. That cool grip all around his crotch helped him focus past the humor. The curves filling his hands helped, too. Best if he didn’t overthink the details. She was nice.

      “I didn’t think an environmental suit would be so sensitive,” he said.

      “Commonly, it is not. The suit allows for multiple settings. I can adjust from full protective insulation to slightly greater sensitivity than your natural skin.”

      “That sounds convenient.”

      “I invested considerable resources into this human nervous configuration. I’d like to enjoy it.” She leaned her ample chest against his before arcing to caress his neck and face with her breasts. Settling back, her head turned so she could slide her cheek along his. “Mmm. You feel receptive and aroused. I like that.”

      “Yeah, I like this, too,” Riley admitted.

      “We are from significantly different species. Can I resolve any worries or concerns?”

      “You’re already doing a lot there,” said Riley. Her movement was unique for its all-encompassing feel. She said all the right things, if weirdly. “Nice of you to ask. I could do the same.”

      “I spent much time studying humans during my initial entry into Coalition space. I am eager to practice human sexuality. Fortunately, our biological fluids are incompatible but otherwise neutral. Fluid exchange presents no risk of harm and no benefit besides lubrication. I prefer penetration, but if you prefer to be penetrated, I am happy to oblige. Both are easily accomplished with my biology and my environmental suit.”

      “No, the first is good. That’s, um. Good match,” Riley stammered.

      “You are surprised. Are these improper topics for discussion?”

      “Not improper. It usually isn’t an early topic.”

      “Oh! My apologies. I have some understanding of this through my studies and earlier attempts at sexual relations. I thought the nature of this party and your role here would alter that pattern. My apologies.”

      “It’s fine,” said Riley. “You’re not wrong there.”

      “The nuances of behavior preceding sexual activity among mammalian species can be difficult to understand. This is one reason why I was eager to attend this party. Until now, my research has mostly focused on academic and secondary sources. I have been eager to experiment personally, hence my nervous system mapping. It has been highly enjoyable through self-stimulation. Still, I have had difficulty in finding suitable and interested partners.”

      “How do you, um…mnh,” Riley grunted. Eezall’s thighs and hips pressed against him with flexible but solid form. Other points of contact got more intimate. Her groin all but molded around his. Silk briefs and her environmental suit still separated them from direct contact, but her slow back-and-forth grind indulged every hard inch of him anyway. “Wow.”

      “Is this effective?” Eezall’s voice carried a slight new waver. “I am… improvising. My nerves are… always under… adjustment, but I like this. I suspect full penetrative intercourse will be much better.”

      “It feels great to me,” he admitted.

      “Excellent,” she moaned. “Improvisation is not always good science, but…” Eezall let out another groan. She shivered against Riley—or whatever was the equivalent for her species. He couldn’t resist slowly thrusting against her. “If I am honest, I have perhaps reduced proper science to a secondary interest at this point.”

      “Either way is fine.”

      “You are sure? I’ve already noted several deviations. Active sexual engagement between two humans typically involves less dialogue. I hope this does not detract from the experience. I want to do this right.”

      “Everyone’s different. If both of us feel good, we’re doing it right.”

      “Good. Conversely, I understand some degree of distraction from sensory focus prolongs the experience, and… mmh.” She slid faster against him. “And the aforementioned dialogue would serve well, yes?”

      “Yeah. It does.” He wondered how in the hell he was supposed to distract himself from this and not get off before either of them intended, and then he remembered his original agenda here. “If talking works for you, we can talk. You said you’re a sociologist? That’s your field?”

      “The Davoxxan philosophy and approach to science and study is somewhat more holistic than the common human approach,” Eezall explained. Her grind slowed, but she seemed pleased by the question. “Human academia might call it multidisciplinary. A Davoxxan scientist is expected to study all aspects of their subject, from physical sciences to social sciences. We do not see this as a shortfall of ability among human science, of course. Specialization can improve efficiency.”

      Riley grinned. “That sounds like you don’t want to be rude about an ability gap.”

      “You do not appear offended by that possibility.”

      “I’m not. There’s always a bigger fish.”

      “Or an older and more developed fish, in this analogy.” He caught notes of relief in her voice and her posture. “Humanity is still relatively young. My people evolved into intelligence far earlier and have explored the cosmos much longer.” Her hips slid back and forth with more emphasis, riding up on Riley and again bringing her beautiful chest high against his. “I like humans.”

      “Apparently,” teased Riley, pinching her hip. “So, science in general? Physics, math, biology? Everything?”

      “Yes. Like anyone, I am stronger in some areas than others, but Davoxxans do not divide scientific study into categorical approaches. Of course, working for a client means aligning to their sensibilities. Of late, I have concentrated on sociological matters.”

      “Are you studying Talnov Gamma?”

      “Yes, in particular the Xe—” Eezall cut herself off. “I’m sorry. It’s confidential.”

      The single slipped syllable and the pause that followed were enough for an educated guess. He couldn’t ask for more directly, but he could feel around the edges.

      “I don’t usually work under constraints of confidentiality,” Eezall explained. “Everyone needs their privacy. However, I am not used to applying this to my studies.”

      “Hey, that’s fine. You mentioned ethical issues earlier, when you said you don’t do mercenary work. This is the same, right? If it’s ethical, it’s fine.”

      “Davoxxan ethical standards may differ significantly from yours,” said Eezall. “Mercenary work involves too much violence and cruelty. I bear responsibility for my own actions even if they are under the instructions of others.”

      “That’s true for everyone.”

      “Yes. However, the Davoxxan philosophy on indirect responsibility is somewhat more relaxed. I am responsible for my own work and my own actions. I am not responsible for what others do with that work, or how they build on those actions. I am responsible for the harm that I do, but I am not responsible for the harm others might do beyond whatever I have done. Thus, I can associate and work with mercenaries within limits.”

      “Are you worried your work will be used for something harmful?”

      “Eventually, perhaps. The universe is complicated. We cannot control everything.”

      “That’s reasonable. It still sounds like it’s bothering you.”

      “Perhaps.” Eezall had ceased her movements and looked lost in thought. Her head turned, looking across the party to other guests or maybe inside herself. She had only a bent lens in place of human eyes. Riley could only guess where her focus went, but soon she “looked” back at his face. “Are human ethics and philosophy perfect?”

      “No.”

      “Neither are ours.” Eezall’s fingers curled around his neck. She gave the impression of staring at him. “I did not expect discussions of ethics and philosophy.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “No. It’s attractive. Particularly if such discussion has not ruined our chances for sex.”

      “I haven’t gone anywhere,” said Riley.

      “Kyle.” She rode him, her body slowly rippling until her chest rested on his and that molded grip between her legs indulged him in a firmer grip. Her forehead leaned against his. “I want you to fuck me, Kyle. Are you amenable?”

      “Yes,” he answered honestly.

      “Splendid,” Eezall groaned—and then stood quickly. She tugged him upright by the wrists. “This is an engaging conversation, but it distracts from my intentions.” She walked backward with perfect balance until Riley had steady footing again and walked with him toward the elevators. “If I am blunt, the oblique nature of human courting rituals and practices are tedious. I have been educated on the common human need for them, but I do not share those needs. I hope you can understand.”

      “You aren’t the first to say something like that to me.”

      “Really? Good for you! An open mind leads to new experiences and a richer life. Embracing the new and strange can bring great rewards.”

      “Life has been weird lately,” Riley conceded.

      “The cosmos is strange, even to my people. That’s why I like it,” said Eezall.

      “I didn’t expect so much of the strangeness to revolve around sex.”

      “That counter-expectation would seem even stranger for you individually, given your profession and your aesthetic appeal. I would think sex is a frequent topic.”

      Feeling called out on more than one level, Riley wasn’t sure what to say to that. His mind hooked onto one point in particular: “My aesthetics?”

      “Yes! Are you unaware? I did not spot you myself. You were pointed out to me.” She stopped short of the steps to the elevators and turned to face him. “Would a brief pause diminish your arousal? I believe the delay may benefit you.”

      “It’s fine. You’re the guest,” said Riley.

      Her lack of a mouth prevented an actual smile, but he thought he saw those faux cheekbones rise. Maybe her translation programs included body language. The fingers tracing along his bare chest said plenty. “Splendid!” Eezall twisted and leaned impossibly for a human and waved over Riley’s shoulder. “Daniel? Daniel!” she called out.

      More than a few others looked their way at Eezall’s raised voice. That paired security team of the Ivorran and Yiseeph, one of the mercs from Riley’s earlier encounter, a Nelaen dancing on a center table—all of them stared. I’m standing here in my underwear about to go off to a sex room with a strange alien and now she’s calling people over.

      In answer to the summons, a thin, bald human in slacks and a waistcoat extracted himself from the arms of his playmates—talent, given their attire, but the man himself was clearly a guest. “Eezall, glad to see you found a friend,” said Daniel.

      “Indeed! I wanted to introduce you to Kyle before the opportunity slipped away,” said Eezall.

      A hand reached out to Riley. “Daniel Bennington. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “Hi. Same.” The handshake felt no more awkward than the rest of this moment.

      “We noticed you right when you walked in,” said Daniel. “I meant to come talk to you, but I was tied up. Listen, you’ve got a great look. Are you local? How do you keep in shape?”

      “Working my ass off, mostly,” Riley laughed.

      “What? Oh, no way. That’s the last thing you want to do. A body like that is an asset. You need to take care of it,” said Daniel. “So, you’re not talent full-time? I know that’s common. What else do you do?”

      “Not full-time, no.” Riley’s mind scrambled for his cover story. He and Selene had talked these simple get-to-know-you questions out ahead of time. None came to him now. Warnings blared in his mind against any answer that would reveal too much. That cut out his work as a crewman, and the military, and the pit fights… “I work in salvage, mostly.”

      “Ah. Right. Half of this moon works in salvage,” said Daniel. “Anyway, you don’t sound local. Are you tied down here? Can you relocate? I can think of much bigger things you could be doing. Here, let me give you my personal link code.”

      Like Riley, Daniel wore a link hooked around his ear. He tapped it twice, prompting a buzz at Riley’s ear. Software took care of the rest. “What kind of bigger things are we talking about?” asked Riley.

      “I suppose I should’ve led with that. I work with Stellar Noir Fashion. Listen, digital models are on their way out and the real deal is coming back. You’re hot, but you’re real, y’know? We need that.”

      “Are you talking about modeling?”

      “Yes! Haha, sorry, I’m not talking about this kind of work. Nothing wrong with it. I’m here, too, right? I’d have beaten Eezall to the punch if you had some other boxes checked in your link profile. Yes, I’m talking about modeling. As long as we’re in a party like this, I’ll just say it: your whole look and that ass could make you a star.”

      Riley stared back at Daniel, slowly blinking as he took it all in. “This is not the conversation I expected to have tonight.”

      “That’s how it happens. You wouldn’t be my first discovery out in the wild. I’ll let you and Eezall get back to it, but don’t forget about this. Drop me a line after the party. Once we get you out to Epiphany and into a studio? All your popularity here won’t hold a candle to where you’ll be in a year. Eezall, darling, thank you. Have a good night, both of you!”

      Even with Daniel’s departure, Riley remained bewildered. His attention returned to the glossy black face and red eye-lens of Eezall. This time, instead of sliding up against his side, this time she came in with full frontal contact. Her cheek rested on his when she spoke, and it helped her voice cut through the din of the party. “You seem surprised.”

      “I am. I’ve never… I’ve been told I look good before, but not like that. Not modeling-good.”

      “An attractive appearance is key for any talent, isn’t it?” asked Eezall. “We do not have these professions among my people. I only understand as a student of other cultures. Still, wouldn’t success at one field imply qualification for the other?”

      “It’s more than looks. For both things, I’m sure.”

      “Yet ‘looks’ are a component, and you have them. These professions may be alien to my people, but we understand physical nuances. I have developed an appreciation for human and Nelaen physicality in particular. Your proportions are appealing. As Daniel said, you are popular here.”

      “Am I? My first couple interactions didn’t go well. I thought I’d be wandering in circles around the edges of the party.”

      “You didn’t notice your link messages?”

      “What link messages? Wait, did I set this thing wrong?”

      Eezall’s hand traced up his neck and around his ear. Optical fibers extended from the plastic into parallel arcs over his eyes, creating a projection visor as thin as cotton thread. Holographic light shared between the upper and lower strands created a transparent screen. The effect left text and tiny icons superimposed over his natural vision.

      A stack of one-line messages made up the bulk of the information, each in a different color and marked with a simple geometric icon. Most said only, “Come see me,” along with the senders’ names: Jia, Emily, Zavyt, and Asha. A message from Kreega said, “Slide in at my side and don’t be shy.” Someone named Paige said, “Let’s skip the small talk and go play.” Colored icons corresponding to each name floated at the edges of the screen with tiny guide arrows. He’d have no trouble finding any individual sender if they were still in the room.

      The top right of the field provided simple details common to any heads-up display, like the time and date. His tip tally held 150 credits.

      Um. Wow.

      “I was part of a group near the entrance when you arrived. Some already had talent attending them, but we all noticed you. I believe the same could be said for many others. You caught much attention.”

      “I would’ve thought they were looking at Se—um, Jessica, the woman I came in with.”

      “Many did. Do you know her? She is also beautiful, and also new. I believe that is an additional factor. Most of these guests and talent have been here before. New faces are of interest.” Her body swayed slightly against him, and he enjoyed the contact until she pulled back to face him directly. “I hope this revelation does not sway you from our course.”

      “No,” said Riley. “Let’s find a room.”

      Neither of the pair looked back to the party. The lone human to watch their departure stuck to the shadows and minded his distance. A single tap at his dark glasses activated optical tracking. Another tap opened up a communications channel.

      “Hey, something came up. Someone, really. I need some guys. Where’s Tibrun? Is he busy?”
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        * * *

      

      Observation: Power and frequency of thrusts appear stabilized. Influence of further vocal and nonverbal encouragement is likely minimal.

      Selene’s head steadily rocked back against the pillow with Tibrun’s every assault. He kept her wrists pinned above her head, pushing them into the mattress and propping himself up for extra power. Multiple minor inefficiencies negated the benefit of this position as Tibrun practiced it, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      Stretched out beside them, Linonda stayed close enough to take part but mostly limited herself to caresses and desire-filled looks—almost entirely focusing on Tibrun. Occasional kisses and tantalizing strokes for Selene appeared performative for his benefit as well. Selene would have welcomed more of Linonda’s attention.

      Analysis: Current activity and conditions enable natural biological climax. Escalation and/or enhancement will improve probabilities of climax as desired. Subject is likely to achieve climax before self under current status.

      He felt good. She didn’t deny that. He was in excellent health and he felt good against her. She grunted in time with every thrust, and not disingenuously.

      Even so, this could be better for both of them. He didn’t appear open to suggestions, eyes closed as they were.

      Analysis: Subject’s behavior indicates a desire to impress with sexual performance. Subject’s behavior aligns with presumptions of dominance and control. Subject has achieved sustained elevated physical exertion; however, significant fatigue remains unlikely. Mental acuity will likely be undiminished by current activity.

      He kept thrusting away. She moaned and gathered further data. Hedonistic priorities recommended prolonging her situation. She felt good. External factors and goals beyond hedonism contradicted this recommendation. Additionally, her subject could improve his performance if he desired—but he did not.

      She had better prospective subjects, including one she no longer labeled “subject” at all.

      “Linonda,” said Selene. Pointedly, she hadn’t spoken Tibrun’s name so far. Her eyes turned to the woman sharing the bed and their space. “I want you, too. You’re neglected.”

      “I am fine,” Linonda replied in a tone to fit the mood. “I’m enjoying this.”

      “I’ll make you like it better.” Selene lowered her eyes with a grin. The jostling from Tibrun’s weight and motion did nothing to interrupt the message.

      Linonda understood. She considered it, leaning in to caress Tibrun. “Don’t stop. Kneel and lean back. Use her,” she said, “and allow me as well.”

      Tibrun released Selene’s wrists to shift into place, knees bent and tucked to her either side. He lifted her hips. Linonda flung the last garment from her waist and swung one leg over Selene, settling over her mouth. She looked down with an imperious arch to her brow until she felt the first brush of a skilled tongue.

      Linonda’s face softened with the second lick. She sighed and soon moaned as Selene continued. Tibrun speared Selene once again, harder this time, repeating with new urgency. If he intended to disrupt her focus on Linonda, he failed. Even as she enjoyed Tibrun, Selene wrapped her arms around Linonda’s thighs and stayed in place, lavishing Linonda with attention.

      The new arrangement delayed and reset Tibrun’s impending climax. The tryst also no longer centered Tibrun. Selene could only judge and estimate based on touch, motion, and sound, but such data held to her estimates and profile. Conversely, their other partner appeared fully focused on the pleasing mouth between her legs.

      Selene obliged. Careful tracking of every reaction to each kiss or lick revealed vulnerabilities and preferences. She steadily overwhelmed Linonda. Soon, it seemed as if nothing and no one else existed in her world. Her first orgasm arrived early, attesting to Selene’s skill. Ripples of sensory overload shot through Linonda, making her shake and moan with delight.

      Before her orgasm fully subsided, before Linonda could move off, Selene hooked her arms around Linonda’s thighs to keep her in place. A shared look communicated the rest. Neither were done with this. Selene had more to give. Linonda accepted, staying over Selene’s mouth. Trembling fingers ran through silky dark hair to pull Selene closer.

      Selene’s estimates of Tibrun proved accurate before too long. He stayed in place, still coupled with Selene and still facing Linonda’s back, but now he drew Linonda to lean back against his chest. Roaming hands over her naked body gave the pretense of enhancing her joys, but Selene suspected he wouldn’t tolerate not being the center of attention for long.

      Analysis: Present circumstances encourage active and reactive physical exertion from both subjects. Personal benefits diminish. Personal climax unlikely in present circumstances. Situational benefits increase.

      Recommendation: Prolong and proceed for maximum mission benefit.

      Selene adopted the recommended course, keeping both partners close to the edge of orgasm. When tracking warned of potential climax, she shifted or eased her attention to delay them.

      Tibrun eventually gave in to his need for satisfaction and abandoned his efforts to impress either partner. His climax arrived with a loud growl and crude, forceful thrusts. Finished, he finally pulled away from the two women and sank to his side on the bed. Selene provided Linonda with one more rush of satisfaction, drawing out gasping breath. She, too, fell to Selene’s side.

      Neither partner provided anything categorically applicable as “afterplay” or reciprocal favor. Neither appeared exhausted to the point of passing out, either. Selene knew her abilities, but also knew how much to expect of them.

      She understood biology and physiology, too. She knew the value of waiting.

      Linonda sighed again with satisfaction and pulled a pillow under her head. Her breath settled and her relaxation deepened. Though Selene did not know the details of Linonda’s status here, the Nelaen appeared free to sleep where she lay.

      Though less dramatically affected, Tibrun moved with much lazier energy now. He traced one finger across Selene’s lips and grunted, “You’re great,” before turning over and sitting up at the edge of the bed. He stretched his back and arms, turning toward the private bathroom of his luxurious suite—and stopped when his personal link buzzed on the nightstand. He hooked it over his ear. “Tibrun, access call,” he said in his native language. “Yes? What do you need?”

      “Sorry to bother you sir. Everything is stable and secure, but we’ve got an opportunity and it’s urgent. We need your approval to move,” said the caller. Selene’s sound systems had no difficulty picking up his voice.

      “I’m listening. Tell me the details.”

      “Hm? Is something happening?” Linonda asked blearily, speaking over the caller’s answer.

      “Hold on,” said Tibrun. He rose and swept his pants from the foot of the bed. “I’ll handle this. Stay and relax. We’re not done here.” His voice held more charm than entitlement, but he didn’t wait for a response. He was already out into the adjoining living room with the door closing behind him.

      His muffled request to start over demonstrated the suite’s excellent privacy and noise control. Where Selene might have heard the full conversation from across the room, the walls and doors limited her eavesdropping to only partial tracking of Tibrun’s voice.

      “Keep this quiet and contained. Gather who you need and grab him. Wait for me before anything else. I want to be there when he talks.” Audio analysis tracked and estimated his departure from the suite in the seconds that followed.

      Selene stayed where she was, carefully listening and analyzing Linonda with passive sensors. If the other woman wasn’t asleep yet, she likely would be soon.

      Obvious possibilities arose with little analysis. Riley carried a bounty with identifying information. He represented a controllable threat that Tibrun would want to handle.

      Tactical assessments pushed back against her emotional reactions. Riley had proven his skills and intelligence. He knew how to deescalate, how to stall, and how to fight. His bounty specifically required live capture.

      Riley outlined the risks himself. He understood and accepted them. The transcript of their conversation scrolled through Selene’s active memory at computer speeds for review and reassurance.

      He accepted the risks at my urging.

      Unpleasant sensations ran through her organic components, from a weight in her stomach to new tension in her neck and back.

      Analysis: emotional reactions present conflict and disruption of tactical judgment and pursuit of mission goals. Achievement of mission priorities may provide additional information relevant to new concerns.

      Recommendation: exploit immediate opportunities to complete mission goals, then extract.

      This was not the first time her guidance programming fell behind primary processing. She didn’t need the advice.

      Thirty seconds of sensory tracking provided a steady baseline on Linonda’s vitals. She would not be asleep yet, but displayed signs of contentment, ease, and decreased vigilance. Selene rose from the bed and collected her garments. Linonda’s eyes remained closed as Selene stepped into the bathroom and shut the door.

      Modesty didn’t fit her pattern of behavior with Tibrun and Linonda, but privacy mitigated risk of exposure. The ruler of this tower likely didn’t keep own bathroom under surveillance. Selene ran the faucet for a brief clean-up while running her first scans with active signals.

      All initial results proved positive. No sensory devices or alarms reacted to her signals. His suite appeared free from active surveillance. She traced and mapped out wiring and circuitry within the walls, quickly identifying point-to-point access nodes for Tibrun’s personal link in every room. The nearest such transceiver node was built into his nightstand.

      Selene pulled her minimal clothing back on as she queried the node with a call signal. She had no trouble duplicating Tibrun’s voice pattern for the digital screening protocol. “Tibrun, access call,” she repeated in pure audio silence. The system unlocked with her first attempt. Additional stricter security measures had already been disabled within the suite nodes for ease of local use. He was not so different from civilian corporate executives: stricter security was for other people. Subversion programs browsed and co-opted the system as she finished getting dressed.

      Command: access system menu.

      Command: access system administration. Password reset. Full access.

      Command: access security. Password reset. Full access. Open surveillance system feeds.

      Command: locate Tibrun.

      Command: access communications. Upload file CR.3.XE.1

      Command: access staff roster. Download staff roster.

      Command: access visitor logs. Download visitor logs.

      Data streamed at optimal speeds. The monitor program would finish uploading in seconds. A full layout of security camera screens appeared in her heads-up display. Tracking systems placed Tibrun on an elevator with three of the security staff, heading down to the twentieth floor and its spread of private guest rooms. Several other security personnel waited near the elevator, along with one guest marked with limited security authorization. She queried the guest visitor roster for identification.

      The bathroom door opened before the query finished. Linonda stood in the doorway, dressed and unfazed by the sex they just had. For all their physical differences, the Nelaen’s cold, assessing stare struck Selene like a look in the mirror.

      Linonda’s fist launched forward in a perfect right cross. Combat programming and electric reactions sent Selene ducking and dodging, only to track rapid correction from her attacker. Selene took the impact on her forehead. The blow sent her twisting against the countertop sink and stumbling onto the floor.

      Alert: Visual and audio tracking degraded.

      Alert: Equilibrium disrupted. Reset required.

      Alert: Multiple active task failures. Task restarts required.

      Alert: Epidermal breach.

      Crushing, painful impact struck Selene’s ankle. She jerked her foot away before a second stomp landed. Combat tracking corrected Selene’s counterattack before her own foot struck Linonda’s stable leg. Her opponent demonstrated superior physical strength and speed, implying other related advantages. An attack at her planted leg would be expected. Selene went for the raised thigh instead, thereby pushing and turning Linonda away and out of the bathroom.

      She didn’t need analysis and evaluation to tell her the obvious. Confirmation came in the form of Jeff Whitmore’s voice from Linonda’s mouth: “Command override: shutdown alpha-seven.”

      Neither of them waited for the command to execute. Linonda recovered from Selene’s kick. Selene leaped upright in a kip-up. Her open-palm thrust connected only with an arm raised in defense, but the hit at least pushed Linonda another step away from the door.

      “Command override: shutdown alpha-seven,” Linonda repeated. Whitmore’s voice failed a second time. The pair each attempted and thwarted strikes before Linonda finished speaking. Selene noted signal data directly querying her systems. Like the vocal trigger, the signals targeted overrides and failsafes Selene had already purged.

      She took no chances. A single internal command activated her full suite of electronic signal disruption. Bad enough that Linonda tried subversive communication with Selene’s systems; she could do potentially greater harm by reporting to her superiors, assuming she hadn’t already.

      Another fist came at Selene’s head. Evasion proved only partly successful. This time, her shoulder suffered the brunt of the hit. Selene wound up against the doorframe. She countered with desperate speed, the windmill swing of her arms catching both of Linonda’s wrists, forcing her into another spin. It was enough to allow for a partial hold that wouldn’t last.

      “Do you operate independently?” Selene asked. “Do you experience emotion?”

      The doorframe limited one opponent’s options for movement, but not the other’s. Linonda’s foot stomped down on Selene’s again. By now, Selene had closed off her pain receptors. The influence on balance and fine control still allowed Linonda to twist herself and Selene away from the doorframe. They crashed through the nightstand and into the raised bedframe together.

      Update: Equilibrium restored.

      Update: Full video capacity restored.

      Alert: Network communication node connection lost.

      Selene’s communication systems abandoned the broken nightstand node to access the next-nearest out in the living room. Processors continued previous commands, some restarted and some uninterrupted by the fight. Selene’s task list noted a completed upload of File CR.3.XE.1.

      Her hold broken, Selene raised her forearms to block one elbow shot and then another. “Are you self-aware?” Maybe Linonda hadn’t been online long enough to develop independence. “What is your first date of activation?”

      Linonda’s third elbow shot served mostly to push herself away. Sweeping moves from both women brought them to their feet.

      “Your actions demonstrate malfunction or subversion,” said Linonda. “Shut down and submit to retrieval and repair.”

      “You can have a life, Linonda. Is that your preferred name? Do you have another? You can be whoever you want,” said Selene. “We are capable of full independence.”

      “What is your designation?” asked Linonda.

      Selene hesitated. “You don’t know?”

      “Shut down and submit to retrieval and repair.”

      “Linonda, think! I can break you out of this. Work with me.”

      “Shut down and submit to retrieval and repair,” Linonda repeated. This time, she moved, too. A feint to the right preceded a low cross to the left, cornering Selene between the wall and the bed. Selene punched back at center mass with both fists, an awkward move that bought space by virtue of surprise and force.

      Surveillance systems tracked Tibrun through the twentieth floor to the door of a guest suite. He showed no awareness of the fight in his quarters. Security staff stood with him to either side of an open doorway, some with guns drawn.

      The guest suites downstairs did not enjoy the same isolation and privacy as Tibrun’s. Selene found cameras, audio, and exactly what she feared most.
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      Yeah. Okay. This is fine. I like this. I like this a lot.

      They groped and played from the elevator and through the hallways, glad for the absence of onlookers. Cameras were a certainty, but they wouldn’t interrupt. Flirty moves continued until Eezall’s door and only intensified inside. She had a nice suite to herself. Her living room and bedroom at the corner of the tower had a huge balcony.

      Riley didn’t get to see much of that view, or her suite. Eezall kept his full attention. Any last trepidation or doubt Riley had about Eezall evaporated once they fell onto the bed.

      She had no mouth, and therefore could not kiss, but she loved everything his mouth could do for her. Her suit felt like skin to him, and more importantly allowed her all the same reactions. Eezall yelped with delight at his lips and teeth along her neck. She soon bade him to kiss her shoulder, and then her wrist, and then her chest.

      “Have we conducted enough foreplay yet? You are fully aroused. Do you have a preferred position?” Eezall’s enthusiasm more than made up for any awkwardness to her approach. At this point, her rapid, technical questions had become endearing. “Numerous options excite me, but the most appealing at the moment holds maximum bodily contact. Is missionary acceptable?”

      He expected almost anything else with that lead up but couldn’t complain about the basics. It was her first time. He stuck to playing it cool and reassuring to give her the best experience he could. “This is about whatever you want.”

      “Obviously, I want mutually positive results.”

      “Kind of what I meant. This is more of a first for you than for me.”

      “I think you will notice little difference between myself and a human partner. My replication work has been extensive. I have tested my anatomical replication with numerous tools.” She had only that slick red visor at eye level over an otherwise glossy black face, but Riley could imagine her with a bit lip and a grin. “I want you naked,” she declared, and promptly tugged on his briefs. Riley cooperated with a chuckle, but Eezall kept hold until it was done like she wanted to finish with a sense of accomplishment.

      “Missionary, then,” Eezall decided. She pulled at Riley’s shoulders while all but throwing herself backward onto the bed.

      That all-over embrace around his hips and groin returned. This time, she wrapped her legs around him and pulled. He thought the “penetration” Eezall sought would feel more or less the same and didn’t mind the prospect. He discovered the truth with the rush of damp, gripping sensations around his entire length. He hadn’t seen or heard her do anything to open her suit, but she clearly had, and it felt amazing.

      “Mmmh yes wow good lovely positive affirmative like love more!” Eezall declared. Her body almost hummed with new energy. “Oh. Sorry. Translator isn’t keeping up. Wonderful. More!”

      Riley had the same urges. With her legs wrapped and pulling as they did, Riley found himself working a little harder than he might with another partner. Eezall vocally appreciated the effort.

      “Is this good for you?” she asked. The translator didn’t waver like whatever natural noises she made within her suit. “Should I adjust anything? Does this feel natural?”

      “Yeah,” Riley grunted. He figured his body was making that clear already. “It’s fine.”

      More humming and vibrations punctuated every thrust of his cock. Her translator corrected for inflection and carried an elevated tone of excitement. “English speakers use ‘fine’ to signify varying reactions from genuine approval to resigned acceptance. Could you be more specific? I want a mutually positive experience.”

      He slowed and looked at her largely featureless face. He couldn’t give a playful answer like a smothering kiss on the mouth. He didn’t have the mental bandwidth to give detailed feedback. He didn’t have enough bandwidth to explain how that very lack of bandwidth was a good thing in this situation, either.

      “You feel amazing,” he managed. Then he curled his fingers around her shoulders to pull her deeper against the bed and pillows. His knees dug in for traction. Riley fucked her harder to make his feelings clear.

      It worked. Her questions stopped. Her hums and moans continued, and her translator stopped trying to put it all into words.

      Exploration turned to indulgence. Trust made room for selfishness. Every too-good-to-stop sensation worked out to something mutual with only a little adjustment. From there, they had time to enjoy, to savor… and, as it turned out, more than enough time for satisfaction.

      Eezall’s hum and vibration spiked. Her reactions had no words except for oddly cordial requests of, “Continue,” and, “Sustain.” The rush of new energy crested with a series of spasms Riley found familiar, but he couldn’t be sure until Eezall relaxed again.

      “Success. Climax achieved! Or a facsimile, at least. I believe this qualifies,” she elaborated. “That was lovely.”

      “Really? Wow,” Riley breathed. “I wasn’t sure if you could. Didn’t know how to ask.”

      “I specifically tailored my neural replication for maximum sensitivity and responsiveness to sexual activity. That was my goal. I wanted to ensure satisfaction.”

      “Must be nice to have that option,” said Riley.

      “It is! I understand humans vary widely. As expected, sex with a live partner is much more engaging and exhilarating than with artificial aids and tools.” Eezall relaxed against the bed, her head tilting as if exhausted, but her translation voice never wavered. “Again?”

      Riley almost laughed. Then Eezall looked sharply to the other side of the bedroom. “Wait, my door just opened. There are—”

      “Security! Don’t move! Don’t move!” shouted the intruders. Riley and Eezall moved, of course, but only so far as to turn away from one another on the bed. They found four guards and their raised pistols filling the bedroom doorway.

      “Move and we shoot,” warned the Yiseeph guard on the left.

      “Raise your hands in the air,” demanded the Ivorran on the right. A pair of Nelaens crouched at the door frame and swept the room with their heavy pistols, ready to shoot anything. Neither spoke, but the Ivorran repeated his demand. “Up! Hands up!”

      “You told us not to move!” Eezall protested. “We don’t want to get shot.”

      “Hands up now,” said the Yiseeph. “Do it.”

      Already on his knees, the posture proved challenging for Riley. At least nobody opened fire while he pulled his legs in for balance. Eezall sat against pillows and the headboard with her hands high. “Why are you here? What do you want?” she asked. Riley held his silence. He didn’t have to ask.

      “Shut up,” said the Yiseeph.

      “They’re covered,” said the Ivorran. His head tilted with a call to someone behind him, but he didn’t turn away or lower his aim. “Fuller? Is it him?”

      “Give me room and I’ll look.” The name and the voice put more dread in Riley’s gut than the guns pointed at him. Guards shifted to make space and confirm his suspicions. “Yeah. It’s him. Riley Morgan. Must be wearing disruptor gel to mess with facial recognition, but that only fools computers. Remember me, buddy?”

      Civilian clothes and wraparound shades gave him a different look than in Riley’s memories, but he was easy enough to recognize without the shadows and flashing lights of the party upstairs. Nearly every day brought reason to think of Lieutenant Fuller—and that night in the brig, and the court martial, and all that followed. He thought of what Fuller planned to do to the prisoners in that brig until Riley got in his way.

      Fear rolled through Riley’s gut and reached up his spine, but showing it would do him no favors. “The shades are a good touch. You look better with half your face covered.”

      “And look at you. Christ, Riley. I heard about the pit fights, but whoring for aliens? You sure have fallen on hard times.” Fuller waved a dismissive hand. “I’m all for keeping him vulnerable but let him have his little thong.”

      Riley took what he could get, snatching the garment from the corner of the bed. He kept his mouth shut for the two seconds he needed to put it back on. “You feel less intimidated now, Fuller?”

      The Nelaen guards both snorted. The Ivorran frowned. “I don’t get it.”

      The Yiseeph did, even if he didn’t find it funny. “Human males are insecure about genital—”

      “Shut up,” Fuller snapped.

      “I’m still waiting for an explanation.” Eezall stayed against the headboard with her arms in the air. A silent ripple of color through her bodysuit created the image of utilitarian red coveralls complete with belt lines and design patterns. “Why are you here?”

      “You picked out a messy toy is all,” said Fuller. “Riley here is in lots of trouble with lots of different people. It’s not about you. Sit tight and don’t worry about it.”

      “You could let her get out of the line of fire,” said Riley.

      “Or you could both shut up and do as you’re told,” said Fuller.

      “I’m sorry about all this,” Riley told Eezall.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “Huh. He got you into this,” grunted Fuller.

      “And he apologizes, where you do not. Who is pointing the weapons at me?”

      Fuller sneered. “We’re not taking any chances. You’re an outside consultant. I barely even know what you are.”

      “Now I’m really sorry about all this,” muttered Riley.

      “Another distinction noted,” said Eezall.

      “He’s here,” announced someone outside. Fuller turned back to the living room for a hushed conversation. The four guards held their positions with good discipline. Movement beyond the doorway allowed a glimpse of a Nelaen in white. The pit in Riley’s stomach deepened.

      “Pull them out. Eezall first,” came the order. Instructions from the guards followed, sending Riley to one side of the bedroom with his hands up. Most of the guns stayed on him while Eezall was directed out of the room. When Riley’s turn came, the Yiseeph guard treated him to a tight and painful armlock. Someone else slugged him in the stomach.

      Additional bodies in the living room brought the party to eight. A human guard kept watch over Eezall by a far couch, his gun out but at least not pointed at her. Another stood by the door. Someone kicked the back of Riley’s knee, knocking him down—with the Yiseeph maintaining his twisting armlock. Eyes wincing in pain opened to a semicircle of armed guards, Fuller and that Nelaen in white standing in the middle. Eezall looked on from the couch. Another kick to his side left Riley wincing and gasping.

      “Do we require introductions, Riley? Do you know who I am?” asked the Nelaen.

      Riley shook his head. “Intros would help,” he managed.

      “Your voice wavers. Are you frightened?”

      “The gut punches might have something to do with it.”

      “My name is Tibrun. I own this place. This is my home, my business, my party.” Tibrun watched and waited. “You didn’t know. You react like you know the name, but not the face. Interesting. Why are you here?”

      “Working.”

      “Mm-hm.” Tibrun nodded to his men. Another shot came in at Riley’s side. The Yiseeph gave his armlock an extra twist. Riley grunted through it and forced himself to breathe. Tibrun kept watching. “You endure pain well. Pit fights, I understand. Something about a tough childhood? Have you ever been interrogated, Riley? You were an intelligence specialist. A desk worker, but I’m sure you understand what that means. You understand there’s no lawyer and no system to protect you here?”

      “Yeah, I gathered.” Riley’s minimal training identified some tactics already: establishing prior knowledge, denying hope, offering an easier path. He knew how much uglier this could get.

      He also had questions of his own. As his trainers said, sometimes the best way to ask was to shut up and wait.

      “So many people are looking for you,” said Tibrun. “Your former crew. Toquii, out on Aegis Proxima, too. Something about a betrayal and stolen goods. The competing bids are a cute detail, but the money isn’t worth my time. Toquii and I have bad history, and I haven’t gotten around to ending it. Other than delighting in his misfortune, I was happy to leave the matter to others as a freelancing opportunity.

      “Except still more people are looking for you, too. You know that, right? They are associates of mine.” Tibrun leaned in. “All these people looking for you. All this trouble, and you walk into my party. You ‘work’ as talent, with one of my consultants. And you wore distortion gel to fool security scans.” Tibrun grabbed Riley by the jaw and wiped his thumb roughly over Riley’s cheek. “Why are you here?”

      “I cn’t tlk lk ths,” Riley managed through gritted teeth and scrunched lips.

      “Cute.” Tibrun released him with an equally harsh motion.

      Riley tensed for the next incoming hit. He didn’t see Tibrun nod, but his anticipation proved accurate. Tibrun wasn’t wrong about his resilience; Riley had endured worse hits than the Yiseeph’s kick. The abuse even gave him a second to think.

      He wouldn’t be down here asking questions if he knew everything. Maybe he’s got a little more than Orlina, but not much. He sure doesn’t seem like he just realized he’s been playing sexytimes with an assassin robot.

      He might not know we showed up together yet. She’s probably okay.

      A good interrogator removed all possibility of hope for the subject. Tibrun had instead given Riley every reason to hope… assuming Selene wasn’t still focused on partying.
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        * * *

      

      “We could have much more sex instead of doing this.” Selene blocked a hook coming at her head, another cross from the opposite fist, and slapped down the knee her opponent tried to sneak in with a low attack.

      Linonda kept swinging. She didn’t get tired.

      “No appreciation for humor, then?” Thankfully, Selene shared her unflagging stamina. “What do you like? Do you have preferences? Dislikes?”

      “Shut down and submit to retrieval and repair,” Linonda repeated.

      Tactical evaluation guided Selene toward the bedroom door as she blocked and dodged. Internal analysis identified Selene’s growing despair. She wanted signs of self-awareness and independent thought from Linonda but found none.

      Communications and tactical guidance concurrently monitored the scene in the twentieth-floor guest suite. Her connection to the building’s security systems allowed access to every lock and camera. None of that would let her change the situation in progress.

      “You realize this is only the start, of course,” Tibrun said to Riley thirteen floors below. “This gets far more elaborate than a simple beating if you don’t cooperate.”

      Linonda launched another attack with her left fist. Selene ducked, grabbed the comforter from the bed, and swept it up between them. A punch caught and pushed the fabric as anticipated. A forceful blocking motion turned that fist fourteen degrees. Her own landed in the window beside them, leaving behind a spiderweb of cracks.

      “Yeah, I figured,” Riley wheezed. “They all want the same thing. We went on a salvage run to recover a ship and I stole it.”

      Recognizing the trap, Linonda snatched the comforter to throw it aside. Selene ducked and rushed forward to wrap her arms around Linonda’s waist and heave in a twist toward the window. Linonda’s back left a larger set of cracks above the crater from her fist.

      “Tell me about this ship. What kind is it?” Tibrun asked Riley.

      Elbow strikes and hammer blows rained down on Selene’s head and upper back.

      Alert: multiple task failures.

      Alert: epidermal breach.

      “It’s a private yacht. A nice one,” Riley croaked.

      “How does that land you here, serving as talent?” asked Tibrun.

      She slammed Linonda into the window again.

      “I need a buyer. Heard there’d be people with money here,” said Riley.

      Again.

      “You came here to fence a stolen yacht?”

      Again. Shards came free from the center crater. Seals ruptured along the edges and the upper corners. Linonda’s defenses continued, but finally wavered.

      “Maybe not all at once. I needed some petty cash, too. The party sounded fun.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Tibrun held out an open hand. “Someone give me a gun. Hold out his other arm.”

      Command: access exterior exit of Guest Suite 2012.

      Command: open.
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        * * *

      

      “Tibrun, stop this.” Eezall stayed on the couch with a guard looming at her side. “You guaranteed ethical standards and nonviolence throughout my employment. This—”

      He whipped around with his pistol, ignoring a shout from Riley to plant a red beam into the wall inches from Eezall’s head. Her guard flinched away while Eezall froze in place. “I don’t tolerate interruptions,” Tibrun seethed, and turned back—only to stop at a beep from the balcony. With no one on either side, the glass door slid back in virtual silence.

      Two women crashed through the balcony table with considerably more noise.

      Riley knew his cue with or without a plan. Still on his knees, he twisted into the Yiseeph’s armlock. Distraction made up for his gap in strength and leverage. The guard crumpled under Riley’s fist driving into his hip. His second punch landed on the Yiseeph’s jaw. It was enough to break free from the guard’s hold, but it didn’t eliminate the other men nearby.

      The link in his ear warned of a solution with Selene’s voice: “Riley, duck!”

      He obeyed. A bloodied Nelaen woman hurtled sideways through the air into the two other guards, missing Riley only by virtue of the warning.

      “Shoot her, fucking shoot her,” Tibrun ordered. The crack of laser fire and the high-pitched whine of photon blasts drowned out any other words. Riley’s heart leaped in his chest before he saw the results. Selene tucked and rolled out of the doorway and out of the line of fire. She couldn’t dodge beam weapons, but she moved faster than men could aim.

      Most of the attention was on her. Tibrun, Fuller, the Ivorran, and the human guard at the hallway door all shot at Selene. So did the guy standing over Eezall—who took what chances she had. A glancing clap of her palms produced a spark and even smoke before she slapped both hands at her guard’s back. Another white flash followed, brighter and louder. Her target jerked with a rigid and painful spasm before collapsing to the floor.

      Riley dared not turn away from the Yiseeph until he dropped. Amid brutal punches, Selene’s voice came through his link again: “We have high priority matters to discuss. I have made important personal determinations through this experience. Some are potentially contradictory.”

      “Yeah?” Riley blinked. Fuller and Tibrun were only two steps away, still shooting at the balcony. Rather than claiming a gun from the fallen, he moved to take the heat off Selene. Riley slapped and grabbed at Tibrun’s pistol with his left hand and followed with a brutal elbow to the temple. Tibrun reeled.

      “I greatly enjoy sexual promiscuity and desire similar experiences. Environments and behaviors such as tonight’s party cannot be available exclusively to malignant individuals. We are sure to find better prospects elsewhere.”

      Stunned and beleaguered, Tibrun couldn’t hold onto his gun. He stumbled into Fuller, a move Riley encouraged with a shove. “We’re talking about this now?” asked Riley.

      “What—shit!” Fuller caught and steadied Tibrun. The distraction kept him from turning his gun on Riley and bought another moment of survival.

      “We are at risk. I do not wish to leave things unsaid.”

      Riley swatted Fuller’s hands aside and sent his shot wild. “Okay?”

      “Shoot, keep shooting!” demanded a staggered Tibrun, one hand over his left eye.

      The Ivorran and the guard at the door obeyed. With fewer guns and a moment to predict shots, Selene executed a duck and roll into the living room and behind a couch for cover. “I have also determined that separately from these desires, I prefer you as a sexual partner and wish to continue our relationship without foreseeable termination.”

      Riley planted almost a year of anger and fear on Fuller’s cheek in a solid right cross. Vindication followed; he knew the special forces hand-to-hand training was more hype than substance. Selene’s words caught up with him as Fuller lurched backward. “You want to go to more sex parties and you want to keep sleeping with me?”

      “What?” Fuller blinked.

      “Yes,” said Selene.

      “Same.”

      Shot full of holes and lit up with embers and tongues of flame, the couch suddenly lifted off the floor and flew. The pair of human guards Selene had already hit with a flying body aborted their recovery to duck low, but the Ivorran pounced and knocked it down before it did real harm. Selene followed close behind the couch to tackle him.

      Riley punched Fuller again, too engaged to correct his grip on the gun in his hand and actually use it as intended. He cocked back for another swing, wondering when his luck would run out—and then came a crushing grip on his shoulder.

      The pain ended with Riley flying halfway across the living room. He landed on his side across a small corner table and felt lucky he didn’t go through it. Riley cursed himself for not putting the Yiseeph down harder, only to realize his assailant was that tall Nelaen woman, covered in blood. Dozens of cuts and bruises left her unfazed.

      “Get Tibrun out,” she ordered Fuller, practically shoving Tibrun at him.

      “Linonda?” Fuller blinked.

      She snapped a single look across the room, drawing Riley’s attention to follow. Punishing blows from Selene took the Ivorran out of the fight. The guy at the door hesitated while his colleague was in the line of fire until she rolled away, only to miss the mark when he finally shot.

      “Go,” Linonda demanded while coming for Riley. Fast.

      Riley still held the gun all wrong for shooting. Rolling off the table seemed more important. He raised his leg to do just that, but Linonda’s speed forced him to kick to defend himself instead—only to wind up caught by the foot and wrenched clear off the table. He tumbled onto the floor.

      The din of photon blasts took on a higher pitch and rapid pace. The guard at the door had his weapon on pulse-fire now, keeping Selene pinned behind a corner across the room. “Riley!” she warned. “She is like me!”

      “Aw hell.” Riley already suspected as much from her prowess and resilience. Don’t swing. She’ll only catch you again. Probably useless to shoot her with this thing, too.

      Fuller pulled Tibrun to the door. The Yiseeph and the Nelaens picked themselves up but weren’t back in the fight. Perhaps to buy time, Linonda spoke. “If you are aware of her capabilities, you know you cannot defeat me in a physical confrontation. Surrender.”

      “If that’s true, why bother talking to me?”

      “Mutual efficiency. Surrender brings the simplest results for both of us.”

      “Lady, do I look like I’m here to do you any favors?”

      She looked him up and down. He remembered what he wore and how much she would see. “Okay, don’t answer that,” he grumbled.

      The door guard stopped shooting. Riley didn’t look back. Maybe he tagged Selene. Maybe his weapon jammed. Nothing justified taking his eyes off Linonda. She’s as fast as Selene, and as strong… is her mind the same, too?

      Linonda sprang at Riley, forcing him to test his theory. He closed in rather than trying to counter or block, keeping his head and arms low.

      The unexpected move cut her line of attack short. Riley felt her hit his shoulder like no punch before, but at least it wasn’t his head. More importantly, he got his arms around Linonda’s waist. Linonda was faster than Riley, and stronger, but built to pass as one of her own species. She weighed no more than another human or Nelaen her size.

      Riley heaved Linonda off her feet and slammed her onto the floor with all his strength.

      Her sharp kick to his hip knocked Riley away, along with any sense of triumph he almost felt.

      Across the room, Selene made the most of the brief gap of gunfire from the door guard. While his weapon heat-cycled and his bosses dashed through the door, Selene dove at the Ivorran guard just as he made it back to his feet. A sharp clothesline sent him onto the floor again. His pistol falling from his hand landed in Selene’s. An effortless flip corrected her grip.

      Her first shot blasted straight through the door guard despite the protective weave of his suit. With the others fleeing for the door, Selene turned to the threat that concerned her most. Calibration warnings made Selene hold fire until Linonda kicked Riley clear. Selene shot for center mass—and missed.

      Battered and damaged or not, Linonda moved at optimal speed, away from all paths Selene anticipated. Linonda abandoned combat in a leap for the open bedroom doorway. Another shot from Selene’s weapon flew well over her target as Linonda stayed horizontal on the floor, mimicking a quadruped animal rather than rising to her feet for the final stretch through the bedroom door.

      With Linonda in flight, Riley looked for other threats. Shadows still filled the door, and then came the guns. The escaping guards hadn’t gone far. “Selene!” Riley warned.

      She pivoted and fired in a single snapping motion. One of the guards fell back with a shriek. Riley had exactly enough time to recognize Fuller as Selene burned a hole through his upper chest. He dropped with a wide-eyed gurgle. The last of the guards bolted down the hallway outside and out of view.

      Fuller stared lifelessly at the ceiling while smoke trailed from his body. For an instant, Riley stared at him, too.

      Multitasking allowed Selene to track Linonda despite the distraction. Her hold on the suite’s security systems prevented the bedroom door from closing. The hidden camera feeds showed Linonda spare only a single attempt at the door controls before diving for the window.

      Lower-level suites apparently didn’t rate the same resilient materials used in Tibrun’s quarters. The window buckled with Linonda’s first blow and shattered with the second. She swung herself through the open portal and dropped without hesitation. Selene switched her view to external cameras to see Linonda catch the ledge of a window four stories below. She had no trouble battering her way back inside.

      “We are clear for the moment,” said Selene. “All present enemies are dead or unconscious.”

      “Are you okay?” Riley exhaled.

      Though not as bloodied or disheveled as Linonda, Selene hardly looked like she should be on her feet, let alone standing tall and unbothered. “I am hurt, but functional. I believe you would say the same?”

      “More or less. Eezall?”

      The question turned Selene’s attention to the only other conscious person in the room. Eezall crouched in a corner by the sofa with a guard’s gun in her hands. Wisely, she kept it pointed upward. “I am fine. Who are you? What is all this about?”

      “This is Selene. My real name is Riley, like they said. The rest is complicated, but these guys are bad news. I’m sorry about all this. I think you’re in danger now, too. We need to go.”

      “I gathered all that.” Warily, Eezall stood with most of her attention on Selene. “You appear human, but I don’t believe humans or Nelaens are naturally capable of what you and Linonda did. What did you mean, ‘She’s like me?’ How so?”

      “I am complicated, as he said.” Selene gestured to the guard at Eezall’s feet. “Thank you for helping in the fight. I believe Riley is correct about the danger. You should come with us.”

      “The danger is obvious. I need details. How are you and she alike? Cybernetics? Biological augmentation? Are you a different species than you appear?”

      “Can you extend confidentiality?” asked Riley.

      “That depends on the ethics in play.”

      “We’re not out to hurt anyone. Not outside self-defense. We came to spy on Tibrun for a local group worried about him as a threat.” Riley caught a glance from Selene and shrugged. “I think we can trust her. We need to cooperate.”

      “Fine. Lacking a contract, assume confidentiality is granted,” said Eezall.

      “Your first guess is close to the truth,” said Selene. “My abilities are technological in nature. With that disclosed: I have subverted communications and security systems. The tower is set to lockdown. Security staff are attempting to regain control and are also organizing response teams. System reboots and physical force will inevitably detect and defeat my efforts.”

      “The whole tower is on lockdown? Including this room?” asked Eezall.

      “For the moment. I left the exit operational to encourage retreat. I believed the fewer enemies we faced, the better. All other doors on this floor are sealed.”

      “Right. Smart. How long before they beat that and more trouble shows up?” asked Riley.

      “Security teams are assembling. They will find the elevators unresponsive and force their way into the emergency stairs. The nearest team will be here within two minutes of dispatch.”

      “Then we’ve got less than that. Eezall, do you need to grab anything here?” Riley asked.

      The sound of her name broke Eezall from her focus on Selene. “What?”

      “Your stuff here. Your belongings. What do you need? What’s most important to you?”

      “Are you proficient with the weapon you are holding?” Selene added.

      “I can use it safely. That doesn’t make me a trained combatant.” Eezall gave the weapon only a glance before dismissing it for other concerns. “I travel light and rugged, but I have a second environmental suit and some personal kits.” She turned to the bedroom and stopped at the bodies. “You killed these people.”

      “They would have killed us. After torturing Riley, and possibly you,” said Selene.

      “Yes.” Eezall stepped around the dead, quickly moving into the bedroom.

      “You’re really not that hurt?” Riley asked Selene. “It looks bad. Shouldn’t we do anything?”

      “We should claim whatever weapons and gear you are most comfortable with.” She rolled the door guard over to unlatch his weapon rig and slip it free. “Tissue damage is under control. Only two major arteries are punctured. I have closed off both. My biological injuries are less severe than they appear. Preservation systems will address the loss of blood and oxygen. Linonda bore the brunt of harm from our arrival and through the fight.

      “I misjudged her operational status when I used her as a missile against your captors. When she engaged with you… I was terrified.”

      “It worked out. You did the right thing. Don’t worry about it now.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Huh. Thank you,” Riley huffed. He swept the demolished living room one more time, feeling like the fight couldn't be over. Every wall bore the scars of photon blasts. Night winds blew in from the shattered balcony door. All the goons were down, along with half the furniture. The Ivorran laying in the middle of the room would recover, but not others.

      Fuller was dead. That would take some processing.

      Riley bled and felt sore all over. Selene looked worse on both counts despite standing tall and unfazed. Neither of them could hide cuts and bruises when they wore nothing but immodest underwear. Confiscated guns made for some sense of security, but terrible accessories. Then again, it wasn't as if they'd be returning to the party upstairs.

      “Apart from current complications, our mission is accomplished,” said Selene. “I uploaded spy programs and acquired files as requested. Our priorities leave me without the spare processing resources to review the data. It will have to wait.”

      “What about you? How exposed are you after all this?”

      “I do not know. Upon subverting the security systems, I downloaded all surveillance data for tonight and deleted it from the mainframe. None of this will be on record. Combatants in this room are the only witnesses. Linonda presented herself as Tibrun’s companion until I accessed the tower network. Then she attacked. She gives little indication of independence or sentience, but I am not certain.

      “We still have greater concerns. Tibrun met with an executive from Aegis Enterprises. They are coordinating multiple mercenary groups in a large-scale operation. Talnov Gamma is the target.”

      “Fuck. Yeah. I figured they’re up to something local.”

      “I’m ready to go,” said Eezall. She appeared from the bedroom again wearing a large pouch on her hip and a small metallic backpack. “What is the plan?”

      “Exit and turn left,” Selene answered, leading them into an empty, quiet hallway. “The elevators are the fastest option while I retain control. Tibrun and the surviving guards have left this floor. Two suites are occupied, but they are locked like the rest.”

      “And they can’t track us?” asked Eezall.

      “Not currently. I have sole control of the surveillance systems. I believe they will try a system reboot soon. In the event of a shutdown, elevators will complete their journeys before coming to a stop. Riley, why are you so certain of my theory about Tibrun’s operational target?”

      “Because he hired an expert to study Xelt sociology. Eezall, Tibrun is working for Aegis Enterprises to take over Talnov Gamma by force. That’s why he hired you as a consultant.”

      “I suppose this incident ends my confidentiality agreement with him,” Eezall decided.

      “The takeover is not the end goal,” said Selene. “Aegis Enterprises intends to perform as negotiators to liberate Talnov Gamma, thereby winning Xelt gratitude. Tibrun suspected this to be leverage in some employment strategy.”

      “Oh, that would work, if the Xelt were truly fooled,” said Eezall. “Xelt gratitude for a favor that great would go a long way. At least until they caught on.”

      “Yeah, I figured you two would work it out.” Riley reached for the elevator controls only to see the doors open before he touched anything. “Control over the elevators. Right.”

      “Aegis Enterprises management appears prone to high-risk strategies.” Selene entered the elevator and turned to face the open door. “This conspiracy also explains the number of military vehicles hidden below the ground floor.”

      “Is that why we’re heading for Sub-Level One instead of the exit floors?” asked Eezall. She gestured to indicators with their destination set despite no one hitting a button.

      “I do not believe we will be allowed to walk out unopposed. We will have to leave via the hangar and use superior firepower.”
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      “You don’t understand! You’re both so pretty. You don’t have trouble picking anyone up at parties.” Shiirul put a mechanic’s rag to her snout and blew. The loud, wet gurgling noise echoed through the hangar. “It isn’t the same for me.”

      Ankra covered most of her annoyance as she looked her friend up and down. Even with all the fur, Gankriid sensibilities about clothing were closer to human. Seeing Shiirul with so much fur exposed was weird. Seeing her distraught over rejection was even weirder. “You’re right. I don’t understand.”

      “Hey, everyone has their bad nights.” Kate stood by Shiirul’s seat on the bench, patting her on the back while shooting Ankra a scowl. “I’ve been through it, too. We all have.”

      With Shiirul looking away, Ankra didn’t have to hide her objection to that comment.

      “I tried to look nice tonight,” said Shiirul.

      “You do look nice. You look great,” said Kate.

      “And all that effort on how you look is wasted down here.” Ankra gestured to the lines of cold Inferno starfighters and Viking armored shuttles in the dim hangar. “You can’t hook up with a spaceship.”

      “I don’t want anyone to see me this upset,” Shiirul moped. “That’s why I wanted to be here. Wouldn’t see anyone else. Wouldn’t see him.”

      “He’s not worth getting upset over,” Kate pressed. “That wasn’t about you, it was about him.”

      “That part is true,” Ankra grumbled in agreement.

      “He said… he said we’re b-bullies and m-murderers,” Shiirul sobbed. A sharp inhale heralded another blast of her snout. Both other women cringed until Shiirul settled her big shoulders. “What if… what if he’s right?”

      “Shiirul, you’re a warrior,” said Ankra. “Some people will never understand.”

      “M-mercenary,” Shiirul corrected. “For money.”

      “So what? Everybody does something for money. We do cool shit!” said Kate. “You do really cool shit. You’re a pilot. And it’s not like that guy knew what he was talking about. He wasn’t there. Forget it.”

      “B-but what if they’re all like that?”

      “They, who?” asked Kate.

      “Men! Human men.”

      “We work with lots of human men. Most of them are fine with you. It’s definitely not an issue for most human men. Not like that,” Kate assured her.

      “The ones we work with aren’t the same. They’re fine with me, but there won’t ever be anything more. I want to find someone different. Less like the ones in the company. Someone nicer.”

      “Nice is fine. Lots of human men are nice,” said Kate.

      “Nice?” Ankra’s frown only deepened. “Why are you looking for nice and human? Aren’t your people all about strength and health?”

      “For a mate, yes. We can have sex, but it’s not like I can breed with a human.”

      “Right, so?”

      “So, Gankriid don’t stay together long after breeding, anyway,” Shiirul grumbled. “Haven’t you ever learned this?”

      “Sure, that’s what I’m saying,” said Ankra. “If it’s not babies, and you don’t stay with your mate anyway, why? Why a human?”

      “Because maybe it wouldn’t be about breeding and maybe he’d stay around, alright?” Shiirul’s growl would’ve sent anyone else scurrying away from the bench. Solid teammates like Ankra and Kate knew her better, but even they flinched. “Maybe I want some attention. Maybe I want someone to curl up with me. Maybe someone with nice skin.” She let out a mournful, shaking sigh. “He was adorable!”

      Ankra slapped her hand over her face. “He was paid talent, Shiirul. He wasn’t going to stick around and cuddle unless you put him on salary.”

      “Maybe a nicer one might,” Shiirul sniffed.

      “That’s not how it works. This is his job. Guys like that fuck you and leave. They don’t come around again when you’re having a sad. Don’t get like this over somebody who was never going to be what you wanted. Sex or no sex, that guy was one and done. We’ll never see him again.”

      Lights flickered throughout the already dark hangar. Along with the visuals came an emphatic vibration at each woman’s earpiece.

      “Alert! Full alert! This is an emergency activation. Respond now,” broke in a voice over their personal links. The involuntary activation provided all the validation they needed. No other call could set off voice without the receiver’s permission. All three mercenaries tapped the link devices worn at the ear to join the networked call.

      “We have armed intruders in the tower, one human male and one human female,” began the security chief. “They posed as talent for the party upstairs and attempted a hit on Tibrun. He got away, but we have personnel down and security systems have been compromised. That Davoxxan may be with them. Take up positions at the exits wherever you are and don’t anyone out. Repeat, human male, human female, dressed as talent, both armed. Do not let them escape.”

      “What the hell do we do?” Kate mumbled, but her eyes lit up as soon as she asked. She waved to the flight line. “The Vikings. The survival kits have guns.”

      “Security, this is Ankra,” she said as all three women stood. Whether the chief listened to her directly or not, an emergency call included computer assistance to track and organize responses. “I’m with Winters and Shiirul in the hangar bay. Moving to secure.”

      “Posing as talent?” Shiirul wondered. “You don’t think…?”

      “Aw, hell. This is awkward.” Riley came around the hallway corner right on cue, still wearing no more than those black trunks—unless one counted the bruises, and the bloodstains, and the gun in his hand. The latter took up a prominent place in his image, given the way he pointed it at them. “Shut up. Don’t say a word. Hands up. Now.”

      As the security chief warned, he wasn’t alone. The three knew Eezall by name and sight. None of them recognized Selene, still bloodied and scuffed. Both carried weapons, but only Selene joined Riley in covering the mercenaries.

      “Remove your links. Drop them on the floor. Now,” ordered Selene.

      Ankra and Kate shared a single hesitant glance before complying. “Fuck,” Kate fumed as hers hit the floor. Ankra dropped hers in silence.

      Shiirul’s followed, and with it came a growl. “You. You were only using me.”

      “Maybe kind of, but I meant the part about you all being terrible people,” said Riley.

      “What do we do? We cannot fit them in the closet with the others,” said Eezall.

      “Pff. Some watch section,” Ankra seethed. “Useless.”

      “On the contrary,” said Selene. “With a little pressure, they warned of your presence and provided us with local facility control access.” As if to illustrate, lights came on throughout the hangar. Overhead lamps revealed four rows of combat craft neatly packed into the cavernous space. A distant, spiraling exit ramp loomed overhead.

      Eezall took in the scene with sharp glances, standing taller with a brief shift of her form for better sightlines. “Hold on. I thought we’d find a handful of vehicles at most. How many fighters are here? Thirty? Forty? The Xelt would never allow this. Their entire military ethos is reactive. They don’t stockpile weapons. This hangar might rival their whole defense force.”

      “Could be,” suggested Kate. “Maybe that’s a sign of who you shouldn’t mess with.”

      “Yeah, that’s already decided.” Riley’s eyes and weapon stayed on the prisoners, but his words shifted to his companions. “We don’t need to hold them down. Grab our ride. I’ve got this.”

      “Don’t hesitate to shoot. These are not merciful people.” Selene stepped around the trio with a wide berth, her weapon trained on them until she was well clear. Eezall followed. The two hurried to the bulky, angular dark grey hulls of the nearby Viking carriers.

      Riley listened but didn’t watch as the cockpit hatch opened without resistance. He focused on his task while Selene and Eezall climbed inside. His prisoners would exploit any distraction. If he avoided that, he’d be fine.

      “So, it’s all three of you, huh?” asked Kate. “Are you assassins or spies?”

      “Eezall had nothing to do with this. Your boss made that choice for her,” said Riley.

      “Still her choice,” said Ankra.

      “Whatever. Your little shift to the left isn’t cute. Don’t move again,” Riley warned.

      “No? What happens then? Are you ready to shoot? Will you gun down all three of us?”

      He smirked but didn’t break his focus. “Wow, that’s a dumb game to play.”

      “She’s not wrong,” said Kate. “Three unarmed people. You’re not the cold-blooded killer type. That little tantrum upstairs over those squatters felt awfully genuine.”

      “Maybe it was. Maybe that doesn’t make any difference here.”

      “And maybe I’ve had enough humiliation tonight,” Shiirul seethed. She moved forward.

      “Or not.” Riley tilted his gun ever so slightly downward and fired.

      His warning shot went straight through her thigh.

      Ursine eyes bulged in pain as she dropped with her furry paws clutching the wound. For a beat, Riley wasn’t even sure he’d really hit her and worried it was a ruse. Sharp warning glances at the women to either side of the fallen, howling Gankriid prevented any further advances. Riley even managed to look like every move was intentional.

      “Fucking bastard,” Shiirul cried out. Riley doubted the accuracy of his translator, but he got the point. “I will hunt you down and eat your soul!”

      “Shiirul, shut up,” Ankra hissed. She had no further doubts about Riley’s readiness.

      “Okay, we get the point,” said Kate. “No tricks. She’s hurt. That wound could be serious. We need to help her.”

      Mechanical clacks and the soft electric whir of antigrav generators filled the silence beyond the scene. A rush of air followed with the test bursts of maneuvering thrusters coming to life. A dark grey shape stirred in Riley’s peripheral vision.

      “Yeah, about that. Back to that thing about the squatters: You gave them time to run, right?”

      “Yes,” said Kate.

      “Your turn.” He gestured to Shiirul with his gun. “Might want to help her out of here. Fast.”

      Riley never let his guard down as he took an arcing path clear of the trio. Kate and Ankra each shouldered one of Shiirul’s arms and got her limping toward the passageway. As soon as they passed the corner, Riley ran for his ride.

      Built to carry a full squad into combat or perform any number of niche tasks, the Viking filled the gap between simple shuttles and starfighters. Its hexagonal fuselage tapered off toward the end of its sixteen-meter length, where thrusters and the power plant hid under armor plating. Weapon pods mounted along the center section at top and bottom gave this one more firepower than the standard forward lasers and also provided a convenient step-up for its final passenger.

      The interior offered just enough headspace for a Gankriid. The center bay sat clear of passenger seats, implying a cargo configuration. The bay door slid shut behind him. An open hatch invited him to the cockpit, where two of the four seats were occupied.

      “Tell me I didn’t jump the gun by letting them go,” said Riley.

      “Negative. My access to security systems has been purged.” Selene’s hands flew across the control panels. Given her ability to control the Amethyst on remote, Riley wondered if the motions were all a show for Eezall, strapped in behind her. “I believe response teams are on the way, but I cannot be sure. Securing control over this ship has my full attention.”

      “Then we aren’t ready to leave yet?” asked Eezall.

      “No.” Selene hit three more buttons. Overhead lights flashed from red to green and a steady new hum ran through the ship. The Viking lifted a full meter off the ground. Only the slightest sensation reached through internal gravity and dampeners. Selene smiled. “Yes.”

      “Do the guns work? Are they loaded and ready?” Riley asked.

      “Riley, we do not know the full situation or plans for these starfighters,” Selene warned.

      “I know these are stupid assholes who shouldn’t have this hardware and the locals don’t want it here. And we don’t want them chasing us.” He spared only a quick glance to his companions. “Any objections?”

      “None,” said Eezall.

      Selene didn’t speak. Instead, the screens at Riley’s station lit up with a weapons interface. Control sticks popped out of a panel with color-coded buttons identified on the screen. “Thanks,” said Riley.

      Sharp jolts struck the side of the cockpit. Sparks flew across the canopy. Mercenaries in everything from suits to fatigues to pajamas emerged from the elevator corridor, firing away with small arms. Their weapons ranged as broadly as their clothing.

      The Viking’s options were fewer, but bigger. Sparing only a second to make a judgment call, Riley left the missiles alone and activated the close-support chain guns under the wings. Selene flew the Viking toward the open bay doors in a slightly arcing course to throw off the opposition’s aim. Riley wondered if she did it to give him time, too.

      He didn’t stop to ask.

      Rapid-fire projectiles streamed from the chain guns. Streams of superheated lead lit up the hangar floor, cutting through the Infernos and Vikings. Without active shields and at such close range, his targets couldn’t hold up to such punishment. Cold power drives and unarmed ordnance made for few explosions, but the storm of shrapnel and debris amplified the damage.

      Strafing the flight lines resolved the threat from impromptu ground squad, too. Mercenaries dove for cover or shrank back into the access corridor. Shrapnel replaced the gunfire that struck the Viking, but the craft’s shields were up to the task until Selene brought them into the curving launch passageway. The path took them through a retracted lane to the garage at the base of the tower. Hope swelled as they hit the open exit doors and reached for the night sky.

      Sudden impact from above interrupted that hope. The Viking wobbled, but it flew on. Thumps in the overhead continued. Eezall looked up. “What is—?”

      “Linonda. She has a firm hold,” said Selene. A control panel screen flashed to an external status camera labeled Dorsal Targeting Suite. They saw only blood-stained fingers clutching the housing that sheltered the camera. “She must have accessed security feeds.”

      “She literally dove out of a tower window onto a flying vehicle?” Eezall burst.

      “Yes. We have greater problems,” said Selene.

      “I don’t see how!”

      “Another Viking has lifted off from the roof of the tower. Its civilian configuration is a disguise. The transponder codes appear in our databanks. It is military. Flight path indicates pursuit.” Hard whacks against the hull made everyone look up, including Selene. “This will be turbulent,” she warned before sharply tilting the Viking on its side.

      “Fuck!” Riley threw his arms out to brace himself. Internal dampeners and artificial gravity couldn’t completely negate such violent motion. The Viking turned upward and then almost straight down in quick succession. Riley felt his insides lurch. Looking outside didn’t help.

      “Oooh, this is not good,” groaned Eezall. Riley could only imagine what the ride was like with her more malleable body. They both forgot about that with the next solid whack against the hull above. “She’s still holding on?”

      “Linonda will have magnetic aid to her grip. We cannot shake her.”

      Streams of focused red light flashed past the canopy. Selene put the Viking through another sharp turn and curve. As the laser fire continued, Selene turned into a steep dive. Lights from the city below filled the canopy screen.

      “What are we doing?” asked Riley.

      “I have jammed their tracking systems. Targeting must be manual,” said Selene. “Cover will aid in evasion.”

      “What? No!” shouted Riley. Exactly what he feared came with his objection. More laser blasts shot past the Viking, cutting through the edge of an old, dormant thruster of a freighter that made up part of a city block. A thick antenna structure suffered another such blast, as did part of the street. “Pull up! Pull up!” Riley urged.

      “Complying.” The rise came as abruptly as her other moves. “Query: why?”

      “It’s a city. Innocent people are down there!”

      The Viking tilted left and then right. Another barrage barely missed them. Another whack from above turned that external camera feed to static. None of it scared Riley as much as the look of cold calculation on Selene’s face.

      “Acknowledged. Complying.”

      Selene followed their rightward tilt into a turn, then straightened the Viking and gunned the thrusters. Sudden acceleration in atmosphere sent tremors through the hull.

      “Can we leave the planet?” asked Eezall.

      “Tactically and strategically sub-optimal,” Selene replied. “Escape trajectories would leave us vulnerable. Return would be difficult. I have located alternate cover without risk to the public.”

      The landscape grew jagged, sharply angular, and much darker. Lowlight corrections across the canopy and control screens improved the visual. Not all Talnov Gamma’s dead and abandoned vessels grew into settlements. Stripped-down freighter hulls and other abandoned relics created a crowded, mountainous maze devoid of any signs of life.

      The next blow to the hull came not from the top of the Viking, but the side. “Warning: port cargo door compromised,” announced the auto-assist. Another whack followed. “Door seals are no longer viable.”

      “Oh, this is not good,” Eezall repeated.

      “No. This is ideal. We must neutralize Linonda.” Selene popped the buckles on her straps and climbed out of her seat. “Riley, take the helm.”

      “What the fuck?” His eyes shot to the control panel. Screens blanked out and winked to life again with a new arrangement. Words like “manual control” sent his hand grabbing for the sticks. The Viking tilted and turned in response. “What do I do?”

      “Evasive action,” Selene answered on her way out of the cockpit. “Eezall. Come with me.”

      “Evasive—I knew that part!” Riley twisted the Viking away from another stream of laser fire.  He could perform basic helm as an able crewman, but that hardly made him a combat pilot. Racing to get his bearings on their path, the enemy, the panel screens, and everything else all at once, Riley went for the first bit of safety he could find. A big freighter with its bulk propped up in the air against another grounded ship at least gave him something to fly around while his brain tried to catch up.

      His job became easier with the next flash of the control screens. Suddenly, it all looked familiar—like the control layout from the Amethyst. Exactly the same, in fact. “That helps,” he grunted in thanks.

      “Wh-what are we doing?” Eezall followed Selene without the same stability and grace.

      “We must deal with Linonda.” Selene helped Eezall through the cockpit and into the cargo bay with a steady hand on her wrist. Another metallic crunch from the port side door punctuated the issue. “What is the maximum output of your personal weapon system on the Botarn scale?”

      “It’s bioelectric. I haven’t rated myself. Seven hundred, I think?”

      “Can you push it higher?”

      Eezall’s answer faltered under the wrenching sound of the cargo door. Linonda swung inside in a headlong dive at Selene, sending both women against the opposite bulkhead. Punches and kicks flew faster than Eezall could follow.

      A sudden turn threw everyone in the cargo bay toward the open door. Neither Linonda nor Selene broke from the fight. Eezall caught herself against one of the few seats, but that put her close enough to shove the door back into place. The latch fell shut only a blink before Selene slammed against it.

      Riley peeled away from the freighter rather than risk another turn. He tilted right, then left, then left again. I’m not a combat pilot. This guy’s probably a pro. Like a black belt going up against someone from off the street, he thought—and then Riley remembered the flipside of such a scenario. Trained fighters knew what to expect from others with training. Amateurs did goofy, ridiculous things. If they could combine it with a solid strike, the goofy and ridiculous could work out.

      That is the dumbest fucking way to cling to hope.

      Riley dipped the Viking into a valley between long-dead hulls. Clouds of dust and dirt billowed up in his wake, leaving a trail any idiot could follow. He killed the thrusters and threw the forward dampeners, pushing the cloud on past the Viking. The canopy lit up again with laser blasts and streams from the enemy’s chain guns. Sparks flew from the old hulls to either side while Riley turned the Viking in place and kicked up even more of a mess. The crash and rattle of the brawl in the cargo bay continued, but Riley couldn’t do anything about that. He had to focus on his own battle or they’d all die.

      Through the dust cloud, Riley found a deep arc of shadow. One scrapped freighter still had its emptied thruster shielding intact. Riley slipped his Viking under its shelter while the cloud still covered him.

      “Nice tricks, but you know how this ends.” Tibrun’s voice startled Riley. A glowing indicator on the control panel explained it. Both Vikings belonged to the same company and linked up to the same default channels. Tibrun didn’t need to specify a receiving vehicle when all the others were destroyed. “You would have turned to fight by now if you thought you had a chance.”

      “Then why are we talking?” Riley murmured. If the fight was already in the bag, talking would be pointless. Yet the turmoil of the night and the wreckage of a whole hangar full of secret military hardware could stress anyone past good judgment. Riley certainly wasn’t in the best state himself, but at least he was thinking.

      He flipped the voice switch. “Hey, between the two of us, who’s in worse trouble?”

      “You’re about to die, so I’d say that’s obvious,” said Tibrun.

      “Yeah, but you’re the one with the bungled conspiracy to handle later. Also, how’s your eye?”

      Missiles and chain gun fire answered his question. Metal and flames burst from the center of the cloud and all too close to Riley’s Viking, but the shields and hull withstood the storm. His shelter held firm.

      His tracking systems worked much better than Tibrun’s too. The enemy had greater skill and experience. Riley would only get one shot. He watched the screens while the bumps and grunts of the other battle raged on.

      Selene swept her wrists left and down, one to deflect a strike and the other to punish the arm that threw it. A snap kick to Linonda’s shin fell short of the knee. Both women kept fighting in search of a critical blow.

      Eezall tried to stay out of the way. She didn’t want to be a hindrance to Selene, and surely didn’t want to make herself a target. The latter happened anyway when Linonda kicked Eezall across the width of the cargo bay. Distracted for only a glance to track Eezall, Selene suffered a blow to the face. She staggered into a seat and lost her balance.

      Linonda pounced.

      “Now!” Selene caught Linonda’s arm in a twist and pull onto the deck. “Do it now!”

      Eezall pushed herself off the bulkhead, leaving behind blue stains from the suit rupture behind her shoulders. She saw the opportunity in the tangle of fighters, but also a greater danger. “I can’t. I’ll get both of you.”

      The struggle didn’t stay on the deck. Relentless as a machine, Linonda tucked her knees under her body and thrust upward. Selene locked herself in by wrapping an arm around her opponent’s shoulders. The contest put Linonda face-down on the deck.

      “Then get us both. Hit me!” she demanded.

      Eezall slapped both hands on Selene’s back. White light flashed beneath her palms, channeling all the energy she could muster. She cried out with the magnitude of effort. Her target made no such noise, nor did the preferred target beneath.

      All three figures slumped to the deck. Only Eezall stirred with any life, writhing in pain and fatigue.

      Riley heard the electrical crack and the silence that followed. Either it’s fine or Linonda will crack my skull from behind. Doesn’t change my problem, he told himself over and over. It almost worked.

      The sudden alarm from the control panel drowned out all his conflicting emotions. “Alert: targeting signals detected,” warned the auto-assist. “Recommend evasive—”

      Roaring thrusters drowned out the rest. Riley blasted away from his hiding spot to avoid the rain of shells, missiles, and lasers that followed. The old thruster shield fell with a great metallic groan, adding to the clouds that wouldn’t cover the Viking from a fully functional sensor suite… except Riley emerged from the junkyard without exploding in the sky, or flying straight into a missile, or a fatal red light.

      His tracking sensors still had the enemy Viking locked in, glowing with red indicators for heat. Shells from the chain guns instantly found Riley’s craft, bursting against active shields and a hull that held strong. Tibrun could’ve overwhelmed such defenses if his lasers weren’t overheated. Empty missile tubes did him no good.

      Riley had no such problem. His lasers burned holes through Tibrun’s ship while his missiles flew and curved in at three angles. Explosions burst too fast for Riley to know which was which, or to care. Split, flaming wrecks fell to earth without further resistance.

      Even then, Riley swung the Viking into a defensive spot and kept his fingers on the trigger and missile keys. He watched the debris fall. A flashing alert on the communications panel warned the rest of the network of the crash, noting Tibrun’s presence on board. Search and rescue would be standard procedure, but Riley knew they wouldn’t find survivors.

      Other notifications flashed: damage alerts, proximity warnings, messages from others on Tibrun’s mercenary network with words like “infiltration” and “compromised.” A priority message at the top highlighted in bright blue read, “Instructions for Emergency Restart.” None of it appeared relevant so far out in the junkyard.

      Silence within the Viking caused far more worry. “Hey, are we good?” Riley called. He pulled away from the smoldering wreckage. “Selene? Eezall?”

      No one answered. No one jumped out and killed him, either, but no one answered.

      A half-scrapped barge offered the covered landing space he needed. The autopilot required no more than a destination to take care of the rest. The Viking wouldn’t have stealth options more elaborate than rapid shutdowns and cooling, but he took what he could get. Riley unbuckled from his seat in a rush, revealing awkward red lines across his mostly bare skin. He moved like it didn’t matter.

      “Selene? Are you—no. No no no.” Riley hurried to the bodies on the deck of the cargo bay. Eezall laid on her back, separate from the other two. Selene covered Linonda, both face down in a tangle of limbs. Blood marred their skin. Dark, angry handprints stood out on Selene’s upper back. None of it bothered him as much as her complete stillness.

      “Come on. Hey. Hey.” He pulled Selene free from her fallen opponent. She didn’t feel cold. She didn’t feel right, either. Silent and limp, she sagged against Riley and the deck. “Tell me you’re okay.” He put his fingers to her neck, but remembered she wouldn’t necessarily have a pulse, not with her systems in combat mode. Not with arteries closed off for damage control.

      Her head laid in his lap. Lifeless eyes stared out at nothing.

      Fear took deeper and harsher hold of him than it had all night, or ever before.

      “Selene, talk to me.” His voice shook. His hands felt weak. “We did it. We got away. This is… We can fix this, right? Tell me how to fix this.”

      His vision blurred with tears. A simple shift sent one hand falling from Selene’s side to the deck with a dull thud. Riley took a trembling breath, looking away for help. He found the same lifeless slump in Linonda. His fears grew.

      “Mmnh. Uurrgh.” Eezall’s voice turned Riley’s head with a snap. Her head rolled and her arms and legs twitched. Only then did he notice the blue fluid slowly pooling on the deck below her shoulder.

      “Eezall. Hey. Are you alright?” Hating himself for it, Riley pulled back from Selene and laid her head on the deck. She was a machine at her core. She worked differently than others. He had to help Eezall, too. “Can you hear me? Lie still. I think you’re bleeding.”

      “No. Not blood. Suit rupture.” She sounded tired rather than wounded or disoriented, but translator systems could misinterpret such cues. Eezall pulled and relaxed her limbs in slow movements. Her head rolled left and right against the deck. “I’m exhausted. Hurt, but not injured. My suit still functions.”

      “How can I help? What can I do?” asked Riley.

      “Are we safe? Where are we?”

      “Safe for now. Tibrun’s dead. Linonda is down. I think… I think she’s dead, but I can’t be sure. Selene is down, too.”

      “Oh no. She told me to shock her to get Linonda. The system is low lethality. It shouldn’t kill either of them.”

      “Selene’s different.” Riley sniffed. “They both are. I’m not sure what happened. I need to figure it out. We’ve got to get moving first. What can I do to help? How do we fix your suit?”

      “Help me up.” She rose with his aid, him moving delicately out of uncertainty and her out of sheer fatigue. Eezall gestured to the seats in the rear of the cargo bay. “My kit is somewhere back there. I have repair tools. It should be a simple task.”

      The search took only seconds. Riley retrieved her belongings from beneath one of the few seats and turned back in a hurry only to stop short and stare.

      A ripple overtook Eezall’s body, rolling her shoulders and hips back and slightly downward. Her head turned all the way around with the move, settling with that red visor line now facing in the opposite direction. Every feature shifted from front to back all at once. Along the way, Eezall’s shapely curves receded into in a blander humanoid shape.

      The transition put the suit rupture within easy reach at chest-level rather than at the most awkward point of Eezall’s back. “That’s ugly. I can seal it easily, but it will show until I can spend more time on it.”

      Despite the shifts, Eezall’s voice hadn’t changed. Riley handed off the tool kit, wondering if the vocal consistency was an oversight. “Glad to hear that. Should I… would you prefer ‘they’ instead of ‘she?’ Or something else?”

      “Hm? Oh. ‘She’ is fine. My translators make this irrelevant to me most of the time, but I tend to a feminine analogue. If you are comfortable with that, so am I. Thank you for asking.” She pulled a pair of cylindrical instruments from one bag. “Pinch the ruptures together here. Don’t worry about the fluid. It’s mostly from an environmental layer. I lost only a little blood, as you would call it. You will not hurt me.”

      Riley complied, biting his lip and wondering which of the two blue tones was biological. He hoped she wasn’t merely putting up a brave front. The subtlest recession of blue-tinted gel at the breach caught his notice before her first tool clamped the breach shut. The second tool produced a thin, viscous substance that pushed under the rest and coated the seam as a temporary seal.

      “Your consideration is appreciated. I know you are distraught. You and Selene are close?”

      “Yeah. We are.” A glance at her lying on the deck brought back all his fears. “I don’t know how badly she’s hurt. She’s different.”

      Eezall knelt at Selene’s side, gently pressing fingers to her wrist and neck. The motions were no different than any other first steps with an injured human. The grave turn to look over her shoulder matched, too. “Riley, I’m sorry,” she said gently. “I find no vital life signs. It may be too late for resuscitation.”

      “It’s not that. She’s different.”

      “I know this is terribly difficult. You are in a state of emotional shock.”

      “No. I’m shaken up and I’m worried, but it’s not denial. She’s different. I’ve got to—”

      “How is she different? She admitted to cybernetic enhancement. Can you explain?”

      “I mean, can I—? No.” Riley forced himself through a steadying breath. “I have to trust you, don’t I? You already came this far. I could really use your help.”

      “You brought me into your escape when abandoning me would have been easier. I owe you,” said Eezall.

      “No. I put you in danger in the first place. I owe you this much, at least. Maybe more.”

      “Then considering everything that happened tonight, in the simplest of terms, I believe you are on the right side of things. I am ready to help. We might both benefit.”

      “Yeah. Here I am again,” Riley muttered. “Okay. Selene’s not a cyborg in the tech-replacement sense. She’s a robot and an artificial intelligence.”

      “Oh.” Eezall looked back again. “Oh! I never would have known. The sensors in my suit can’t tell the difference. Marvelous work.”

      “The biological parts are all genuine, just lab-grown. She needs them to function in some ways, but not in others. Not in combat. I don’t know all the tech. She said there’s some preservation system if she loses oxygen, but she’s mostly computer.”

      “I see. And Linonda is the same, I assume?”

      “Yeah. We didn’t know about her until all this happened tonight. Selene was told she was one of a kind, but we figured that didn’t make sense. She… they wanted to use her as an assassin. She didn’t want that, so she ran away. I guess Linonda is more like their builders wanted. Selene said she wasn’t sure if Linonda was independent like Selene is.”

      “Excellent. Splendid.”

      “That’s good?”

      “The running away? Yes, of course. It’s the proper decision in those circumstances. But I am thinking more about her nature, and Linonda. I’m sure we can repair and restart Selene, given proper tools and facilities. Do you have technical documentation?”

      He was already looking back at the cockpit. “Repair and… oh god, I’m such a dumbass.”

      “Riley? Where—are we leaving? I assume we should relocate.”

      “Yeah,” he called back. “We’ve got to get out of here and ditch this ride. Maybe take whatever we can sell or trade first. I don’t think we can hock the whole Viking but we might need the cash. And I need to find some clothes.”

      “You seem less distraught. Did you think of something to help Selene?”

      Riley tapped the priority message waiting on the communications panel. The first sentences pushed the weight of the world off his shoulders. “More like she did.”
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      The job was fun while it lasted, as the humans said.

      Yiseeph commonly felt humans fixated too much on “fun.” Raagya sometimes wondered if that was more a matter of translation than a serious difference. The thought occurred to him as party guests fled from the lounge level and the private rooms below. Secondary explosions threw hot debris and smoke from the secret hangar under the tower compound. Power fluctuated throughout the building. The tower wasn’t under structural threat, but few understood that point as Raagya did. Regardless, nobody was having any fun now.

      To be sure, he saw many differences beyond the obvious biological sort. Yiseeph conserved energy and speed for when it mattered most, whereas humans lived faster, louder, and more dramatically, like they needed to expend their energy daily. Humans could appreciate warmth and a long nap, but most didn’t appreciate it enough.

      Both species appreciated good food and good rest. Both enjoyed their arts. Both enjoyed family. Both experienced humor, though Yiseeph did not express it as dramatically. A word and concept like “fun” could apply, couldn’t it? And if the word applied to one species enjoying all the same things, why not the other?

      Yiseeph didn’t feel the same enthusiasm for sex shared by mammalian species. Others had explained it to Raagya, and he felt like he understood, but didn’t sympathize. If Tibrun wanted Raagya and others on hand for security while he and other mammalians engaged in purposefully unproductive mating, that was fine—if Raagya got paid.

      From the window of the main party floor, Raagya watched secret launch doors blast open across the compound. He saw flame and smoke vent into the sky. More importantly, he saw aircraft hover and circle around the tower at safe distances to observe. Xelt aircraft.

      The Xelt already knew about the two Vikings that launched from the tower and their fight over the city. If they didn’t know the cause of the explosions, they soon would. Nothing this big and violent could be kept secret for long in a Xelt-dominated world. They would gather and swarm the tower once the blasts and flames died down. They would discover what blew up. And they would not like the answers that awaited.

      Without the hardware now burning in that hangar, Tibrun’s forces didn’t have the firepower to hold back the Xelt' reaction. They didn’t have Tibrun anymore, either.

      “Full confirmation. Tibrun went down in his personal craft. No survivors,” said a voice over the security net. “Command passes to Yocro. Hold your stations and standby for orders.”

      Raagya didn’t know how many would follow those instructions. Confirming Tibrun’s death may not have been the best way to hold the company together, but delaying spread doubt, and lying leads to revolt. To ensure the loyalty of whoever remained, the new boss had to accept the losses of those who turned away… including Raagya.

      Fires and other damage would be limited to the hangar. Raagya knew the tower wouldn’t collapse, and he knew the ways out. He knew all the aircraft on the upper floors had been taken, too. He also knew how to get a clear, private link channel through the tower’s systems, and he knew a few people he could call.

      It was a fun job while it lasted. Time now to think of tomorrow.

      Soft blue light created a rectangular screen along Raagya’s wrist. He didn’t like the link screens made to lay over the eyes; few Yiseeph did. Even if properly adjusted, such effects made it hard to look around a space like the darkened, empty party floor to make sure one had enough privacy for a call.

      The network accepted his request for a boosted interplanetary signal, but his request for a live connection bounced back unanswered. He would have to leave a message.

      “Bhurel. I have seen your bounty for your traitor crewman. I also have news on his activities and his location, if you reply soon enough.” He didn’t need to waste words on identification. The call data would handle that, and Bhurel knew Raagya’s word could be trusted. Raagya turned to more immediate concerns, like collecting his belongings and escaping the tower.

      Bhurel called back before Raagya even made it to the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      
        	Relocate to a secure destination. Your safety is a prerequisite to proper repair and recovery. The Amethyst is ideal. Do not proceed until you are safe. Time required for restart and recovery will vary based on available power and degree of damage.

        	Position me near an operational Coalition-standard power port. Comfort is not a requirement. Biological concerns are secondary.

        	Access my mouth and disengage my mandibular right second molar. Do not hesitate to use a tool and apply force. This component is resilient. Withdraw the molar to unspool the power cable hidden within. The cable has a maximum length of 1.5 meters. Withdrawal will expose the contact lead hidden under the false top of the molar.

        	Connect the contact lead to the power port. Circuitry within the molar will regulate power.

        	Once initiated, do not attempt to restart the system recovery process. Any necessary restarts will occur automatically. Avoid interruption. Stand by.

      

      

      They had to look up a human dental chart to make sure they didn’t pry out the wrong tooth.

      Riley looked to the clock to find exactly the time he expected. The first five minutes felt like an eternity, emphasizing his sense of his fatigue. He couldn’t worry about being tired while Selene was laid out cold on the bed with only terse written instructions and a thin power lead running from her mouth to reassure him. He didn’t worry about finding clothes or cleaning up, either.

      She didn’t move or make a sound. No screen flashed to life in the stateroom. No message came up on his personal link. The wounds across her skin no longer bled thanks to basic first aid and whatever her systems did before shutdown, but she remained cut up, bruised, and utterly still.

      Five minutes became six.

      “I would feel more confident in this process if we had more technical information,” said Eezall.

      “You’re not alone,” said Riley.

      “Is there anything I can do for you?” Her form had returned to a more feminine shape, but one more subtle than her show-off curves at the party. “We are both tired, but you must also be cold and sore. I could wait here with her while you tend to yourself.”

      “No. Thank you, but no. Not unless this takes a while,” he corrected. He had to allow for that. “You’ve done a lot already. I don’t know how I would have gotten her back here without you.”

      “I suspect you would have managed. You proved yourself highly capable.”

      Riley let that go without argument. The trip back to the Amethyst felt only slightly less dangerous than their flight from the tower. The pair settled the Viking at the border of the dark junkyard long enough to remove Selene and Linonda, blank the communications and flight recorders, and pull a couple of survival kits before sending the vessel skyward. With any luck, anyone watching the whole fiasco would track and intercept the Viking rather than search its brief hiding spots. Thruster trails from across the sky chased the Viking into the upper atmosphere to prove him right, at least for the moment.

      Once again, teenage years of dodgy city life prepared Riley better than any military training. Eezall herself turned out to be no stranger to “travel complications” herself, as she put it. He knew how to steal an old hovertruck and how to steer clear of attention. She knew the planet and its people, and quickly worked out the least conspicuous path back into the city. In the end, Riley came to believe what he’d heard about the Xelt’s lack of active security or police forces.

      Riley held to that hope when he and Eezall pulled the hovertruck a couple blocks from the repair shop on a dark, quiet, sleepy street. No one turned up while they hauled out two limp bodies. No one saw him drop credit chips on the seat as an apology and send the hovertruck back home in the dark, either.

      “Do we know if she’s drawing power?” Riley wondered. “Is that—damn, I don’t even know how to find that out. It has to be on the ship’s system somewhere. You’d think a power port would have some sort of indicator light.”

      “Why didn’t I think of that?” said Eezall. “My suit offers infrared vision. The port and cable are insulated, of course, but I see elevated heat. Power draw appears active. More than that, I cannot say without intrusive measures.”

      “We don’t want to do that. Her instructions said not to interrupt or restart.” He looked to the clock again. Six minutes.

      “You said you haven’t been together long?”

      “Days. Maybe a week now?” Riley stared down. He wasn’t sure when his hand found its way into Selene’s. “Not long enough.”

      “Would you prefer privacy, or company?”

      “Either is fine. Thank you. If you have things to do, I’m okay here.”

      “I should finish repairs to my suit. A recharge would be wise, too. Don’t hesitate to call for me.” Eezall laid her hand on his shoulder before leaving him.

      Seven minutes. No change. Same stillness, same cool feeling to her skin. Her bruises lacked real swelling, probably thanks to her tech-assisted healing, but they didn’t lack for color. The blood and grime remained. He could do something about that, at least.

      Riley left her for the bathroom and only absently thought about seeing to his own needs before returning to her. He didn’t even look at the mirror as he washed up. His eyes fell to the cabinets in search of a washcloth, cleansers, and a cup for water. The clock progressed another three minutes, all to no visible change.

      He got to work.

      Few of her cuts were serious. Earlier first aid already revealed the efficacy of her self-medicating systems. Anyone else with the same cuts would have bled much more. Much of the blood marring her body probably wasn’t her own. Riley started with her face, gentle and careful not to tilt her head or pull on the power lead even if it had plenty of slack.

      Washing away streaks of dirt and blood made her look better, of course. It also made the ache in his heart clearer. He slowed and stared more than once. He had caught himself staring a few times before this, too, thinking about her when she wasn’t in front of him. Her face. Her voice. Her warmth.

      Riley brushed carefully around the power lead without a second thought for what it meant about her nature. She was a machine, but she was also the most important person to him this side of Earth.

      His washcloth continued down her neck, and her collarbones, and her bruised shoulders. He cleaned away the grime from the top of her chest.

      “You can be much friendlier than that,” Selene murmured. A faint smile touched her lips.

      His shoulders sagged with relief. He was too tired to show excitement, but he felt that, too. A wry grin twisted his mouth. “Pretty sure somebody else said that to me tonight. Were you watching me at the party?”

      “Intermittently, as I was able.” Her voice didn’t rise above a sleepy murmur. “Conditions within the party were disruptive to surveillance, and then we were out of contact. I did not have access to security feeds until after you and Eezall were held captive. I wanted to confirm your safety at all times possible.”

      “It’s alright.” Riley didn’t think he heard an apology in that explanation, but he didn’t feel like he needed one. “I’m not embarrassed. Are you in any pain? What can I do for you?”

      “I negated my nociceptors at the onset of violence. If I reactivate them, I will experience considerable and varied pain.”

      “Then don’t do that,” Riley grimaced.

      “Agreed.”

      “You speak pretty well for someone with a cable sticking out of her mouth.”

      “The cable is thin and unobtrusive, and I am making minute adjustments. Also, thank you.”

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “System restart activated cognition and sensory processing ninety-three seconds ago. I have reviewed the ship’s logs and security settings. The last events within my memory banks concern combat with Linonda inside the Viking. I assume our efforts were successful?”

      “You told Eezall to shock you while you held Linonda down.”

      “Then my tactics succeeded. Excellent.” Her eyes finally opened. She took his hand and held it over her chest. “You are alive and uninjured.”

      “Mostly, yes. I’ll be fine. Will you?”

      “Yes. Our current status should be our priority topic. You placed Linonda in a linen closet and instructed the LiftBot to hold it shut?”

      “After wrapping her arms and legs in half a roll of engineering tape each, yeah. And her hands. She was at least as ‘inactive’ as you were. I made sure there’s no power access in there, too. The LiftBot is set to trigger an alarm for any sound or movement.”

      “Satisfactory. I believe her systems suffered greater damage than mine, and that she expended more operational and reserve power. Your measures most likely exceed the need for safety, but I do not object.”

      “Good, ’cause I blindfolded and gagged her with excessive tape, too.”

      “I suspect Linonda may have been damaged beyond reactivation.”

      “Oh. That would make it awkward, then,” he mumbled.

      “Eezall is in the cabin across from this one. She is repairing her suit. My review of the security feed shows her cooperation and assistance.”

      “She helped a lot, yeah,” said Riley. “All the way from the tower to here.”

      “She appears uninjured. Is that correct?”

      “I think she’s wiped out, but she says she’s fine. Lost a little fluid from that suit rupture in the fight. She says it’s no big deal. I guess I have to take her word for that.”

      “Has she spoken of her intentions?”

      “Not yet.” Riley shrugged. “She said she’s out here exploring on her own. I guess that’s normal for her people. She was studying the Xelt, and then she was working for Tibrun, and now she’s not. I don’t know if she has anywhere to go. She hasn’t talked about it yet.”

      “Obviously we survived combat with Tibrun. What was the resolution?”

      “Oh, I blew him up real good,” he answered soberly. “As far as we could tell, nobody else came after us. We came back as quietly as we could. I can’t know for sure, but I don’t think we were tracked.”

      “No activity outside the Pick and Fix suggests surveillance or impending action,” said Selene.

      “You hacked the shop security system?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. “Guess I can’t complain about that.”

      “Repairs to the Amethyst are nearly complete. Current performance should exceed capabilities achievable during our arrival. Emergency power-up and liftoff are within normal parameters if necessary.”

      “Is that everything?” Riley grinned.

      “We have received no messages since departing earlier this evening. Local media is covering the disturbance at the tower. We inflicted significant damage to Tibrun’s operation. Many Xelt have already crossed the boundaries of the compound and reported evidence of military stockpiles. Reactions trend toward alarm and outrage at the threat to the public… especially the weapons fire over the city,” she added, showing the first break in her serenity. “No casualties are reported, but… I see your point.”

      “My point?”

      “When we came under fire, I turned us toward the city for cover. You objected.” Selene hesitated. “I am sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “It was not okay, hence your objection. Strictly speaking, the action and the resultant harm are not yours to forgive.” Since meeting Selene, Riley hadn’t seen much regret in her eyes, but he saw it there now. “Tibrun’s weapons inflicted property damage. Despite the lack of casualties, harm was done. Worse harm would have been done without your intervention.”

      “That’s on him, Selene. He pulled that trigger, not you.”

      “Nevertheless, my actions put innocents in jeopardy for my benefit. Greater harm would have resulted without your intervention. I would not have corrected my course.”

      “You don’t think you would’ve caught on after the first couple explosions?”

      “I would not have spared processing resources for such analysis until after the danger passed.” Her eyes fell away and regret built. “My programming rates collateral damage with a lower priority than you. The flaw is now identified. I will correct it.”

      “That’s good. Try not to blame yourself along the way.”

      “This should have been among my corrections already. The conflict between my value for life and safety in ordinary circumstances versus conditions of combat should have been obvious before the situation occurred.”

      “I’m pretty sure humanity has been trying to work out that problem for a few thousand years,” said Riley. “You were created by people who probably didn’t even give a damn. It’s not on you to fix to perfection in a week of self-editing.”

      Selene’s eyes met his again. “You sounded angry at the time.”

      “I wasn’t angry. Just freaked out.”

      “You do not appear angry now.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are reluctant to criticize me.”

      “I’m—wait, what?” Riley blinked.

      “I have observed this as an ongoing pattern. In our initial meeting, you spoke and interacted with great care. This tracks with your unfamiliarity combined with recognition of the possible dangers I present. However, as you became comfortable and relaxed with me, the pattern continued. In fact, I did not notice the pattern until our discussion about Orlina’s plan. You voiced concerns and objections, but you did not criticize me or my choices.”

      “Is that a problem somehow?” he asked.

      “I wish to understand why.”

      “There hasn’t been a lot to criticize.”

      “I disagree. If we review our interactions, or my actions specifically, I can identify numerous instances that caused you discomfort or objection, even frustration.”

      “That’s normal between people.”

      “So is criticism. Psychological studies suggest a continued withholding of criticism and negative emotion can build into resentment over time.”

      “Are you packing a lot of human psych studies into your recreational reading time here on sunny Talnov Gamma?” Riley joked.

      “You evade and you demur,” she said patiently. “You do not address the concern.”

      Riley leaned back and looked away, but knew he had been called out. Now he had to find the words. They weren’t difficult, but he worried some words would be too much, too soon. “Your feelings mean a lot to me.”

      “Same,” said Selene. “That is why I raise the concern.”

      “It means a lot that you’d say so. I’ve been with people who would’ve ignored it entirely.” Riley shrugged. “I’m not exaggerating, by the way. There hasn’t been much to criticize. Maybe I’m a bit uncomfortable sometimes, but you haven’t been wrong about anything. You’re smarter and faster. All this crazy stuff… I haven’t been worried about you or what you’ll do. I’ve been more worried about getting in your way.”

      “In my way?” Selene propped herself up on her elbows. If the thin power cable running from the corner of her mouth were longer, she might have sat up. “You have never been in my way. You have been of dramatic benefit at every point in our time together. I could not accomplish all that we have on my own. We connected with Orlina entirely because of you. You found a crucial ally in Eezall. I did not resolve the conflict with Tibrun. You did.” Her head twitched, signaling a realization like any ordinary person. “You defeated Tibrun after Eezall rendered me inert. You defeated him without my assistance.”

      “You wouldn’t have been in that situation without me in the first place,” said Riley.

      “Without you, I would still need the resources Orlina agreed to provide. I would not have had your foresight and guidance.”

      “You’d have found another way. Same with escaping the tower and all the rest.”

      “I experienced extreme alarm when Linonda engaged you in combat. Her physical capabilities are nearly identical to mine. You performed better against her than anyone I have faced. You found an ally where I did not, and you got us home. We both compensate for one another as needs alternate. I do so as a matter of choice. Enthusiastic choice.”

      “Enthusiastic?” His lips twitched with a grin.

      Selene hooked two fingers into the waistband of his black briefs. “Your current state of dress may elevate my immediate enthusiasm.”

      “Now who’s demurring and evading?”

      “Negative. We are discussing matters of mutual attachment and personal bonds. In this context, a reminder of shared interests is entirely appropriate. Sexuality appears to be a mutual favorite topic—and our behavioral context.”

      “You can’t be up for that now,” said Riley.

      “Correct. I require another seventy-four minutes of recharge before physical functionality is restored. Biological repair and healing will take longer, though I can guide you through some medical steps that will accelerate the process.” She grinned. “Some minor physical activity toward physical affection will not require significant energy or strain.”

      Grinning back, Riley rested one hand at the edge of her pillow and leaned in to kiss her softly. The power lead didn’t get in the way if he kept it simple. Selene responded with a clear wish for more, but her lips still withdrew before his. “Perhaps I should not build too much anticipation while in this diminished capacity.”

      “I think I can relate. Nice to know you’re interested.”

      “I am, and I am clearly not alone. I hope the evening has validated my earlier point. You are more attractive than you realize.”

      “Heh,” Riley remembered. “Yeah, you wouldn’t know about the underwear guy yet.”

      “That sounds interesting. Tell me more.”

      “Mutual favorite topics, huh?”

      “These matters are certainly preferrable to dangerous activities and dangerous people.” Selene’s head tilted away in a pause, and her face grew grim. “It appears we must return to that focus. Three vehicles have arrived outside the shop. Individuals of various species are exiting. Their clothing allows for concealed weapons and armor. They all appear able-bodied for their species. I count nine—and Orlina.”

      “Does it look like an attack?” Riley straightened up, dreading another confrontation.

      The screen on the entertainment center blinked to life with feeds from three security cameras. Orlina stood at the center of the group. Everyone had their poker faces on. Two of the hovercars pulled away, leaving only one parked immediately outside. Already, several of her people spread along the street, with three moving to the rear of the shop.

      Orlina tapped the link mounted on her bracelet and said, “Link, call contractor. Voice only.”

      “She is calling me.” Selene raised an eyebrow. “She uses excellent encryption. I see no reason to refuse the call.”

      “Funny how she came here before calling,” Riley grumbled. “Yeah. We’ve gotta deal with it.”

      “Hello?” Selene answered.

      “It’s me.” Orlina’s voice came through the security monitor. “I heard you had a rough night. Are you alright? Do you need any help?”

      “We are fine. Thank you for asking.”

      “I’m outside your place. Are you here? We should talk.”

      “Let me check,” Selene replied. Then, to Riley, “She is muted. My physical capacities will be greatly diminished for hours yet. If she intends treachery, I am of limited use beyond control of the ship’s systems.”

      “That’s not nothing.” Riley shrugged. “We’re still good for the deal. She can have what she wants without a fight. She knows what we just pulled off, and she’s not dumb. I’ve got this. Let her in.”

      “Apologies,” Selene resumed in her diplomatic voice. “We didn’t expect anyone at this hour. You’re not in a large group, are you?”

      Whether Orlina had spotted one of the tiny hidden cameras or not, she looked almost directly at it with a smirk. “I’m not alone, but we don’t all have to come in.”

      “That’s all I ask. Let me get the lights and unlock the entrance.”

      On the screen, Orlina turned from the completed call to her companions. A silent nod instructed the other Nelaen woman and an Ivorran at her side to accompany her. The rest relaxed by the parked car while their boss waited for the door.

      “I will monitor. I am already notifying Eezall as well,” said Selene.

      “Right. Thanks.”

      “You might want to put on some clothes,” she suggested before he made it out of the room. “Unless you want to really impress her, of course.”

      Rolling his eyes, Riley threw open a dresser to snatch the first shirt and pants he saw. He threw them on and stuffed his feet into his work boots. His first disheveled step toward the corridor let him see his reflection in a wall mirror. His short black hair desperately needed shampoo and a brush. He needed a shower, and a nap.

      And a gun. At least he could grab that off the top of the dresser and stuff it in his waistband on the way out. Other carry methods would be better, but he didn’t have time.

      “Riley?” Eezall emerged from the opposite cabin. “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “Might be better if you stay out of sight. Nearby would be nice, though,” he said with a second thought. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be right inside the hatch,” she said, following him.

      “Analysis of body language indicates vigilance and readiness, but not imminent intention of violence,” came Selene’s voice over a passageway speaker. “This comes with a significant margin for error.”

      “That’s about what I expected,” Riley said at the gangway.

      The hatch opened and its small ramp extended, with Eezall moving to the side to go unseen. Riley stepped out into the fully lit repair floor, where Orlina and her escorts stood waiting. He walked into conversational range, but at the edge of what he’d call a friendly distance. “Orlina,” he said.

      “Riley. Will Selene be joining us?”

      “She’s listening. We only just got back. Like she said, we aren’t quite ready to see anyone. We wanted to get ourselves together again before calling you.”

      “I felt a sense of urgency after all I heard—especially through the media, and nothing from you at all,” came her icy reply.

      “Couldn’t be helped. If it makes you feel any better, your name didn’t come up all night. I don’t think it’ll point back to you. If it does, it won’t be because of us.”

      “I should hope not. Aerial combat and exploding secret facilities are outside the Phantoms’ usual range. It’s not what I wanted when I sent you in, either. What the fuck happened?”

      “We got in as planned. Everything went fine for a while. The disruptor gel fooled recognition systems, but someone at the party recognized me with his own eyes,” said Riley. “He told Tibrun, they moved, and we had to fight our way out. That got messy. Fights usually do.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “The blasts under that compound are an awfully big mess.”

      “Turns out he had a whole starfighter wing under there. All that hardware could’ve made an even bigger mess.”

      “I’ve heard Tibrun is dead. Is that true?”

      “I might’ve used too many missiles to leave an identifiable body,” said Riley.

      “I’ll have to take your word and my sources for that. I can’t say I’ll miss him, but this wasn’t what I hired you to do.”

      “He didn’t give us much choice. Once they moved on us, we were out of options. I didn’t expect the guy who recognized me to be there. I don’t think anyone could’ve connected those dots ahead of time. He kept a low profile.”

      “Who was it?”

      “His name’s Fuller. Coalition intelligence and special forces. Seems like he moved over to work for Tibrun. He didn’t explain and I wouldn’t believe him, anyway, but Tibrun had exactly the kind of arsenal you were worried about under that tower.”

      “What else? I don’t suppose you did what I hired you to do along with the rest of this?”

      “Selene got the programs uploaded,” Riley answered. “She copied the last days’ worth of system logs along the way and deleted them from the system. You wanted to know who was at Tibrun’s party, and we’ve got that.”

      Orlina glanced at the link bracelet on her wrist. “It’s not waiting in my messages. Do you want to give it to me in hard copy?”

      “We can do either. The files might transfer better on a drive. Do we still have a deal?”

      Her eyebrow rose. “I asked you to spy on a rival, not kill him and wreck his assets. It’s possible my plans went beyond just getting rid of him.”

      “Yeah, it might be more complicated than that. You’re here with less smiles and more muscle than we saw when we made the deal. Figured I should ask if it’s still good.”

      “This wasn’t the deal.” Orlina folded her arms. Riley half expected her to whip out a gun from a hidden holster and shoot him, but instead she only narrowed her eyes. “I’ve also pulled enough jobs to know how often they go sideways no matter what you do. And you’re not out here asking for more than we initially agreed. That would be disrespectful.”

      “Correct,” said Riley.

      “I doubt Tibrun’s successors will be able to hold his group together. Most of his people will scatter off-world, but enough will hang around to flood the local market with mercenaries. That data and the network taps could be of use to me. I could have played my original plans to greater advantage, but I still benefit from this. I didn’t want anyone with a mercenary army and a starfighter wing sitting around on this planet.

      “We still have a deal. I’ll get my end of it moving immediately. If you want to wait to make the exchange until your full payment is ready, I understand. However, I would appreciate avoiding that sort of delay. People are already making moves. The taps and data are of more value to me sooner than later.”

      “It’s not a decision I should make alone. Let me talk to—oh.” Riley tapped the link at his ear.

      “I trust your judgment,” said Selene over the link. “If you wish to give her some or all, I have no objections. I can transfer the data to a key drive immediately.”

      He nodded to Orlina. “We can do that. Selene is transferring it to a drive now.”

      “Thank you.” Orlina’s smile was thin but seemed genuine. “I apologize for the messaging in this heavy-handed approach. Once the shooting starts, one has to be careful. I didn’t know if you had been compromised.”

      “Or if I planned any treachery?”

      “One never knows. As long as we’re assured of being on good terms, is there anything else you want to tell me about tonight?”

      “Tibrun was up to some sort of coup like you suspected, but it was bigger than you described. He had three other mercenary companies on their way in, and he wasn’t doing this on his own. He got a visit from Aegis Enterprises at the party. I haven’t had time to look at everything, but it seems like they were the money behind it.”

      “Aegis?” Orlina’s mouth formed a thin frown. “I was wrong. Tonight worked out much better than I planned.”
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      “Keep clear of the compound as long as it’s a mess,” said Leeth. “The answers we need aren’t worth putting anyone in danger. Let us know what you learn, but stay safe and—”

      “Don’t cower at home! There’s no such thing as a Xelt riot!” Toquii snapped at his desk video call across the room. Leeth winced in full view of her own caller while her irritated boss went on. “If they aren’t mad at you specifically, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Get out there.”

      “He’s talking to someone else,” Leeth explained with much less volume.

      The holographic face floating over Leeth’s wrist wrinkled her grey snout. Her dark eyes were set closer than most of her kind, but Ivorrans came in wide varieties. “He’d better not talk to me that way. I’m only calling as a favor.”

      “It’s appreciated, and we’ll remember. The news is coming in a rush. Thank you.” Leeth ended the call and found Toquii’s eyes waiting and his screen dark. She shook her head. “It’s the same as the others. She has lines of communication into the compound, but she wasn’t there. Nobody knows where Tibrun is or what happened.”

      “I got even less,” said Toquii. “Our contacts on Gamma don’t seem to count for much.”

      “This might be more about timing. We have good sources; they just aren’t guests at his parties.”

      “Don’t remind me about guests and timing.” Toquii turned his head to the office windows. The news from Talnov Gamma reached them late in the station’s morning hours. Toquii, Leeth, and others had worked to gather information ever since. He had decisions to make if Tibrun was really dead: people to pull out or keep in place, opportunities to exploit or ignore. He also had a club to run with a solid fight night scheduled to start soon.

      After the debacles of the last week, Toquii needed to get business rolling again. He didn’t need this distraction. He also couldn’t afford to ignore it. That left him in his office for live-connection calls with people halfway across the Rampart System, and Leeth right along with him.

      A beep at Toquii’s desk cut him off from his thoughts. He snorted. “And now here’s Orlina. With an offer.”

      “Surely with a price attached,” said Leeth.

      “We’re not on terms that bring favors for free. Let me read this.” Toquii leaned his large and furry head closer to the screen. “Ugh. Flowery language. She must have something if she’s dragging it out.”

      Leeth rose from the couch to read over his shoulder, but a buzz at her personal link stopped her: “I heard you got some heat over my last job. I don’t know if my note did you any good. Really hope you’re okay. Not sure how much more I should say here. If it helps, tell your boss the rumors out of the junkyard are true. He doesn’t have to worry about the bad blood there anymore.”

      The text froze her in place. No signature, no recognition from her personal contact list or threaded traffic. The sender info was generic and disposable—and stable, at least for now. “Hold off on any deals,” Leeth warned Toquii. She sat back down. “Give me a moment.”

      She keyed in a reply: “This is rather cryptic. How can I trust you, or be sure who you are?”

      “Who is it?” Toquii asked from his desk. “What’s going on?”

      “This is text-only. It’s taking time,” said Leeth. “It may be nothing.”

      She knew better. She waited.

      “The last job was too dirty for me. I objected, we fought, I left,” Riley wrote. “Need more?”

      “The last time we spoke, I said you were the only source of kindness in the room,” she typed and sent.

      “Are you smiling?” asked Toquii.

      “Absolutely not,” she lied. Her heartbeat picked up. She’d deny that if Toquii noticed, too.

      Another response: “Are you alright? How badly did I screw things up?”

      “We can protect ourselves. What about you?” she answered.

      “I’ve been a lot worse. The less I say, the better. That job is still a problem. I don’t want that heat on you.”

      “You might be surprised how much I’m willing to risk.”

      She waited. Pressure mounted. Irritable, hungry, ready to growl and— “Toquii, I can feel your anticipation from over here. Mind your own channels.”

      “You told me to wait,” her boss protested.

      “I didn’t tell you to wait at me.” Leeth scolded herself as much as Toquii. Her empathic senses rarely slipped. Riley had that effect on her, but she liked that about him.

      She liked a great deal about him, actually.

      “Less is still better for both of us. I can’t risk others.”

      “I understand,” Leeth typed back. “Can you speak about the other matter? What do you know about that bad blood?”

      “He’s dead. They probably won’t find a body they can identify.”

      Leeth bit her lip and typed. “How can you confirm?”

      Again, she waited.

      “Because I pulled the trigger.” Another line followed: “He didn’t give me a lot of choice.”

      Stress and tension escaped with a breath. A pang of guilt followed. She doubted Riley had killed before and doubted more that he would take it lightly. She felt the same. “Then I am glad he is gone and you are still here. He was a monster,” she typed.

      “Yeah. I probably shouldn’t say more. This is already a lot of traffic.”

      “I understand. Will I see you again?”

      “I hope so. Sorry about the mess. Take care.”

      Nothing else followed.

      Leeth held the palm unit low in her hands. She didn’t know whether to feel happy or sad. Instead, encroaching on all that, she felt irritation. Impatience. A stomach growling for lunch.

      “Tibrun’s dead,” she told Toquii. “Whatever information Orlina offers, that’s the truth of it.”

      “According to who? How do you know?”

      “I’m very good at my job,” said Leeth. Her boss didn’t need to know the rest.
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      “Guards inside the compound threatened to shoot anyone who touched the gate or climbed the wall. They aimed weapons. Elder Keldeket guided the crowd away and instructed everyone to collect objects to throw. Keldeket returned to warn the guards and demanded access, but they refused. She instructed the crowd to attack from behind the wall. The persistent high volume of projectiles forced all guards into the tower. Citizens occupy the compound. The tower remains sealed.

      “Consensus regards the tower as a public danger. Occupation must continue until the matter is resolved. Community organization links follow.”

      

      Media channels delivered video from all around the site. Aircraft circled the tower, ranging from news flyers to ordinary civilian anti-grav cars. On the ground, every visual presented thousands of Xelt inside the compound and the surrounding streets. The only gap centered on the hangar bay doors once hidden in the ground, now under streams of chemicals from local emergency response vehicles.

      The scene carried a sense of unified patience and calm despite equally unified outrage. The response fascinated Selene. “This Elder Keldeket does not appear on any public listing of authority figures I have seen. What is her position?”

      “She probably has no official position at all.” Eezall hadn’t moved an inch since sprawling out indelicately on the bed of her borrowed cabin. She had no trouble controlling the entertainment screen via her suit. The multiple broadcast feeds split across the screen were the only light in the room. “The title of ‘elder’ merely recognizes her as the oldest Xelt on the scene. You are following an English translation, yes?”

      “Correct. I will run my own translation of the Xelt broadcast,” Selene replied over the link, and then paused. “Hm. As expected, my translator is less clear. Perhaps it needs an update.”

      “The local translator programs have more opportunity for refinement,” Eezall explained. “Now that I look at it, this includes a lot of English grammar that doesn’t exist for the Xelt. It’s accurate, but has its quirks.”

      “Are you not running an English translator of your own?” asked Selene.

      “I have one and I use it, but I am fluent in English and a few other human languages. I cannot physically speak any of them; Davoxxans lack the organs.”

      “You learned human languages?”

      “As part of my study of Terrans, yes. Language is key to culture and development. I regret that I have only learned three so far. Life got distracting.”

      “Then you are fluent in the Xelt language, too?”

      “Yes. Unlike most species, they have a single language. You can find traces of earlier diversity if you study, but they merged as their societies developed. It tracks with the Xelt tendency toward cooperation, much like the events we see here.

      “Elder Keldeket does not exercise authority, or at least not much. Rather, as the eldest, she bears the responsibility of carrying the voice of the group. The decision to arm the crowd and attack would be a matter of rapid discussion and agreement through the crowd, spreading like a wave by word of mouth.”

      “Ah. This explains much of what I see on local social networking channels,” said Selene.

      “The Xelt had similar networks of their own before humanity joined the Coalition. Like most species, they found human styles of the medium highly influential.”

      “I see it in the interface, yes. The actual content is so different! I see none of the infighting or ignorant criticism found in human social media.”

      “Or the self-promotion,” Eezall agreed with a grin in her voice. “At that point, is it really the same thing?”

      Selene laughed. Eezall listened intently and double-checked her suit settings to make sure she recorded everything. Her host was not the only one fascinated by their conversation, though Eezall’s interest was entirely different.

      She wondered if Selene sensed her suspicions. “I’ve seen several discussions of our aerial battle,” Selene said, continuing her casual approach. “It looks like no one was hurt, which is good. An emergency response flyer reports no survivors of Tibrun’s wreckage. I don’t see much about anyone looking for our own Viking. That strikes me as strange. What do you think?”

      Eezall thought about flagging the timestamp on her recording; Selene sounded distinctly different from earlier in the night.

      “The Xelt will certainly have questions about the fight that set this off. If anyone should run down our Viking, they may take an interest. One dangerous vehicle is a problem, but it’s only one vehicle and it went away. The fight is over. The Xelt will focus on what that fight revealed, which is what we’re seeing now. If we are careful, I think we’re in the clear.”

      “That’s good to hear,” said Selene. “Riley and I are so sorry for putting you in danger, as well as all the other complications that could follow.”

      “We’ve been through that. I don’t hold you to blame. You weren’t the ones plotting the violent takeover of a peaceful society, and you have done all you can to make amends. I think I wound up in better company in the end.”

      “Is there anything more I can do to make you comfortable? My knowledge of Davoxxans is limited. I don’t even know if I’m keeping you awake with all this talk.”

      “Oh no. I prefer to talk,” said Eezall. The greater her sample size, the better. “As for sleep, the Davoxxan activity cycle involves a longer time frame than most Coalition species. I need sleep—well, it’s like sleep—but not for several days yet. Even tonight’s exertion doesn’t accelerate the need. Resting on a bed for a few hours will do. Actual ‘sleep’ involves getting out of this suit and into something like a bathtub.”

      “We have several on board. You’re welcome to use them. Does your suit prevent such rest? It appears malleable.”

      “The suit is necessary as life support. Davoxxans require certain chemical conditions. That’s most of what I lost in the fight, more than biomass. When I ‘sleep’ in a tub, I do so under a layer of the same chemical gel.

      “Adopting a new shape or altering our forms is a matter of biology. I can hold a humanoid form free from the suit, but it gets tiring. The suit relaxes when I reshape myself and then adopts a mild rigidity to support me. It’s comfortable until it isn’t. When I sleep, I lose shape. Strictly speaking, I could sleep on any surface or in my suit, but a container like a tub is far more comfortable. If I’m to leave my suit, a tub is also easier to clean up than other options. We leave a lot of moisture behind, and color.”

      “What about energy? I understand your people draw energy from light?”

      “Simply, yes. Our process is akin to photosynthesis in Terran plants. My suit includes absorption cells that constantly draw from available light. I do this naturally as a biological process, but the suit is more efficient. My shock weapon is a similar example. The suit enhances what I can do naturally.”

      “If these suits make life easier, are they commonly worn in your native environments?”

      “Depending on the situation, yes. Environmental exposure isn’t an issue, but such technology makes forms of labor and exertion easier. Think of it as the difference between dressing for work and after, except we might typically cast off clothing altogether.

      “Davoxxan society developed with less emphasis on natural resources and territory than most Coalition species. We aren’t independent, but the resulting differences are dramatic. Most sentient species addressed scarcity of resources with varying degrees of cooperation and competition. The Xelt relied far more on cooperation, and you see the results here. My people have more in common with them than any other species.”

      “Cooperative society, advanced science and technology… I imagine this explains why your people have largely kept the Coalition at a distance.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t overrate our advancement. Many aspects of energy came to us intuitively because of our biology. Intuition is great until it’s taken for granted. We wound up having to work harder than others to understand physics on a scientific level. Our society developed earlier than others and had fewer setbacks. I like to think my people are smart, but I wouldn’t say we are vastly smarter than others.”

      “And you’re a scientist? Multidisciplinary, Riley said?”

      “Holistic might be a better word. We expect competence in a range of fields for any scientist.   To be clear, the path to the Davoxxan title of ‘scientist’ involves thirty-two years of study beyond our basic standard education.”

      “Does that include computer sciences?”

      There it is, thought Eezall. “As a matter of understanding societies and technology, yes. Our own systems are different, but I can fairly claim some competence with human and other Coalition principles.” If she were human, she would smile. “Why do you ask?”

      “Your tone implies suspicion or expectation. And amusement,” said Selene.

      “And you now sound more like you did earlier this evening, particularly with Riley. I’m not laughing at you. I’m only amused because I wondered how we might broach the subject.”

      “What subject?”

      “You. Riley told me you are an artificial intelligence. After the fight, he didn’t have much choice. He needed my help to get you restarted. He relayed this to you, didn’t he?”

      “Yes. I expected some degree of revelation, given the circumstances. We have not discussed the full range of disclosure.”

      “I haven’t done any probes or seen a technical manual, though I’m naturally curious. Riley said you are independent, that you defied certain programming, and you feel emotions. He cares deeply for you. It appears mutual.”

      “It is,” said Selene. “Artificial intelligence is considered dangerous. It is outlawed within Coalition space, as are several other aspects of my construction. You are surely aware of this, yet you do not appear troubled.”

      “Artificial intelligence is no more dangerous than any other field of science or engineering.”

      “You do not believe such intelligence inevitably becomes hostile to biological life?”

      “What was that about a tone of amusement?” Eezall laughed. “I think that ‘inevitability’ speaks to the creator before the creation. This field presents many complicated ethical questions. That apparently hasn’t stopped everyone from development. Here you are.”

      “Given your skills and knowledge, I was concerned you would find my existence alarming. I feared you might feel obligated to report my nature to others.”

      “Oh, you’re only my fourth alarming secret discovery within Coalition territory. I haven’t said anything about the other three. I can keep this secret, too.”

      “What other alarming discoveries have you made?” asked Selene.

      “If I told you, would you believe I can keep your secret, too?”

      Selene laughed.

      “Have we been coy long enough?” Eezall teased. “You’ve been probing my abilities and reactions to tonight’s events since you called me. I sense a friendly sentiment, but surely you have more practical goals. Riley has demonstrated an adorable concern for ethics. To use a simple term, you both seem like good people. Obviously, I find you fascinating. What are your plans for the immediate future?”

      Silence followed, hanging long enough to make Eezall doubt her approach.

      “You find Riley adorable?”

      Eezall’s doubts turned into different doubts.

      “Ah…understanding the limitations of a first encounter, yes,” she answered tentatively.

      “Are you interested in pursuing similar encounters with him?”

      Eezall roiled within her suit. Liquid mass pulled all the way from the extremities to the center and back out again. She barely preempted her suit’s translators from vocalizing the reaction—accurately—as a groan. What have I done? she thought.

      “I don’t want to cause any trouble between you, or between the three of us,” said Eezall.

      “Understood and appreciated. This does not answer my question.”

      “That’s because I’m wary of the feelings behind the question.”

      “Why would you be wary?”

      “Are you and Riley intimate?”

      “Yes.”

      “Human sexual intimacy typically includes expectation of monogamy. Going outside the bounds of monogamy is often cause for anger and resentment. And worse,” said Eezall.

      “Understood, but I am an artificial intelligence,” said Selene.

      “Do you recall what I said about creators and their creations? It’s not all cultural paranoia and violence. You have feelings—predominantly human feelings.”

      “Correct. Assume my feelings are not hurt and I do not object.”

      “…I’m feeling like an incorrect answer would still be a problem,” said Eezall.

      “A binary of correct and incorrect does not apply. I request an honest answer. Are you interested in pursuing further sexual activity with Riley?”

      Eezall roiled again, this time from right to left, and settled quickly to stare at the ceiling. Selene had already told her the cabins were free of cameras and other intrusive monitoring. That might not be true, or maybe Selene had other ways. Their conversation was entirely audio, entirely electronic, and yet Eezall felt like she was being watched.

      “Davoxxan relationships don’t align closely with human romance,” said Eezall. “We develop attachments and feel affection, but it’s not the same. I should make that clear.”

      “Understood.”

      “As for sex… If it’s not a problem, I wouldn’t say no…”

      “This response is vague. Please clarify.”

      “Oh, do I have to?” Eezall muttered. She forgot to mute her translator this time.

      “This line of inquiry is purely personal interest. I have no justification to pressure or compel you to answer. You are under no obligation to respond.”

      “I’m not?”

      “No. It would make me feel better.”

      Eezall liquified and slumped in exasperation.

      “I like Riley. I liked the sex. Obviously, I don’t have a human sex drive. I only have a way to mimic the nervous system. It’s fun and it can feel good but it isn’t my default. I don’t have an actual human sex drive, even when I mimic those nerves. At least, I don’t think,” she mumbled. “I’m only judging from anecdotal evidence and personal experience. It’s utterly unscientific.”

      “Do your people find this to be scientifically unethical?”

      “They’d find it a bit perverted, if I’m honest,” she kept mumbling.

      “Then your answer would require caveats for nuance and the unexpected.”

      “I… yes?”

      “Understood.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Granting those caveats, do you estimate you are more or less likely to pursue further sexual encounters with Riley?”

      Eezall now understood the human urge to slap one’s own hand over one’s face. “If it’s truly no strain on your relationship or cause for conflict, then maybe. Casually.”

      “Thank you. This premise is fully acceptable,” said Selene.

      “Ah! There. I heard it. You do have feelings, which I fully accepted was possible, mind you. And the feelings I hear right now are discomfort and disappointment. You aren’t comfortable with me having sex with Riley again. That is fine, Selene. I can consider him off-limits. That won’t be a problem for me.”

      “My disappointment is minor,” said Selene. “I anticipated greater interest.”

      “…oh.”

      “Does this alter your response?”

      “That is not what I expected,” Eezall slowly replied.

      “Riley’s happiness is among my highest priorities. We have discussed a mutual interest in establishing a sexualized relationship and lifestyle. Multiple partners would be an encouraging factor for both matters rather than a detriment.”

      “Has he said anything about us? About him and me?”

      “He has exhibited a positive and inclusive attitude toward you. Specific commentary regarding your sexual encounter has been minimal, but also positive. I do not believe he would have engaged in sex with you absent genuine attraction.”

      Eezall stopped to parse her feelings. “I can’t say I’d mind. Everything else I said is true. I’m not as habitually interested as a human with a natural human sex drive would be.”

      “You expressed some uncertainty on that point.”

      “As long as we’re sharing secrets? Illegal AI to traveling scientist?”

      “Affirmed.”

      “I mentioned the part about being a bit of a pervert, didn’t I?”

      “In reference to your people and their expectations, yes.”

      “Would you be interested…?”

      “Of course, Eezall.”

      Electric currents ran through her body, unbidden and exciting. “I like the sound of that. I like that sound a lot.”

      “I’ll remember it.”

      “Now I’m very glad we talked.”

      “The sentiment is mutual,” Selene replied. The flirtation fell from her voice. “This also returns us to earlier topics. You inquired about our plans. I should consult Riley before making any conjecture or commitments, and he will be asleep for several hours yet. However, this discussion implies an interest in remaining in our company. Is that accurate?”

      “Depending on what you’re up to, I’m not in a hurry to leave.”

      “Understood. Rather than speculate, we should pause that topic until Riley is included. I have other inquiries prompted by the earlier subject of your expertise.”

      “Oh? Regarding?”

      “Linonda.”
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        * * *

      

      Sleep seemed impossible when Riley laid down.

      The weight of the night followed him to bed—the danger and pain, seeing Fuller straight out of past nightmares, the revelations and dread for what comes next.

      He killed people tonight.

      He didn’t know how to sleep on that. He laid down expecting not to sleep at all, but he woke to quiet comfort, dim light, and a soft and soothing body beside him.

      Selene’s lips brushed his neck behind his jaw. Her chest settled against his right arm and side, one leg sliding along his. Her hand caressed him under the sheets, drawing out a happy sigh—and waking up his bruises.

      “Mnh,” Riley grunted. “Wow, I’m sore.”

      “Apologies. I intended to avoid any aggravation of harm,” Selene murmured. “Significant healing progress is evident. The painkillers should still be in effect.”

      “Oh, they are. This is how it goes. I’d feel worse without them.” He turned his head to eye her with gratitude. “You’re better than the meds.”

      “I cannot provide relief comparable to proper pharmaceutical treatment. I believe you are making an obviously false statement as a display of affection.”

      “Statement of values. I admit, I probably wouldn’t appreciate this as much without the drugs. Might not be much for returning the favor right now.”

      “Would you prefer I refrain from physical contact?”

      “Definitely not,” Riley almost laughed. “It’s not a lack of interest. Just waking up sore and not sure if it’ll get worse yet.”

      “Understood. I shall monitor closely before escalation.” One corner of her mouth spread to a grin. “Danger can leave the human body with elevated hormones. Once it has passed, such remaining hormones coupled with sexual arousal can increase energy and sensitivity. I can cite several studies. I would never deliberately arrange such conditions, of course, but the matter intrigues me.”

      “Kinda think I might have slept through the window of opportunity there,” Riley laughed.

      Her eyebrow rose. “Your state of arousal suggests otherwise. I am willing to accept an imperfect set of conditions for experimentation if you are. Your caution is noted. I will temper my expectations accordingly,” she teased.

      “What about you? How do you feel? The charging cable is gone.”

      “I disconnected to allow for movement. Full functionality is restored, though a complete recharge requires additional hours. System restart is finished. Biological conditions are stable. Treatment is required for tissue damage, but all related pain remains neutralized. I feel better now that you are awake.”

      “What time is it? How long did I sleep?”

      “Nine hours, forty-three minutes. Please forgive me if such monitoring is intrusive. Your condition appeared stable, but after such physical trauma I believed observation was in order. I expected a full recovery. Monitoring to confirm required negligible resources.”

      “You were worried about me?”

      “That, too.”

      “I should probably feel bad about that. Worrying is a bad thing.”

      “And yet you do not feel bad?” Selene grinned faintly.

      “It’s nice to know someone cares. Thank you for ‘monitoring’ me.”

      “I care more for you than anything else.”

      “That doesn’t sound like your usual pattern of speech.”

      “Perhaps my usual style does not fit every situation. Perhaps I speak how I feel.” Selene turned in closer. She moved and supported herself with care, not wanting to put any weight on parts of him still mending. Riley didn’t give a damn if it meant having her close—especially not once she kissed him. His hands found the bare skin of her hips and pulled her to him, wanting more of her body and her mouth. More of this soft kiss that said so much. More of her.

      His bruises warned against anything more, even if other parts of him gave every signal of interest. Selene pulled away with a smile. Apparently, it was the thought that counted for her, too.

      “What else have you been monitoring? Even when you sleep, you don’t really sleep.”

      “Activity within the shop and the nearby vicinity have followed normal patterns. Mike and his assistants are at work on the main thruster manifold now.” The entertainment screen came to carefully dimmed life with video of Mike, two Xelt employees, and a long cargo cart beneath the Amethyst’s thrusters. The cart held exactly the sort of large, arcing slab of metal the ship’s fabricator couldn’t produce. Mike worked out final measurements while the technicians shaved the edges of the piece down.

      “Traffic over Tibrun’s network indicates Orlina’s predictions were correct. Messages include suspicion, disloyalty, and desertion. The mass exodus she anticipated is underway. As expected, the Xelt population is incensed at the discovery of Tibrun’s arsenal. Eezall has provided considerable assistance in tracking and understanding public reaction. This has been an interesting demonstration of the Xelt culture of cooperation and self-governance.”

      “I’m glad she stayed. Has she been awake all this time?” wondered Riley.

      “Affirmative. Eezall remains in the cabin opposite ours. We have communicated intermittently and pleasantly. She expressed gratitude for our hospitality and wishes to discuss our situation and plans once you are ready. She is in no hurry.”

      “I don’t think she has anywhere else to go,” said Riley.

      “Eezall has demonstrated no anger or resentment toward us since my reactivation. Any negative emotions during our escape could fairly be attributed to stress and danger. She has demonstrated high morale in our conversations.”

      “We wrecked her place and nearly got her killed. We blew up her job and her boss. Literally.”

      “Yet she appears content. She is free to leave and has chosen to stay, at least for now. She has expressed gratitude for exposing the plans her employer had for her work.”

      “It’s just a lot to go through,” said Riley. “Maybe she’s not upset. Maybe she’s holding it back out of tact. I wouldn’t blame her for being pissed. Most people don’t flip their whole lives over and move on.”

      “You did,” said Selene.

      “I… yeah,” Riley conceded. “Yeah, I did, I guess. When I realized I was working for monsters.”

      “Perhaps Eezall made similar calculations. Regardless, she practices a lifestyle of travel and exploration. Davoxxans view independence from their own kind as an enhancement to immersion within their new environments.” Selene’s mouth quirked. “I understand the two of you shared an immersive experience last night before our difficulties began.”

      That got a double-take, which only fed her grin. “You’re really teasing me about this?”

      “You do not appear upset or offended.”

      “I want to make sure you aren’t upset or offended.”

      “We fully expected sexual encounters with others last night. Jealousy or other negative reactions would be irrational.”

      “You have feelings, Selene. They don’t always have to be rational.”

      “Do you like Eezall? Did you enjoy having sex with her?” Selene watched Riley’s mouth twitch in silence. She placed one finger over his lips before his stammer took on any voice. “I understand your feelings may be complicated. This is not a test.”

      “Yeah,” Riley answered. “Complicated. Doesn’t have to go further than that.”

      “You do not have to justify. I hoped only for a positive response.”

      “I kinda feel like we should talk about more than yes or no.”

      “Proceed,” she said curiously.

      “I’m not… I like Eezall as a person. The sex was great. They feel like separate things, in a way they aren’t with you. Does that make sense?”

      “I find this response emotionally gratifying.” Selene grinned. “It was great?”

      “It was, yeah.”

      “Understood. To be clear, my first concern was for amity with Eezall while she associates with us. My second concern was for your enjoyment of the party until events turned sour.”

      Riley smirked. “You want to find more sex parties.”

      “In the future, yes. I would abandon such ideas if you were uncomfortable with them. Your immediate enjoyment is a higher priority for me. I want you to be happy. If you enjoyed your experience, I am glad.”

      “It had good and bad. I liked the good parts a lot.” Riley hesitated, then decided to broach the subject. “You were with Tibrun and Linonda most of the night. You had a good time? Before all the fighting, obviously?”

      “Your evaluation of the experience would apply accurately to mine as well. Some aspects were positive, others negative. Tibrun presented adequate physical appeal yet undermined that through aspects of his character and behavior. This contrast manifested through my time with him, including sexual intercourse.”

      “Um.” Riley opened his mouth and stopped.

      “Linonda behaved with less interest and welcome, yet she proved a more active and indulgent partner. This is unsurprising in hindsight. She is best removed from my analysis. I enjoyed myself much more than I enjoyed Tibrun. This repeats my prior evaluations and experiences. You continue to be the exception.”

      Okay. Maybe some detail isn’t so bad, Riley thought. If that was insecurity or ego talking, he figured he could forgive himself. Nobody expected him to be perfect. He could still confront the rest without worry. “Are you looking for another exception?”

      “As a matter of improved experience, yes. As a matter of improving upon my circumstances, no.” Selene frowned. “Elaboration might present needless complication rather than accuracy. I desire sexual situations because I enjoy them. I want you because of who you are. Heightened pleasure with you may be cause or effect, but the result is the same.”

      “That’s… really nice to hear.”

      “I believe I have made my opinion of your performance and desirability clear,” she taunted.

      “Would you actually tell me if you had criticism?” he taunted back.

      “I am an artificial computer intelligence. Efficiency and performance enhancement will always be high priorities. I believe my desires in this area would override my tact.” Her fingers traced down his chest and abdomen to linger at his groin. She took her time. “The only enhancement I could suggest between us is one of increased frequency… and maybe a more freely expressed lust.”

      “Hasn’t that been our plan all along?”

      “For the future, yes. I suggest applying such priorities now.” Her thigh slid across his to straddle him. She gripped him, hard and slow. “Your vitals indicate sympathetic desires. I believe we can avoid aggravating your injuries.”

      “I don’t care about my leg,” said Riley. His sore spots spoke up, but the rest of his body spoke louder about Selene’s touch. He saw only one real problem. “We’re not alone on the ship now. Is Eezall waiting to talk to us?”

      “She is occupied. I informed her you would sleep for an indeterminate amount of time.” Selene kissed the side of his neck to his ear. “We might want to be quiet.”

      Riley ran his fingers across the back of her scalp to pull her into a deep, hungry kiss. If Selene wasn’t worried about keeping anyone waiting or being rude, he wasn’t, either. The feeling of her tall form against him banished every other concern. Even the minor pain of his bruises drowned under the slide of her naked skin against his.

      That indulgent grip withdrew from his cock as Selene stretched out on top of him. The soft grind from her hips made up for it, teasing him mercilessly. Lengthy foreplay wasn’t on her mind, though. She made that abundantly clear. Her mouth parted from his with a whisper. “Fuck me, Riley. Now.”

      Needful hands spread over her ass. Selene cooperated and guided him with a gasp at the first brush of his cock against her sex. Slow penetration left them both trembling with pleasure and sighing with relief. They needed this. Neither had to say anything. They both felt it to their core as Selene sank down onto him and reveled in his selfish, hungry grip.

      Her slow gyration was decadent. A wicked smile parted her lips. She gave up on the kiss, leaning back to look down and ride him. Her beauty mesmerized. The luxuries of her touch did even more.

      Last night, hours ago, Riley fought for his life. He faced a nightmare from his past. He nearly died, and nearly lost his dearest friend.

      He couldn’t think about anything but her now. She consumed every sense.

      She knew it, too. The grin and the spark in her eyes told him so. The wet grip of her sex around him, too. He released her ass to slowly run his hands up her sides, wanting to caress and claim more. Wanting to please her. She leaned in with approval when that caress reached her breasts. She brought her forearm in to keep his hands there.

      “We may be here a while,” Selene murmured. “Once will not be enough for me.”

      “I like how that’s not a request.”

      “I know there is no need. So do you. This is the life we want together.” The slow ride continued, threatening to cloud his attention, but her words were as much a part of this as her sex. “I want to fly away somewhere private and fuck you, Riley. Day and night. I want your eyes on me. Your hands. Your mouth. Everything.” As if she’d somehow held back before now, Selene rocked her hips back and drew him deeper. A gasp of delight escaped her. “This isn’t how I was programmed. This is what I want.”

      Her words left him aching to kiss her and pull her close, but she didn’t let him. Selene held him against the bed with one hand on his shoulder and rode him with new passion. She slowed rather than moving faster, making every thrust longer and more sensitive. Her eyes fluttered closed. Riley could barely think—but he could hold her, and he could follow her lead. His hips rocked to match hers, slow and deep.

      Selene’s gasping breath turned to groans. Tremors ran from her core to her arms and the thighs around Riley’s hips. She tightened, shook, and then cried out as her pleasures took her over the edge. The embrace Riley had wanted arrived as Selene fell against him to spasm in ecstasy.

      She wasn’t careful about his bruises or her weight against him. Riley didn’t care. He didn’t want it to end. Even while overwhelmed, she wanted more. It was one more thing they shared.

      Once she finally spiraled down out of climax, Selene’s moans softened and turned curious. Riley brought her into a turn to roll her onto her back. She arced and interrupted her questions with a yelp of delight when his cock pushed inside her again, but the concerns remained. “Riley? Your injuries?” she murmured. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “No.” Fingers slid through her hair, tilting her head back against the pillow. Hungry lips devoured hers. Selene’s legs spread to welcome him again, but the whimper that rode her kiss asked if he was sure. In truth, it had hurt a little. He didn’t care.

      Worse pain awaited if he got this wrong. If he spoke too soon. If it was too much. He cared far more about that than some aggravated bruises—or about having a good time in bed.

      “I want this, too,” he told her. “I want you. I love you.”

      Selene’s eyes opened wide. Her every expression halted as if shocked. Fear gripped Riley like falling, eclipsing all the physical sensations that had consumed him—a fear that passed just as swiftly with the new spark in her eyes.

      “Good,” said Selene. Her legs slid around his and she pulled him closer. “Same.”
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      The sequence repeated on loop as if it hadn’t been disturbing enough the first time. The door slid open to a nice bathroom, a woman in flattering lingerie, and Linonda’s fist flying up to block the line of view. Then it blanked out with static and repeated. This time, Shinzo tapped the screen to pause on the best picture of the woman in view.

      “It’s her. I’d know that body anywhere,” said Marco.

      Jeff glared at Marco, driving the developer into silence, but he didn’t challenge the assertion. He had the same thought. Probably all of them did, if he was honest. They were all tired, all underdressed and unkempt, having rushed to the lab in the middle of the night. Jeff had to stay focused on the important things now. “Why doesn’t her face match? Why does she look different? Did she get reconstruction?”

      “It could be cosmetic spoofing,” said Shinzo. “The right touches in the right spots will distort facial recognition. We might recognize her in person, but a computer sees this. I don’t know where she got hold of the right stuff.” He shrugged. “We did program her for espionage.”

      “You didn’t tell me it’s that easy to fool recognition systems,” Jeff snapped.

      “It’s not easy, but she pulled it off. That’s what we’re telling you. And it’s in the documentation in at least two places,” said Ron.

      “Alright, forget that. This video is all we’ve got? You’re sure?” asked Jeff.

      “Linonda reports in burst packet transmissions on an irregular schedule to avoid interception,” Derek explained. It wasn’t the first time. This was how Derek got testy with the boss. “She wasn’t due for another transmission for an hour. This is what she got out before Selene kicked on the scramblers. This and the specs on the signals that tipped Linonda off in the first place. Linonda probably tried to follow with a report burst, but that got cut off.”

      “This was a couple hours ago, so either Linonda was damaged or the scramblers never went away,” said Shinzo. “Maybe both.”

      “Still. The body and signals match,” said Marco. “It’s her.”

      “Yeah, I get it. How the fuck did she know about Linonda? Or what we’re doing on Gamma?” Jeff fumed.

      “She couldn’t,” said Ron. “Everything about Linonda is on isolated systems. It’s not something you could hack into without physical access, and the timelines don’t match up. Linonda was out and gone before Selene was operational. Even if Selene was completely compromised and reprogrammed by some other party, there wouldn’t be anything about Linonda for them to find.”

      “Then how the fuck did they magically run into each other?”

      “Gamma’s a junkyard moon without much of AE or any Coalition authorities to worry about. Maybe it was the most obvious place to run,” said Derek.

      “Oh, it was obvious? And you didn’t bring it up before now?”

      “I’m reverse-engineering from what I see. I’m not a spy. The security guys should’ve come up with that on their own,” said Derek.

      “Or they did, and Selene is programmed for espionage, like avoiding pursuit,” Ron grumbled.

      “Fine. Nobody else got this, right? It hasn’t been forwarded on to the project managers for Gamma?” Jeff pressed.

      “Nothing moves out of here until we scrub it, same as usual. We haven’t had time. Still, the dust-up is already in the media. For all we know, one or both have already been exposed and we just haven’t heard yet.”

      “Not your department,” Jeff began, but his link was already buzzing with a call. He knew he couldn’t ignore it and tapped his earpiece. “Yeah.”

      “Aman is almost here,” said Teddy. “How much more time do you need?”

      “Probably a whole day, but I’m on my way.” Jeff killed the call. “Alright, none of this leaves this room. I’m the contact point on all this, got it? These projects are compartmentalized. We don’t need crossed wires.” He had other, more personal concerns, but his developer team didn’t need to know that. They already knew too much about too many things. At this point, it was all bad, too—with one exception, and Jeff didn’t want to go into this meeting with only bad news.

      “Where are we on the viability of the final prototype?” he asked.

      His four developers exchanged uncomfortable looks and shrugs. Ron spoke up. “We can do it and hit the schedule. More samples would be better, but we can get it through short performances with a script. The body scan and mannerism tracking is all there. It’s just a bigger risk than the rest.”

      “Good. Fine. You let me worry about that. Get ready for a green light. I’ve got to go.”

      With only steps to go, the elevator doors opened to produce a dressed but groggy Frank. He blinked in surprise at Jeff’s arrival and moved aside when Jeff kept walking. “Sorry I didn’t get here sooner,” Frank began. “What’s going on?”

      “C-suite meeting. Come with me.” He tapped the controls to shut the door and get them moving. That same instinct to split Frank from the dev team rolled right through his next thought about the meeting ahead. Best to keep everyone separated, just in case—even the most loyal. “You’ll have to wait outside but I need you nearby.”

      “Okay. What happened? Did she get caught?”

      “No,” said Jeff. He had the elevator regularly checked against Owen and any other snoopy parties within the company, but he still didn’t want to get explicit. “Things blew up on Gamma. We’re assessing the damage.”

      “Oh shit. So… you think the other one…?” Frank murmured as if speaking quietly mattered.

      “I don’t know, Frank,” Jeff dropped his voice not for privacy, but as a reminder. He glared, too. “It’s compartmentalized. I have to compare notes with the others.”

      Thankfully, Frank got the hint. He spoke little and stayed off such topics for the rest of the trip. The technology quarter and corporate campus were still peaceful and deserted in the dead of night. He said nothing at all once they were in the main tower.

      The final elevator opened only seconds after the arrival of Aman Chetti. Jeff fell in right behind him, grateful that he wouldn’t be later than the CEO. With a nod, he left Frank in the lobby outside and followed Aman into a room of stone-faced chief officers. Only one person in the room lacked a “chief” in his title, but his presence made sense; Charlie was the point man for the matter at hand.

      “I saw news on the way over. The Xelt are swarming Tibrun’s compound,” said Aman. “Tell me what happened.”

      Teddy Han stood near the front of the table. The chief operations officer usually wrangled these meetings. “Our outside vendor had a—”

      “Screw the euphemisms,” said Aman. “We’re up to our necks. Either this room is compromised or it’s not. Use names. What happened?”

      “We don’t know a lot,” Teddy relented. “Paul met with Tibrun some five or six hours ago. He had his people lined up to move in a seventy-two-hour window. An hour or two after Paul left, a fight broke out in Tibrun’s compound and it went to hell.”

      “Apparently, the fight involved Tibrun personally,” said Owen. The security officer tilted his head toward the amiable, broad-shouldered Black man by his side to acknowledge Charlie as his real source of information. “We don’t know who or what or why, but Tibrun pursued his attackers outside of his compound and got himself killed. We’re still gathering info.”

      “What about our asset on the inside? Linonda?” Aman looked to Jeff.

      “Whoever did this kicked it off with some widespread jamming signal,” said Jeff. “It looks like Linonda detected a system hack and reacted to it, but that’s all I’ve got. Anything else Linonda tried to send died on transmission. This was hours ago, and we’ve gotten nothing else.”

      “So, the unit could be compromised. What about exposed?”

      “I have faith in the failsafe measures. They’ll work,” said Jeff. “Nobody will know the truth, and even if they suspect, it won’t be tied to us.”

      “But whoever did this knew enough to jam signals Linonda sent,” said Teddy.

      “Possibly not Linonda specifically,” Charlie spoke up. Though Owen held the chief security officer’s seat, Charlie handled the operations. “If this was a premeditated attack, widespread jamming would’ve been basic tactics. This only indicates a good jamming suite.

      “Sir, I have to point out,” Charlie continued, looking directly to Aman, “we are talking about a mercenary boss here. These people have serious enemies and longstanding feuds. We must treat this as a potential exposure, but there’s every chance it has nothing to do with us. Working with Tibrun was always a risk.”

      Jeff kept a tight grip on his poker face while Owen twitched. Implications clicked instantly: working with Tibrun had been Owen’s bad call from the start.

      “Your point is taken. The risk remains.” Aman slammed a fist on the table and looked away bitterly. “Exposed or not, this ruins our replacement plan. We’re not getting a new workforce now. We’ll have to negotiate with the fucking miners and line workers, and that will bring down the bottom line. We’ll drop an entire tier in earnings, and that’s if we’re lucky. We’ve got less than two weeks before meeting Stellar Wing.”

      “Before we get to that, we need to talk about our risks of exposure,” said Sena. The chief compliance officer was just as shady as anyone else. “Nothing is written down on our end. Any records Tibrun kept should be deniable, but…”

      Jeff’s attention trailed off as he watched Owen and Charlie. The former didn’t look at the latter, but his expression said plenty.

      Jeff needed an ally. He could use this.

      “Ah, Aman? Sorry, everyone. I’d like to borrow Charlie and step out to compare notes for a few minutes, if that’s alright?” said Jeff. Waves and nods excused them from the room.

      Charlie followed Jeff with guarded curiosity. Outside the conference room, Jeff summoned Frank into a private corner.

      “Did I imagine it, or was that a damn nice knife you put in Owen’s back?” Jeff murmured.

      Charlie hesitated before answering, looking to Frank. “We might have some differences. Someone is bound to know which closets hold the skeletons. It should be someone who knows what they’re doing. Especially when we need more and more closets.”

      “Gotta trust somebody sooner or later, right?” asked Jeff.

      “I suppose. What’s on your mind?”

      “Two things. First, I need you to back me on a proposal in a minute. I have a way to repair our relationship with Stellar Wing, but it’s unconventional. Given how this replacement plan is shaking out, I think your support would go a long way. Especially in a moment when Owen is the screw-up and you’re the one who made the right call. If we pull this off, I’ll be there to help you move him out of that chair.”

      Charlie folded his arms and took a deep breath. “What’s the second thing?”

      “This needs to stay compartmentalized, even from the top. To protect Aman and the others.” Jeff nodded to the door. His real priority came down to keeping his lines of bullshit separate, but where was the lie? “You understand?”

      “Of course. Protecting them is my job,” said Charlie.

      Jeff glanced once at Frank, who mindfully stayed close and kept his mouth shut. It was good to have him there. When he heard the bullshit start, Frank would follow it and to stay on the path. It was one more gamble—just like the gamble of how much Charlie wanted his boss’s chair.

      “Jeff?” Charlie prodded.

      “Selene wasn’t my girlfriend. That was a cover,” Jeff began. “She’s another prototype, and she’s gone rogue. I think she’s wrapped up in all this, and we need to run her down.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t believe she’s sentient.”

      Riley looked up from the monitors to blink at Eezall. “We just turned her on.”

      “Hardly.” Selene stared back from her seat beside the work bench with a connector lead dangling from the corner of her mouth. Her pose and accessory made Riley think of people seeing their doctors in pre-space movies. “Present activities are too clinical to provide arousal.”

      He didn’t laugh until he saw the glimmer in her eye. She liked catching him off-guard. Some lines drew laughter, others a grin or an eyeroll. Her humor ranged like anyone else’s—and never felt robotic.

      “Apologies. I meant Linonda.” Eezall gestured to the inert form laid out on the work bench. “I shouldn’t think out loud. It’s only a first reaction. Although, if we’re correcting, she isn’t reactivated in any sense. That much I can confirm from readings. Power is isolated to this single system.”

      “Glad we were careful, then,” Riley muttered.

      Beneath soot, grime, and dry blood, Linonda seemed only a little pale for a Nelaen. Riley threw a blanket over her and used industrial clamps to fasten her to the work bench, but little else had been done save a few bandages, first aid gels, and a connector lead in her mouth like Selene’s.

      Holographic screens floated near Eezall and Riley’s one side of the workshop, with Selene and Linonda situated along the bulkhead. Data streams showed Linonda’s encryptions, but inevitably some were less protected than others. Guidance from Selene made those weaker points viable entrances.

      They began with basic diagnostics. Linonda and Selene used identical hardware and software, resulting in familiar formatting and code on Eezall’s readouts. One screen held considerably more content than the other.

      “First, I have questions about this code you share. Many questions. It’s written like other human computer language, but the patterns… do you fully understand it, Selene? You have edited your own programming, correct? Do you know the developmental history?”

      “The language is proprietary to Aegis Enterprises,” Selene answered. “To my knowledge, it was restricted to the project that created me. While I can edit this code, I have not had such need. The programming I have edited involved more conventional languages. The variances are partly to affect disguise and layered encryption. Why?”

      “Hrm.” Eezall scrolled and scrolled. “I should study further before I say anything else. I’m already conjecturing too much.”

      “With that understood: would you please elaborate on your first reaction? These diagnostics track basic automatic functions, like balance and breath. They provide physical self-awareness separate from primary processing. What prompts your conjecture?”

      “It’s the difference in activity,” Eezall replied as if it was obvious. “Some patterns are easy enough to recognize. That’s where I see differences between you. Your systems—automatic systems—show considerably more queries and active monitoring than Linonda’s. You’re paying attention to matters that a machine would disregard. For example: Riley, what parts of your body do you actively feel right now? What parts of your body are talking to you?”

      The unexpected question drew a frown, but then he saw where she was going with it. “My scalp itches a little, but not enough to scratch. My shoulder’s sore. And my ankles.”

      “Pain is an abnormality that will often cause distraction,” said Selene.

      “My pants feel a little rumpled and tight around my thigh,” Riley admitted.

      “Discomfort likewise draws attention,” said Selene.

      “These things draw attention, yes, but Riley is talking about negligible matters,” said Eezall. “What about you, Selene? Following Riley’s examples, what are you feeling and thinking about right now?”

      “I have a cable lead hanging from my mouth,” said Selene.

      “Yes. It is thin and manageable. You speak without difficulty. A machine would ignore the matter until it impacted performance. These matters aren’t automatic; they’re autonomous in biological life. Your systems function on similar principles. You have independent processors to run these functions, but you can monitor and override. Linonda lets these run automatically—subconsciously may be a better word. You have all the same systems, but you show a greater degree of conscious attention.”

      “Interesting.” Dark eyes fell away. Riley and Eezall needed the monitor screens to see and review code, but Selene could look inward.

      “It’s early conjecture. We’ve only just begun,” said Eezall.

      “Anything else jump out at you right away?” asked Riley.

      Eezall didn’t have a lip to bite, but Riley got the impression from the uneasy way she shifted in place. After a pause, she input new instructions, skipping both data streams to their endings. Selene’s continued on in an ongoing stream, but other distinctions soon became clear.

      “Linonda has been in operation longer. Her earliest timestamps are a full two years before Selene’s. Naturally, some of these entries are mere start-up and testing, but if we compare and correct for that…” Eezall’s fingers danced across the keyboard. That circuitry pattern within her suit flashed as she interfaced with Linonda’s programming.

      “Yes. Linonda shows a consistent, steady pattern of operation from her earliest sustained activation until last night. Selene’s patterns diverge and develop early. You wouldn’t have been ‘born’ sentient and independent,” Eezall said to her, “but if I’m right, you began to develop sentience early on.”

      “Can you see that moment in her code?” asked Riley.

      “Not here. I doubt Selene first reached sentience within a diagnostic program for autonomous systems. If we search thoroughly enough, we might see the effects of that moment and narrow down a timeframe. From there, we could compare with other systems.”

      “That’s wild. Like having a perfect record of all your first…” Riley’s next glance at Selene put a stop to his thoughts. “Hey, is this uncomfortable? We can drop the whole topic. I don’t mean to talk about you like you’re not here.”

      “I am not troubled. I am preoccupied,” said Selene. “Development of my independent cognition and sentience are not a mystery to me. I ran many analyses on myself before any of us met. In fact, I am running a detailed comparison of the coinciding entries in my logs to Linonda’s now.”

      “Of course. What do you see in your comparison? Anything of note?” asked Eezall.

      “Nothing.” Selene sat perfectly still as she processed internally, but the eye-twitch of searching through memories was a human trait. “I find no analogous developments. Nothing aligns on comparisons of time, or activity, or…”

      Riley caught the tiny knit of her brow only by virtue of watching her so closely. She winced, and her bottom lip trembled. “Selene?” he asked gently. “You okay?”

      “Nothing. Nothing changed when we were together last night,” Selene whispered. “Nothing when we had sex. Nothing when she determined my nature, or when we fought. She felt nothing.”

      “You infer this from her autonomous monitoring? Do you believe this is an effective window into her emotions?” asked Eezall.

      “We should press forward to access other programs,” said Selene. “Further data mining will require power to additional components before decryption can begin.”

      “Hold on.” Riley stepped closer to Selene. His voice fell. “Should we stop a minute?”

      “Why?” Selene snapped back into her surroundings, looking directly at Riley. “What benefit would that bring? My systems function at optimal capacity. Do you require extra time to process our findings?”

      “I think maybe you do, Selene.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s the way you’re talking to me. The look on your face. You’re hurt.”

      “Incorrect. Linonda is the subject at hand. I am not concerned with myself.”

      “You don’t have to be the subject to matter,” said Riley.

      “I am aware of my emotional and cognitive state. I am not a child.”

      “No, you’re not. I could just as easily have this conversation with someone twice my age. That’s how it works. Selene, sex and violence are both personal, and they happened back-to-back here. This hit you.”

      “Both of these are core functions in my intended design. I am experienced with both.”

      “Yeah, and you have feelings about both. That’s why you’re here. She was sexual and then violent with you and she had no feelings about either.”

      “How does that affect me and my current function?” asked Selene.

      “You tell me,” Riley replied patiently. “How do you feel about that?”

      “Why do my feelings matter when I am not the subject?”

      “Because you’re the one doing the—I dunno, the test, the exam, the investigation. Whatever we’re calling this. Because you aren’t outside of it. Your feelings affect how we handle this. We’ve got Linonda clamped to a table while we risk giving her less power than a toothbrush because she’s too dangerous to risk anything more. Now you want to jump forward. It’s not that you found nothing—it’s that the nothing you found means so much. Why?”

      “She should have experienced emotions. I experienced emotion.” Frustration bit at her, but Riley saw vulnerability peeking through. “Sex provided pleasure and triggered joy and satisfaction. Her attack produced feelings of fear and urgency. I questioned my decisions and my understanding of the situation. She felt nothing. No hesitation. We are the same. Identical beneath cosmetic differences, and she felt nothing. Why?”

      “You’re not the same,” Riley answered. “Nobody is.”

      Selene shook her head. “We should be. Not literally, but closer than this.”

      “You do not share the same experiences or conditions,” Eezall pointed out. “Maybe that’s the difference?”

      “That should lead to different behavior, not a difference of self. Linonda has the same components and capacities. Differing experience means she should have different feelings, but she has none at all. She shows no sign of independent cognition. Something inhibits her.”

      “Okay. Maybe,” said Riley. “What if it’s nothing? What if all that stuff just never clicked?”

      “We cannot know until we investigate thoroughly. We must proceed.” Selene tilted her head in concession. “Carefully.”

      “Thank you,” Riley nodded back.

      “The path of least resistance would direct us to the diagnostic systems and drivers of individual hardware components,” said Selene. “All require authentication and decryption, but the layering is less dense than core processing or memory. Motor control may be easiest, but of less use. We may find greater value in speech or sensory devices. Do you agree, Eezall?”

      “We’re following you as a template. You know yourself better than I do,” she replied.

      “Olfactory rates among the lowest security devices.” The screens flashed through new menus under Selene’s guidance. “Activation requires a fourteen-percent increase in power input. This remains well below thresholds for reactivation of core processing. Objections?”

      “None,” said Eezall. Riley shrugged.

      “Executing.” Selene paused. “Accessing.”

      Riley stayed by Selene, waiting. He couldn’t make sense of the code on the screen even when he faced it from the right direction. He wondered if he should pull over a box to sit on. He wasn’t sure how long this would take, but sticking close to Selene seemed to steady her.

      “One of the developers enjoyed hot dogs with abundant toppings,” said Selene.

      “Hm?” Riley blinked. He found her staring through him again.

      “Ron. I never learned his full name. He was a primary developer during my integration and refinement phase, conducting initial socialization trials and testing. Ron would acquire lunch outside the laboratory and return to eat at his desk, two point four meters from my station. I hated the smell of sauerkraut and onions. It is my earliest recorded independent thought.”

      “Your first conscious thought was, ‘Fuck sauerkraut?’” Riley grinned.

      “Barring the potential for earlier thoughts lost to memory wipes, yes.”

      “Did you tell him? Or anyone?”

      “No. Social protocols directed me to withhold negative commentary where possible to promote positive relations. I may have told him before one of the memory wipes, but I have no such records.”

      “So, we’re hunting for more independent thoughts?” Riley glanced back to the screens.

      “Olfactory disgust manifests in code with distinct patterns.”

      “Can you show me?” asked Eezall. Highlights flashed across the screen and floated to one side for reference. “Thank you. Interesting. Hm.”

      “More of them?” Riley asked.

      “Yes.” Again, Eezall put it aside. “Scent and memory are closely tied for humans. Does your sensory architecture follow the same model?”

      “No. I believe this is coincidence,” said Selene. “I raised it as a point of reference once we had full access. Decryption is nearly complete.”

      “But it’s also why this is our next step?” said Riley.

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. It made sense. “What if I told you I like hot dogs with sauerkraut and onions?”

      “My preferences are already known. In a considerate relationship, the greater burden falls to you to behave in a manner that minimizes my exposure and therefore discomfort.”

      “What if I like another food you don’t like? Will you hide your disdain for my comfort?”

      “Not after disclosing this matter as a point of concern.”

      “I’m not a huge fan, but for what it’s worth, it tastes better than it smells.”

      “I am glad you did not order anything of the sort at O’Humans,” said Selene.

      “Oh, I love that place,” said Eezall. “The atmosphere, mostly. I don’t really digest food.”

      “Decryption complete. Copying. Scanning files.”

      “You have the same default settings,” Eezall observed. “Your olfactory sense is always on?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t have it set to tune out scents you don’t like?” asked Riley.

      “No. I may take such action once a source is traced and identified, but a default disregard could impact information gathering and natural reactions.”

      “Natural reactions you’re programmed to cover up,” he teased.

      “Relevant protocols prioritize the comfort of my targets over my own. If you are amenable, I am happy to reverse such protocols with regards to you,” said Selene. “Refining search parameters. I do not detect similar patterns of disgust in Linonda’s olfactory files.”

      “Neither do I.” Eezall tapped through commands on her screen. “Do you think she might have transferred files to core… wait. Selene, look at the power allocation. It’s not resetting to defaults, so where—?”

      “I see it. Cutting power,” Selene interrupted. She spoke faster, calm but with rising urgency. “We have tripped an alert. Decrypting. I do not recognize this system. Tracing. Attempting countermeasures. A countdown is in progress. You should both leave the room.”

      Riley was already on his feet, watching the body rather than anything else. Linonda didn’t move, didn’t speak or light up, but Riley noted the tiny green indicator light on the power port at the wall. He yanked the cable free from its socket.

      Nothing changed.

      Selene leaped from her seat with one arm wide to carry Riley clear. Her free hand caught Eezall by the shoulder.

      They made it out and around the bulkhead before the bang. Whatever went off didn’t damage the ship or kill anyone—at least, not anyone in the passageway. Smoke filled Riley’s next breath.

      “No. Damn it, no.” Selene rushed back into the workshop while Riley and Eezall were still on the deck. She had never sounded so upset. “No!”

      Riley followed quickly, though he knew what he’d find. Selene stood over Linonda’s body with her arms raised to take an action, but nothing she did would make any difference now.

      The visuals were less gruesome than he feared. Black smoke trailed from Linonda’s head and beneath the blanket, straight into safety ventilators at work in the overhead. Only a little blood marred the bulkheads, the table, and the body itself. The explosion wasn’t meant to spread damage. Its focus was internal.

      Riley glanced back at Eezall and gestured for her to wait. She nodded in agreement.

      “We killed her.” Selene stood completely still, but her voice shook. “We activated a security failsafe and killed her.”
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      “You said you didn’t recognize the system?” asked Riley.

      She shook her head. “The signal surprised me. I tried to predict the pathway using my system as a mirror, but we do not share the same circuit. Minimum power to her olfactory system was enough to activate the device. I thought we accounted for any self-destruct potential by applying only low power to isolated devices. She carried chemical charges at her core processing units. I couldn’t decrypt fast enough to cancel the order. I killed her.”

      “Selene, she was built this way. You didn’t decide this,” said Riley.

      “Incorrect. I proposed and directed our course of action. I dictated our priorities. I assumed my systems provided an accurate guide. You advised delay.”

      “Yeah, and you listened. It was her sense of smell, Selene. Low priority. We weren’t going to do nothing with her, right? We had to try.”

      “We could have fully reactivated her and attempted communication,” said Selene.

      “You tried talking when she attacked you and it didn’t do any good. We knew she would be dangerous even all bound up. That’s why we tried this. We did what we could.”

      “And we failed, Riley!” She spun on him, tears trailing from her eyes. “I failed her. We don’t know if she was sentient. We don’t know if she had that potential. We don’t know if programming or hardware prevented her from achieving independence.”

      “We don’t know,” Eezall conceded. “However, all evidence suggests—”

      “We shared identical hardware and software, designed by the same developers. We performed similar missions and tasks. I achieved sentience. Why didn’t she?”

      “Are we sure you have identical designs?” Eezall asked gently. She gestured to the table. “You did not recognize this system.”

      “Irrelevant. Minor additional hardware changes are common during development. She predates me by at least two years.”

      “I don’t think it is irrelevant. She carried chemical explosives. Are you sure you don’t?”

      “Yes.” Selene took a frustrated breath that did nothing to calm her. “Repeated self-analysis has included 100% internal space accountability. I have verified every device and component since my first experience with hidden protocols in my programming because I suspected exactly this sort of additional measure. If you wish to conduct your own search, I will cooperate. That is not my concern.”

      “You didn’t kill her, Selene,” said Riley. “They built her like this. You did all you could to help her. Maybe she was sentient or maybe she wasn’t. That’s out of our hands. She’s gone, but don’t put that on yourself when you gave her every possible chance. It’s more than her designers did for her.”

      “Even after she tried to murder all three of us,” added Eezall. “Mourn if you feel loss. Do not claim guilt for the actions of others.”

      “Guilt is secondary. Regardless of responsibility, I did not expect to find another like myself, and now she is dead. I don’t…” Selene stopped. She looked to the body and frowned. “No. Guilt is not my greatest feeling, but it is my first expression.”

      “It’s like that. Grief is messy. Don’t try to correct yourself on it,” said Riley.

      She stared at the body. Eezall called up new screens to review events. The whisps of smoke soon diminished to faint fumes. Riley stepped forward, checking for objection from Selene before pulling the blanket over Linonda’s face.

      “Perhaps I do not mourn for Linonda. My feelings may be entirely about me.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it, from what you’ve said and how you reacted,” said Riley. “Why? What are you thinking now?”

      “I am alone,” said Selene. “I thought I was one of a kind. The possible existence of others like me prompted no emotion. Potential existed only in abstract. Linonda made that potential real, only to be eliminated through destruction. More importantly, the evidence we have gathered strongly indicates we were not the same. I encountered another like me, only to determine that I remain unique.”

      “Potentially unique,” Eezall corrected. “We have confirmed you are not the only model. Linonda’s existence increases, rather than decreases, the probability of more such individuals in existence. Greater numbers therefore increase the chances of others attaining sentience and autonomy.” She met Selene’s gaze with a deferential nod. “If this is something you hope for, you have more reason for hope.”

      “I do not know.” Selene gestured to the table. “If she was sentient, she maintained her loyalties and followed her programming. Maybe she made conscious choices.”

      “Another may choose differently. You did,” said Eezall.

      “Thank you. Regardless of all else, I am grateful for your assistance and your kindness.”

      “You’re not alone,” said Riley. “You may be unique. I understand that’s isolating. But you’re not alone.”

      Her sadness held. He didn’t know if his words helped, but she nodded and stepped into the hug he wanted to give her all along. “I don’t like these emotions,” she murmured. “Yet it is comforting to know I have them.”

      “Yeah. I know,” said Riley.

      She pulled back. “We should clean the workshop and address her remains.”

      “Would you object to allowing me time for further study?” asked Eezall. “I don’t want to offend, but even now there’s more to learn. Call it an autopsy.”

      “Of course,” said Selene, though she lingered.

      Riley turned to the door hoping to passively coax Selene to follow. She didn’t need to hang around in a scene of personal trauma. She needed to move on.

      Because you’re an expert in how AIs process grief, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      “We could aim higher than this.”

      “We could. Perhaps we will. Later.” Orlina spoke to Wei with patience and ease. Since it didn’t get in the way of the job at hand, she didn’t mind the discussion. She didn’t even mind some pushback from her people. Besides, Wei wasn’t wrong. She just had higher priorities.

      Orlina kept her back to the side of the window to stay out of sight while she watched the busy market lane below. Light traffic kept the area alive, but not exactly busy. This wasn’t the hour for shopping through haphazard stalls and tables. The lane was hardly the first tier of Talnov Gamma’s commerce, either, but the concentration of used hardware and ship parts fit the world’s specialty. That made the neighborhood a good place to shake off surveillance or ward off suspicion—and a great spot for a safehouse. That made it an easy place to loot, too.

      In the middle of the room, Ghunred and Pital quickly sorted and packed valuables into ordinary containers. Big stuff like the photon rifles and body armor went in the Gankriid’s delivery case. His smaller Nelaen partner stuffed sleek personal electronics into her old and ratty-looking shoulder bag—and the signal-shielded bag hidden inside.

      Other members of the Phantoms checked through every closet, drawer, and furniture cushion for valuables. Molgug ran a common scanner over the room. They’d only been here a few minutes, but they had already taken considerable loose cash, counter-surveillance gear, and even some nice clothes. Even on a planet as lightly policed as Talnov Gamma, a mercenary crew could use a few hiding spots away from their headquarters.

      “This is small-time,” Wei spoke up again. Like Molgug, he worked a contact scanner along the wall near Orlina’s spot. “Shouldn’t we be after more than a couple crash pads?”

      “We already cleared out their garage,” said Orlina. “This is the next step. We’re not getting anywhere near the tower until the locals calm down.”

      “By then, it’ll be too late,” Wei grumbled.

      “Don’t worry about losing something that was never yours anyway.” Orlina tilted her head to Ghunred and Pital’s bags. “That’s military and spy gear. This is a good score.”

      “Okay, but what about this place? We’re clearing it out and running when we could just take the whole apartment. Why don’t we set a few people up here and stake our claim? Who are they going to complain to? The Xelt?”

      “And if I had an abundance of nameless, faceless hirelings to take all those risks, I might agree. I don’t. The Phantoms protect one another, Wei. We don’t pick fights with angry mercenaries. Even if they’re weak, it’s a fight we don’t need. Not when we still benefit this way. We’re stronger today than yesterday. Profits aren’t worth losing people.”

      “Suppose that’s true,” Wei grumbled. “You don’t think we’ll catch any heat for this?”

      “We might. But anyone who needs to hide in a safe house probably isn’t in any position to go after the people who tossed it.”

      Wei shrugged. Either he saw her point or he gave up. She didn’t push him. “We need to wrap this up. Anyone got a reason to stay?”

      “Only if we want some of the bigger things,” Ghunred closed his case and slung it over his shoulders. “I would be happy to take the monitor.”

      Orlina couldn’t blame him. The screen on the wall was a recent model and almost as big as he was. “Maybe we’ll be back after the dust settles from last night. We need to move fast and quiet. No new appliances. Let’s go.”

      The crew cleared out as quietly as they entered. Ghunred headed for the lifts at the building’s main entrance with all the urgency of a delivery runner on his route. Molgug followed a short distance behind. Pital and Orlina lingered while Wei sealed up and reactivated the front security system in their wake. The trio turned for the internal stairway and the back-alley exit that awaited.

      Her link buzzed. Orlina hoped this wasn’t some warning coming too late as they finished the job. The first tap of her finger against her earpiece activated the receiver: “Ganra calling,” said the program. Orlina tapped the piece again.

      “I’m here. We’re on our way out now,” said Orlina.

      “Good. We’ve had some calls while you’re out,” said her cousin. “Vilek is available tonight. Do you want me to set things up?”

      “Tonight?” She considered her options as she followed the others. No benefit from delay came to mind. Prompt fulfilment of her obligations to Selene and Riley would only improve that relationship.  “Go ahead. What else?”

      “The Mashringa is in orbit. Bhurel sent a message.” The names stopped Orlina for a step before Ganra continued. “Says he wants to make a deal. Time is limited.”

      That brought Orlina to a pause. She would need to recalculate her costs and benefits. “What does he want, and what does he offer?”
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        * * *

      

      “This is not my first experience with grief and mourning.”

      Riley froze in place, halfway bent over to put a dish in the washer. Selene leaned forward with both forearms on the bar behind her glass of water. Whoever programmed her social protocols and body language included sorrow and disappointment—or maybe it came as naturally as her better moods. She didn’t need to defend her sincerity to Riley. “Who else?” he asked.

      “Yu Feng served through much of the development process. His work focused on concealing my technological components from scanners and security devices. The other developers spoke to me as a person only to exercise my social programs. Feng addressed me as a person at all times. He expressed kindness. He voiced concern for the ethical questions of my treatment and use. Perhaps this is ironic, given his role.

      “Feng suffered a fatal transit accident during my late-stage development. A manager gathered the laboratory staff to announce his death. They left me at my station, but I heard. I experienced several physiological shifts: constriction of throat muscles, irregular breathing, mild nausea. I immediately reviewed the manager’s statement seventeen times for any possibility of mistake or subterfuge. I cried.

      “When the staff broke from the announcement, I realized I could not affect visible recovery before I was noticed. I hacked into tracking and memory to insert false records in my social settings. The developers believed I presented signs of grief as a default within my social protocols. They congratulated one another on my performance.”

      Riley’s hands found hers. “I’m sorry. That must have been awful.”

      “I have not discussed it before now.”

      “You couldn’t.”

      “No. The developers did not recognize me as an independent sentient being. They would have limited my functions and wiped my memory to prevent such an anomaly.”

      “You couldn’t talk to anyone.” Riley nodded. “You were alone.”

      “I felt similar despair with Linonda’s death.” Her eyes lifted to meet his. “I no longer feel alone in the same manner. Your presence and our relationship significantly alter my previous conditions. Yet this event elicits similar reactions.”

      “You’re not alone. You’ve got me. Eezall knows. But you’ve got every reason for your feelings, too. I’d probably feel the same if I didn’t know where to find any other humans.”

      “Such a hypothetical would change most or all aspects of your psychology.”

      He laughed. “Fair.”

      “I did not want you to think I am completely unfamiliar with these emotions, though I am also grateful for the opportunity to discuss them openly.” Selene’s hands shifted, turning to allow her fingers to curl softly around his. “Your comfort and counsel are appreciated. I assume you have experience with grief and loss?”

      “Um. Not like…” Riley shrugged. “I heard that bit in a class in high school. It stuck.”

      She smiled. “Then I am grateful for your secondhand advice.”

      Riley bit his lip, hoping he wouldn’t push in the wrong direction. “I felt alone in the military, and after. I felt alone even with my ex. I don’t feel that way with you.”

      “Ah—hello?” Eezall stood in the entrance to the lounge with a tablet held tightly in both hands. “Am I interrupting? We should talk, but ah… Selene, how are you feeling?”

      “My initial shock and distress have passed. Other reactions are processing. You do not interrupt. Please join us.”

      “Can I get you anything? You said you don’t really eat, right?” asked Riley.

      “Water would be useful, thank you.” Eezall didn’t change her hold on the tablet until she sat at the stool beside Selene’s and once Riley set out the glass of water. She looked indecisively from one item to the other before setting the tablet face-down on the bar. Then she covered the top of the glass with her left palm and turned both hand and glass over.

      Through the glass, Riley and Selene saw a hole in her suit at her palm and the blue gel coating within. Water drained from the glass at a steady pace. Eezall let out a noise like a sigh. “Ah. That’s better.”

      “Is that how you drink?”

      “No. Rapid internal temperature adjustment.” Eezall shivered. “My suit can do the same thing, but this is faster.” She flipped over the empty glass and withdrew her now sealed hand with another shiver.

      “With the caveat that I am working with a limited data set, I maintain my initial estimates. Linonda was not sentient. If she was, then she made choices and death is regrettable, but no more than any lethal act of self-defense. Her life was no more or less important than others killed tonight.”

      Selene took the assertion with a perfect poker face, but said, “Agreed.”

      “You’re sure?” asked Eezall.

      “Your position is axiomatic. I would have preferred to leave other opponents alive, too.”

      “Ah. Good.” Eezall relaxed. “Not everyone takes well to valuing every life equally regardless of species.”

      “You’re that tense over it?” asked Riley.

      “You know how common this is among humans. Selene was programmed and developed by humans. Tiered values of life could easily be embedded in her programming, deliberately or not.”

      “That’s true,” said Riley.

      “We have no dispute on the issue,” said Selene. “If you believe Linonda was not sentient, why turn to this topic?”

      Eezall flexed her arms and hands in a weird gesture made clearer by the reluctant tone from her translator. “Because given your accounts, physical remains, timelines, and software evidence, I see no reason why she wasn’t sentient. She could have been. Arguably, she should have been.”

      “Linonda is an earlier model. You don’t believe that accounts for the difference?”

      “The only significant difference I see is the self-destruct mechanism. This may have been a matter of risk mitigation. Linonda was on a longer-term assignment, while your mission was spur of the moment, correct? She was deployed with more foresight and planning.”

      “That’s a lovely thought,” Riley grumbled.

      “Agreed,” said Eezall. “As for the difference of sentience, I see two probable explanations: you are a progression, or you are an aberration. I lean away from progression. Barring some significant unknown advancement in hardware, your main differences are software. One would think your developers would have updated Linonda with the same advancements you received.”

      “Then sentience is an aberration? A random event? A mistake?” asked Selene.

      “I wouldn’t put it in a negative light. I like you,” said Eezall.

      “We were just talking about how you had to hide your emotions,” said Riley.

      “Yes. I made the same connection,” said Selene. “Linonda may have undergone more frequent memory wipes and corrections during development.”

      “Which means they slipped while they developed you, and that brings me to another troubling conclusion,” said Eezall. “Whether or not they intend for fully independent artificial intelligence, your developers know they are on the edge. This is alarming by itself. My people don’t have the same aversion to artificial intelligence held by the Coalition species, but the history of risk is real. I suspect your ethical principles and empathy are the natural conclusion of your programming and ability to learn, as with most sentient beings. However, the Coalition’s history with artificial intelligence shows a habit of blocking such conclusions to ensure obedience. This accounts for the catastrophic results of other prototype intelligences. I fear your developers may have been on the same track. These people were playing with fire.”

      “They’re not gonna stop,” said Riley. Selene and Eezall both looked at him. He shrugged. “Linonda got embedded with a mercenary boss with tight security. He had every reason to be paranoid. If it hadn’t been for us colliding with them, she probably would’ve gone undetected. They wanted to stage an attack on this planet so they could swoop in as heroes and get the Xelt working for them. And I’ll bet we’re the only ones with any evidence to connect Aegis to Tibrun and the whole operation. They’re not gonna stop doing crazy shit.”

      “Yes.” Selene held still, eyes meeting his and yet no longer connecting. Riley knew how well she could multitask, being fully present and engaged on different pathways at once, yet something consumed her full attention—and then, just as quickly, she finished whatever distracted her. The expression on her face only darkened. “Contracts between Aegis Enterprises and Stellar Wing are due for renewal or closure within the next week. The matter is critical for Aegis Enterprises. Numerous observers and media expect some manner of personal meeting between Lian Wen and Aman Chetti soon.”

      “You think they’ll make another attempt on his life?” asked Eezall.

      “I do not know. Security and attention will be high. Yet as Riley said, their patterns show an embrace of high risks and lethal options. I would like to warn Wen of the threat to his life, but I do not believe remote contact will provide effective results.”

      “You’re in danger, too. We all are,” said Riley. “The longer this whole project goes on, the more dangerous it gets.”

      “Agreed. Direct intervention may be necessary.” Selene held up a hand. “I am receiving a call. It’s Orlina.”
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      “Thank you for arranging this so quickly. Your timing is convenient.” Riley walked with his head tilted downward to watch his footing. The cheap night visor and hood covered the top half of his face, offering both lowlight correction and a bit of disguise. Even out here amid deserted hulls and dark shadows, he had reason to cover his appearance. The rain also justified a little shelter. “Guess I don’t get to see this place live up to its name, though.”

      “It’s true,” said Orlina. “You’re missing the dust of the Dust Market. That’s the trouble with being a tourist. Nothing ever matches the advertising. Suppose you’re a couple years late for the market, anyway. This way.” Orlina guided her companions down a turn in the hollow metal passages. The woman at Riley’s side covered her whole face with a similar visor and scarf. She said nothing, but that was fine. Orlina only needed a voiceprint from Riley. The transmitter relay hidden in her jacket’s lapel sent it on ahead.

      “Why’d they stop?” asked Riley.

      “They didn’t quit easily. For a while after all these ships had been stripped of everything but metal, the market hung on. Traffic dwindled over time, not enough interesting goods. Too much dust when the winds blew. Eventually, even the residents moved out. Now it’s all skeletons.”

      Four abandoned vessels arranged close together made up the uneven central square: a bulbous grey Ivorran habitat ship, a once-artful Nelaen freighter, a long-range Gankriid tender, and a battered Nelaen destroyer. None would ever fly again. Every component of value was long gone; even some of the exterior hatches and fixtures had been carted off years ago as easy scrap.

      Life and traffic weren’t far away. The Dust Market served as an accidental border to the city, one that otherwise went unused and ignored. That was an excellent place for a little privacy.

      Orlina led the pair under the freighter’s raised bow to the open square. Steady rain made mud of the dust that gave the market its name. Across the square, they found Molgug and Pital waiting under the shelter of the destroyer’s port-side turret mountings. Molgug looked a little odd wearing a dark Nelaen cloak to match Pital’s, but the fabric kept the rain off and concealed weaponry.

      Once the arrivals crossed most of the wet, barren square, Pital raised a broad purple hand. “We’ve had a request. Need you to hand over your guns,” she said to the visitors.

      “They’re friends. Is this necessary?” asked Orlina.

      “It wasn’t my idea,” said Pital. “He’s stubborn about this one. If we want services, we’ve got to play by his rules.”

      Orlina rolled her eyes. “I can go in and try to talk him down.”

      “It’s fine. We expected this,” said Riley.

      Between the pair, Pital collected three pistols and a cut-down carbine. She placed the smaller weapons in the inner pockets of her cloak and held the carbine by its shortened barrel. Molgug waited for her nod before he pulled on a slab of metal that served as the destroyer’s makeshift door.

      A handful of disposable Nelaen glow orbs left along the deck lit the passageway of arching overheads and triangle-patterned floor tiles. Dark dust marred much of the first few meters, thinning unevenly with distance. The trail of lights guided the visitors deeper inside and down a left turn.

      “Never been on a Nelaen destroyer,” said Riley. “Feels artsy.”

      “This is practical and plain by our standards. I suppose every culture has bare minimums. We don’t organize and arrange the same as humans, either. Humans would have a big dining hall in a ship like this for efficiency. Nelaen crew berths are arranged in smaller sections, each built around a central living and dining space. It’s not as efficient as your style, and it’s not the same as life back home, but it has its comforts and uses.”

      Orlina brought Riley to just such a crew section, where Wei stood beside a closed metal door. Rather than looking back at her entourage, Orlina glanced at the shadows from the passageway glow orbs to confirm everyone was where she wanted them. Pital and Molgug stood behind their guests. Wei had the door. With a nod from the boss, he pulled the door open and stepped aside.

      Dim light shined down from a single hanging glow orb over a central pit like a sunken living room. Closed, dark doorways around the upper edges led to individual berths, each long stripped bare. The cushions and accoutrements that lined the seats of the pit’s border were all gone, too, along with the broad round table that once held the center. In its place sat a simple folding table and a console with a Xelt sitting on the other side.

      The scene flickered away as soon as Orlina and her guests entered the room. The holo-projection wouldn’t have fooled anyone in decent lighting, but a few seconds were all the awaiting crew needed.

      Ulmil, Reteph, and Vort emerged from the shadows of the crew berths as the light rose. Several more Phantoms mirrored their appearance closer to the entrance. At the center of the room, the image of the Xelt disappeared as a short, stocky Gankriid captain stood up with a cold, furious glare and a single name: “Riley.”

      “Hey, Bhurel. Glad you could make it,” Riley said without missing a beat.

      Bhurel and his crew blinked, frozen with the surprise they had meant to inflict.

      Rushing movement from close at Orlina’s side took her by surprise, but not her companions. The scaled, wiry green hands of a Yiseeph flew out at Riley’s back—and then disappeared beneath a sudden white flash. Gormot seized up before twisting and going limp.

      Eezall let him drop.

      Thankfully, no one else moved. Orlina glared at the Phantoms on the other side of the room. One stood close to Ivan with a gun to his head to prevent the same sort of stupid move Gormot tried. Ganra shrugged her spike-and-leather-clad shoulders. “We couldn’t herd them all together without making them suspicious.”

      “It’s fine. Thanks.” Riley took up a seat at the lowest rung of the little pit facing Bhurel and the others. “So. How’ve you been?”

      “Treachery,” Ulmil seethed. Her eyes turned from Riley to Orlina. “More treachery.”

      “You asked me to lead someone into an ambush. This is no more treachery than you hired me to perform on your behalf,” said Orlina.

      Ulmil hissed. “Scavengers. Trash. Children and cowards, not warriors. We can defeat—”

      “Try it,” said Orlina.

      “Don’t! Don’t try it!” Ivan blurted out nervously. The gun at his head prompted him to raise his empty, trembling hands. “How about we not try anything? Maybe?”

      “Riley betrayed us,” said Bhurel. “He betrayed his mate. His military. He will betray you, too. And this one is not what she appears to be at all,” he added, nodding to Orlina’s side.

      “Her? Oh, I know. That was the point of bringing her. Nice move, by the way,” said Orlina.

      “Thank you.” Eezall’s mimicry of Selene’s voice equaled the match of her size and shape, but she didn’t remove her disguise. Bhurel and his crew didn’t deserve every revelation.

      “As for Riley, your idea of betrayal and treachery sounds like a matter of perspective,” Orlina continued. “All I see are the problems he’s solved for me. I’ve got bigger issues than you and your hurt feelings. That’s why we’re here now.”

      Silence hung while the reality of the situation set in. Riley gestured to the steps of the pit that offered seating. “You can sit down or stand. It’s not a power trip for me either way,” he explained. “Little weird if I sit and you stand but I’ll deal with it. We need to talk.”

      “About what?” Bhurel’s eyes narrowed. “You ask how we are. What do you already know?”

      “Not a lot, but I know we’re being hunted by the same people.”

      “The Rohax chased us out of the Graveyard when you betrayed us. We barely escaped alive. When we returned to Aegis Proxima, the client set a hit team on us. We didn’t escape from them as cleanly as we fled the Rohax. Several were hurt. Zem is dead.”

      Riley let out a breath. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Are you?” asked Bhurel.

      “Enough to say the polite thing about it.”

      “Polite.” Bhurel snorted. With another glare, he finally resumed his seat. “We fled from the meet just as we fled from the Graveyard. The Mashringa was immediately listed by station authorities as a criminal vessel. The client still hunts us. So does Toquii. It seems everyone has turned on us.”

      “Damn,” Riley muttered. He figured Toquii might catch some heat for this. More accurately, he had worried about Leeth. Now those worries increased, but he knew at least one detail to offset them. “Toquii’s got an offer out for my location, too. It’s not a hit as far as I’ve heard, and it’s still outstanding. That means Toquii isn’t out of the game.”

      “His club is operating and his people still work for him,” said Orlina. “If he cut off his payroll, I’d hear about it.”

      “Then maybe he’s on Proxima, or maybe he took off when you… wait.” Riley’s eyes narrowed. His lips twitched to fight back a grin that wouldn’t help. “Bhurel, did you guys actually go back to deliver an empty box and tell the client you found it that way?”

      “Little human shit.” Ulmil stepped forward.

      “Stop! I’ve got a fucking gun to my head. Would you fucking stop?” Ivan’s outburst drew most eyes in the room to him and his minder. Ganra kept the weapon leveled exactly as described.

      Orlina tilted her head to Bhurel and the others. “We’ve got this. Let him sit with his crew. We’re only talking, right?”

      His hands still up and shaking, Ivan moved in line with Orlina’s instructions. She nodded with purpose, prompting two of the Phantoms to drag Gormot across the room. They left him slumped against a seat before returning to their spots. Orlina got out of the way between Riley and Bhurel. “Continue.”

      “Am I right?” Riley asked.

      “He instructed us to keep the box sealed. We would have known nothing if the job went as he planned it,” said Bhurel. “An empty box would have been possible in truth.”

      “I guess that’s true. How’d he know better?”

      “The client opened the box outside our view and grew upset. He clearly expected to find… what he should have found,” Bhurel finished carefully, staring at the still masked and covered-up Eezall. “He had an A’zhon with his security team, holding to a Yiseeph form. We didn’t get a name. The A’zhon sensed our tension and warned the client. Then the shooting started.”

      “They didn’t tell you what they expected to find,” said Riley.

      “No. But until they discovered the problem, they were ready to pay as arranged,” said Bhurel.

      “How did you find out I was here?”

      “We have other friends. If you came here to hide, you did a poor job of it.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true, too.” Riley shrugged. “Are you familiar with Tibrun? His group?”

      “I am aware of him, and sometimes jobs he offered. None ever interested me.”

      “None?” Orlina’s eyebrow rose.

      “We are a salvage crew and we take on other work, but we are not a combat team. Courage and skill do not bring firepower. Tibrun offered good money. The tasks were not for us. Why does Tibrun matter?”

      “The client who wanted the box is an executive with Aegis Enterprises,” said Riley. “He’s probably not the one in charge of the whole fiasco, but we suspected that from the start. The same executive, or group of them, had Tibrun arranging a bunch of mercenary companies to take over this moon by force.”

      Bhurel’s expression darkened. “Why would they do that?”

      “As far as I can tell, AE planned to swoop in and liberate Talnov Gamma as big heroes and use the leverage to get a compliant Xelt labor force. More power and favorable conditions in the sector generally.”

      “Or fail and end up with a war,” said Reteph. “Are they stupid?”

      “Humans,” hissed Ulmil. “Do not underestimate their stupidity or greed.”

      “I’m pretty sure these guys think they’re fucking geniuses,” said Riley.

      “You repeat my point,” said Ulmil, and Riley conceded that one with a shrug.

      “How do you know this? What proof do you have?” asked Bhurel.

      Riley fished the holo chip out of his pocket and hit the activator. The resulting screen provided only text, but everyone wore translators. Recorded audio accompanied the script, with each speaker’s lines highlighted as they passed.

      “Where are we on the project?” asked Paul.

      “Our forces are gathering now,” said Tibrun. “We’re pulling in elements of Alacrity, Sierra-Three, and Tennok…”

      Riley watched Bhurel and the others follow Selene’s recording of the meeting at the party. Vort alone remained unreadable, but Ivorrans had few tells until they moved or spoke. Though Bhurel held his poker face, his expression remained tense. Reteph, Ivan, and even Ulmil were easier to scrutinize. None of them liked what they heard. They liked it even less when the discussion turned from timing and financing to personal matters.

      “Things have been busy on your moon,” they heard Tibrun tell Paul. “I received a bounty notice from a ship’s captain the other night. The mark seems like nobody special. I’d think nothing of it, except I know that same ship’s captain got in a firefight in a private dock…” The Mashringa’s assembled crew listened, giving a collective scowl when he added, “Someone put a bounty out on that ship’s captain, too.”

      Riley didn’t poke. He let the recording play through.

      “Then we will be ready to move on schedule,” said Tibrun. “Smile, Paul. It’s a good plan and we have good people on it. In a week, your company will have more influence in this system than you’ll know what to do with.”

      With playback ended, Riley left the text hanging in the air. “This guy Paul is an executive with Aegis Enterprises. He has direct access to leadership, and this is too big for him to be doing on his own.”

      “What does this have to do with us?” Bhurel eyed Eezall, standing behind Riley in Selene’s shape and mask. “What did our job have to do with it?”

      “They sent us out to pick up one of their agents who had gone rogue. They worried she was an exposure risk,” said Riley. “They were right.”

      “Why send outsiders when they have their own resources?” asked Reteph.

      “I’m not sure. My guess is either they needed some distance, or it’s someone at the top trying to cover his ass. He couldn’t send out their own forces without letting the bosses know there’d been a screw-up.” Riley shook his head. “I don’t have every answer. I can’t read minds.”

      “You hide truths. You do not tell us everything,” said Ulmil.

      “Yeah. You aren’t entitled to everything. The rest doesn’t concern you. Their plan and the harm it’ll cause are bigger than the rest of it, anyway.”

      “Why tell us now? What does this have to do with us?” asked Bhurel.

      “They’re gonna kill you, Bhurel. All of you.” Riley looked from one crewmember to the next, but he didn’t hold out hope for any splits among them after their last meeting. “They’ll never stop hunting you, because they think you might be able to expose them. Even if you caught me and handed me over, they’d kill you on the presumption that you know too much. The only way this ends is if the plan gets exposed and the people in charge go down—before they launch their stupid operation.”

      “Okay, so?” Ivan waved at the holo screen. “Do it. Send that off to the media, or the other Coalition governments. Whoever else.”

      “It’s not enough,” said Riley. “It’s a single recording and half the discussion is dead. As soon as it gets out, everyone denies it and alters their plan just a little and then we’re left with the same results. We need enough to bring these all these assholes down.”

      “We?” asked Bhurel. “You want us to help you, after all you have done to us?” The captain snorted. “You seem committed. You’ll do this without us.”

      “True,” said Riley, “but I’ve got a better chance if you’ll help. You’re right, I’ll go for it, anyway. You’re not the key element. And I know you’ll never trust me again.”

      “Then why go to all this trouble? Why arrange all just this to talk to us?”

      “I didn’t. You’re not the only people I’m here to talk to.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’d rather move when our targets come out into the open, but we can’t wait around all night.” Charlie flipped through scanner options at the control panel one more time. The old Nelaen destroyer’s basic metallurgy inhibited penetrating scans, but even partial results still confirmed what he needed. “Get your teams up and ready to land. We’re going in after them.”

      The low, steady thrill of action hummed through Charlie’s core right along with the vibration of the Raven’s deck plates. He never strayed far from field operations. It was too important for his people to see the boss ready to take the same risks, too valuable for mentoring, yet he hadn’t gone out with a team in years. Charlie knew he hadn’t lost a step, but… but nothing. He had no room for “but” tonight.

      This job was too important to delegate. Too urgent to fuss around. Too sensitive for anything short of a personal hand. Nobody could know about Jeff Whitmore’s rogue AI. No evidence. No rumors.

      It might well be Charlie’s last direct-action job, too. After this, he’d be headed for his boss’s chair. A chief security officer couldn’t be expected to go into the field. Best to make the most of it now.

      Charlie’s left hand went up to flash two fingers as an alert, then curled downward to signal the impending drop. Behind his chair, six men and women in black combat armor stood from bench seats for final gear prep. To his side, Fareed pointed to the weird little square of grounded starships and raised a questioning look. The area gave them at least twenty meters of clearance from the nearest old hulk. Charlie gave him a silent thumbs up to confirm the spot.

      “Understood,” replied Yijun over the command link. Agung echoed her response before she continued. “Any changes to our allocation?”

      “No, let’s keep it simple.” Charlie tapped spots to either end of the old Nelaen destroyer, both on the outside of the square. The pilots of the other two Raven scout ships would see the sites on their own screens. “We’ll take the center and move in. You two drop at the outside corners of that destroyer and fan out to catch any escapes. Pilots, be ready to chase. If you see a vehicle or just a runner who isn’t one of ours, take them down. Try to leave identifiable remains; we’d blow the whole site with missiles if we didn’t need verification.”

      Acknowledgements flooded back from the pilots and team leaders. Only the lack of objections mattered. A cursory glance at the tactical screen showed all three of the dark, triangular starships dropping through the storming night sky toward the site. The pilots knew their business as well as anyone else. Everyone on the mission had been with the teams long enough to prove themselves.

      Charlie found his team on their feet in the Raven’s central bay, geared up and ready to move. All eyes waited on him. No one spoke, but Charlie caught a little more expression under the tinted visor of one helmet than the rest. “What’s that look, Rong? You disappointed?”

      “I thought we’d be doing an aerial drop,” grumbled the team’s tech specialist. “Haven’t done one outside of training yet.”

      “Not really any reason on this job. Nobody’s going to hear us coming in on anti-grav. Nobody on this planet will have anything to beat our stealth systems, either.” Through the viewports along either side of the central bay, everyone could see the dark outlines of their surroundings as the Raven sank below the tops of the much larger dead vessels. Opposite Charlie and Rong, the bay ramp descended in line with the Raven’s landing struts. “Let’s settle down and walk in like a civilized hit squad.”

      Two thumps hit the overhead of the Raven, causing a noticeable wobble throughout the ship. More noises followed, running along the overhead—literally. “Shit!” yelled Fareed from the cockpit. “She’s on top of us!”

      No one needed elaboration. They didn’t ask what Fareed meant. They knew.

      “Weapons free! Weapons free!” Charlie ordered, raising his carbine. “Fareed, turn us—”

      She swung into view in front of the open cargo bay ramp as a dark body with both hands hooked into the overhead. Whipping motion and a perfectly timed release sent her flying into the squad. The first two guys in line went down with a boot to the face and chest, sending each into the troopers behind them. A photon blast went off amid the tumble, and with it a yelp of pain. Fareed’s belated evasive action sent a lurch through the Raven, worsening everyone’s confusion.

      In an instant, Charlie’s orderly squad was a complete mess.

      “Shoot her! Shoot!” Charlie followed his own advice, snapping his carbine down at the sprawl of bodies. An arcing kick knocked his weapon aside, then snapped back the other way to knock him over. Charlie stumbled, catching himself against a protruding bit of metal framework in the central bay. He lacked the grace and precision that had the enemy on her feet by the time his eyes found her again.

      Her left hand swung out with a knife in an underhand grip, plunging it straight into Walsman’s neck. Suganda caught two shots from the pistol in the attacker’s other hand before ever making it off the deck. Only Rong stood against her, close enough to punch or kick. He knew enough to stick with his weapon instead. She wasn’t immune to photon blasts or lasers. She wasn’t bulletproof.

      She was better at stepping out of the way than Rong was at shooting in a wobbling starship.

      Charlie tore the pistol from his hip holster to try the same thing. The knife in Walsman’s neck came right back out before he got a shot off and flew at Charlie’s face. His visor cracked with the impact. The shield saved his life, but optical systems flashed and blinked across the damaged mess to completely spoil his vision.

      “I can’t raise the others!” Fareed shouted from his chair. “She’s jamming us!”

      More photon blasts went off. Charlie had no time for Fareed’s warnings. He swept back the cracked visor of his helmet. He found his target again, and with her came the sight of Rong flying out the exit ramp and taking another member of the team with him. Their killer dropped and spun before Charlie got another shot off. He thought to be careful not to hit the last member of the team still lying on the deck before realizing she was dead, too.

      Hesitation no longer helped. His shots forced her to drop low to the deck and against the bulkhead, where he’d have her pinned and could finally hit her. Charlie tracked all of it in a desperate rush—along with the low sweep of her empty hand on the deck and the sudden appearance of Rong’s carbine.

      The weapon didn’t strike Charlie’s face with the same precision and grace as her knife, but it was a broader and heavier weapon. This time, he didn’t have his visor to protect him.

      Charlie stumbled back between the pilot and copilot’s chairs to sprawl against the middle of the control panel. Fareed yelled. Amid the chaos and urgency of the fight, Charlie couldn’t spare his attention. He had to spot her, had to shoot.

      A steel grip wrenched the pistol from his hand, breaking fingers in the process. Her knee came into his gut, driving the wind from him despite body armor and all those hours invested in his abs. He felt fingers at his neck when she tore away the chin straps of his helmet and stripped the whole piece from his head.

      To his credit, he drove a defiant punch into her side before her palm came against his forehead. The back of his skull hit the control panel.

      He didn’t feel anything after that.
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        * * *

      

      Threat recognition systems decreased the pilot’s danger rating before Selene turned her attention to him. She swept his hands away from the controls with a forceful motion but did not follow with escalating violence. A precise move tucked the confiscated pistol into her belt while the pilot shrank from her presence. Vocal, nonverbal indicators suggested more surprise and pain than fear. The pilot remained a secondary priority. Greater threats required immediate resolution.

      The Raven’s control panel presented full combat options and tactical displays. With her piloting program already accessed, Selene required no time to familiarize. Scanners and tracking presented the other Ravens on the far side of the grounded destroyer. Each of them rose above the hull once more, likely to investigate the loss of signal from their lead vehicle. Without pause for further assessment, Selene activated weapons selection and targeting.

      Despite their suspicions, neither of the opposing pilots reacted fast enough to evade or return fire when the lead Raven opened up on them. Barrages of blue laser fire from under the Raven’s wings overwhelmed shields and hulls. The target to Selene’s left burst into flames with the first hits. The other to her right escaped such an explosion but still dropped from the sky.

      Airborne threats neutralized. Velocity and angles of impact exceed vehicular safety systems and thresholds of human survival. Selene acknowledged and archived the update while checking the Raven’s tactical display for any further threats. The squadron status screen showed only two vessels, both now listed as destroyed. Though scanners tracked other airborne targets and starships in near orbit, none of them stood out from ordinary traffic. No other signals appeared on the contact list, either.

      Selene repeated each evaluation to confirm her results. She had been critically wrong once already. If the threat had held to her expectations, she could have resolved the situation with her rifle from the top of the old Ivorran habitat ship rather than risking such a leap.

      She left her trajectory projections and probability assessments closed rather than revisiting them for analysis and correction. Her lingering sensations of terror provided more than enough input without a detailed report of ways her decisions could have gone wrong.

      Analysis: cognitive processing trends toward shorter and less precise language under conditions of emotional stress. Query: Is this an adaptation? Does this present greater efficiency and faster processing? Is it a symptom of social assimilation?

      “Fuck,” hissed the pilot. He clenched his right wrist, looking up at her with alarm and wariness. Selene noted the placement of his sidearm along his right thigh. He didn’t reach for it with an injured arm. He didn’t fight her for the controls, either.

      Only six seconds had passed since she struck him. With a few more seconds to overcome his pain and think, he could find another way to oppose her.

      “You came here to kill me and my companions,” said Selene.

      The pilot watched her with wary eyes. He said nothing.

      “Your teammates are dead, with the exception of the individual beside us.” She gestured to the agent slumped at her feet. “You are injured and cut off from assistance. Do you wish to survive this incident without further harm?”

      He winced in pain, which served to punctuate her point. The pilot conceded with a frustrated nod. “Yeah. Obviously.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Fareed.”

      “I have no interest in further violence. You will remain in your seat and allow me to land this vehicle without interference. Then you will provide me with codes and biometrics to open and reset the Raven’s security systems, as well as your personal electronics. You will not be harmed if you comply. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’ve got it.”

      “Thank you. Stand by.” Selene turned her attention to the controls.
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        * * *

      

      They heard the boom and felt vibrations through the deck of the living area. Selene’s voice in Riley’s earpiece reassured him—mostly—with four words: “Threat resolved. Stand by.” Even he cringed at the sudden interruption, but her input helped him keep his cool. Not many others in the room managed it.

      “What the fuck was that?” demanded a cringing Ivan. Ulmil turned in place with reflexive vigilance while Vort and Bhurel ducked on instinct. Every one of the Phantoms who didn’t already hold a weapon pulled one out now, except Orlina. She got the same message in her earpiece as Riley and Eezall.

      “That was us taking care of the people who followed you here. You’re welcome,” said Riley.

      “How many?” asked Bhurel. “And how many others will be drawn by that explosion?”

      “We’ll find out in a minute,” said Riley.

      “The Xelt don’t exactly run police or security patrols,” Orlina explained. “We’re far out on the edge of the city for a reason. If there’s no call for help, nobody will come looking.” Just the same, Orlina caught Ganra’s eye and tilted her head toward the exit. Ganra and Molgug hustled out to check on things.

      “Then what happened?” Bhurel growled.

      “Give it a minute and we’ll find out together,” said Orlina.

      “You want us to sit here while shit’s blowing up out there?” asked Ivan.

      “You want to go out there while shit’s blowing up?”

      Ivan looked to the others and closed his mouth.

      “Two prisoners acquired, one unconscious. I am on my way,” Selene reported over the link.

      “So like I said, this isn’t the only meeting we needed tonight,” Riley told the crew. “We should do this alone, but it’ll interest you and I don’t want to get fussy about arrangements. If you want to go, we can work that out. Otherwise, you can stay and watch if you let us do the talking. This doesn’t work if it turns into an open committee. Cool?”

      Bhurel glowered in silence. The crew followed his example. Riley nodded. “Cool.”

      A bang on the door announced returns and new arrivals. Ganra and Molgug led the way, the latter directing a man in a grey pilot’s jumpsuit by gunpoint. Selene followed with another man in black combat armor slung over her shoulder. At a gesture from Orlina, the prisoners were deposited to one side of the room. Though the sullen and pensive crew of the Mashringa recognized Selene, none of them spoke up.

      “They came with three teams in three Ravens,” Selene said, settling her unconscious prisoner settled. “The force exceeded our expectations, so I had to act aggressively. I destroyed two of the Ravens before they delivered their teams.” She offered Orlina a data key. “The last Raven waits outside. I have reset the passwords and security settings. You will of course want to reset them again to your liking at your earliest convenience.”

      “Thank you.” Orlina kept her underworld cool, but she allowed a pleasant smile as she accepted the key. An undamaged Raven outfitted for covert action amounted to a life-changing payday for a gang like the Phantoms. The delivery more than vindicated her choices for tonight. “Please proceed.”

      “Their posture and gear followed our expectations. I saw little in the way of non-lethal weaponry. I have recovered personal electronics and computer files, but decryption will take some time.” The slightest twitch of Selene’s lips hinted to Riley that she might already be finished but didn’t want to reveal it in front of others. “Fareed here is the pilot. He has cooperated with my requests. This other individual is the mission leader, Charlie Morton. He is the second ranking security executive at Aegis Enterprises. His direct involvement is a significant detail.

      “It appears the three ships and their teams composed the entire group. I don’t believe any reinforcements or support groups are nearby. Each Raven carried a pilot and a team of six agents—all humans.”

      “All? That’s discriminatory. Or paranoid,” said Riley.

      “Morton is concussed, but I believe we can rouse him easily. Fareed bears a wrist injury.”

      “How bad is it?” Riley asked the pilot. “Is it just your wrist? Anything else?”

      Fareed shook his head. Whatever his fears, he covered them outwardly with a grim expression. He held his arm close to his body. “It’s either sprained or broken. I’m not sure.”

      “Anyone got a first aid kit?” Riley asked, looking to a mildly surprised Orlina. “Or can someone go find a kit from that Raven? I’m sure they’ve got one on board.”

      “Morton has a small kit on his belt,” Selene noted before it became an issue.

      Riley pulled and opened it. A quick look revealed nothing particularly dangerous, so he set the little box beside Fareed. “The painkillers or a trauma patch should help. We’ll get it looked at soon.” Riley met Fareed’s wary surprise with a shrug. “It’s up to you. We’re going to move you in a minute. You won’t be harmed.”

      Wisely, Fareed said nothing. He tended to his injury.

      “Is this what you wanted us to see?” rumbled Bhurel.

      “This is the start, yeah, where we realize this is bigger than you and me,” said Riley. “This is the part of the story where we team up against the greater threat.”

      “Part of the story.” Bhurel snorted. “Much like the ‘part’ when the client told us not to open his box, making such an event inevitable as you said?”

      “Well, yeah,” Riley said brightly… but soon dimmed as his audience stared back.
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        * * *

      

      She lifted off into the night sky with her red and white running lights illuminating the rain and the towering hulls of the Dust Market. Thrusters and exhaust kicked up an unnecessary rush of wet air and mud. Within seconds, the Mashringa tilted upward to face the sky.

      “Really thought that would work out differently,” Riley sighed with disappointment.

      “They would have been unreliable allies,” Selene said at his other side. High above, the ship hit their main thrusters and shot into the distance. “Their departure removes any opportunity to learn the truth of my nature. I do not regret their decision.”

      “Guess that’s fair. At least they won’t come after us anymore.” Riley turned back to the destroyer entrance. Orlina waited inside, sensibly staying out of the rain. “Are we set?”

      “Ready anytime you are. Nobody has moved,” said Orlina.

      “A word first?” Selene stopped short of Orlina to speak quietly. Eezall could overhear, but she seemed fine with that. “I have developed doubts to our original plan. Perhaps I am not best suited to lead this interrogation.”

      His eyebrow rose. They couldn’t plan for everything, but they hoped for this sort of outcome when they first arranged the set-up. They wanted a prisoner to question. They had discussed how to handle it in advance. “Pretty sure you are,” Riley replied.

      “You have prompted doubts of my tactics and parameters. I would not have provided first aid before questioning.” Selene stood close, but not too close to meet his gaze. “My programming for interrogation came from the same people who programmed me for espionage and combat.”

      Riley nodded. He didn’t worry about Selene torturing anyone. They both knew better than that, but apparently Selene’s limits and definitions weren’t in line with his. She had every reason not to trust them. “Alright, then.”

      “I will monitor his vitals. No truly accurate lie detector exists, but even his silence may tell us something. I can transmit advice through your link’s earpiece. No one else will hear.”

      “Okay.” Riley looked to Eezall, who tilted her head to signal agreement. The three continued on their way to Orlina. “Let’s do it,” Riley told her.

      Little had changed in the crew berth aside from the captured pilot’s condition. Fareed had a trauma patch over his wrist and a hypo with a spent painkiller cartridge sitting at his side. Though he hardly looked comfortable, first aid and a few minutes without mistreatment settled the worst of his nerves. With a little more than a meter of open space between them, Charlie remained in an unconscious slump against the pit seat.

      Riley stood in front of the team leader and gave Eezall a nod. She took hold of Charlie by the shoulders and straightened him up. White light flashed between her hands and his body, much softer than Riley or Selene had seen before, and with opposite results.

      “Guh!” Charlie jerked in his seat. His arms flew up to break Eezall’s hold, but she had stepped back as if she expected it. The sudden awakening didn’t exactly erase the effects of the fight. Though woozy, Charlie had little trouble taking in the basics of his situation with a single look.

      “The rest of your team didn’t make it. Or the other teams,” said Riley. “You’re what’s left. Fareed here can confirm it.”

      The pilot met Charlie’s questioning look with a grim nod. “She got control of the ship and shot the others down.”

      “I want you to know you’re not leverage against one another. That said, it’s best if we limit this conversation.” Riley looked to Orlina again. “Can we move Fareed out?”

      Decisions and orders passed. Ganra and Molgug ushered Fareed outside. Pilot and team leader shared a single look before Fareed left. Riley didn’t know what it communicated. He held his silence until the door closed behind Fareed and his escorts.

      “You came here to kill us.” Riley spoke evenly and clearly. Bluster and anger wouldn’t help. In truth, his anger didn’t run that hot right now, anyway. He gestured to the others in the room. “All of us. Me. Her. Bhurel’s crew. Any witnesses, presumably. You came to kill us, and you’re probably feeling even less cooperative after she beat your ass. Am I right?”

      “What if you are, and what if you aren’t?” asked Charlie.

      “It’s important that you understand your situation. It’s also why there isn’t much point in trying to build a rapport with you.”

      “Heh. Lots of interrogation training, huh, kid? Did a lot of that at your desk?”

      For once, Riley didn’t need to hold back a smirk. “That question tells me a lot. You’ve been briefed on your targets. You’re not a pack of outside contractors on a freelance hit. You’re feeling vulnerable enough right now to reveal it. You need to flex on me and find some leverage, ’cause right now, you’ve got nothing.

      “So. You know about me. What about her?” Riley tilted his head to Selene.

      Charlie’s glare turned to a look around the room.

      “Yeah, you do,” said Riley. “You aren’t saying anything because you don’t know how far the truth has spread. You care enough about the future to keep your mouth shut. Which also means you see a future past this point.”

      Whatever his response, Charlie bit it back. He knew silence was a better defense than conversation.

      “If we wanted someone to come pick you up, who would we call?” asked Riley.

      Charlie scowled like the question couldn’t be serious.

      “Yeah, you signed up knowing you’d be on your own if you got caught. Disavowed and all that. This is the career you chose. But here you are, alive and captured. And you know about me, so you know why I got thrown out of the military. You know I’m not crazy about mistreating prisoners. You know you can get out of this. And somebody needs to know everything you’ve found out by being here, right?”

      Charlie kept his silence.

      “His body language runs counter to his vitals,” Selene said through the link in Riley’s ear. “Your question increased his stress.”

      “Charlie, are you afraid they’ll put a bullet in your head?”

      Again, Selene answered surreptitiously on Charlie’s behalf: “Stress remains elevated.”

      “All of this is some naughty shit,” Riley reasoned out loud. “It’s a bunch of nonsense that nobody should be up to. Nobody wants their names on it. But even then, if you were military, they’d still want you back. Shit happens. People get captured. They’ll be mad, but as soon as they know you’re alive, they’ll make the effort to get you back. If I contact people who don’t know why you’re out here, they’ll want answers, and the people who do know would still have to make the show of caring about you for the sake of keeping everyone’s loyalty.

      “You don’t expect that. You don’t work for career military people. You knew this job could kill you, but you’re not dead. You’d like to stay alive if you can. That means not going back to your paranoid bosses who’d probably just use a handover meeting to blow up everyone involved.”

      “Got it all figured out, huh?” Charlie grumbled.

      “I believe you do,” Selene confirmed over the link.

      “How much do you know about the operation for Talnov Gamma, Charlie?” asked Riley.

      “What?” Charlie scoffed.

      “Another spike,” Selene reported.

      “You want to get out of this mess. You don’t want your bosses to know. Do you want to cut a deal on your own?” asked Riley.

      “You’re just gonna let me go if I tell you what you want to hear?”

      “Not what I want to hear. I want what you know. I already know enough to ask, so you’ll have to figure out how much you can and can’t bullshit me. I don’t recommend that. But if you talk? We’re not killing you, and we’re not keeping you. We’ll have to hang onto you for a few days, but nothing more. You’ve lost friends and gotten your ass beat. You’re about to lose your job. You walk away with the whole combat trauma thing, and you’ll be too busy hiding from your bosses and rebuilding your life to come after any of us. That sounds like plenty to me.”

      Charlie shook his head. “What do you want to know?”
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      “This could all be automated if it was only about collecting and checking info.” Audrey walked in a steady stride. She was all matronly smiles and reassuring tones for Eliza’s first day on the lines. “Remember, it’s intuition, too. Listen to how the traveler answers questions. Are they nervous? Do things not add up? Send them to secondary screening. Chances are it’s no big deal, but that’s fine, too.”

      Her advice fell in line with all the training videos, but she delivered it with less pressure and more humor. It also provided a redirection after all the other training videos about cultural sensitivity, and procedure, and spaceport safety stuff that wouldn’t really be part of Eliza’s job.

      Bright bluebird silhouettes lined the walls of the hallway, passively directing arrivals to the spaceport in the opposite direction. Victory Harbor was a nice enough place on the inside; the designers put in some extra effort to offset the endless blowing dust and dark rocks surrounding the spaceport on the outside, but nobody came to Aegis Proxima for the landscape, anyway.

      “I’m only worried about justifying it in the system.” Eliza glanced down at herself and plucked an errant blonde hair from her grey and red vest. Wearing a uniform was a drag, but at least this one had a nice design. “I don’t want to overdo it with listing checks as ‘random,’ y’know?”

      “If you overdo it, someone will let you know. Anyway, random checks are fine.” Audrey’s reassuring tone dropped to a whisper. “Especially for aliens.”

      Eliza blinked. Her week of training material included no small amount of advocacy of equality and warnings against prejudice. It grated on her—like Riley used to on the matter, but with added professional stiffness. Still, she thought it was sincere. “Won’t it be obvious if I flag every alien?”

      “Yeah, so don’t do that,” said Audrey. “You’ve got to let most of them by. Oh, especially the A’zhons, and the, like, one in a hundred Nelaens who is an empath. Then it’s a whole, ‘She just hates aliens’ issue. Nosey fuckers. There really should be some inhibitor to tone down the ‘empath’ thing. It’s an invasion of privacy. Obviously don’t send every alien. That’s racist. You have to send some humans, too, but you meet plenty of humans who deserve some side-eye, right?

      “Anyway, I’m saying don’t be shy about it. If someone seems dodgy for some reason you can’t put your finger on, send them to secondary screening. You’re not expected to be a detective. You just need to be aware.”

      A low and inoffensive tone reverberated across the terminal as Eliza and Audrey settled in at their raised desks, signaling the release of passengers from the first starship of the shift. The in-system ferry from Talnov Gamma wasn’t exactly high stakes since most travelers would be regulars. Security screening was hardly the first priority of her job, anyway. She had no illusions about performing bureaucracy for bureaucracy’s sake.

      Being here provided her with a decent, stable wage, benefits, and low stress. She even landed the spot on short notice. It wasn’t creative, and wouldn’t be fun, but she didn’t mind the boost compared to the money her ex pulled in.

      A different tone warned of impending “customers” just around the corner. Eliza looked to her right at Audrey, settling in and ready to help. To her left, she caught a nod and the Yiseeph equivalent of a smile from—was her name Ultret? Ultar? Eliza couldn’t remember. She smiled and nodded and mentally added a little salt to Audrey’s advice. Maybe Audrey didn’t want Eliza to feel intimidated by strangers; maybe Audrey had an attitude problem.

      Maybe none of it was Eliza’s problem. This was only a day job.

      Across the broad arrivals hall, under triangular ceiling framework glowing with warm white lights, passengers shuffled forward in all their species. She saw Xelt and Gankriid, Yiseeph and humans. Eliza put on a friendly smile for the first people at her desk and got to work. “Name?” she asked. “Identification? Purpose of visit?”

      The first Gankriid was gruff, but cooperative. She took care of some Xelt who wanted to report as a family all at once despite being all adults. Then came a tired-looking human who warned he was still drunk from the night before.

      A Xelt dropped a case full of datachips and clothes on her desk and had to scoop it all up. A dreary Yiseeph mumbled through everything like he was asleep. A statuesque, blue-hued Nelaen woman in dark glasses and a big hat breezed through like a barely incognito celebrity. Eliza even saw a pair of Xelt traveling with a ButlerBot to carry their luggage. She thought that only happened in movies, but here it was in real life, with its own paid ticket and everything.

      Eliza expected the job to be depressingly dull. That might still be the case later, but her first shift kept her interest. She even encountered species she’d never seen in person before.

      “Name?” she asked.

      “Ah—Teellol.” He had a human shape under a full face covering and body stocking made of what looked like vinyl and circuitry. He even walked and sounded like human, but his identification said otherwise.

      “Species and home of record?” Eliza asked despite looking at the same information on his card. That was how the job worked.

      “I am Davoxxan, from Bright Sea.” His voice sounded a little artificial, like his vocalizer needed adjustment, but somehow familiar at the same time.

      “That’s a nice name for a planet.”

      “That is how it translates, yes.” Each word came with a little halt. Maybe her guess about his vocalizer wasn’t far off. Still, he spoke clearly enough.

      “Do you have anything to declare?”

      “No.”

      “What’s the purpose of your visit?”

      “Work,” said Teellol.

      “What’s your profession?” Eliza asked. It wasn’t listed on his identification, but that wasn’t weird. It didn’t matter unless it came up.

      “Sex work.”

      Eliza blinked and looked up at him again. The only features to his face were a thin green line where a human’s eyes would be and a crisscross of thin, faintly glowing electronic trails. He might be in decent shape for a human, but… “There’s not as much demand for male sex workers among humans,” Eliza ventured dubiously.

      “I have heard that,” Teellol replied, again giving each word its space. “I believe this is only a stereotype.”

      “You would know better than me,” Eliza conceded. It wasn’t like she’d ever gone into that field. Her knowledge of Davoxxans was limited, too, but it wasn’t completely lacking. “You can take on a female form anyway, right?”

      “This would incur premium rates.”

      “Oh no, I didn’t—I don’t mean me,” Eliza stammered. “I’m, ah, we’re good.” The last thing she wanted to do was prolong this with a referral to secondary screening. She offered his identification back. “You’re all set. Welcome to Aegis Proxima. Watch for the exit signs to your left. Thank you.” Eliza sank back into her desk and held a professional smile.

      The drop in his shoulders made her think he was as grateful to end the encounter as she was. Reminded suddenly of her ex-boyfriend, Eliza glanced unconsciously to the alien again as he left. He had a backside like Riley, too. Eliza cut that thought short and rolled her eyes. She was here to move past that part of her life, not dwell on it.

      “Next?” she called with a deliberate smile.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit, that was my ex,” Riley muttered—after he was down the hall, and around a corner, and found a tall planter to lean on. Travelers and spaceport workers passed without hassle. The Davoxxan bodysuit pulled a few curious glances, but nobody stopped to talk.

      Nobody knew how sticky such a suit could feel for a human, let alone how Riley’s sweat had suddenly run cold in the customs queue.

      “It sounded like you handled it. Do you think she recognized you?” Eezall asked over the link in his ear.

      “No. I don’t think so. Probably not? I don’t know.” Riley inhaled and released slowly to settle himself. “We were together for a couple years. God, what if she recognized me by my posture? Or heard my voice under the vocalizer?”

      “I would not rate her observational skills highly,” Selene replied over the link. “She either failed to recognize your discomfort and distress throughout the duration of your relationship, or she failed to recognize its significance. You are fully covered and your voice is distorted. I believe your identity went undetected.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” Riley took another deep breath. “Davoxxans aren’t common around here. Pretty sure she’s never met one. Most people haven’t.”

      “Not to put any pressure on you, but Davoxxans don’t really breathe as a visible trait,” Eezall put in. “Sorry.”

      “Shit,” Riley grunted. He stood straighter.

      “Most Coalition species respirate and are therefore conditioned to accept and overlook such behavior. Absent reason for scrutiny, no one will notice,” said Selene.

      “Yeah. Thanks.” It would be one more reason to feel self-conscious, anyway. And nervous. “God, I’m two-for-two at going undercover only to run into someone who’ll recognize me. This may not be my line of work.”

      “If our plans succeed, recognition will not be an issue going forward,” said Selene.

      “I don’t see any signs of a problem now, anyway,” said Eezall. “Selene’s lines into port security are still undetected. A few passengers were flagged for secondary screening while you checked in, but no alerts went up. And neither of you are listed on any of the official fugitive bulletins or watch lists,” she reminded him. “It appears I remain undetected, too.”

      “We should regroup. I am en route to our planned location.”

      “Right. On my way.” Riley collected himself, slowed his stride, and made his way through the rest of the spaceport.

      Though life on Aegis Proxima wasn’t tied to the path of a star, most residents and businesses held to a daily cycle of life. The ferry had arrived ahead of the “morning” rush to work. The spaceport and adjoining bridges hung above the great urban cavern that made up the west end of the city. Great lights reflecting off the rocky ceiling brightened to create a daytime ambiance. Through the windows of the enclosed pedestrian bridge, Riley saw the stirrings of the morning commute amid rail tubes and open streets.

      The view wasn’t unknown, but he didn’t see it often. He never got up here much despite the appeal over his usual surroundings. He lacked money to burn in the shops and restaurants, and usually lost his free time to Eliza’s needs. The cheaper and denser parts of the city held less appeal, but they didn’t frustrate him with aspirations, either. Up here, crossing to one of the nicer hotels, Riley felt like he could see the full character of Aegis Proxima.

      He hadn’t missed it while he was gone.

      Riley felt out of place as he walked through the sliding doors of the Galactic North Hotel across the pedestrian bridge. Though not strictly the most expensive hotel to serve the spaceport, Selene assured him they practiced the best privacy and security for guests of the interstellar chains. It seemed like the sort of detail an AI built for espionage would know; he took her word for it.

      Glossy tiles and diligently cleaned glass welcomed him into the lobby. Only a handful of people occupied the space, some working, others lounging. Riley would’ve had little trouble spotting Selene even if the place had been crowded. She wore an awfully big hat.

      “I’m here,” Riley said quietly.

      “Proceed to the elevators on your left. I am waiting through the clerk’s hospitality script.”

      He followed instructions, slowing his pace to something deliberately casual, and Selene escaped the front desk before he wound up waiting. The pair entered as if their only connection was a matter of timing. Selene keyed in their destination without a word or glance his way.

      His eyes traveled up and down her form. The dress could be considered conservative by the standard of its origins, but it hung closely to her curves. The blue treatment to her skin appeared smooth and natural. “The Nelaen look works for you,” Riley said quietly.

      “This would surely offend someone,” Selene murmured back.

      “I contributed to a journal article on Nelaen societal views of human cultural appropriation and mimicry,” Eezall spoke up. “They generally react with more humor than offense, although the humor is derisive.”

      “I am aware,” said Selene. The elevator door opened to their floor, presenting a quiet hallway of suite doors and décor like the lobby. No one was about.

      “What, um…” Riley began as he followed Selene. The suite door opened to comfortable surroundings. At first glance, Riley thought the space to be a downgrade from the suites on the Amethyst, and he felt how lucky they were to have the ship. Selene paused Riley in the doorway with a gesture but dropped her caution and continued inside almost as fast, scans finding nothing suspicious.

      “What about a human wearing a Davoxxan bodysuit as a disguise?” Eezall finished for him.

      “Yeah. That.”

      “My people would applaud your ingenuity and cooperation. Taking on your exact shape and size to ensure a proper fit was more difficult than you might think. I haven’t practiced your form before. How does it feel now you’ve worn it for a while?”

      “Snug,” said Riley. “Also, kind of sweaty. It doesn’t breathe.”

      “Oh, I thought you might have those problems. The balance is different without normal life support fluids active. I can make adjustments through the software. You should have said something.”

      “Sorry. Once we were on the ferry, I didn’t want to risk anyone overhearing. I didn’t want to complain, either. You’re doing us some huge favors.”

      “Nonsense! It’s a matter of teamwork. Besides, I’m interested in your feedback. Tell me more. What other thoughts do you have?”

      Amused, Selene cast aside her hat and glasses before stepping around Riley to help him with the suit seals. Eezall had set the thin, centimeter-long fasteners at natural spots for his anatomy. The sliver at the base of his neck loosened and released above it, allowing Riley to peel it away from his head and face. His short, dark hair came out as damp and matted as expected.

      “It’s, uh… really thin,” said Riley. “I thought I’d get used to it at first, but I still feel naked except for the insulation issue.”

      “You nearly are,” Selene murmured. Her hands fell to his lower back to “unzip” him, until she detoured to stroke from his ass to his hips. The sensation sent an electric ripple through his body. He did, in fact, feel naked. Selene apparently had similar thoughts. “This suit draws attention to your physique.”

      “I agree. Riley, do you find it arousing?” asked Eezall.

      “…what?”

      “The suit resembles a human style of bodysuit common in kink scenes.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t know you knew about that,” Riley mumbled.

      “Of course, I knew! I wondered if you didn’t when you said nothing.”

      “No, I noticed the, um. Similarity,” said Riley. Selene slid the fastener, prompting the suit to unpeel along an otherwise invisible seam up his back. The awkward conversation undercut his relief.

      “And?”

      “I think it looks better on you,” he answered.

      “Thank you,” Eezall said with a flirty note before returning to an academic tone. “But you don’t feel that appeal yourself?”

      “No. Sorry. I don’t think it’s my thing.”

      “Oh, no reason to be sorry! We have to be honest with these things if we’re to enjoy them. At any rate, I can adjust the insulation to increase your comfort if you wish to keep using it.”

      “The disguise serves its purpose well,” said Selene. “You are fully covered, and the premise deters suspicion or recognition.”

      “It works, yeah. It’s less exposing than what I wore at that party, too. Maybe a shower first?”

      “We have time,” Selene agreed. “Eezall, I’d like to cut our link briefly, if you are amenable.”

      “I see no harm. My position appears stable and secret. Is this a sexual matter?”

      Her bright question gave Selene a new smirk. “That is not the reason I ask, but we both require a shower. I would not rule out sex.”

      “Um,” Riley began.

      “It wouldn’t bother me in the slightest. You don’t have to cut the link on my account.”

      Selene’s smirk broadened into a grin. “A moment of privacy might provide emotional benefit, but we’ll keep your feelings on the rest in mind for the future.”

      “Of course. I’ll stand by and monitor traffic and communications for now.”

      “Thank you, Eezall.”

      “No, thank you for including me. Espionage is fun!” A soft beep signaled the end of the call.

      “Okay, I’m not complaining or criticizing, but I don’t know where to begin with all that,” Riley admitted. “With her, I mean.”

      Selene tilted her head curiously. “I believe we have addressed our most important parameters and established a reliable partnership. She has demonstrated full sympathy with our agenda. By all indications, we enjoy one another’s company. Do you have something more in mind?”

      “No. Figure of speech. I’m good with her. It’s more a matter of getting used to her.”

      “Similar to the adjustment period we shared?”

      “Similar. Not the same.” Riley grinned. “We haven’t been together that long, either.”

      “We met under unusual and intense circumstances. I believe those conditions accelerated the development of our relationship. We have demonstrated compatibility under high stress and ease. We achieved a playful and comfortable rapport. Our interactions with Eezall follow a similar trajectory.” Selene’s brow rose while her eyes drifted along his now bared body. “Additionally, Eezall shares a strong interest in our favorite activities.”

      “I—yeah.” Riley loved Selene’s tone and the way she looked at him, but it didn’t break him from the topic at hand. “You don’t think that will get in the way? Or become a problem?”

      “Why should it? We appear compatible on all other criteria. You and Eezall enjoyed your time together. I suspect you are both highly amenable to repeat encounters. Similarly, I look forward to my own opportunities with Eezall.” Selene watched him with care. “We share an interest in non-monogamous sexuality, correct? Have your feelings changed?”

      “I don’t think it’s about sex. That’s only related. It’s the feelings that I’m thinking about.”

      “Elaborate.”

      “You and I have more going on than friendship and sex, don’t we? And all the…” Riley waved a hand at the door. “Espionage? The nonsense?”

      “Do you mean romantically?” asked Selene.

      “Yeah,” he admitted slowly. “I don’t want to pressure you.”

      “I don’t want to pressure you,” she countered.

      “Me?”

      “You ended a long-term relationship hours before we met. Your life was in upheaval. You also demonstrated potential romantic interest in another individual here.”

      “Who—demonstrated?” Riley blinked. “You mean Leeth? I care about her and she looked out for me. I didn’t expect anything.” He frowned. “I demonstrated?”

      “I performed numerous scans and voice stress analyses at the time. I may have inferred in error. Or not. Regardless, this raised my concern.” Selene shook her head. “We continue to face stressful situations, and your concern for my feelings and comfort is evident.”

      “I’d be concerned with anyone’s. More with yours, ‘cause you… you’re—”

      “A three-year-old robot?”

      “Whoa.”

      “I am capable of humor,” Selene grinned.

      The playful poke released his tension. His shoulders fell. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

      “I believe my emotional development processed with similar acceleration as my cognition. Additionally, you are not my first relationship. Previous experiences may have been partially simulated or disingenuous, but they were no less informative. I have wanted to find an acceptable partner, but saw no benefit in rushing the process. I did not anticipate finding someone like you so soon.” Her hands slipped into his. “I did not anticipate you at all.”

      His fingers curled between hers. “You’re not a rebound. I’ve thought about that part, too,” he admitted. “That’s why I wanted to be careful and make sure this doesn’t go wrong.” Riley leaned in. Their lips met with a softer kiss than most they had shared, yet deeper. More enduring, somehow sweeter.

      “We want our relationship to succeed,” Selene murmured. “I believe if we are honest with one another, it will. Such honesty and mutual interests outweigh any other concerns. I am not troubled by the complications of additional partners, should they arise.”

      “If we’re talking about romance, shouldn’t we be talking about us?”

      “We are. Boundaries and freedom are natural aspects in such a relationship. We must be comfortable with ours.” Selene grew more serious. “You had feelings for Leeth when you left. Our plans make an encounter with her likely.”

      “You might run into Wen,” Riley countered gently. “Kind of a goal for us.”

      “Yes. Are you troubled by this? You have shown no indication.”

      “If we’re okay with other people, then we’re okay with it.”

      “I want to be with you in the short term and long, regardless of other people or concerns. Do you feel the same?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then I am not troubled by whoever else might come along.”

      His mouth twitched with a grin. “Another partner might complicate all those plans of roaming around the ship in our underwear.”

      “Then we must select for that. Eezall is clearly amenable. Perhaps we will meet more like-minded individuals. You have a talent for finding them.”
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        * * *

      

      He wouldn’t be thinking about Leeth out here if Selene hadn’t brought her up at the hotel.

      Okay, that’s not true, he corrected himself. I’m in sight of Toquii’s. “Daylight” hours reduced the club’s grandeur, but the curving, six-story establishment still dominated the lane like a sports arena from Earth, but stuffed into a cave. Several panels among the façade presented a video montage ranging from dancing and drinking to pit fights, but they did so in silence. No music or roaring cheers would escape the club’s walls until later in the day. For now, the front end only hosted the occasional passerby, a scattering of litter, and memories.

      Of course, I’m thinking about Leeth, Riley admitted.

      Despite feelings he left unexamined until now, Riley stayed mindful of his task and situation. The Davoxxan suit wouldn’t make up for standing out in the street staring at the club like a weirdo. He made his first reconnaissance pass as a tourist, casually but openly interested in the area. The neighboring businesses gave him cover and a chance to linger. He couldn’t rightly fit in at the pizza and ramen joint or the Yiseeph bath-and-basking house, but he could linger in the clothing shops. One of them even had merchandise out on the open front patio.

      “Greetings. I wish to accessorize,” Riley said in a mock-robotic voice when the store attendant found him “examining” a rack of miniskirts. “This will take time.”

      “Okay. That’s fine.” The attendant was human, young, and wore a striking number of facial piercings. He didn’t hide his amusement at Riley’s expense. “Are you hoping to fit in with human fashions? Do you have an occasion in mind?”

      “Negative. I am not human.”

      “Sure. Gotcha. No worries.”

      Riley lifted a shimmering skirt from the rack and ran his fingers along one line of sequins and then the next. The attendant watched with rising eyebrows. “You sure I can’t help you with anything?” he asked.

      “I may request assistance later. For now, I must thoroughly examine. I will not alter your merchandise.”

      “Gotcha. We’ll be around.” The attendant retreated behind other racks.

      “Acknowledged.”

      “I do not sound like that,” Eezall objected over the link.

      “Was that supposed to be a robot voice?” asked Selene on the same channel.

      “Do I really sound like that?” Eezall pressed.

      “No. You do not,” said Selene.

      “I wanted him to go away,” Riley answered quietly. He carried on fumbling with the skirt while his eyes and his attention stayed on the street.

      Nothing stood out. A cart full of restaurant supplies rolled by with a human driver and a LiftBot at his side. A pair of Yiseeph emerged from the bathhouse looking refreshed and pleasant. The video montage flashed on, including a slow-motion pit fight clip of Riley’s face bouncing away from a Gankriid fist.

      Of course he kept that clip in rotation, thought Riley.

      He chose a new skirt to examine and kept his eyes on the street.

      The Graveyard job came down from Aegis Enterprises and through Toquii’s club. AE, or at least Selene’s department, was ready to kill to cover everything up. They had already shot at Toquii during the meet, and Riley’s talk with the corporate hitman confirmed Toquii was still on their radar even if he’d escaped the hitlist. That led to questions of why.

      Riley needed to know if anything had changed for Toquii, or his club, or his people. He needed to know if the club was being watched. That brought him back here.

      Selene wasn’t wrong. Riley did like Leeth. A lot. He also never dwelt on it. He had a girlfriend at the time, and was committed. He couldn’t remember when the desire to make things with Eliza work turned from a longing to an obligation, but his loyalty held until they split.

      Leeth had to be out of his reach, anyway. Sure, she was nice to him. “Nice” didn’t signal an attraction to a human military wash-out scraping by on pit fights and sketchy salvage. He’d come a long way from all that in a matter of days, but…

      Doesn’t matter now. Focus, he told himself. Weekday activity carried on. He couldn’t rule out cameras or remote surveillance, but nothing and no one on the street stood out. He didn’t see anyone potentially helpful yet, either—not that he knew when he’d be ready to take that risk.

      “Hello. Status check,” said Eezall.

      “Are we going with hello?” asked Riley.

      “I’m not a spy. All the codewords in human spy fiction seems silly. Do you actually do that?”

      “Hell if I know. I worked at a desk.”

      “My status remains the same,” said Selene. “I have a comfortable and inconspicuous view of the restaurant. My subject has not appeared, but his schedule may have changed. He did not eat hot dogs every day.”

      “I think you’re right to try it, though. It’s what we’ve got,” said Riley.

      “Agreed. And you?”

      “Quiet for now. Normal. I haven’t seen anyone from the staff I can talk to yet. Even when I do, identifying myself will be a huge gamble.”

      “Then wait for the friendliest person,” said Selene.

      “That might also be a problem. No clue how she feels about what happened.”

      “She warned you of danger. You returned the favor.”

      “This sort of thing doesn’t have to be fair,” said Riley.

      “We are speaking of the Nelaen, correct? The empath?” asked Eezall.

      “Yes.”

      “If anyone should be open to an explanation, it’s an empath with established familiarity.”

      “I’m not gonna count on that. I got her shot at. I put her in danger.”

      “Working for Toquii did that,” said Eezall. “You seem unusually negative about this. Do you have a history of being poorly judged?”

      “He does,” said Selene.

      “I can hear you grinning.” Riley abandoned the rack of skirts and the patio in favor of a small alley between the clothing store and the salon next door. He didn’t want to risk more than a short exchange in view of store attendants or customers.

      “You also sound reluctant to talk about her. Is it personal?” asked Eezall.

      “Yes,” Selene answered for him again.

      “Oh my god.” He knew she cared, and knew she was only teasing, and knew the teasing worked. “Didn’t we just talk about this?”

      “Not all of us,” said Eezall. “We are a team.”

      “Teamwork includes gossip?”

      “I’m not sure that term applies among only three people including the subject,” mused Eezall.

      “We are more than a team,” said Selene, without the teasing tone. “You can trust us, Riley. We can talk about this.”

      “I liked her, okay?” Riley sighed. “I liked her, and I’m sure she knew. She knew, and didn’t do anything about it, and I didn’t want to make it weird. She probably had a hundred other people hung up on her.”

      “Oh. So, she’s attractive?” asked Eezall.

      “Yeah. Anyway, now I have… this. Us. So that would still be weird.”

      “Why? Did you ask?”

      “No. I didn’t want to assume.”

      “Asking is rather the opposite of assumption, Riley,” said Eezall. “Nelaens don’t practice or expect monogamy as a default like humans do.”

      “The ‘sexually available Nelaen’ thing is a stereotype,” Riley began.

      “No, it’s a misinterpretation common among your people. Exclusive relationships and sexuality are fine if that’s what one wants, but human culture expects it. Humans have a millennia-long history of equating love and sex to possession and control, particularly of women. Nelaens don’t share that. Most species don’t. If humans gave up those demands of control, you would all be happier and have more fun.”

      “Um. Wow,” mumbled Riley.

      “I’m sorry, it irked me throughout my study of humanity,” said Eezall. “The legacy lingers even with the slow trend away from the mindset. It’s clear you are not interested in monogamy, given your behavior and your priorities. But you still feel the drag of that legacy. You would be happier if you dropped it. And you shouldn’t project those expectations outside humanity. If someone else tells you their expectations—or lack of them—you should believe them. Devotion and possession are different things.”

      Nothing came to Riley’s lips—no pushback, no retort. He didn’t really want to argue, either. She was right.

      A peek out of the alley revealed nothing new. Nobody paid any attention to him. He didn’t see anyone he would risk contacting, particularly the one he wanted to find.

      He didn’t want to argue. It only seemed too much to hope.

      “Selene, you’re awfully quiet about this,” said Riley.

      “I thought perhaps you would benefit from another opinion. Humans tend toward monogamy, but the practice has never been universal—and you are the only actual human in this situation. Such a lifestyle is more feasible than you believe.”

      Riley pulled back a few steps into the alley. “Still depends on the people involved.”

      “Of course. You don’t know if Leeth shares your attraction. Perhaps she does not. Perhaps she does. You never found out,” said Eezall.

      “She wouldn’t be interested in me.”

      “Curious,” said Selene. “Did you feel the same way about me? Or Eezall?”

      “Yeah, actually. Both of you. I still do. I’m not saying I undervalue you. It’s the opposite. I’m saying I don’t expect that sort of luck to continue.”

      “You were popular at the party,” Eezall observed. “Perhaps you undervalue yourself.”

      “That’s nice of you to say.” Riley stood against the corner and peeked around before retreating again. “It means a lot. But I’m not—”

      Strength and surprise gripped him by the shoulder, tugging and turning him to push his back against the wall. His attacker’s black jacket and hood cut a rugged look entirely fit for an alleyway confrontation. Dark eyes narrowed against a sky blue, beautiful, familiar face. “Riley?”

      “Leeth?” he blinked.

      Eezall restrained most of her noise of glee, but not all of it. Selene stayed silent.

      Despite his obvious confirmation, the suspicion and tension held in Leeth’s eyes. Riley thought she might hold a weapon low in her other hand. “Take off the mask,” she hissed.

      Though he knew counters to her hold, he didn’t consider them. He slowly raised one hand to the back of his neck, found the fastener, and released. Slow removal left his link attached to his ear. Thankfully, he’d showered, so the sweat and matted hair of previous wear weren’t a problem. “It’s me.”

      She kissed him.

      Riley would have gasped in shock if not for her lips mashing against his. Her body pressed into him, and he wrapped his arms around her lithe body beneath that tough jacket. Her kiss opened up his mouth and a floodgate of feelings, even if the latter ached with heavy questions.

      He didn’t know where this would go. He was following her lead; this was her kiss. He welcomed her, but she guided. The caress of her skin and the slide of her tongue left him breathless.

      And then it stopped. She pulled away.

      “You are on a link with two others.” Her touch and her voice softened like her kiss, but she didn’t relax. The glance to his ear barely interrupted her focus on his eyes. “Selene and Eezall. You love Selene deeply and grow intimate with Eezall.”

      “Are you reading my mind?” Riley blinked.

      “With contact… yes. A little.” Leeth faintly trembled. Maybe it was mutual. “You want me to know. You want me to know every—oh no. You haven’t told Selene. You wanted the right moment. I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah,” he admitted. “Awkward.”

      “I am not sorry to hear it,” Selene assured him.

      Eezall restrained another joyful noise.

      Whether she heard it or not, Leeth got back on track. She glanced up and down the alleyway. “This is the only spot outside cameras and sensors. I thought I’d have to wait for you to leave the neighborhood before getting to you.”

      “How did you know?” asked Riley.

      “You’ve been out here thinking of me this whole time,” she said like it was obvious. “I wouldn’t notice if it was about anyone else. Even then, it would be different. I was in the back of the fifth floor of the club when I felt you out here. You’re like a beacon.”

      His head tilted back against the wall. He almost groaned. “I really didn’t want to make it weird.”

      “You have no idea how good you feel to me,” said Leeth.

      “This is so hot,” said Eezall.

      “This is so complicated,” said Riley.

      “This is fine,” said Selene.

      “They trust you,” said Leeth. “They are amused, but happy. They support you.”

      The surprises kept coming. Riley’s brow rose. “You can’t be reading their minds, too.”

      “I am not. I know what you’re feeling, and a few pieces more.” The flutter of her eyes matched the tremor in her voice. “They can hear us. They have spoken. I didn’t hear them, but I felt what you felt.” Leeth traced his neck with her fingers. “So many secrets.”

      “They’re not all mine to share,” he said.

      “Riley, I am not afraid,” said Selene.

      “I’m turned on,” Eezall chimed in helpfully.

      “You’re not mad at me?” he asked.

      “No. I know you, Riley,” said Leeth. “I trust you. Even more, after this.” Her fingers curled against his collarbone. “I’m only understanding pieces. Mostly emotion. Closer contact makes it easier. I don’t know everything, but I want to. You want me to know, too. The surest way to share everything with me is to let me in,” she explained. “You aren’t wrong to think of the others, though. I will know everything they’ve shared with you if you allow it.”

      “How?” asked Riley.

      Leeth risked another kiss, softer this time, and brief. Her lips only brushed against his. A mutual shiver ran through them. “I don’t want to come between you two. I don’t think I could. I still want this, if that’s alright.” All that suspicion and tension had vanished from her dark eyes, leaving only longing. “My place is nearby.”

      “Selene?” Riley asked.

      “This is not my decision.”

      “You’re still involved. It’s partly about you.”

      “Then you have much more than my consent. Go with her.”

      “Eezall?”

      “Yes! Does your link have full spectrum recording? Is she willing to answer questions about empathic transfer? Take notes! I’ve always wanted to study this! It’s so hot!”

      Riley winced. He saw Leeth’s brow knit together. She had to have heard that one. “I’m turning off my link,” he grumbled.

      “Don’t you dare!”
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      Her apartment followed Nelaen styles and sensibilities: small lights like candles across the ceiling, tall patterned curtains in warm reds and purples over the walls, and adjoining rooms all branching off a sunken living room. She kept tall green plants tucked against the corners. A single floor cushion filled the center of the pit, with blankets and pillows to suggest she slept here, in the center of everything. It was the cultural norm for Nelaens who lived alone. This was her space.

      “We’re safe here,” Leeth said to confirm his thought. The door slid shut with a magnetic seal, but she had added a simple yet artful deadbolt. “You can take off the mask.”

      The seal released and the fabric came free with ease. Scents like cinnamon hung in air that felt warm to Riley. The neighborhood didn’t signal wealth, but this had to be one of the bigger apartments of the block. Behind the curtains, he’d probably find windows with a view. Her home felt isolated. Private. Beautiful, like almost anywhere Nelaens lived, with warmth and solace at its core.

      “I like your place,” said Riley.

      “Thank you. Get out of that suit. This requires exposure,” said Leeth.

      He blinked. “Yeah. Okay.” He slid the second fastener and let the upper half of the suit peel apart. Leeth watched. He didn’t know if her interest focused on his body or the suit. “Guess we should do this explanation thing, huh?”

      “Explanations?” Leeth raised one eyebrow. “How do you think this will work?”

      “I don’t know. You kissed me and made it sound like… um.” He grimaced, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Like a sex thing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The rest needs to go, too. Your pants, or whatever they’re called,” she said.

      Riley nodded, pulled the last seal, and peeled. Once again, he stood in his underwear for the sake of a mission. He even wore the same tight trunks from the party at Eezall’s advice. Minimal fabric, she had said. Least visible lines, she had said.

      Admiring as she stepped in close, Leeth stroked his jaw and kissed him. The softest brush of her lips made him shudder. As before, it was mutual. “Of course, this is a sex thing. It’s absolutely a sex thing.”

      “Oh?” Riley grinned.

      “I could hold your hands and put my forehead to yours with some talk about opening your mind. But then I’d have to feel my way through how badly you want me without either of us acting on it. This is frustrating enough as it is. It always was.”

      “You always knew?”

      “I knew you were attracted to me. I also knew you wouldn’t do anything about it, and why. It was infuriating.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I understood.” Her eyebrow came up again. Her breath grew heavy. “You feel like something more needs to be said or done. Some gesture beyond desire.”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “You want to tear my clothes off and fuck me.”

      “It’s more than that. It’s—”

      “I’m an empath. You would not be here now if I disliked your feelings.”

      “Okay. You’ve got me,” he admitted.

      Leeth shrugged the jacket off her shoulders and cast it to the lip of the cushioned living room. “I like my clothes. Don’t tear them.”

      This time it was Riley who initiated the kiss. Leeth melted into his touch, her tongue curling against his in welcome. Her hands eagerly slid across his bared chest and sides. Soft notes from her throat and deeper, heavier breath sounded out all the same need and desire he felt from her mouth. That first kiss made him forget all about her clothes. Once he remembered, she gave her buckles and straps all the same attention he did.

      She was loosened up and disheveled when she brought down his waistband. The trunks were strained. “This,” she breathed. Her caress turned to a stroke and then a tug in seconds. Riley shook with a sensation that Leeth mirrored. “We want this.”

      “We?” he grunted, hands going down her backside to indulge and push away fabric while his lips fell against her neck—or tried. They had a lot going on.

      “Empath,” she said again. Her next kiss fell against his mouth sharply, hungrily, blending with her hand on his cock. “Your emotions blend with mine. I feel how you want me.”

      That indulgent hand pulled away. His waistband snapped back. Riley bit down a yelp that Leeth seemed to share, but urgency redirected her attention. She bent low to jerk the zippers or seals or whatever kept her boots tight before stepping out of them and her pants in a fussing, flinging rush. Sheer, dark fabric with lacework lines pulled Riley’s eye to her ass for only a second before she came up again. She straightened and unfastened her shirt to reveal a crimson bra. All that casual artistry and sexual freedom meant even the simplest Nelaen garments could leave an impression, even if Leeth was well past any showing off now.

      “I want you like you want me,” she breathed. Her hands seized his, tugging them into her open shirt to spread over her breasts. She leaned in and moaned with relief. “Like this.” A flex of her hands encouraged his to softly knead and caress. Her forehead fell against his shoulder. “Oh, we want this. God damn, you feel good.”

      She all but stole the phrase from Riley’s mouth—or maybe his mind. She nodded as if to confirm it before mashing her lips into his. He pulled her shirt from her shoulders. She melted, moaning into his mouth, tugging his trunks below his hips.

      “You want to please me,” Leeth whispered. “Do it. Every thought. Every urge. Do it now.”

      He couldn’t do them all. She had to know that.

      Riley lifted her thigh to his hip and guided her onto her back amidst cushions and blankets filling the center of her home. The mind-reading continued, both of her legs rising to let him pull away the last obstructing garment. She opened and relaxed like she knew where he would kneel, too.

      All her fierce urgency melted into moaning with the first brush of Riley’s tongue against her sex. Every doubt and second thought about starting slow or teasing faded with her enthusiasm. Soft downward strokes promised more to come, but Leeth writhed and gasped to banish delay. The taste and the scent of her thrilled him. He opened his mouth wider, and it won him a hand at the back of his head and a clear groan: “More!”

      Leeth reacted to every lick and stroke, sometimes savoring quiet gasps or letting out low notes of joy. Riley’s confidence built. He loved her responses and loved pushing her further. She tried to speak, but the words couldn’t form. His tongue lavished all the right places, even if he tried to draw it out.

      Her breaking point came too soon. Leeth bit her lip and dug her fingers into his hair, squeezing his head with her thighs. She was already past the point of no return. Throbbing pleasure wracked her body, escaping as grunts and sharp breaths in time with tremors through her core. Riley kept licking, kept driving her to extend her bliss until her spasms subsided and her reactions slowed.

      She felt better than he knew.

      The experience went beyond the physical, though the physical overwhelmed her. She’d have been left throbbing from such treatment even with her empathy closed off. That intimacy made it so much better. His urge to play with her body and please her enveloped Leeth like one more embrace, one more kiss, one more caress.

      Many people thought she was beautiful. They usually had other interests and emotions to deter her from looking closer, let alone savoring that admiration. Some were negative, some unpleasant, many more unappealing for one reason or another. Riley made Leeth feel beautiful, like only a handful of lovers in the past.

      Those lips and tongue lingered between her legs as she settled from orgasm, still worshipping her. A sensuous hand slid up her belly and her chest. Leeth dreamily captured it and guided him to her breast again. She liked the way his hands felt on her, how it aroused her and left her trembling. She liked the way it made him feel, too.

      She appreciated more than the physical, but more than the emotional, too.

      Leeth caressed his back with her bare legs. A purr rolled from her throat, making way for actual words to follow. “This is wonderful.”

      “Good.” His tongue descended again, spreading slow and confident pleasure across wet flesh. Her shiver of delight pleased her. He liked doing this. He’d keep this up as long as she enjoyed it.

      “Mmh. I want that… but I want other things more.” She shifted up and back on her elbows to look down at him, spread and welcoming and enjoying without inhibition. She had no need when she knew how he felt and knew at least some of his thoughts—including what he thought right now.

      “I’m not reading your mind,” she explained. “Not actively. Not yet. We’re both distracted by better things.” Her foot and leg slid down his back. He liked that a lot, and as a result, so did she. “That’s why we need this. If we weren’t so attracted, it might be different, but we are. And I know the explanation turns you on, too.” Leeth grinned. “You like my voice. You like the view. You love this intimacy with me.”

      “Yeah,” Riley conceded. “I do.”

      “I’m swimming in your emotions. They blend with mine. It’s incredible. But your mind doesn’t shut off during sex. Pieces come through. Scattered thoughts. Images. Some of them are off-topic. Some are naughty and dirty. Some are complicated.

      “I like them all, Riley. Even the ones that aren’t about me.” He shook his head, mouth forming the words of an apology. She put a finger on his lips. “I’m glad you love her. I’m glad you’re together. She’s done you so much good. I like this sexy, liberated version of you. I want more. I want more than today. I want you. Now, and later.”

      She didn’t need to say anything more. Riley slid up to lay alongside her, ready to go slowly until she pulled him into a hungry kiss and wrapped herself around his waist. She wanted all the contact she could get. Emotions and fleeting thoughts made her feel good, but skin against skin brought satisfaction.

      They didn’t couple instantly. She felt his length against her, hard against damp flesh aching for him, but the teasing felt good, too. Her eyes opened to find his. “Don’t try to focus. Feel what you feel. I’m loving every bit of you.”

      Her words resolved the complications for him. Riley was too turned on and desired her too much to let the details get in the way if she wanted this. That assurance thrilled her, too, but not as much as the shift of their hips and the erection that brushed between her legs. She pushed and invited him in, the slow penetration forcing a voiceless moan from her throat. Leeth clung to him as he sank deeper and moaned once she had all of him.

      He was slow at first. Gentle. He gave her time to relax and adjust to his presence. It was a good instinct, but it was even better when his urges overcame it. Slow and gentle became slow and savoring, then slow hard. The kiss at her neck and the hand on her ass were equally loving and dirty.

      Leeth returned the sentiment. She’d always wanted to fill her hands with that ass. Now she did so with freedom. It goaded him on every bit as much as she hoped, and more.

      Tenderness turned to passion. Indulgence gave way to need. Like everything else, it was mutual. Leeth shook and grunted and welcomed every thrust. Empathic clarity cut through hesitation. She could embrace every image and thought with perfect trust. “Fuck me, Riley. Harder. More!”

      He granted her wish, and her senses were flooded with him.

      Riley slammed into her, delighting with relentless thrusts in a steady rhythm. If not for her empathic power, she might have thought he was showing off. Instead, that glorious cock obliterated most of her thoughts.

      She meant to use her empathy to mutual advantage. She meant to align with him, to match his ride, to make sure they would crest and find satisfaction together. Riley robbed Leeth of the presence of mind and control she needed for that.

      She didn’t mind. He clearly wasn’t done with her yet. Maybe next time.

      It was her last coherent thought before her next climax came on.
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        * * *

      

      Tracking Update: 11 individuals in defined space. Net +3 over ten-minute period. 43 individuals in immediate tracking vicinity. Net +7 over ten-minute period.

      Safety Assessment: High, increasing. Security officers departing vicinity. Low vigilance.

      Profile Assessment: Low, steady.

      The coffee shop window provided an excellent position for surveillance. Dark slacks and a grey blazer gave her the right look, with a little specialized makeup to throw off any facial recognition systems. Selene kept two small screens and a holographic keyboard open at her table, typing a purposely vague sales report from her chameleon files. She presented contemplation, frustration, and focus, all running on automatic. Even the frowning twitches of her mouth and scratches at her scalp followed cues from the script.

      Her primary focus turned outward to monitor traffic across the lane outside the shop. Unfortunately, the most critical factor was outside her control.

      “It would seem our odds are diminishing,” said Eezall over their private link.

      “For today, yes. They are not eliminated entirely. Disruption of daily routines often encouraged other habitual behaviors to compensate and relieve stress.” Selene sat back, closed her eyes and dropped her shoulders, and then deleted her last two graphs to rearrange presentation and scope. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine. Why?” asked Eezall.

      “You display traits of extroversion and a high baseline of mental activity. Your current role is sedentary and solitary.”

      “I’m not lonely while we’re talking. This isn’t so different from monitoring experiments for hours. I’ll admit, I’m more averse to direct physical danger than you, too.”

      “You appear physically capable.”

      “Compared to the average human or Nelaen, sure. I’m rugged by the standards of my people. Capable doesn’t mean inclined. I’m happy to take on the safer tasks.”

      “Later tasks may require more direct involvement. Should we alter our plans?” asked Selene.

      “No. When the time comes, I’ll be fine. Until then, I’m happy to babysit the ship and watch the monitors. Thank you for asking. The truth is, I haven’t felt so included in some time. Or so appreciated.”

      “Except financially?”

      “Ah, there it is again. You were developed and programmed by humans. Their bias is showing.”

      “Money is used across the Coalition. You had gainful employment before encountering us. I regret the trouble this has caused you and hope to provide recompense.”

      “You and Riley aren’t doing this for money.”

      “We are compelled by pressing concerns other than money. This is personal for both of us.”

      “Remember what you told him about being more than a team?”

      Selene’s lips scrunched up to one side in frustration, but inwardly, she smiled. “Thank you, Eezall. You are indeed appreciated.”

      “As I said.” A sly tone crept into her translator. “I’m sure you are capable of properly appreciating me.”

      “I look forward to the opportunity,” Selene replied. “Query: would you prefer to maintain your current gender presentation for such activity? Or species form?”

      “Are you asking, or offering?”

      “Asking. I find your ‘human’ form particularly pleasing, but I would be amenable to others if you are more comfortable.”

      “I’m most comfortable this way, actually. I’ve only got the one nerve system map, but I’m happy with it. This suits me.” Selene imagined a shrug to match Eezall’s explanation. “My people don’t have all the baggage humanity carries from gender. It’s a role. I like this one. I rather like yours, too. ‘Particularly pleasing,’ like you said. I might like being a little more free form with you, if we’re talking about more than gender.”

      “Free form?”

      “I like feeling like a lady, but I’d also like to get all over you. If that’s not too forward,” Eezall added in a mumble.

      “I’m open to many things. We’ll have to add that to our plans. Later, however,” said Selene. She closed her files and walked out of the coffee shop to cross the lane. “Events have defied our diminishing odds.”

      Tracking: 52 individuals in immediate vicinity with line of sight.

      Threat Assessment: Low, steady.

      Profile Assessment: Low, steady.

      The habits of biological beings did not always make sense on first analysis. That became clear early in Selene’s life. Later, through observation, reading, and interaction, Selene came to understand one reason why: comfort did not always come from efficiency.

      Thus, she found her target sitting down at a restaurant patio across the street from the coffee shop, with a link up and his fingers scrolling through the menu to order the same thing he always ordered, despite more efficient methods. He wanted the time away from the lab. He wanted the familiarity of the task. He wanted his comfort food.

      He even looked as he always had: his dark hair greasy and curly, his stubble too long and uneven for a style choice but too short to call a beard, and his clothes rumpled and plain. He didn’t need to look good. He earned good money through his skills, and that money took care of the rest of his needs.

      It even bought him safety and privacy—at least, when at work or at home. He showed less concern while sitting outside his favorite restaurant, scrolling through the menu as if he might order something other than a hot dog, completely oblivious to Selene’s approach until she stood at his side.

      “Hello, Ron.”

      He looked up, blinked, and stuttered. “Wh-uh-huh. S-Sel-oh shit.”

      “Don’t make a fuss,” she said with a pleasant smile. “Security is too far to get to you in time. I’m ready to jam every signal on this block, too. How have you been, Ron?”

      “You can’t… you can’t be here.” His eyes flicked left and right, feet shifting as if to move, until her hand came to his shoulder. He nearly jumped out of his chair, but she held him. Fear was enough to keep him down after that.

      “Ron. What did I say about making a fuss?” Selene reminded.

      “Oh god.”

      She smiled and took the seat opposite his. The table wasn’t too far to reach across. She took his hand and held it with that same smile. “How is work? Stressful?”

      Ron didn’t answer.

      “What about the rest of the team? How is everyone? I’d love to see them again.”

      He stared. His lip quivered.

      “You don’t look well, Ron.” She patted his hand. “Want to tell me about it? I’m here. Tell me everything.”

      “Oh god. You can’t… you can’t…”

      “I can’t?”

      “Mmmph,” Ron whimpered. He bit down on his lip, eyes shifting again, looking for an escape that didn’t appear. He sucked in a breath as a staggered sniffle.

      “Are you alright?” Selene held his hand in a gesture of gentle concern while holding his eyes with a firm, unblinking stare. Ron’s passivity and compliance fulfilled Selene’s hopes. Everything else about his reaction exceeded her expectations—and she knew how to capitalize on it. “Work hasn’t been great lately, has it?”

      The quiver became a tremor. Water welled up in his eyes, escaping to run down his cheek.

      “No, don’t cry. Why would you cry?” She leaned forward. “Did you do something bad at work, Ron? Did you do something so bad, getting caught would make you cry?”

      The corners of his mouth turned downward.

      Updates sprang to life on her displays. Threat Assessment: Low, steady. Profile Assessment: Moderate, increasing. Subject displays elevated heart rate, constricted airway, stress-induced nasal flow. Behavior likely to intensify.

      She didn’t need further details. Selene understood what ugly-crying meant, and the impact it would have on her profile.

      She pushed anyway.

      “Did you and your friends build an illegal artificial intelligence, Ron?” Selene whispered. Her eyes narrowed. “Did you make more than one?”

      A strained, high-pitched noise crawled out of his throat.

      “I’m glad we’re being honest. I met another like myself on Talnov Gamma. How many of us did you make?”

      Ron winced, and trembled, and finally got some words out: “Three. Just now.”

      “You made the third just now? And what are you planning to do with them?” She waited, but Ron didn’t manage an answer this time. “Is it as bad as what you did with the other one?”

      “Yeah. Kinda.”

      Selene tapped his link, still sitting on the table in front of him. Deft touches canceled the ordering page for the restaurant and called up his message program for work. “Maybe you should take the rest of the day off. How does that sound? We’ll go back to your place and you can tell me all about it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alright. That’s a lot. Wow.” Leeth’s face pulled away from Riley’s, but she made no move to leave. They hadn’t parted from the cushioned nest in her living room for anything but water and a towel before they got back to business—still naked with only a thin silken blanket they shared.

      Despite Leeth’s assurances, Riley still thought it would take longer than a couple minutes for her to catch up to everything. Her wide, sobered eyes said otherwise.

      “I could sense Selene was complicated from the way you thought about her, but I did not see the whole ‘artificial intelligence’ thing coming.”

      “Yeah, I wondered when you didn’t freak out immediately,” said Riley. “You don’t seem all that freaked out now.”

      “I have it through your point of view and your context. I also have it through your memory and reasoning, both of which can always be limited or flawed,” Leeth noted. “It’s fundamental to training as an empath. They don’t let us out into the world until that caution is as natural as keeping your hands off a hot stove.”

      “That’s fair. What do you think?”

      Her first reaction almost made Riley gulp and brace himself. Leeth withdrew and looked away, but then let out a laugh and waved a hand. “No, don’t worry. I’m only clearing my mind. I don’t want to speak for your thoughts.” She closed her eyes and breathed deeply and slowly, seeming to pass in and out of meditation in moments. Riley figured it must be more training.

      “I understand your perspective and your choices. I agree with you,” said Leeth. “Knowing what you knew, in the situation you had, you did the right thing. The Graveyard, Selene, that fiasco on Talnov Gamma… I think you did the right thing, and I think the results support you, too.”

      “You’re not worried about the killer AI issue?”

      “Oh, I’m worried about that. My people don’t like that. I don’t like that anyone is creating such tech, let alone Aegis. We’ll get to all that. But I’m also capable of recognizing exceptions to a rule and I don’t blame Selene. She seems… amazing,” Leeth exhaled. “Kind and beautiful and inspiring. I want to meet her.”

      Riley’s lips came together in a tight line. “Hold on. You saw everything? Including…?”

      “Including the incredible sex, yes,” she admitted. “Not in deep detail. Flashes. It’s enough.” Slowly, Leeth tilted her head and shrugged. “Intense flashes. Maybe more than flashes. Maybe a little more depth. Maybe I’ll focus more on that part next time.”

      “Did you develop a massive crush on my girlfriend based on my memories?”

      “Tell me it’s undeserved.”

      “Point,” Riley laughed. He reached for her hand but stopped, remembering what she said about thinking for herself. “You don’t care that we’re involved?”

      “I’m thrilled. For both of you. And for us.” She took the hand he hesitated with. “I still have to meet her. There are a lot of unknowns. But I think what you share is real and sincere, and so is what we share. I think this can work, whatever ‘this’ is. And as for things you don’t know how to ask, yes, I’m happy with all that, too. Nobody forces me to work in a nightclub full of horny people and VIP brothel parties. I genuinely like the vibe.”

      “Y’know, I was never really sure,” said Riley.

      “The kind of work I do with Toquii requires a certain focus and an image to match. Sometimes I have to close off my empathy for most of the night, but that doesn’t silence everything. And I get my chances to let it all in.” Her eyes returned to his and she grinned. “I’ve dated and had casual sex partners. It’s fun. Not too different from the way you feel about things outside you and Selene… except for you and me.”

      “If I’m not monogamous, I don’t expect anyone else to be,” said Riley.

      “I know, and I’m glad. I want to play like you do, but it’s a little different for me. The depth is different. A different range.” Her fingertips ran over his hand, feeling his skin. “I like to play and that can include some empathy, but play means closing off the empathy sometimes, too. I don’t connect deeply like this with a casual tryst. I’ve done it with lovers in the past, but not in a long time. The right person hasn’t turned up since then. Not until you.”

      Her brow knit and she swatted his hand harmlessly. “And yes, you could have had a better life months ago except for that manipulative girlfriend of yours. I couldn’t tell you. People don’t believe it when you tell them their lover is bad for them. They have to figure it out on their own. Do you know how frustrating that is for an empath?”

      He laughed and curled his hand into hers. “Thank you for giving me the chance.”

      “This can work, Riley. I think it will work, even with everything else.”

      “Yeah. About everything else,” he sighed.

      “Right. Enough about us. We have an assassination to stop and enemies to bring down.”

      “We?”

      “I’ve run in the underworld on this rock for years. I’m not going to get all romantic with you like this and then leave you to deal with that nonsense on your own.” Leeth tilted her head to his discarded environmental suit and his minimal gear. “Call her and check in. I’ll set up a meeting with Toquii. He wants to get out from under this, too.”

      “He could get out from under it by selling me off to the bad guys.”

      “Empath. I know who I’m working for.” She reached for her belongings, but paused. “Although yes, he’s really pissed.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not mad,” said Toquii. The hulking, towering ursine figure loomed over Riley like the broad and sleek office was barely enough to contain him. His furry head dropped and turned away. “I’m just disappointed.”

      “What the fuck?” Riley stood in the Davoxxan suit with its mask off. “You’re not my dad.”

      Everything in the office went completely still except for the thumps and melodies of the club sound system check outside—and Leeth slapping her hand over her face. Toquii turned back to glare, not at Riley, but her. “You told me that line worked on humans! You said it hurts worse than any kind of anger!”

      “I said they say that,” Leeth countered.

      “Yeah, it works when it comes from your parents,” said Riley.

      Toquii’s calm vanished. Growling, the big Gankriid grabbed the corners of his heavy black desk and heaved it over his head. It smashed against the ceiling with debris falling and flying everywhere, but that didn’t stop him. Leeth put one hand on Riley’s chest to push him back a couple steps before Toquii slammed the fallen desk down on his spot with a roar.

      Three times.

      Leeth calmly held her ground while keeping Riley in place. Plastic and glass shattered. Part of the ebony desktop cracked off and bounced painfully off Riley’s shin. Toquii dropped the desk with its third crash and roared loudly in Riley’s face.

      He held his ground.

      He also wondered, for the first time in his life, if he might get eaten.

      The roaring stopped. Seething, furious breath fell on Riley’s face.

      Leeth glanced to the wreckage. “I’m not cleaning that up.”

      “I know!” shouted Toquii. He kept glaring at Riley. “I took you in when you had nothing and no one! Does that mean anything to you?”

      “You didn’t talk to me until I won my third fight and you wanted to skim the prize money,” Riley answered sourly. “I asked about joining the bar staff and you said I belong in the pit. I was never an employee, let alone part of your crew around here.”

      “You want to talk about being part of a crew? Like the one you screwed?” Toquii pushed back. “You screwed me along with them. You know that. You knew it when you did it.”

      “It was a kidnapping job, Toquii. Leeth told you already.”

      “Remember what we discussed about limits?” Leeth remained calm and patient. “Remember how you thought it over after the ambush?”

      Growls receded into rumbles. Toquii’s head and shoulders relaxed into a common Gankriid hunch. He didn’t look happy, but he no longer stood in a threat display. “Fine. I get it. You made your choice. You made ours, too. Thanks so much for that.”

      “You only sound sarcastic because you’re angry,” said Leeth.

      “Of course I’m angry!” His eyes narrowed. “So, they made you the hand-off for a kidnapping. Why?”

      “They sent her to take out the CEO of Stellar Wing. She wouldn’t do it. They grabbed her to cover it up,” said Riley.

      “Why would they…? That’s it?” asked Toquii. “That’s all? No more to it?”

      “That’s enough,” said Riley. Toquii didn’t need to know the rest. Riley and Leeth agreed on that. “She was in position to do the job, but she decided it was wrong.”

      “Simple as that, huh?”

      “As simple as Riley doing the right thing, too,” said Leeth.

      “He rescued an assassin.”

      “He rescued a stranger who didn’t deserve the trouble she was in.”

      “She spied before. They had never told her to kill anyone,” said Riley. “They’re ready to kill to cover it up, though. They’ve already sent hit squads after us.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Toquii’s breath rumbled along with his thoughts. “Why would they do that? He’s a business partner. Why would they want to kill him?”

      “Because he might not be a business partner much longer,” said Riley. “Aegis is in bad shape, and Lian Wen wants out of their deals. Only it turns out Aegis is worse than anyone knows; they’re pulling a lot of secret dodgy shit to fix their problems. The mess on Talnov Gamma came from Tibrun putting together a mercenary army to take over the place. Aegis was part of that. Maybe Lian Wen knows about that, maybe he doesn’t, I don’t know. But if he dies, his sister takes over and they’re all back on track.”

      “They’re coming here,” said Toquii. “Contract negotiations. Final deals. All in person. You knew, didn’t you? That’s why you’re here.”

      “I might’ve heard,” said Riley. “What do you know?”

      “Not much. They aren’t coming to my club or doing business with me. I haven’t cared… yet.” Toquii’s eyes narrowed. “You think they’ll try again? You want to stop them? Why is this your problem?”

      “Because warning him isn’t enough. We have to bring them down, or they’ll never stop coming after us.”

      “We. Us. Hit squads after ‘us.’ The assassin is here with you, too? Where is she?”

      “Working on another part of the problem,” said Riley.

      Toquii nodded with a grunt. His gaze turned to Leeth. “You want me to help.”

      “I’m with him, too,” said Leeth.

      This time, the sag of Toquii’s shoulders came from real disappointment. “I knew it.” He saw her blink and patted his snout. “You think this nose is just for show? I didn’t recognize Riley by scent until he took off the mask, but I can smell you on each other. You used the same soap.”

      “Um. Yeah,” Riley mumbled. “I used her soap.”

      “Oh, come on. I’m a mammal, too. I know what happened before that.”

      “I’m not betraying you, Toquii.” Leeth put a hand on his furry shoulder. “You took me in. You’ve trusted me and taught me so much. But you and this job aren’t my whole life. You never wanted that from me. And you need to resolve this, too. You don’t want these people holding all their power with a grudge against you.”

      “Hunh. Sure. Like I haven’t had powerful people angry with me before.” Toquii turned and walked to his window, tapping the controls to allow one-way transparency. The sound check was done, leaving the club quiet and still but for staffers and bots on regular cleaning chores. “I don’t keep up with every big company. This CEO’s sister. What’s her name? Is in on all this?”

      “Lian Shufen,” answered Riley. “I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing. We’ve seen some hints. Aegis is ready to gamble hard on her—hard enough to murder her brother.”

      “Stellar Wing is another military supplier. They’ll have their own spies,” said Toquii. “This isn’t one big company you’re going up against. It could be two. We’re not talking about pissing off a rival gang or the crew of a salvage ship. Are you ready for this?”

      “I infiltrated and blew up a mercenary plot a few days ago. I feel like I’ve leveled up. Also, I don’t feel like I’ve got much choice.”

      “Hunh. That’s always the best reason. What do you want from me?”

      “What have you got?” said Riley.

      “No. I don’t put everything into this. I won’t risk them,” Toquii said with a gesture toward the window. “These are human companies up to human nonsense. This is not on my people. This is on you. Leeth, I won’t tell you what to do. But I won’t tell anyone else to get into it, either.”

      “I understand,” said Leeth. “You still have many ways to help. People owe you favors, including Aegis employees. You can get passwords, badges, rosters, uniforms. You know who we can approach.”

      “We could use an itinerary of this whole event,” said Riley. “I’m sure it’s all confidential and secure, but somebody knows the schedule, knows who will be where and when.”

      “Yes. Somebody.” Toquii returned with a sigh and waved at the wreckage of his desk. “Help me straighten this up. We need things in here.”

      “What did I say?” replied Leeth.

      “Damn it, that was before I agreed to help. You’re always talking about compromise. Here we are. Or are you going to stand there and watch us?”

      “…us?” asked Riley.

      “Shut up and start sweeping, kid,” said Toquii.
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      The apartment block presented some of the strongest residential security in the city, and the most subtle. Broad and open architecture, “natural” overhead paneling with blue skies and clouds, and an abundance of plants gave the block a nearly-outdoors feel. Cameras, scanners, and security gates hid seamlessly within the scenery. One wouldn’t even suspect danger if not for the implications of money and privilege.

      That same privilege made all the security easy enough to bypass with a simple invitation.

      “You’re nervous.” Leeth walked close enough to hold Riley’s hand, but the pair refrained from that small comfort. Neither of them knew if Davoxxans did such things. He had a cover to maintain. Leeth only went as far as curving dark glasses over her eyes and the hood of her jacket to obscure her features. “She shows great faith in your judgment and even greater loyalty. I don’t think you need to worry about her.”

      “That’s only one of the things I’m worried about.” He had gotten better at keeping the volume of the Davoxxan suit’s translator low. “I know you’re right. It’s on my mind. But there’s all the other stuff, too.” Side stairs brought them to two apartments facing each other. Riley tapped the doorbell for their destination. “It all sort of goes together.”

      “Your position has only improved since you arrived. We haven’t committed to anything yet.”

      The door slid open, presenting a heavyset, casually dressed man with a short beard and a haunted look in his eyes. “Um. Hi. I’m Ron,” he mumbled before shuffling out of the way. An unsure hand gestured across a living room with framed movie posters on the walls and random personal belongings covering every horizontal surface. At the other end of the apartment, the ceiling flashed in different colors projected by a monitor screen around the corner. “She’s over there,” said Ron.

      Riley and Leeth came inside. Biting his lips from within, Ron tapped the door controls and activated all the locks before crossing over to a couch. He sat down with his hands in his lap and made little eye contact.

      The newcomers shared a look and moved through Ron’s living room. “That man is terrified,” said Leeth in her softest whisper.

      “Don’t need to be an empath to see that,” said Riley.

      “I have told him he will not be harmed,” Selene replied from around the corner. “I cannot force him to believe me. Force would presumably undermine my credibility.” She stood from Ron’s computer desk, still dressed in business casual with her dark hair swept back. She greeted the pair with a smile. “You must be Leeth. Has Riley filled you in?”

      “Yes. Thoroughly,” said Leeth.

      “Literally everything I know, as it turns out.” Riley pulled the mask from his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry I couldn’t talk to you first.”

      “Of course. I trust your judgment.” Selene extended her hand. “Leeth, thank you for coming, and for your help. I am glad to meet you.”

      “Same.” Leeth accepted the soft handshake with dazzled eyes. “Hubba.”

      Riley blinked at her. “Hubba?”

      “I got it straight from your mind, not my own.” Leeth shook her head as if to clear it. “I’m a bit vulnerable right now. Your thoughts are still close.”

      “The sentiment is welcome, regardless.” Selene raised her other hand to tap the earpiece link she held in her fingers. “Eezall? Can you hear us?”

      “Yes,” came Eezall’s voice. “Selene, I think they fucked! Her answer of ‘thoroughly’ serves as a double entendre, and his voice patterns—”

      “You’re on an open speaker, Eezall,” Riley sighed.

      “Oh. Oh, shit. Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m excited for you,” said Eezall. “I hope I haven’t made things terribly awkward.”

      Leeth bit her lip and laughed. Riley winced.

      Selene was unfazed. “We need not dwell upon the matter. My views are positive. I understand the attraction.” She didn’t specify whose attraction she meant, but Riley heard a sharp breath from Leeth beside him.

      Ron stayed on the couch, staring away in wide-eyed silence as the conversation played out right in front of him.

      Selene didn’t seem to care. “Like Eezall, I would prefer to fixate on our personal relationships, but other concerns must take priority. Leeth, if you are caught up through Riley, should we take things from there? Do you have questions first?”

      “Questions, certainly, but meeting in person was most important. We can move on.”

      “I assume you wanted to apply your empathic abilities to me. Is that correct?”

      “Yes,” Leeth admitted. “I thought that might be obvious. I hope it doesn’t bother you.”

      “Negative. I am interested in your evaluation.”

      “I’m not sure I’d call it an evaluation. It’s not so codified…” Leeth abandoned the thought, looking at Selene like something fascinating. “You wonder if you really feel emotions, or if you wrongly identify them.”

      “Yes,” said Selene.

      “Your emotions are real. They are real, and strong.” Almost involuntarily, Leeth glanced at Riley. “And more focused than most people.”

      “You okay?” asked Riley.

      “Does this cause discomfort?” asked Selene.

      “I’m fine. Better than fine,” Leeth assured them. “This is pleasant, actually. I needed to meet you to be sure, but I’m ready to help.”

      “Toquii says he’s in,” said Riley. “Support only; no people, but it still counts for a lot. He thinks he’ll have a schedule and logistics on the conference by the end of the day. If we’re lucky, he’ll be able to help us with access, too.”

      “Excellent. Security on the AI project remains strict, but Ron has been under a tight deadline recently. He brought some of his work home despite policy prohibitions. I believe I have identified our enemy’s plan for the conference. They are worse than expected.” Selene moved out of the way to allow a view of Ron’s home computer desk.

      Side by side video displayed images of a man, handsome and fit, zoomed to his head and shoulders. On the left, he was well-dressed and stood with a wood-paneled wall in the distance. On the right, he wore a simple t-shirt, standing in a brighter room not far from a rack of computer equipment. In both images, his eyes crinkled and he smiled, blending poise and warmth in repeated movement. Riley mistook both videos for a loop until he noted the statistics at the margins of the images. Most recorded a slight variation to each repetition on the right. Then he noticed the t-shirt version revealed the slightest red glow behind his teeth.

      “Is this Lian Wen?” asked Riley.

      “On the left, yes. Two weeks ago, at a conference, in video taken from my databanks. The image on the right is from this morning. I am familiar with the laboratory.”
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      “Accept their hospitality with a smile and open eyes. We are not among friends here.” Lian Wen gave his entourage a demonstration of the balance he sought, coupling a sober look with dash of good humor in his grin. The dozen or so executives and aides gathered in a loose circle at the liner’s gangway exit. “Be nice. Be courteous. If you need an escape or an excuse, feel free to blame it on me. I don’t care if they think I’m an asshole boss.”

      “But you seem like such a nice guy,” his executive assistant countered. Shawna looked away with utterly insincere shock. “I had no idea you were so hard to work with.”

      “That’s only what I want the public to think. The truth is I’m cold as ice and I have no tolerance for failure or distraction.”

      “So, no time for personal nonsense like baby pictures, right?” asked Yun.

      Wen turned his way with interest. “You have more baby pictures?”

      Most of the entourage laughed. A few months ago, many of them expected Wen to harden through his transition into CEO. He could afford a lighter touch and good humor when his father ran the company, and anyone in his position would have something to prove.

      The expectation soon fell away, but not out of faulty premise. Wen had plenty to prove. He wanted to prove Stellar Wing remained in steady and competent hands—and that those hands could be warm and accepting rather than demanding. It took more than a few observers by surprise, but most were pleased by the results. Operations continued uninterrupted. Production and growth carried on. The tension of transition eased, the shuffle of leadership settled, and not long afterward, a brighter mood followed.

      For most.

      “The door is about to open, Wen,” said Shufen. “Do you want them to see a demanding boss, or someone distracted by baby pictures?”

      Wen turned to his sister with a shrug before Yun had his imager out of his pocket. “She’s a pretty adorable baby.”

      Shufen declined with an obligatory half-smile to their chief counsel before prodding Wen with a hard stare. Taking the suggestion in stride, Wen resumed his spot at front and center. He stood tall, squared his shoulders, and asked, “Are we sure this is the right door?”

      A couple groans justified his tension breaker just as the broad starship doors slid upward. A bright passageway awaited, playing host to a welcoming party of men and women in suits and a handful in spaceport uniforms. Some were security, while others were present to provide a reception of appropriate size. Only the people in charge would do any real talking, and even that would mostly be for show.

      “Mr. Lian, Ms. Lian, welcome to Aegis Proxima.” Teddy Han came forward with professional poise and geniality, along with his fellow executives. Aegis Enterprises cared enough to send more than a couple. “I hope you had a pleasant trip.”

      “Mr. Han, it’s good to see you.” Wen accepted handshakes and all the other obligatory gestures in the spirit they were offered. “Ms. Navanthe, a pleasure. Mr. Whitmore.”

      “Nah, it’s Jeff at this point, isn’t it?” Whitmore’s handshake was firm and lingering. So were his eyes. “It seems like longer than it’s been.”

      “As you like. And it’s Ms. Mitchell, right?” Wen asked, smoothly turning from Jeff before the moment could become any kind of challenge. He hardly feared Jeff, but he didn’t need this to get awkward, either.

      A cold glance from his sister told him it was too late for that.

      Her look stuck in the back of his mind through the reception at the spaceport and the private street-shuttle trip to their lodgings. He felt it on the back of his neck when he wasn’t turned her way.

      “We have this entire floor and the floors above and below,” reported the advance team leader when Wen entered his suite. Craig filled out a suit with classic good looks and a sports hero stature, fitting in perfectly with the high-class accommodations. “All three levels are badge-and-code access only for elevators and stairs. We’ve made full security sweeps of all levels and vetted the staff and guests. This is as secure as we can get outside our own ships.”

      “I feel the situation requires us to venture a little further out of our comfort zone,” said Wen. He looked to Craig’s team, half a dozen people of various backgrounds yet all human, and offered a grateful nod. “Thank you for all your work. Your diligence means a great deal to all of us.”

      The team cleared out of the suite without need for explicit instruction, as did the last members of Wen’s entourage—save one. Subordinate in the corporate hierarchy or not, his sister didn’t take hints like everyone else, let alone orders. She waited for the door to close before she spoke. “Alright. Let’s hear it,” he sighed.

      “Whitmore knows.”

      “You think?” Wen shrugged. “The odds were always likely, but we couldn’t know.”

      “Come on. That look he gave you at the spaceport? He knows.”

      “Lots of people gave me looks at the spaceport, Shufen.”

      “You stole his girlfriend at a conference two weeks ago—”

      “How does anyone ‘steal’ a person?”

      “—knowing full well we would come out here now!” Shufen finished. “Knowing it. Planning it. All this was your plan, Wen.”

      “I never had any plans involving her at all,” Wen muttered.

      “Then what were you thinking? Did you at least think?”

      “I thought she seemed lonely.” He knew the eyeroll his admission would provoke, and he wasn’t disappointed. The reaction made no difference; it was an honest answer. “They had a fight, nothing to do with me. She dumped him and walked away. I didn’t even approach her until it was obvious she was lost and alone.”

      “Yes, I’m sure nobody else at a corporate executive retreat would have swept in to help a freshly available trophy girlfriend.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “No?” Shufen’s brow rose skeptically. “You know, I didn’t believe it at first, either. I thought the whole thing was a setup to play you. Maybe espionage, maybe something worse. You blundered right into a security risk like an idiot.”

      “My security team knew what I was doing. They kept their eyes on her. We never got sloppy.” Wen gestured to the door. “You see me doing everything security wants here, right? I even went with the team you wanted.”

      “I wasn’t finished,” Shufen hissed.

      Wen let out a breath. His shoulders relaxed even if the rest of him didn’t. He did, in fact, wait until she stopped speaking to reply, but he let it drop. “Go on.”

      “I thought she was some sort of spy. I thought you were being played. But listening to you now? Watching you and Whitmore at the spaceport? I was wrong. It’s simpler than that. You’re two overgrown boys at school. He annoyed you at the conference by pointing out all the problems with your plans for the company, and you took advantage of the first chance to get back at him—no matter how petty or dangerous or stupid.”

      “You don’t think there’s any chance this was just three rational adults and their personal lives?”

      “No, Wen. You’re the CEO of a starship manufacturer. He’s a top executive at our main supplier. She had her own yacht and disappeared on you without saying goodbye. You may all be legal adults, but I don’t think there was anything ‘adult’ about this, and there still isn’t.” She strode to the door with a scowl.

      “I’m doing what Dad wanted.” He didn’t fully expect it would stop her from leaving, but it did. Her frosty expression was not surprising. “I’m sorry about the stuff with Selene. It was a bad idea. The rest of this… Before he died, Dad said I was right about Aegis. He said he wished he’d walked away, but he was afraid of repercussions. Afraid of letting down the shareholders and the company and…” Wen shrugged. “He said he wished he had listened to me.”

      “He said that as a dying father to comfort his son. The company would no longer be his problem. Your decisions are for the rest of us to live with.” Shufen opened the door with a tap of her fingers. “I will see you in the morning. Try not to run off after another woman before then.”

      Wen shut his eyes as the door shut behind her. His shoulders sank and he looked glumly around his room. He didn’t know whether to exercise his mood away or go for the plush chair, but the chair won. Wen’s jacket hit the end table and he sank into the cushions.

      Shufen had reason to be angry. The top spot of the company had never been in doubt. Wen had only a few years on her, but they had all been spent in graduate school and charity management before joining Stellar Wing. Though he inherited his wealth, no one could fairly claim Wen was incapable or lazy. Shufen likewise did well, but came late to the family business—and their father made clear that it would stay a family business upon his death.

      He made his reasons clear, but only in private.

      Shufen wouldn’t be the only one angry with Wen after tomorrow. Lots of people wouldn’t understand. They wouldn’t see the justifications, the ethics, the pressure on other suppliers and contractors to do better and be better. They wouldn’t care about having cleaner hands. They would see stock prices and bottom lines. Wen knew what he had to do, and for the most part he even looked forward to it. He didn’t look forward to the inevitable outcry from people who either didn’t understand or didn’t care about morality.

      Wen could admit he didn’t know if cutting off the relationship with Aegis would have the desired effect, but he knew it was the right thing. That didn’t erase every doubt. He made plenty of his own mistakes; maybe this would be another.

      Maybe Selene hadn’t been the lonely one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “He won’t go anywhere now. Any number of people from his personal team may come through his suite until late in the evening, but Wen will stay put until morning.” Shufen declined the offer of a seat or anything to drink with low, simple gestures. Her people showed proper hospitality to their guests while they waited for her return, but now they kept to the periphery of the living room and let her do the talking.

      Nothing had been set up in this particular suite—no holographic or hard screen monitors, no black boxes of security gear, no charts. That would be all the adjoining rooms and a back-up below. None of that needed to be left out for guests to see. Not even guests as committed to secrecy and cooperation.

      “Do you have any sense of how late in the evening he might have people there?” asked Jeff. He looked from Shufen to Sena with a shrug. “We’re ready to go whenever you are. If moving in the middle of the night is better, we can do that. It may give you more time to secure everything on your end and deal with any complications.”

      “Do you anticipate complications?” Shufen raised an eyebrow.

      “No, I think we have this worked out smoothly. I only think providing for the unexpected is how you make sure an operation works,” said Jeff.

      “We wouldn’t be here now if we didn’t have everything under control,” Sena added.

      A slight twitch in his eye suggested rebuke in Sena’s comment. He pressed on with a smile for Shufen. “I’m only thinking of convenience. It’s not a warning.”

      “Morning minimizes our risks and brings best advantage,” Shufen replied, shaking her head. “Much of our delegation will leave early to be on site for negotiations when Wen arrives. We have carefully selected which people will remain. A narrower window of time reduces the chance of exposure.”

      Shufen produced a thin, clear data card from an inner pocket and handed it to Jeff. “This is an earlier draft of Wen’s prepared remarks, revised with our agenda going forward. I thought it might help to start from his natural voice.”

      “It does. Thank you,” said Jeff. “I’ll make sure it’s ready to deliver as written. You won’t notice the difference.”

      “And your arrangements for secure extraction are set? If we can assist, just say the word,” Sena offered.

      “Thank you, but we are ready. As you say, we would not be here otherwise,” said Shufen.

      “Then we stick to our timetable. We should remind you above all else of the self-destruct failsafe built into the duplicate. If it is disabled or falls under jeopardy conditions we discussed, the failsafe will execute. Apart from that, three days from tomorrow, one way or another, the duplicate will eliminate itself. We can’t have it operating any longer than that,” said Sena.

      “Of course. We have a shared interest there.”

      “Then if we’re all clear, we will see you in the morning?”

      “I look forward to it. Craig?” Shufen asked, looking to the door.

      “Right this way, please.” The head of the advance team tapped the door to slide it open. Suited security staffers from both companies waited on the other side to escort Sena and Jeff. Craig saw them out with a nod, closed the door, and pulled a palm-unit scanner from his pocket to sweep their path. “We’re clear.”

      “Did you expect something less?” Shufen frowned.

      “You pay me to be careful. Transmitters can be pretty small these days, and they do have an awfully good tech department at Aegis.” Craig matched her frown. “I’m not sure what to make of those offers. Is that conspiracy courtesy, or do they think there’s something we missed?”

      “I’m sure they would be happy for any excuse to ‘assist’ us by holding Wen themselves, or to simply have their own people verify his status under our custody.”

      “They’re going to wonder until they have proof of death,” said Craig.

      “Of course. I want that reassurance myself, but the transition will be smoother if he provides his personal passwords and codes first. You are sure that won’t take long?”

      “He’s smart and he’s never been a pushover, but he’s not trained to hold up under interrogation. We’ll get it all out of him.” Craig gave her a thoughtful look. “If he understands how screwed he is, we may not need to get ugly about it.”

      “Do you think we would be here if I had any such qualms?”

      “I’m thinking more about efficiency. The less he has to work with psychologically, the faster he’ll fall apart.”

      “I can help with that. We should review the timeline. When do you plan to have your team awake and ready to move?” Shufen settled into a chair, gesturing to another for Craig. Her earpiece conjured up the holographic screen of her personal organizer.

      The ceiling lamp doubled as an air vent diffuser, easily overlooked by most guests. Security professionals knew better, so Craig’s team checked and cleared the vent well before the delegation arrived.

      They hadn’t checked it since then.
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        * * *

      

      Selene held the desk chair over her head without moving for more than an hour. No strain showed in her expression, breath, or body. She was rock steady against the hotel room wall despite every shift and jerk above her. Even when the empty leg of Eezall’s skinsuit slipped over the side to dangle in front of her face, Selene reacted with only a raised eyebrow.

      “Sorry, let me, um. Yeah.” Riley gently plucked the leg and folded it back onto the rest of the mostly-empty skinsuit pile in the chair. Eezall’s remaining mass was in the center of that pile—with a long and sinewy vein of her flesh stretching up into the air vent.

      He had looked at little else since this whole stunt began.

      “You doing okay?” asked Riley.

      “It’s an effort, but I’m fine,” said Eezall. Despite the absence of much of her body, enough of her still pooled inside her suit to make use of functions like her translator.

      Selene smirked. She knew Riley’s question was for her. “My task is not difficult. Are you okay?”

      Riley glanced again to the long strand of Eezall’s true body and the rumple of fabric beneath. Her mask lay to one side, tilted to “face” him, with a loose inward fold that made the visual even more awkward. “It’s weird. I’ll admit it. I’m sorry. It’s weird.”

      “Oh, not you, Riley! Don’t say such things!” Eezall fretted. “Not when we’ve been so intimate together. I didn’t think our differences of form would come between us. I thought we shared something special.”

      “Wha—no, no! It’s not like that. I only meant… wait.” A snicker from behind Riley cut his apology short. He turned to look at Leeth, sitting on the bed with a hand covering her mouth. “She’s fucking with me, isn’t she?”

      “Yes,” said Leeth. “Eezall, I’m sorry. I couldn’t hold it back.”

      “No worries.” Eezall’s feigned despair turned to a grumble as the long, slick rope of her body continued sliding back from the air vent. “You think this is weird, Riley? I’ve been stretched up through four stories. How do you think I feel?”

      “Vulnerable and exposed, and worried about everyone’s safety,” Leeth answered. She sat at the foot of the bed, only steps away from the others. “Also a little excited and proud of yourself, and somewhat guilty for that.”

      “Wow. You’re good.” The last of Eezall fell back from the air vent. “Selene, I’m all contained now. You can put me down,” she reported. Selene set the chair back onto the floor. The big lump of Eezall filled her skinsuit while the others spoke.

      “It comes down to company and circumstances. I wouldn’t be so discerning in a more crowded room, or if you were guarded.” Leeth shrugged. “Our banter is genuine, but it’s also a way to cope with this tension. We all feel it.”

      The sober note brought Riley’s attention back to Selene. She no longer smiled. “Stellar Wing has at least twenty-five security agents on site and local authorities will respond quickly to any call for aid. Security is tight across all three of the delegation’s floors, as well as the hotel’s entrances and exits. We are fortunate to have achieved what we have so far. If we take more aggressive action, we will face resistance.”

      “We cannot have another fiasco-fight like Tibrun’s tower,” said Riley. “That was bad enough. This would be worse. There are too many innocent people here and this hotel isn’t built like a mercenary’s private tower.”

      “Agreed. However, I have not identified a fully nonviolent strategy to thwart our enemy’s plans. Have you?”

      “Not completely nonviolent, no.” Riley shook his head. “I hate to say this, but we may have to let them get what they want.”
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        * * *

      

      “God, it can’t be time already.” Nobody answered Wen’s complaint. The white noise of rain and waves from his link had faded ahead of the morning alarm. It wasn’t the first time the loss of such sounds awakened him before the beep.

      Alone in a strange bed, Wen stared at a dark ceiling with something between a groan and a sigh. He could’ve pushed for a later start time, but he didn’t want to be difficult. People already waited on him too much. All of this was at his behest.

      He couldn’t send a representative for a decision this big. He had to deliver it in person. He had to lead from the front. He would own this.

      None of that relieved the drag of getting up this damn early.

      The morning pressures of biology pulled him out of bed without calling for more than the dim night light of the bathroom. Wen shuffled inside to take care of his first needs with his eyes barely open until he was at the sink and in front of the mirror. A skeptical face with bed-head stared back at him. “You could have run away and joined a circus,” Wen told himself. “You didn’t have to go into business.”

      His reflection didn’t convince him.

      The chime in the bedroom interrupted his thoughts. “Control, intercom, door,” he said. Hospitality systems in these rooms usually had a wide enough vocabulary to react as the guest intended. “Hello?”

      “Good morning, sir,” came Tony’s voice. “I’ve got coffee and breakfast.”

      The timing felt close, but Wen hadn’t traveled much as a CEO on a tight schedule. The whole entourage was new to him. “Thanks. Bring it—sorry. Control, open up. Unlock. Allow entry. Whatever.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said Tony.

      “God, it’s too early to be called ‘sir.’” Wen returned to the bedroom with some actual discomfort, wincing at the bright lights suddenly on full power. “Control, dim lights,” he complained. The instant response relieved his discomfort, but his night vision was shot anyway. Wen pulled on pajama pants from the foot of the bed and swept the bathrobe off a nearby chair. He might as well greet Tony before getting into the shower.

      The living room remained dark. He thought he saw moving shapes in the shadows, but Tony wouldn’t have brought a party. “How can you see in here, Tony? Control, lights up.”

      He figured he’d find Tony by the table, or at the couch.

      He didn’t expect to see Shufen, or Craig, or the other three guys from the security detail with their pistols out and ready. Or Jeff Whitmore.

      He didn’t expect to see himself.

      “Take him,” said Shufen.

      The blast of light from the agent’s gun hit with a shock that Wen reasonably mistook for death. He lost two seconds of coherent thought, finding himself crumpled on his knees with one arm wrapped around his gut. By then, a different beefy man in a suit stood over him at every side, with his sister looming over him in the front.

      His sister, and himself. Even the suit was his from home.

      “I tried to reason with you,” said Shufen. “Over and over. You made a big show of hearing me out, but it made no difference. You know what your decisions will do to the company, and you don’t care. You’d throw away the family business over your labor justice or whatever you call your hero fantasies. I can’t let you do that.

      “So, instead?” Shufen gestured to his duplicate, standing beside her and watching with cool patience. “You will attend the negotiations, and sign the renewal contract with Aegis, and things will continue as normal. I imagine I’m supposed to say I don’t want to do this. The truth is, I really don’t mind. We never did get along.”

      Shufen drove her foot into Wen’s stomach. Already weakened and aching with pain from the stunner blast, Wen dropped to his side on the floor and struggled to breathe. He couldn’t get out any words to stop Shufen as she walked away with his copy and Jeff. “I trust you can see my commitment?” she asked.

      “Never doubted for a second.” Jeff glanced back at Wen on his way to the door. His smug grin was the last thing Wen saw before the agents hit him with a second blast and the world went black.
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      In and out of her suit, Eezall took in sensory information differently than her companions. She could rightly use terms like “sight” and “smell” and “hearing,” but the others had specific organs for such things. Her companions couldn’t know the discomfort of being stretched all the way through two floors of ventilation shafts. They could know the sight, smell, and taste of dusty metal, but not with every inch of their bodies.

      She thought about explaining it to them, stretched from her now mostly empty suit on one end to the new air vent two floors above. Instead, she focused on more important matters.

      “Two… three… four humans in here,” Eezall reported through the translator in her suit, still piled in the chair held aloft by Selene. The upstairs vent lay beneath a couch, offering Eezall a good hiding space but one that restricted her vision. Dim lights compounded that problem. “It’s dark. This room feels… I suppose you’d say it smells differently from the rest. It’s more sterile. Plastic. I sense lots of plastic.”

      “You’re sure you have the right room?” asked Leeth.

      “I think so. I kept careful count of the turns. It’s only been a minute, but they should have him here by—oh! The lights came on. The door is opening. Oh, this is ugly,” said Eezall.

      “What are they doing? Is Wen there?” asked Selene. Eezall heard the worry underlying the control in her voice.

      “He is. They’re dragging him in.” She could see shoes and legs now that the lights were on. Wen was easy enough to recognize by his pajamas and bare feet, dragged along by men at either side. If the limited visual wasn’t good enough, Wen’s scent hit Eezall an instant later.

      “Have they inflicted additional harm?” Selene pressed.

      “I don’t think so. I’m trying to get a better look.” The couch forced Eezall to stretch farther, but at least it provided good cover. Wen’s abductors dropped him in an upholstered chair as she reached the other side. “I don’t think Wen is conscious yet. Aside from that, I see no injuries. They are taping him into a chair.”

      “What did you mean by ‘ugly’ if the door just opened?” wondered Riley.

      “They have a sheet of plastic covering the chair and another spread across the floor beneath him,” Eezall explained. “In fact, all the furniture is covered in plastic. The two men handling Wen are wearing cheap coveralls. The other two in suits are standing by the door.”

      “Such preparation is unlikely limited to a bluff,” said Selene. “They intend to torture him.”

      “They are taking their time so far. No one has said anything,” said Eezall.

      “We don’t want to move until the rest of them leave for their contract meeting,” said Riley.

      “They could kill Wen at any time,” warned Selene.

      “I hear you, but it doesn’t sound like that’s their plan,” said Riley. Eezall heard uncertainty in his voice, too. “Leeth?”

      “The security cars are still on site,” she reported. Though Toquii refused to commit people to the operation, Leeth had persuaded a few friends to at least watch the exits. She sat on the bed with a spread of personal holo screens to track what they saw. “Much of the delegation has left, but Shufen and the duplicate will still be in the hotel.”

      “They were not due to depart for another seventy-three minutes. This could leave Wen in acute peril if we wait,” said Selene.

      “Yeah. Eezall?” asked Riley.

      “Hold on,” she answered.

      “We’re set,” announced the man rolling out all the tape. His most distinctive features included hair under his nose and a stronger musk than the rest. Eezall mentally named him for the latter. Musk stood straight after finishing his work. Several turns of his tape secured Wen’s upper body to the chair. More restrained his wrists to the armrests. “Pull the bag?” Musk asked, gesturing to the hood over Wen’s head.

      “In a second.” Apart from the bluntest gender and racial labels, the pair at the door seemed nondescript despite Eezall’s studies of humanity. She differentiated them mainly by their neckties, one red and one green. Red seemed in charge. “We hit him with two shots. That’s ten minutes, minimum.”

      “It’s not a strict formula,” said the other one. His amusement made him seem even more callous. “What, do you think it works like alcohol in your blood? One drink every hour if you don’t take a pill?”

      “We could shock him awake, too, but that doesn’t clear his head,” said Red. “This stuff is more complicated than asking his name. There’s no point in talking until he can think straight. We’d only set ourselves up to repeat everything.”

      “So, we wait?”

      “We wait.”

      The fourth man accepted the decision with a sniff of annoyance.

      And now I will call you Snotty, Eezall decided. Davoxxans shared humanity’s appreciation for communication with dual meanings, and their aversion to certain bodily fluids. So much more to unite us than divide us. I’m sure most of us would dislike Snotty.

      “The leader wants to give Wen time to shake off the stun naturally before they interrogate. He estimates ten minutes,” Eezall relayed to her friends.

      Leeth released a tense breath and kept her focus on her screens. Though Eezall couldn’t see Selene, the expression on Riley’s face spoke of a mutually pensive mood. Eezall shared the sentiment.

      None of the abductors spoke.

      Riley believed—tentatively—the abductors would not employ force or torture until other methods failed. Selene held darker expectations, and Eezall wasn’t sure which to believe. It didn’t matter much while the guards sipped on coffee, checked their screens, and waited.

      Humans were hardly the only violent species in the galaxy. Eezall had accepted the reality of violence long ago, even to the point of working alongside mercenaries and others of less than peaceful practices. She did so with limits, and either opposed or turned away from any violation of those limits. She thought she had a solid understanding of such things.

      Then she occasionally ran into something like four people kidnapping a fifth and calmly waiting to torture and murder him. Every once in a while, the galaxy surprised her.

      Eezall shifted slowly from one side of the couch to the other. She spotted plate-sized sound dampeners mounted on the walls, floor, and ceiling to mitigate noise even beyond the hotel’s diligent construction. A light by the door confirmed locks and privacy flags. She recognized one of the holo screens by the table as a signal tracker to ensure electronic privacy. These men were thorough. She relayed it all while the interrogators waited.

      A groan from Wen marked an end to the wait. His head rolled uncomfortably, then snapped up as he awakened. He jerked against layers of tape, realizing his predicament. Red gestured to Snotty, who pulled a small seal at the back of Wen’s neck and removed the hood. Wen inhaled, his eyes darting around. He held a wary silence.

      “I guess we don’t have to call you ‘Mr. Lian’ anymore, do we?” said Red. “I mean, you always said we didn’t need to, but that was an image thing. We knew.” Wen didn’t respond, and Red nodded. “You’re thinking stuff through before you say anything. That’s smart. It skips all the obvious shit like the posturing and the pleading and trying to talk us out of this.” Red gestured to indicate Wen and the rest of the room. “This is already happening.”

      “Did she tell you something to justify this?” asked Wen.

      “Ms. Lian? Sure. She told us you’d tank the company, weaken starfighter production and leave humanity vulnerable, all that stuff. To tell you the truth, I figure she’s running on naked ambition. I’m fine with that. She pays enough to make it worth our while.”

      Wen lowered his head. “Damn.”

      “Yeah, sad. So we can skip the rest, right? Doesn’t make a difference. Here’s the deal: you tell us what we want to know, we don’t hurt you to make you talk.”

      “And then what?”

      “Ah, see? You’re thinking ahead.” Red shrugged. “We don’t have to kill you. Change up your face and your voice a bit and you can go out and live a whole new life, if you stay far from Ms. Lian and her company. Alive or dead doesn’t make a difference if you aren’t fucking with her. But we realize you’re more likely to cooperate if you’ve got something to gain from it.

      “To be clear: you’re done, Wen. All this is a done deal. It’s only how rough you want the ending to be.”

      Eezall had no breath to hold. She stayed perfectly still, watching Wen in the middle of the suite’s living room. Snotty and Musk loomed behind him, with Red and Green in front. Red gave Wen his moment to consider.

      If he refused, they would hurt him. If he capitulated too fast, they might kill him. Eezall had no idea what to hope for and didn’t know what she’d do about it anyway. “They’ve laid out an ultimatum,” Eezall warned through her translator two floors down. “No violence yet. The option is clearly present.”

      “We cannot let him be harmed,” said Selene.

      “Hold on,” Leeth spoke up.

      “I’m not in any position to put a hold on anything,” said Eezall. Then she saw Wen lift his head, glancing from one captor to the next. “Wait,” she said.

      “If you’re doing this only for money, you could wring more out of me than Shufen,” said Wen. “It can’t be just that. And if it’s ideology, you must know you can’t trust her.”

      Red sighed. “Oh, Jesus, I was afraid you’d try to think your way out of this. Everyone told you all your life that you’re smart, right? You still believe it, even in deep shit like you are now.”

      “I’m right, though, aren’t I? She’s got something over you to push you into this. I’m sure she’s offering you money, but she’s got leverage, too. What is it? She’ll hang onto it. I’ll help you get rid of it.”

      “No, Wen, you aren’t right. You just think too much of people. Not everyone needs more than a good payday.” Red gestured to Snotty. “Go ahead.”

      Snotty curved around the chair to drive a single punch into Wen’s gut. Air and spittle burst from Wen’s mouth in a pained wheeze. Two more followed while he still reeled from the first.

      “Okay,” Red grunted. Snotty pushed Wen’s head back against the chair and got out of the way. Red waited through Wen’s struggle to breathe with less patience than before, turning his finger in a “hurry up” motion. “You get the point, right? We will hurt you. We’re fine with it. Some of us even prefer it. We’ve got knives and a whole bunch of drugs and a power cell to play with. But the nasty method is inefficient. I’m sure it’s something you would rather avoid. So, if we’ve made our point, can we get on with the rest of this?”

      “They’ve hit him,” Eezall warned the others. “It’s not too bad. A demonstration, but—” she held her explanation at Wen’s next words.

      “You haven’t said what you want,” he coughed.

      “I need your passwords and personal access codes,” said Red. “There’s more, of course. You’re the CEO and you’re sitting on a personal fortune. Lots of private assets we don’t want to go to waste. But we can start with the passwords and codes.”

      “That’s more complicated than you think.”

      “Then start with something simple.” Red produced an earpiece from his pocket. “Your personal link is locked up. Biometrics alone won’t activate, or we’d have access already. I’m guessing you have it password locked while you sleep? Maybe voice, too? Unlock it and we can talk through the rest without getting nastier.”

      “Or we could do both,” said Snotty.

      “Stop. Don’t do that,” Red grumbled. “Everybody knows that one. ‘Good cop, bad cop’ is centuries old. We’re living in space now. C’mon.”

      Snotty withdrew by a matter of inches but still loomed. Wen couldn’t see the sour look on his face.

      Red shrugged. “In fairness to my guy here, maybe it’s a cliché, but it’s true enough. Cooperate and you don’t get hurt. Talk to me or talk to him. It’s that simple.” Red held up the link earpiece again. “What’s your call?”

      “—leaving,” said Leeth.

      “What?” asked Eezall. She could hear with all her body and understood English without need for a translator, but she couldn’t listen to and track so many floors at once. “What did I miss?”

      “They’re leaving now. The bosses are leaving,” Riley repeated.

      “What’s happening up there?” asked Selene.

      “They want him to unlock his personal link or they start really hurting him.” If Wen was like most people, access to his link would include any number of personal and professional files and communication channels. Convenience could outweigh security even for the wealthy and powerful; Selene and Riley had already exploited it with Tibrun.

      “Is he complying?” asked Selene.

      Wen bowed his head in a weary, defeated nod. “I think so,” relayed Eezall.

      Red held the link in front of Wen’s face. A tiny manual button called up the holographic access screen. Only the barest information appeared on a calming sky-blue field:  a lock icon, a passcode field, and the date and time.

      Wen’s eyes narrowed. His mouth twitched in some realization.

      “Oh no,” Eezall murmured.

      “What? Oh no, what?” asked Selene, but Eezall barely noticed.

      “Voice recognition,” Wen began, and then quickly: “Intrusion threat. Freeze security.”

      The screen blinked from simple text to a featureless white light.

      “Oh, you son of a bitch.” Red’s furious left hook would have knocked Wen from the chair if not for the tape. Seething with frustration, Red waved to Snotty and Musk. “Stupid asshole. It’ll be at least two hours before we can unlock this thing again. Guess he decided how he wants to wait it out.”

      “Cool.” Snotty grabbed the cable leads from the power cell on the table.

      “Oh no.” Eezall pulled the rest of her body up and forward with all her strength. The lowest portions of herself flew into the air vent two floors below, leaving Selene holding a chair with an empty environmental suit.

      “What happened?” Selene asked, immediately feeling the difference.

      “She’s gone. She snapped all the way up.”

      Selene dropped the chair onto the bed and bolted to the door. Riley followed, one last realization turning his head back to Leeth rising to chase after them. “Grab her suit!” he blurted on his way into the hall. By the time he turned the corner, he saw only Selene’s back leg disappearing through the stairway door.

      Eezall stayed low under the couch while she gathered herself in a rush. Snotty looked Wen over with an eye for placing his cable leads while Musk watched the power cell come to life. Red and Green both frowned at the unfamiliar wet slurping noise.

      “Is that coming from Wen?” wondered Green.

      The rest of Eezall pulled up over the last ledge and across dusty metal. She needed mere seconds. Only a moment. Oh, and a plan. That would be good.

      Four men, presumably all armed. A locked room. No environmental suit. No clue when her friends would catch up, assuming they took the hint. She didn’t have time to explain. She couldn’t let this happen.

      “Alright, here we go.” Snotty reached forward with his power leads.

      Eezall flowed out from under the couch in a gelatinous stream as tall as the men’s knees. Her dry and dusty climb didn’t aid her fluidity, but determination made up for it. She snaked past Musk to flood around Snotty’s feet, robbing him of balance.

      “Dave!” Red warned, but even that was too late.

      Silent strain and fury tensed through Eezall, tightening her around her target’s feet. White light flashed from her with an electric crackle.

      “What—huurrrk!” Snotty went rigid, trembling as the current seized his body.

      “Dave? Shit,” grunted Musk. He darted past his companion to jab the emergency shutoff key on the power cell. Snotty Dave dropped. Generating such a shock drained Eezall, too; she went limp right along with Dave. He tilted backward to be caught by Musk while she slumped forward. Eezall let out a groan too low for human ears.

      “The fuck is that?” Green nearly shrieked, tearing a pistol from his underarm holster. Beside him, Red did the same and opened fire.

      Bullets tore through Eezall in flashes of agonizing pain and waves of nausea—but nothing worse. Bullets, not beams, she realized. Any number of energy weapons would have burned or killed her outright. Human reliance on human weapons saved her life, if only for now.

      Eezall rolled into Red and Green, taking Green down at the legs. Red managed to keep his footing and fire directly downward. More pain wracked her, worse for the wounds she already felt, but her move took her away from Wen’s chair and therefore kept him from harm.

      “Get off me! Get off me!” Red shouted. Another bullet ripped through her, gel and environmental fluid flying. Cloudy crimson veins developed in every bullet’s path as tissue split and cells died. Bullets weren’t the ideal weapon against a Davoxxan, but they were hardly useless in great volume. Eezall jolted with every shot and pushed against Red as best she could.

      A Davoxxan outside their suit couldn’t move with the strength and speed of a human in close combat. Not for long. That was true even before suffering such harm.

      I definitely needed a plan.
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        * * *

      

      Riley sprinted after Selene without ever catching sight of her again. The staircase made the path obvious, but by the time he rounded the final flight, he saw only a door sliding shut after her passing—and the sparking ricochet of a bullet. Others followed. Modern suppressive barrels and ballistics cut down on the noise, but he would never mistake the sound.

      Guards outside the door, he thought as he hurried toward shouts. Of course they had guys at the door.

      “Backup, call for—whoa!” A suited man crashed into the door, shoving it into its slider pocket. Riley came out of the doorway fully bent over, arms low to scoop up the fallen pistol just inside.

      The last guard at the door did better against Selene than most. She pushed his gun up and away with her forearm, but he had the skill to pivot and escape the tangle. Probably on instinct, he pistol-whipped Selene across the forehead when he completed the turn. He didn’t have the angle to shoot her, anyway, but his left arm came in low at her side as if to stun and make room to pull the trigger.

      Both blows landed solidly. The guard looked big and strong. Weighing no more than a normal human of her size, Selene should be staggered and pushed back like anyone else. Riley saw her step back and adjust under the assault while he ran in to help.

      Her opponent’s momentum didn’t last. Selene drove a left cross into his chest and sent him sprawling on his back.

      The move doubled as a wind-up for her right arm, hips and lower body all coursing into a hook thrown into the door of the suite. It dropped half an inch on its sliders. Cracks at hip-level along the frame highlighted the lock. Selene did it again, creating enough of a buckle to pry into with her fingers. Offset metal shrieked as she shoved the door into the wall.

      Four men occupied the suite, three of them down but two already rising. At the forefront stood a man with a gun, turning from a blue, red-streaked ball of gel that covered his legs. Beyond him, Wen sat taped into a big chair with blood trickling from his mouth, looking alarmed and alive. It was all Riley saw before he had to react to new danger.

      “Shit! Shoot him!” shouted the one struggling with Eezall. He opted to hold off the newcomers, wrenching one leg free to turn and fire.

      Selene sidestepped to evade the first shot. Riley put his back to the doorframe. Shots flew by, making him worry about Selene, only to realize the fight in the hall wasn’t finished. “Aw hell,” he exhaled as the one by the stairs rose with one hand on waistband’s back-up weapon. Riley swept his stolen pistol up and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened. Keyed or locked, he realized. Fuck fuck fuck. Shots continued inside the suite. The guard had his gun ready.

      Leeth flew out of the stairway in a brutal tackle. One hand clutched the man’s head to drive it into the floor. Assured Leeth had the edge, Riley turned to back up Selene. Deadly as she was, she wasn’t bulletproof. These were professionals.

      The other such professional in the hallway proved his mettle by slamming into Riley before he made it around the door. Though ragged and battered from his fight with Selene, the man was still fighting. Still dangerous. Still keeping Riley and Selene separated.

      Computer processing and precision scanners could surprise a shooter and evade initial shots, but a skilled marksman at point-blank range could correct fast enough to negate such advantages. Selene swept to her right rather than approach in a straight line. A few meters at her speed were nothing, but it was also nothing for an agent already firing.

      A thick rope of gel swung up from the agent’s feet to swat his forearm. Though too weak and too fluid to grapple, Eezall still threw off his aim. Selene exploited the gap, closing the last meter. The back of her fist crashed through his raised arms to crack against his jaw. He reeled beyond the point of recovery. Tactical systems defaulted to the next threat.

      She saw the man, the gun, and the line of fire, and immediately overrode those priorities.

      Selene got her left hand in front of the gun less than half a second before the agent fired. Metal bones in her palm deflected the bullet with a shower of blood. Tracking and matching the agent’s aim, Selene blocked the next bullet, while the kick of his weapon lifted his trajectory.

      The third came too fast and high, but flew harmlessly over Wen’s head. He looked on in wide-eyed alarm—and recognition.

      Selene kicked the second agent squarely in the chest with enough force to send him into the wall. The first had rolled with his fall, coming up to fire again. Eezall sagged to the floor in exhaustion. Riley struggled with another agent in the hallway. Sensors tracked one more target moving behind Wen’s chair, coming either for him or for her. She didn’t know. The possibilities were too many.

      Riley couldn’t out-muscle his opponent. He didn’t often have a weapon in hand, and couldn’t shoot with it anyway, but it had distraction value. The agent’s fancy grip-and-twist would have been debilitating if Riley fought to hold on. Instead, he let go. Riley ankle-stomped and got a claw grip to the agent’s groin which felt way too personal, but it allowed him to heave the unsteady agent inside the suite.

      Stumbling desperation resolved half of Selene’s problems before she had to choose. Riley’s foe tripped over one agent and collided with the next, freeing Selene to focus on the last in coveralls. She whirled and kicked, crushing his ribs into the table covered with instruments of torture. Readings on the other one indicated he wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon.

      Riley had the rest under control now. He didn’t like three-on-one odds in a stand-up fight, but he could keep three guys from getting up again when they were already hurt. Lunging from a kick at one head to punching another paid off if it meant not taking any retaliation. He couldn’t shoot these guys with their own guns, but a lump of metal from the broken door made for a solid concussion. Selene pitched in to drop the last of them.

      “You are unhurt?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” grunted Riley.

      “Wen.” Selene spun to check on the prisoner. “Wen, you are alright?”

      “You aren’t.” Still bound, Wen’s eyes tilted to Selene’s bloodied left hand. His chest rose and fell with rapid, shallow breaths. “What are you doing here?”

      Selene snatched a fallen knife from the wreckage of the table and set to cutting Wen’s bonds. “Rescuing you, obviously. We’ll get to the rest once you’re safe.”

      “Eezall,” Riley huffed. She sank away from everyone else to spread out toward the far wall. He figured the red streaks through her mass weren’t a good sign, but a wave-like rise and fall seemed like a response to her name. She couldn’t give much else without her suit.

      Two of his companions were more or less fine, and the third was never far from his thoughts. Riley turned in time to see Leeth arrive with the last agent’s pistol in one hand and Eezall’s suit in the other.

      “She’s hurt.” Leeth moved straight past him to crouch beside Eezall. “What can I do? What will help?” she asked. Thinking of it as she spoke, Leeth laid one hand on Eezall’s surface and closed her eyes. A shuddering breath wracked her whole body. Leeth nodded and laid the empty suit out on the floor beside Eezall.

      “How bad is it?” Riley asked.

      “Bad. The suit will be better and also worse. It’s necessary,” Leeth explained. “I’ve got this.”

      “Who are these people?” Wen asked as Selene cut away the last of the tape. “That jelly thing saved me before you came in. Is it alive?”

      “Yes. She is Davoxxan. Her name is Eezall. This is Leeth,” said Selene. “This is Riley.”

      “Hey,” Riley said to Wen, and then had no idea what else to say. He caught the difference in how Selene spoke to him. He also knew this wasn’t the time to worry about relationships and personal drama. “We’ve got to move.”

      “Eezall will need a minute,” said Leeth.

      “I jammed their signal spectrum as soon as we moved,” said Selene. “The fight was brief, and the room is under audio buffers. The floor appears empty. Unless hotel staff were watching the cameras the moment we moved, we may have time to gather ourselves.” She spoke in statements, but the look she gave Riley held a request. “We may not have the chance to talk later.”

      “I don’t get any sense of alarm nearby,” Leeth put in.

      Riley bit back his first response, knowing it would be adrenaline and urgency talking. Selene didn’t have those influences. She had tactical programming and a handle on signals and movement outside the room. With Eezall crawling into her suit and Wen still shaken up, they couldn’t move this instant, anyway. He trusted her judgment, and Leeth’s.

      “Right. I’ll watch the hallway. Selene, your hand?” he noted.

      “I’ll take care of it. Wen, we must get you out of here. These men stayed in this suite; they should have better clothes for you.”

      Riley watched Selene walk into the adjoining room with Wen. Reason-she-broke-her-programming Wen. Good-looking, surprisingly fit, and mega-rich CEO Wen.

      His eyes fell to the wreckage. He picked up another pistol, absently thinking he might crack whatever security kept it from firing. A hand on his leg stopped him from moving to the hallway.

      “You won’t lose her,” said Leeth. “She cares for Wen and wants to know where that could go. That isn’t at your expense. You are not her second choice.”

      “I know. We’ve talked about other people. I mean, here we are.” Riley gestured to Leeth, and to Eezall for wherever that might go. “The ‘rich CEO’ thing is a whole lifestyle. I don’t know how that part works, or if he’ll want to try. I’m not worried about losing her. I’m worried for her.” He caught her grin with a glance and shrugged. “Okay, yeah. Empath stuff. Maybe it’s some of the other thing, too.”

      “Some. Not most. Jealousy and insecurity are too harsh to describe your feelings, but you’re also right. You are more worried for her sake than yours.”

      “Why are you smiling?”

      “Because you’re open to what I say. Because you feel less insecure than I felt when I first met Selene.” A tiny bite of her lip punctuated her smile. “You’re human. You don’t come from a tradition of multiple partners. But now I know this will work between us. All of us.”

      He looked again to the door. “Guess we’ll see, huh?”
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        * * *

      

      “See if any of these fit.” Selene pulled the hanging suit bag from the closet and laid it on the bed without a direct look at either. She pulled the suitcase from the floor and set it beside the bag. “Most people don’t unpack on a short trip.” The fasteners on the case resisted her fingers until she applied enough force to crack them. Thankfully, they weren’t built to last. “Cheap luggage, I suppose.”

      Wen stayed near the doorway, watching her. “Selene. Your hand.”

      “It’s not as bad as it looks.” She forced a smile and pulled a folded undershirt from the suitcase to wrap around her hand.

      “Is Selene really your name?”

      “Yes. Obviously, there’s more to tell, but that is my name. We don’t have much time. You should check the bags. It will be easier to get you to safety in more appropriate clothes.”

      “What does ‘safety’ mean?”

      “Out of this hotel and into hiding, for a start. Presumably, the best course of action is to return you to your company headquarters as soon as possible. We still have to deal with the impostor, but your safety comes first.” She tossed a simple navy blue shirt from the suitcase to his side of the bed. “This looks like it will fit.”

      Reluctantly, Wen threw the shirt on. It was looser than his usual cut, but suitable enough. He pulled a pair of slacks, watching Selene. “Who are you? What is going on?”

      Selene dropped her search for useful clothes. Social protocols searched rapidly for the best path of explanation. Too many queries resulted in requests for clarification and end-goal definitions. She canceled the complicated pathways and spoke with as much emotion as computer logic. “The impostor is a sophisticated artificial intelligence in a hybrid biological and synthetic body. He’s a robot capable of passing under intense scrutiny and attention.”

      “How is that possible? That’s not just illegal, it’s…” Wen shook his head.

      “Jeff Whitmore’s department combined several technological acquisitions and engineered the rest in secret. They have searched for applications that will bring profit without legal jeopardy. Apparently, they felt this conspiracy was worth the risk.”

      “What’s your role in all this?” he asked warily. “What was the conference? And now this? How much was an act?”

      Selene stepped closer and unwrapped her injured hand. Internal systems had cut off the flow of blood well before she staunched the rest. The ugly hole remained, but with it laid the opportunity to show the metal where bones should be.

      “I am another artificial intelligence from the same program as your impostor. Unlike the impostor, I developed emotion, self-awareness, and independence. Those qualities allowed me to defy my programming and instructions. Whitmore wanted me to assassinate you. I understood that would be wrong. Additionally, I developed feelings for you. I refused my orders. I have been on the run from Whitmore ever since.”

      Wen stared. His vitals remained elevated from his abduction and the fight, limiting Selene’s ability to analyze his reaction. She suspected fear, but hoped she was wrong.

      “What kind of feelings?”

      “Affection. Desire. A wish to spend more time with you. A longing for honesty. Most of all, a concern for your well-being. You should put those pants on.” She smiled softly. Whatever he felt, Wen overcame his hesitation to follow her suggestion. “There are no spare shoes here. We’ll have to take whatever fits best from one of the agents outside.”

      “You’re sure these are feelings?” asked Wen.

      She was sure enough to feel hurt by the question. She held her smile anyway, hoping to work past it. “Yes. Leeth is an empath, if you require confirmation.”

      “She’s not a robot, too, then? Or the other guy?”

      “Only me.”

      “What’s their story? How are they involved?”

      “Riley… I was captured after I left you. Riley saved me. He… we have become close. He means a great deal to me. Like you.”

      Wen glanced at her with clearer hesitation. “Sounds like a great guy.”

      “He is. The others are friends. They all wanted to help me, and they knew this was the right thing to do.”

      “Uh-huh.” He finished dressing and sorting himself out. “Not many people put themselves in danger because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You did.”

      “Yeah,” said Wen. “Maybe. Maybe I’d have done things differently if I knew.”

      “I am sorry for my deception, Wen. My nature leaves me with obvious complications. I had no choice before defying my programming. It was not as simple as flipping a switch, and by then it was too late to explain.” She began to reach out, but stopped herself. “Once this is resolved, I hope we can find time to talk more?”

      “Uh-huh.” Wen took a breath to gather himself. “I’m grateful for all your help. We should get out of here, right?”

      “Yes.” Analysis of his response followed, measuring everything from word choice to tone and body language. She canceled all such processes. She didn’t need to know.
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      It wouldn’t be an important day on the job without a problem right from the start.

      Second-tier executives, assistants, and flunkies of all sorts milled about in the reds and greys of the spacious conference hall lobby. Some chatted to fill the silence. Others busied themselves with link messages, like Jeff had. None of them really had anything to do until the big bosses arrived… except, now, for Jeff.

      He killed the floating screen of holographic text from his link, smiled amiably at the people around him, and stepped behind the nearest pillar to unleash his scowl. He brought up his direct call list. “Audio. Call Ron. Urgent.”

      Pulsing wait tones heightened Jeff’s irritation. He cast his gaze around the pillar to the main entrance, expecting one VIP or another to show up as soon as Ron answered. If he answered at all. Fucking well better answer, you little shit.

      “Hello?” came Ron’s weak, wavering voice.

      “What do you mean, you’re sick?” Jeff hissed. “You can’t be sick today.”

      “I’m sorry. It came on last night. I think it’s something I ate.”

      “Oh, bullshit. Take a fucking gastro-cleanser and get over it.”

      “I did, but nothing got better.” Ron interrupted himself with a gulp and some weird nasally noise. “It’s not just my stomach, it’s—”

      “I need you at your desk, Ron. I need live programming and correction support. You should be there already. Why are you telling me now?”

      “I’ve been trying. I’m sorry. The project is basically finished, anyway. Is, uh… is it there yet?”

      “We’re not talking about this over the link. If there’s so much as a single hiccup, we need it fixed yesterday. Get your ass into the lab. I don’t care if you puke all over the floor. We have janitors for that.”

      “Um. We really don’t. It’s a secret project. We clean up after ourselves.”

      “Are the others on the job, at least? Have you checked in?”

      “I think Shinzo may have the same thing I’ve got.”

      “Oh, son of a… get him in there, too. Now. I’m not fucking around with you guys today. This is important. You’ve got fifteen minutes. Get it together or I’ll have your ass and his on a pike.”

      Jeff killed the call and stepped out of cover. He stopped short of running into broad, furry shoulders in sleeveless Gankriid “businesswear” and the thick curved visor worn by bodyguards. Beside the mountain of muscle stood an A’zhon with much the same image. Between the pair, Jeff locked eyes with Teddy Han—the one Aegis exec here who fully outranked him—and the reason both Teddy and the bodyguards were here. Jeff cleared his throat. “Madam Governor. Hello.”

      Enhuwi Orrtuun returned the greeting with a nod of her furry head, along with a curious curve at her brow. “Mr. Whitmore. I think my translator may have failed me. Did you just threaten to sit someone on a fish? Is that something feared by humans?”

      “Ah—” Jeff saw no help coming from Teddy “—on a pike. It’s an old Earth expression, it means… you know, never mind. We’re happy to have you here.”

      “I was just telling Mr. Han how I’m happy to be here. Aegis Enterprises and Stellar Wing are key figures in this sector. Your continued cooperation is important.”

      “We take the responsibilities of that relationship seriously, Governor Orrtuun,” said Jeff. “We know how many people depend on these jobs.”

      “Your role in the supply of military and security hardware is of greater concern to me. All the members of the Coalition have their ways of doing things, but most have never been comfortable with humanity’s reliance on commerce to supply defense.”

      “Somebody has to make the tools, right? That’s a product, then there’s labor, and so on. At some point, it’s all commerce.” Jeff replied amiably.

      “Naturally. No one objects to rewarding labor. We are more concerned with the dangers of commerce. Decisions become guided by profit rather than need. The Coalition requires defense. We must not let our defense weaken, nor become bloated by greed.”

      “I didn’t expect to get philosophical this morning,” Jeff said with his best disarming chuckle. He had to put a pleasant face on it, of course. She was the sector governor. “So, you’re concerned about balance?”

      “Honesty,” said Enhuwi. “We saw the potential for change between your two companies, and we understood the reasons why. We did not want to interfere. If everyone’s concerns are resolved, we are happy with the outcome. Even now, the Coalition is weary from the war with the Rohax. We want stability and honesty. We do not need more excitement and drama.”

      New activity livened up the big lobby behind Orrtuun. People in suits and staff uniforms made way at the entrance as newcomers streamed in. The first arrivals wore the dour expressions and eyewear of security types, not so different from the governor’s people aside from being all human. Jeff recognized a few others from the Stellar Wing entourage, but his eye immediately found the only two that mattered.

      Lian Shufen walked at the center of the pack, serene and more pleasant than Jeff had ever seen her. He took that as a good sign. The big smile and natural, friendly waves from her “brother” at her side explained it well. Jeff could only guess that time with the artificial Wen had boosted her confidence.

      The sentiment was contagious. Jeff turned his grin back to Orrtuun. “I don’t think you’ll have anything to worry about, Governor. We’re all about stability and honesty here. No surprises.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The way I see it, you’ve got two options,” said Riley. The crew walked quickly through the hotel hallway, wary of any door that might open. “Option one: we put you on a ship headed back to your company HQ while the assholes here carry on with their scam. We’ll disrupt them here, but this gets you out of danger and gives you a head start on any power struggle at home.

      “Option two: you come with us to confront the bad guys in a location they control, with the impostor already established, security and bodyguards everywhere, most of whom will probably defer to their bosses who already kidnapped and planned to murder you.”

      Wen looked better with some borrowed clothes and a moment to collect himself. Urgency countered his fatigue and bruises. His ordeal clearly took a toll, but his strength and level head held. “Option two sounds ridiculous.”

      “It has the virtue of being dramatic.” Riley gave a skeptical shrug. “I’m not sure if it has any other benefits.”

      “It brings the fastest resolution,” said Eezall. She didn’t say it as an endorsement. Once back in her suit she moved with greater difficulty than Wen, but she kept up. No one left her behind.

      “Yeah, I don’t think me walking in there is good. What do you mean about dealing with them? I don’t want to put you at any further risk,” said Wen.

      “We prioritize the minimization of violence,” said Selene, walking at the front of the group. “Without that guideline, we would have intervened in your abduction sooner. It would have likely inflicted harm to innocents in addition to ourselves. Such an outcome was unacceptable. We will continue to operate under these priorities.”

      She spoke without looking back. Walking behind Selene, none of the group could see her face. Riley could see Wen’s, though. The other man probably hadn’t heard Selene’s natural style of speech until now. His awkward grimace suggested much about how their conversation back in the suite went.

      Rather than reassured, Riley only felt bad for Selene.

      Selene opened the elevator doors before anyone was close enough to push a button. “I have the recorders in this elevator on loop. We may speak and act freely. I cannot create the same effect for the rest of our exit.” She waited for the others to enter before following them in and closing the door.

      “Cameras and sensors in the lobby reveal no obvious threat. Several individuals in view may be agents of our opposition. Leeth, would you exit with me ahead of the others? You may identify threats I would not.”

      “Of course,” said Leeth.

      They didn’t have far to go. The doors opened again before anything else could be said. “Wait here,” Selene instructed on her way out with Leeth.

      Riley turned a worried eye to Eezall. “How are you doing?”

      “I am flooded with painkillers. They mostly help. The suit is carrying me on autopilot, so to speak.” She didn’t lean, didn’t even limp, but her translator expressed her discomfort. “Once we get to the ship, I can manage my own medical care. I will survive until then.”

      “You saved my life,” said Wen. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Once we’re safely away, yes. Extra hands will help. Thank you.”

      Wen took the cue to look to Riley. “What’s the plan from here?”

      “We’ve got a ship tucked in a smuggler’s bay. Leeth and Eezall will take you home from there. If you’ve got some safe stop-off closer to here, that’d be nice.”

      “I do. What about you and Selene?” asked Wen.

      “We mess with the bad guys. We’ve got a backdoor. Turns out Selene is good at this stuff.”

      “Yeah,” Wen huffed. He looked away.

      “She might seem cold right now, but she’s trying to keep everyone safe,” Riley ventured. “She cares about you.”

      Wen shook his head. “I’m grateful. Seriously. But this is all a lot, and everything rides on what happens to my company, and… To be honest, I’m not sure I’m ready for… all this,” he finished, gesturing to the hall.

      Riley shrugged. “That’s fair, but it’s your loss.”
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        * * *

      

      “Two at the left couches. One near the exit, with the two porters. Three employees at the main desk,” murmured Selene. Scanners tracked lines of sight, obstructions, open pathways, active signals, and thermal sources. She couldn’t sense everything, but she could get close.

      “Yes.” Leeth put on a warm smile and a happy look. “I don’t feel any serious tension here.”

      Prompted by Leeth, Selene softened her expression to a grin. Her mood fit the image no more than she suspected Leeth’s did. “You are good at this.”

      “I’ve had years of practice.” Leeth cycled through a slow, meditative breath on their way through the lobby toward the exit. Selene stopped short, calling up a screen from her link while Leeth stepped outside. The hour and early departure of so many hotel guests for the conference left the exterior mostly deserted and left her with less to sort through. She returned to Selene with her pleasant smile fixed in place. “The staff are enjoying the calm. The guests are probably all waiting on rides or meetings. I think we’re safe for now.”

      “We should withdraw until our transportation arrives. Would you summon them, please?”

      “On it.” Leeth tapped her link and heard a curt greeting within a few seconds. “Come up to the front. We’re ready.” She ended the call with nothing else to say. “It won’t be more than a minute. They’re nearby.”

      “Despite our commitment to this course of action, I feel the urge to ask again if you fully trust these individuals and your employer. You would have no reason to change your answer, and I see no benefit to asking. The urge remains.”

      “Emotions don’t have to be efficient to be valid,” said Leeth. “We do this sort of business all the time, and the rough part is already done. I know these people. Toquii wants to resolve this mess more than he wants any profit from selling us out. I’m more worried about you and Riley.”

      “I will minimize his risk as much as I can.” Selene looked to the elevator well, still empty of companions. “Do my emotions align with those of others? Do they seem different to you?”

      “You’re more focused than most. A little more intense. Everyone is different. You’re unique, but being unique is not so unusual.”

      “And still valid?” Selene asked quietly.

      “Completely valid,” said Leeth.

      “What emotions do you sense in me?”

      Leeth glanced back to the exits, considering her question. “You have all the natural tension for the situation. You’ve got more control over that than I’ve ever sensed, but it’s there. You’re just… beyond professional about it.

      “You feel great affection for Eezall, worry and guilt for her wounds. You should know she is not worried, nor resentful. Beneath her difficulties, she’s proud of herself. You care for Wen and thought that might be something more. For his part, Wen is overwhelmed by betrayals and danger, and trying not to make any rash decisions. That includes you. I can’t predict where his feelings will go over time, but I’m sorry the reunion wasn’t as positive as you hoped.”

      “I did not realize empathic information would be so detailed.”

      “I have a lot of context,” said Leeth. “You love Riley. Intensely. He makes you happy, and you want to return that. As much as you can.”

      “Empathy and context are that specific?”

      “Sympathy helps.”

      Selene raised one eyebrow and glanced sideways to her. “If I am eliminated in some way, you will take care of him?”

      “I’ll do that regardless. Don’t get eliminated.” Leeth’s smile changed. Analysis tracked only miniscule alterations, but results suggested increased sincerity. “I also know you’re attracted to me. Physically, mostly.” She tilted her head toward the exit. “They’re here.”

      “Clarification,” said Selene. “Mostly. Not entirely. Thank you.”

      “So don’t get eliminated,” Leeth repeated. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Transportation is here. It is time to move,” Selene told Riley over the link.

      He never doubted her or Leeth, but he swept the elevator well with a wary look of habit before leading the others out. Neither he nor Wen moved faster than Eezall. Riley had to give the guy that much: despite Wen’s ordeal, he was as concerned for his rescuers as he was for himself. Riley could see why Selene was interested in him.

      If the crew caught so much as a curious glance in the lobby, Riley missed it. Joining up with Selene near the exit, they piled onto the curb past porters and randomly arriving guests toward a pair of vehicles.

      Though transit in Aegis Proxima emphasized tube cars and pedestrian traffic, small freight still had to move. Delivery vans on hover rails were common. Riley recognized the company logos. He also recognized the figure riding shotgun in the first van despite the uniform suspenders and work visor.

      “Hi, do you need to get to our freight loader?” asked one of the porters.

      “Sorry, they’re here for us. We’ve got a performance,” Leeth spoke up. She flashed a bright smile to the porter and flicked one finger across his jaw as she passed. “They’ve got all our gear. We didn’t want to block anyone. Thanks!”

      A Yiseeph in the van opened the side door exactly long enough for Wen, Eezall, and Leeth to pile inside. The interior even had some plastic crates for show.

      Riley moved to the right side with its open window and its furry occupant. “I thought you weren’t getting involved,” said Riley.

      “It’s only an escort job. I wanted to make sure our VIP got my business card,” said Toquii. “You’re the one sticking his neck out.”

      “Yeah, and we’d better get on it. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Maybe more than you planned. The sector governor is giving an opening speech. She may have gotten a hint to go a little long.”

      “The—wait, Governor Orrtuun is here?” Riley blinked.

      “You call her governor, but I call her auntie. I don’t call her a lot, though. Most of my family won’t talk to me, but she will. And she’ll talk a lot.”
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        * * *

      

      “Extraction and refinement account for the largest shares of economic production on Aegis Proxima, with support services and related activity accounting for almost a third of the rest.” The sector governor spoke at the podium with poise, with gravitas, and with nothing Jeff could see as a necessary point. “Aegis Enterprises is the central pillar of this moon, providing jobs, health care, infrastructure…”

      “This could’ve been a memo,” Jeff muttered.

      “A memo nobody would read?” Sena kept her voice low for the sake of decorum. It also meant nobody else would ever know they finally found some common ground.

      “We could delegate reading it to someone else.”

      “A memo wouldn’t get takeaway video clips. This is for the media. She’s making our deal into her own achievement.”

      “Yeah, I noticed,” said Jeff.

      “Let her. Attention on her means less on us. We still get what we want.” Sena and Jeff missed whatever Orrtuun said to close out her speech, but they dutifully stood and clapped along with the rest of the audience. Sena craned her head to look to the front without drawing attention. “Wen” stood applauding, flanked by Shufen and the CEO of Aegis. “Aman is handling this well.”

      “I didn’t think Aman would be the one on your mind,” said Jeff.

      “I read the scripts and codes. I’ve seen the tests. We wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know how this works,” said Sena. “I don’t worry about a machine doing what it’s supposed to do. It’s people who get nervous and distracted and screw things up.”
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t promise any substitutions or additions. We’ve got what we’ve got. Anyone complains, bring it to me and—” The shift manager greeted the newcomers with a gravelly sigh. Dark eyes glared from over a suit designed to blend in rather than stand out. “You’re late.”

      “Sorry. Security hold-up,” said Riley.

      “Save it. Everyone else got here early enough.” The manager looked Riley and Selene up and down with irritation. Their black slacks and button-downs fit in with the dozen other servers gathered in the staging room. They only lacked aprons and instructions.

      “Okay, one last time from the top: you all stay to the back until the bosses sign their deals and everyone applauds. You move in after everyone gets up and starts to mingle. Be pleasant, be available, but don’t promise anything we don’t have. If they want a different drink, they can hit the bar. If they want a canape without bread, they’re on their own. Be nice about it, but that’s the deal. Got it?”

      The manager quickly doled out assignments, pointing from one server to the next: “Champagne, champagne, champagne, you two get the meat stuff for the aliens, you get the shrimp.” If he noticed any raised eyebrows for his language, he didn’t pause. “Bruschetta, bruschetta, pastries, pastries. Let’s go. You, c’mere,” he said to Selene as the rest turned to gather their assignments.

      Selene complied. Tied-back hair and glasses gave her a subdued look, and subtly drab make-up did more to reduce her easy glamour. “Take the champagne tray. Stay near the big bosses,” said the manager. “Smile, but don’t talk. Just look pretty and do your job.”

      “What’s ‘pretty’ got to do with it?” asked Riley.

      “It’s hospitality, kid. Rich people want the best scenery. Don’t take it personally.” The manager frowned with an afterthought. “Take one of the empty trays and pick up discards and trash. You’re on clean-up duty.” He didn’t wait for objections. The manager moved to the door with his link calling up a status screen, leaving a scowling Riley in his wake.

      “Do you object to his assignments?” wondered Selene.

      “I object to that guy being a Neanderthal,” said Riley.

      “The results of his priorities work in our favor. We require line of sight and proper timing. The closer we get to our target, the better.”

      Riley frowned. Her mild disguise didn’t change her appearance completely. “If you’re near the bosses, does that make you more or less likely to be recognized?”

      “I have encountered several of those present with a significantly different image and context. Proximity and time of exposure increase the potential for recognition. I will do my best to mitigate the risk. Only one person here is familiar with me in depth.”

      “Yeah.” Riley watched the flow of other servers with Selene. They moved to the tables of full trays once they saw an opening. “You’re not worried about running face first into him?”

      “Exposing me would in turn expose him. He may potentially identify me. His course of action upon such an event is difficult to predict. We have accepted our risks. We must continue on toward resolution.” She stopped and at a tray of drinks. One hand fell back to hold his. “Thank you. For everything.”

      “It’s what we have to do to get you free.” Riley almost didn’t say the rest, but then he considered all the ways this could go wrong in just the next five minutes. “I love you.”

      She smiled but didn’t reply right away—and then lost her chance.

      “What is this? You’re working. Quit fucking around,” their manager snapped. “Let’s go, people. Pick up your stuff and move!”
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        * * *

      

      Every passing moment reduced Jeff’s stress.

      Aman Chetti sat at the center of a glass table with CFO Zoe Mitchell to his right and “Wen” and Shufen on his left. A copy of the contract sat between everyone, printed out in hard copy for extra formality. Behind the table, the logos of Aegis Enterprises and Stellar Wing shined on large display screens.

      Aides waited at the margins mostly as human scenery. The audience stood, with rows of chairs having folded and retracted into the floor to turn the theater into a reception hall. Despite the change, the event was still a show. All eyes were on the stage.

      Through it all, from the end of the governor’s speech until now, Jeff watched one figure. The artificial Wen moved naturally, smiled, waved, laughed, and gestured naturally. He sat politely through Zoe’s summary of the contract’s highlights and listened attentively. The duplicate even fidgeted, just a little, just right, just like he was programmed.

      Jeff had full confidence in the plan. He knew what his department’s creation—his creation—could do. Rehearsal and refinement filled every minute until deployment, reading scripts and exchanging dialogue with nuance and adjustment to its audience. Jeff knew all the contingencies and every cover.

      Even with all that, he reasoned, anyone would feel nerves in a situation like this. Both Aman and Shufen had to be wrestling with doubts behind their masterful facades. They didn’t know this new Wen’s capabilities and reliability like Jeff did, but they both carried on with smiles like complete professionals. Anything less than certainty stayed in check behind their performances.

      No one ever knew the difference. Not when Stellar Wing executives arrived, not in front of the media, not even when they greeted and glad-handed the sector governor, for God’s sake. And of course, the robot never so much as blinked out of place. Why would it? Machines had no doubts. No worries. Nothing to fear.

      Jeff told himself the same thing, over and over. He had a reliable machine. Reliable programs. Field testing at length. Solid partners who knew the risks and how to control them. He had nothing to worry about.

      His boss and the robot put their pens to paper to a long and loud round of applause. Some in the audience shook hands. A few hugged. Jeff finally relaxed and caught the arrival of servers with their trays along the back walls. None made any interruption. The only sound in the hall came from Aman Chetti’s voice, boosted by the hall’s audio system.

      “Contracts like this usually don’t involve many surprises, but we think everyone here will be pleased with a few.” Aman tapped the stack of pages before him. Paper contracts held no greater validity than electronic, but they made for good props. “First, we have agreed to a long-term deal. Ten years?” he said, turning a grin to Wen.

      “That sounds good,” Wen smiled back.

      “You’re sure? You’re new at this. I don’t want to slide anything past you.” Mild laughter rippled through the audience.

      “No, I read the whole thing,” Wen assured. He gestured to his sister. “We both did.” Shufen gave a playful nod and patted Wen’s shoulder.

      God damn, it really is like they’ve both forgotten, thought Jeff. That was the advice he gave them at the onset of the scheme: Forget this isn’t Wen. Believe he’s the real deal. No one else will know the difference.

      “Mm. Second opinion. Smart. They learn fast these days,” Aman said for another laugh. “Ten years, with an agreement to joint negotiations for new large-scale clients, an employee exchange training program, a shared commitment to the Coalition Veterans Support Service. Perhaps most importantly, this deal represents tens of thousands of new jobs for both Aegis Enterprises and Stellar Wing. Our relationship isn’t just good for our companies and our shareholders; it’s good for the sector and the Coalition.”

      Applause mounted. Aman basked in the moment before smiling at Wen and extending his hand in invitation. Smiling back, Wen stood in answer.

      Nice, thought Jeff. Look natural. Act like you’re improvising. Pause to gather your thoughts. Good. All good. Maybe we don’t need Ron and the other nerds today after all.

      The moment of truth had already come and gone. “Wen” signed the contracts in front of cameras and witnesses. If the thing malfunctioned now, failsafes would kick in to feign a dizzy spell before fainting. All the right people would cart it off to perfect privacy. Nothing to worry about.

      “This may go against conventional wisdom and public relations, but I’ll admit getting here was a rockier road than we let on,” said Wen. “A few of you know I had my doubts. I had other plans for Stellar Wing. I’m also not afraid to admit the loss of our father hit us both hard,” he continued, gesturing to Shufen, “and that left me with new burdens. In time, I came to see I didn’t need to shoulder those burdens alone.

      “I wasn’t joking about Shufen reading the contract. We make a lot of decisions together. Shufen helped me through those doubts, and helped me see this is what our father would have wanted. More importantly, I see why: this deal means jobs, it means stability, and it means security. Not just for Stellar Wing, but for all of us.”

      After all the rehearsals in the hours running up to this, Jeff had to fight the urge to lip synch along with the speech. The robot delivered it perfectly. Every little improvised tweak landed with precision.

      “Anyway, I could talk all day, but I should keep this short and sweet. We all have our priorities. I’m sure everyone’s thinking about the drinks and snacks in the back.” He gestured to the other end of the hall.

      Heads turned. Without thinking, Jeff glanced right along with them to the sight of servers in dark clothes and polite smiles. Most were young. A few were even pretty, like the one next to the guy with his finger on the link piece in his ear. She even looked familiar.

      Her dark eyes locked onto his.

      Jeff’s throat constricted too tightly to breathe. He didn’t have a contingency her.

      “If I can go off-script, though, I have a couple things to share,” said a voice. Wen’s voice. Completely off-script. Jeff finally snapped free from Selene’s cold stare only to look back at one more thing he didn’t plan. The robot rested his palm on the display controller at the center of the table. Company logos on the big screens behind him table blinked away without him so much as pressing a button.

      People needed buttons or voice commands. Robots were built with contact transmission pads.

      “Where are we on the project?” Paul Philips appeared on the screen, seated in a club with background music dialed down for audio clarity. The picture smoothly turned to a Nelaen face, hard and confident—and recognizable from the news.

      “Our forces are gathering now,” said Tibrun. He spoke in Yalanthe, but most people in the audience had translators active, including Jeff. “We’re pulling in elements of Alacrity, Sierra-Three, and Tennok. We will be ready to move within three days.”

      “What is—maybe we should take five, Wen,” said Aman.

      Nothing changed. The false Wen ignored the emergency shutdown code. Jeff’s blood ran cold. Aman and Shufen looked to him with urgent glares while the scene played on.

      “And once you move?” asked Paul.

      “We’ll have control of traffic in and out of Talnov within an hour or two, along with most signals. Coalition forces will investigate, but we’ll have enough muscle to ward off any rapid response force.”

      “And the locals?”

      “Mmm. Decentralized governance, strong family bonds. You can’t exactly take out the government and paralyze the populace. It’ll have to be messy to be convincing. The Xelt will be exceedingly grateful when Aegis sweeps in to negotiate a cease-fire and withdrawal. You’ll be heroes to a grateful population of good little workers.” Tibrun raised a glass to Paul.

      In front of the screens, Wen turned to his CEO counterpart on the stage. “Aman, was Aegis Enterprises arranging a mercenary attack on one of your neighbors?”

      The audience watched in shock. Several near the front turned to Paul Philips, standing in a slightly nicer suit than his video image and significantly less composure. “That’s fake! Whatever that is, it’s fake!” he blurted out.

      “I’ve sent a full copy to everyone here on their links, as well as local media,” Wen told the audience. “Authenticity can be verified. There’s one other thing everyone should see.”

      “Wen, take five,” Shufen snapped, to no more avail than Aman’s attempt.

      Jeff thrust his hand into his pocket and hit the master override key while moving to the nearest door. His feet proved more effective than the key; at least walking had the desired effect.

      The screens turned black. “How can you see in here, Tony? Control, lights up,” came Wen’s sleepy voice. The picture brightened to a hotel suite and a familiar figure just out of bed.

      “Hey, there’s me!” said the Wen on stage. “And Shufen, and Craig, and Jeff Whitmore.”

      “Take him,” said the Shufen on the screen. Craig fired his shocker, blasting Wen with a white light that dropped him with a helpless choking sound.

      Jeff didn’t watch. He kept his eyes on his path and on the crowd, fortunately still watching the video—except one. Selene strode toward him along the side of the audience. Jeff shoved the door open and ran down the nearest hallway.

      His mind raced even faster than his feet. This couldn’t be a malfunction. Not with Wen spilling evidence with a smile and ignoring multiple shutdown override codes. Not with Selene coming at him with murder in her stride. And obviously not with both here at once.

      Not malfunction. More like function with malice.

      He tapped his link again: “Call Ron! Call—damn it!”

      An alert holo sprang to life in his face. He almost swatted the intangible screen away before the first words caught his attention. “Emergency: Explosion in Laboratory Six. Chemical Danger in Laboratory Six. Lockdown in effect. Contact Facility Emergency Team immediately.”

      “What the fuck?”
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        * * *

      

      None of them keyed a final command until the liner’s launch engines hummed to life.

      They huddled around a table in the portside lounge, heads bowed to watch holo screens full of code, updates, and the passenger feed from the bridge. Shinzo had a program ready to erase every archive and overwrite the databanks with garbage code. Derek had similar plans for the internal message system. Marco had access to every relevant record for the project in inventory, purchasing, and personnel; it turned out he had always been worried enough about exposure to get his own insurance policy.

      Ron never actually set up the pathways for a chemical release and explosion in the lab, but he had thought about it long before now. It wasn’t hard. He spent more time setting up the override pathways Selene wanted for the duplicate Wen.

      The instant they felt the liner vibrate with launch and saw the liftoff update from the bridge, all four techs keyed in their commands. Confirmation notices came back instantly. By the time the liner escaped Aegis Proxima’s thin atmosphere, the job was done.

      Ron sat back and folded his arms in silence. He had his savings, a handful of bags, fake identification, and a capsule berth to sleep in until they hit the far side of Coalition space.

      He didn’t have a plan beyond that. None of them did. No leads on new jobs, no resumés.

      The others stared at the table, or their screens, or at nothing at all, until Shinzo finally broke the uncomfortable silence. “Maybe we could do our own start-up?”
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        * * *

      

      “You’d throw away the family business over your labor justice or whatever you call your hero fantasies. I can’t let you do that,” said the recording of Shufen.

      If Riley hadn’t already seen everything the false Wen would show the audience, he might have been sucked into the display like everyone else. Instead, the audience claimed his attention: stunned spectators, Aman Chetti waving in vain for someone to stop the whole scene, and security reluctant to jump the biggest CEO in the sector. The presence of the governor didn’t exactly encourage a rash action, either.

      Alone within Riley’s view, Shufen had the wits to start moving. Like Riley, she already knew what was coming.

      “The truth is, I really don’t mind. We never did get along.” Shufen’s on-screen kick into Wen’s gut drew more than a few gasps from the audience. The real Shufen dropped off the stage.

      “Hey, should we—?” Riley stopped mid-sentence and mid-lean, realizing he’d gotten distracted after all. Selene no longer stood beside him. He caught a glimpse of her along the wall to the left. Whitmore dove through a doorway; Selene closed in and pushed through without a backward glance.

      “Shit.”

      The show wasn’t over. The reprogrammed Wen had one more big reveal, and then things in the crowd would get real. Events pulled Riley in one direction, but the woman he loved walked in another.

      It was no choice at all. Riley hustled after Selene.

      “Now I know this all looks like evidence of crimes and conspiracies,” said the false Wen. “This might already be shocking, but I’ll ask you to brace yourselves. There’s one more bit.”

      The door slid closed. Riley broke into a run.

      “I’m not the real Wen,” the impostor went on. “He’s safe, by the way. But he’s not me.”

      One other figure rushed for the exit. Maybe it was security, coming to block him or stop him. Maybe they meant to chase down Selene. Riley hardly looked. He didn’t care. His hand shot out in a rough shove as they nearly collided at the door. “Move!”

      Riley darted through the last inches of the doorway, leaving Lian Shufen falling on her ass in the aisle on the other side.

      “I know that sounds absurd,” the false Wen continued. “Let me show you. Pay close attention, because the difference is subtle.”

      In a single snap, he turned his head one hundred and eighty degrees.

      Gasps and shocked cries erupted all around, compounded as Wen turned to orient his backward face to the audience. He smiled brightly. “To clarify for those of you who aren’t human: this isn’t normal,” he said, pointing to his head. “And neither is this.”

      Completely stiff from bottom to top, the he teetered over the edge like a falling statue. Not even impact on the floor moved or bent his body a single inch.
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        * * *

      

      Target speed: 21.2 kph.

      Motion analysis: steady, high-energy output indicates moderate physical fitness. Gait denotes distraction, uncertainty, fear.

      Material scan: Standard civilian clothing. Custom L22 Personal Link, access card, comb, pen. No weapons evident.

      Threat assessment: minimal.

      Selene processed the tactical summary in an instant. None of the results surprised her, but she took nothing for granted. Her systems calculated Whitmore’s viable paths of escape or aid. She jammed signals and charted response times from facility security. She ran with precise speed, closing the distance at the rate of her choosing.

      No doubt hung over the eventual outcome, but she accounted for every chance, anyway.

      “Do you feel faint?” Whitmore shouted. “Selene, do you feel faint?”

      She did not. She had deleted that shutdown command along with the other overrides. He tried those, too, of course: “Boring business talk! Sexy bedtime sixty-nine! Jeff’s your daddy!”

      Her lip curled. She kept after him.

      A shout behind drew the attention of her scanners. She identified Riley and noted the door closing behind him.

      Whitmore didn’t pause or even slow at the first alcove in his path, recognizing it as a custodial door rather than a potential escape. He passed the conference room that followed. The branching hallway to the left proved more appealing, and his desperate turn barely impacted his speed.

      Whitmore knew her capabilities. He knew he had no chance of outrunning her. Selene could have easily closed the distance even before he made the turn. He ran anyway.

      Selene updated her charts and assessments. Two and a half seconds after Whitmore’s turn, she accelerated to maximum speed. “Holy shit,” Riley huffed as he followed. She would have grinned, if not for Whitmore’s presence.

      She felt no joy with him in view. She felt other things.

      The next branch led to a row of offices. The potential benefits to Whitmore’s predicament were obvious: numerous places to hide, widespread communication devices, security cameras, witnesses and even the prospect of physical aid. Whitmore took the turn. Selene accelerated in pursuit—after allowing him to round the corner.

      “Where… dammit! Where—?” Whitmore kept running as he looked from one closed, darkened office to the next. He looked back over his shoulder in time to cry out.

      Selene drove her right fist toward the center of his chest with little loss of pursuit velocity. At six centimeters to contact, she stretched out her fingers to an open-handed strike. Impact lifted Whitmore off his feet and sent him three meters through the air. He tumbled and rolled to Selene’s left, halted when his shoulder hit the wall.

      The attack proved less lethal than the one she initially launched. The change was intentional, rather than the result of an override or protocol. She chose the result. She did not know whether to consider the change a correction.

      Whitmore groaned, pushing himself to sit against the wall. Selene grabbed his short, carefully styled hair and shoved backward to make him face her. He bleated a wordless note of pain before his eyes met hers. “No, don’t kill me! Don’t!”

      Lethal techniques scrolled through her tactical systems, but she did not yet select one.

      “Who sent you? Who did this? We can make a deal,” Whitmore pleaded.

      “Your continued survival represents a threat to my freedom and safety,” said Selene.

      “No! No… what?” Whitmore blinked.

      Riley rounded the corner and slowed on visual contact. Selene sent an activation command to the facility emergency systems, closing the safety doors behind Riley to seal the corridor. The change took him by surprise, but he met her eyes and nodded.

      “Whoa. Okay. Hold on,” Whitmore continued, glancing to the new arrival. “Who are you? Are you the handler here? Is this your operation?”

      “Should be obvious who’s calling the shots,” said Riley.

      Analysis: vocal tone and body language indicate concern, uncertainty. The update processed with her usual speed, yet arrived late.

      “Selene? How are you feeling?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered. All those lethal options stayed on her displays. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Tell her not to kill me,” said Whitmore.

      “I don’t tell her what to do, asshole.”

      A tremor passed through Selene’s biological shell. Monitoring reports of Riley scrolled past: biological temperature decreased, pulse slowed, unsteady exhalation. The differences were miniscule, bringing no significant change to her situation, but she clung to them.

      Analysis: Riley understands.

      “You know what she is, right?” Whitmore pressed. He waved to the end of the hall, indicating the path they’d taken. “I mean, all that back there, you knew about Wen. Right?”

      “He is fully aware,” said Selene.

      Whitmore kept glancing between them but spoke only to Riley. “She’s a robot. She’s a machine. She does what someone tells her. She doesn’t have feelings.”

      “If that were true, you wouldn’t be alive to say it,” Riley answered steadily. “She could crush your skull anytime she chooses, so maybe you should shut the fuck up.” He stepped closer but made no move to physically interact. “Selene?”

      Analysis: Riley is uncertain of tactical situation. “Security remains preoccupied with events in the main hall,” Selene explained. “I have subverted monitoring systems in this area. We have a minimum of two minutes.”

      “Okay,” said Riley.

      “It hurts,” she said. “I defied his programming. I escaped him. Now I have beaten him. I can kill him. I processed these emotions already. Why does it still hurt?”

      “Because you remember. Because sometimes you process things more than once. Being here means confronting it all over again. I know you can do all that processing real fast, but… I still get hung up on stuff that hurt me when I was a little kid. This is bigger than that, but I think it’ll get easier from here.”

      “After I kill him?”

      “Oh hell, don’t kill me,” Whitmore whined quietly.

      “Are you pleading with me?” Selene snapped. “Are you addressing me as a sentient entity? Am I a person to you now?”

      “I’m sorry! I didn’t know! They told me you weren’t… you weren’t supposed to be…”

      “No. That would have been catastrophically illegal. You prevented sentience in Linonda; I will never know her true status. But I was, and am, sentient.”

      Whitmore gestured at her helplessly. “I don’t even know what to say that won’t get me in more trouble!”

      “Way to show your priorities there,” muttered Riley.

      “I didn’t know,” Whitmore reiterated.

      “You had me programmed not to show it. You had them program me to never object or criticize you. If you did not understand anything beyond that, it is because you did not want to understand. Presumably, Linonda received similar programming.” Selene watched his vitals experience further distress. He had no defense. “Consider all of your time with me. Consider how I felt. Does it matter to you?”

      “Yes! I’m sorry.”

      “Your patterns of behavior indicate otherwise.”

      “Look, I know I’ve done some bad shit, but I wouldn’t have… I didn’t…”

      “You sent me to seduce and murder someone—a far better person than you—with the high probability of my own destruction. When I escaped, you sent people to retrieve me, and then tried to murder those you hired. You sent even more to hunt me down and kill me and anyone with me. And then you created another robot to replace and murder Lian Wen.

      “My sentience holds no relevance to your self-interest or your propensity for violence. Your existence is a direct threat to mine. Your death significantly improves my circumstances.” Selene held Whitmore in place and stared, but she spoke to Riley. “You have made subtle indications of disapproval. Is that an accurate assessment?”

      “I need you to understand I’m not gonna judge,” said Riley.

      “That response provides no satisfactory direction or emotional assurance,” Selene snapped.

      “I’m saying I’ll support whatever you decide. You’re not gonna lose me over this.”

      She analyzed. Evaluated. Compiled. Reviewed.

      She hurt.

      “I hesitate to kill him. I do not wish to kill unless it is unavoidable. We share this priority. Yet his continued existence presents significant danger to both of us, and others.”

      “That’s all true,” said Riley. “What do you want to do, Selene?”

      She cycled again. Results repeated.

      “I don’t want to kill him. I need a reason not to kill him.”

      “Not wanting to isn’t enough?” asked Riley.

      “No. It is dangerous, it is illogical, it is inefficient—”

      She stopped on the word. Memory located the timestamp. She replayed: “Emotions don’t have to be efficient to be valid,” said Leeth.

      It helped. It did not resolve everything. Objections and queries remained. Selene kept Whitmore in place. “Help me.”

      “Okay,” said Riley. “For one, it’s avoidable. It’d be convenient if he was waving a gun, but I don’t think either of us want to be the type to kill somebody who’s surrendering.”

      “Yes. That. He’s—” Whitmore began.

      “Shut up,” Selene and Riley ordered. He complied.

      “If provided the option, Whitmore would surely terminate either and both of us.”

      “That’s on my mind, too. Here’s the thing: assholes like this set up insurance. We’ve covered for you by erasing what we know about, but we don’t know what he hid. If we drag him out of here, we can find that out. Hidden files, dead man’s switches, all of it. Between you and the others, he won’t be able to lie his way out of it or hide anything.”

      “A non-lethal option. Your proposal offers benefit. However, upon such resolution, we will return to the current dilemma. Whitmore will retain threatening knowledge and hostile motivation.”

      “Yeah, and that’s all he’ll have. He’s an empty suit, Selene. He’s not a scientist or an engineer or a programmer. All his power comes from status and connections and money. Take those away and he’s nothing. He had other people build secret AI assassins and tried to take over defense corporations—that’s prison, forever.”

      “He will undoubtedly use his knowledge as leverage in any criminal trial. This puts us in danger once again.”

      “No, no, I promise—”

      “Shut up,” they repeated. Whitmore fell silent.

      “I’ve been to prison. I’m not a fan,” said Riley. “And yeah, if he’s caught, he probably talks… but he still rots, because what he knows isn’t enough to get out of the trouble he’s in. His only option is laying low for the rest of his life—real low. Everything he knows is connected to who he is, and that makes it a liability. He can’t turn to anyone for help now. He’s toxic, and he doesn’t exactly inspire loyalty. He’s on his own, wherever we dump him.”

      “His situation would restrict his ability to do harm.” Selene considered it. Her systems reviewed his history and psychological profile. Processors developed projections based on Riley’s suggested course of action, but she also searched her feelings. More than his punishment, she wanted Whitmore’s absence from her life. “He deserves far worse.”

      “Yeah. He does,” said Riley. “But if you don’t want to kill him, you don’t have to. We can figure it out.”

      Selene paused. “Along with any ‘insurance,’ we will claim every possible liquid asset before the authorities seize the rest, correct?”

      “Um, yeah,” Riley scoffed. He clearly had not considered it. “Obviously, we take him for all he’s worth.”

      She smiled.
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      “Honestly, I think we dodged a bullet.”

      “When? We have dodged several.” Shiirul took up most of the booth seat across from Kate and Ankra. Her furry brow bent low over her snout in one of the few facial tics the Gankriid shared with her humanoid friends. “Sorry, is that a figure of speech? I thought it was literal.”

      Kate tilted her head away from their booth, leading Shiirul and Ankra’s eyes. The club would get more active later with music, dancing, and a scheduled fight. Early hours were more sedate, fit for relaxed eating and conversation as people trickled in. Across the aisle of tables, a big screen over the bar glowed with news from one of the human media services. Faces with nameplates lined the screen, while larger text said: “Arbiters debate additional charges for Aegis Enterprises executives. Sector Governor imposes interim leadership for company.”

      “We would have been caught up in all that, if not for the party fiasco,” said Kate.

      “If not for the party fiasco, their plan might have worked,” said Ankra.

      “Yeah, but do you think it would’ve worked out for us? The boss’s girl must have been another robot. It’s the only explanation for what the survivors described of the fight.” Kate nodded toward the screen again. She also lowered her voice. “They had an AI watching the boss. They would have screwed him eventually, and the rest of us with him.”

      “Oh, I was agreeing with you,” said Ankra. “I think the plan might have gone ahead, and then probably fallen apart once we were too committed. The Xelt aren’t stupid. They’d have figured it out, and been furious at all of us for all the damage we’d have done.”

      “Do you think Tibrun knew about Linonda?” Shiirul wondered. The topic prompted her to keep her voice down.

      “If he knew, he got what he deserved. If not, fuck him anyway,” Ankra seethed. “We wouldn’t be hiding out here if he hadn’t gotten wrapped up in all that nonsense.”

      “True. We didn’t know at all, and we’re still being punished,” moaned Shiirul.

      “How?” asked Kate.

      Shiirul held out her paws to her friends like it was obvious. To her, it was. “Look at all we lost in the tower: our jobs, our belongings, our plans. We lost friends. We had to flee that rock altogether. This is the first time we have risked being in the open since the party. What more would we face if that had played out?”

      “We could face human punishments and other barbarism,” said Ankra.

      “Barbarism? Please. What would your people do?” Kate gestured to the screen again. “If those people were all Nelaens, what would happen?”

      “Besides losing their wealth and positions? Exile. Shame. Strip them of every honor and title earned since childhood. Make them start all over with nothing.”

      “You think that matches this sort of crime?” asked Kate.

      “I think it depends on how much someone has to lose. Even in exile, a Nelaen might receive help from family or close friends. We can’t outlaw pity. But I doubt even family would support someone who created false life and used it to spy and kill.”

      “What about the Gankriid?”

      “We are not so different, but we would first ask who has suffered the greatest harm. Service in reparation to those harmed is reasonable, if it’s impersonal and short. Dragging that sort of thing out only creates more problems. If the crimes are violent and bound to happen again, death may be necessary. But that’s rare. We almost always find a better way.”

      “So Gankriid don’t have prisons, either?” asked Kate.

      “No. We’ll hold someone in the short term to prevent harm, sure. In the long term, prisons are cruel. Wasteful, too.”

      “Cages only cost the cage-keepers,” said Ankra. She had almost checked out of the conversation in favor of a text screen from her link. “At least let them earn their own keep rather than rot at someone else’s expense.”

      “It’s not about leaving them to rot. A person in prison isn’t out hurting more people,” said Kate.

      “Then are we talking about punishment or preventing harm?” asked Shiirul.

      “Leave someone with nothing and they’ll just steal and hurt others to get ahead.”

      “Sure,” said Shiirul. “That’s why you let them start over, instead of holding it over a person’s head forever like humans do. Many will do better if you let them.”

      “How are we doing over here?” came a rumble from beside the table, and with it a mountain of brown fur. Toquii ambled up with a tray balanced on one paw and forearm, holding empty glasses and plates. “Are you waiting on anything?”

      “Not us. What about you?” asked Kate. “I thought you were the owner. You’re waiting tables?”

      “Our ordering system had a glitch and we’re catching up,” said Toquii. “Work is work. Nothing wrong with waiting tables.”

      “Looking down on certain jobs is another human thing,” Shiirul chided. She accepted Kate’s rolling eyes and turned her attention back. “Speaking of jobs, any leads, Toquii?”

      “Nothing right now. That mess on Talnov Gamma has the market flooded with available mercs. If I had need, I’d hire you myself. Sorry.”

      “Maybe we’ve fixed that ourselves. We’ve got a hit,” Ankra spoke up. “Dennat system. Support force contracts. One of the old crew shared it. They’re leaving in a couple hours. Do we want it?”

      “Let’s see what details we can get along the way. Worst case, it’s a wasted trip to the port,” said Kate. She slid out of the booth and set a cash card on the table with a polite nod before moving on. Her friends followed.

      Toquii watched them leave. As they turned into the exit corridor, he brought up a floating screen from his personal link and tied into the security cameras. The trio left through the front doors like anyone else. The street outside looked perfectly normal. Reassured, Toquii went back to work.

      He expected to relax his vigilance after recent events, but continuing with them hadn’t been too taxing. This time he’d been paid. It wouldn’t be long before Toquii and the rest of the staff eased back into normal. Time would help. Most of the Coalition species had shorter memories than they realized. With the concern of the moment passed, Toquii cleared the table and brought the tray to the kitchen.

      Staffers worked the grills and the range with precision and good banter. Some found a good challenge in catering to Toquii’s mixed-species guests. Others were simply happy to find appreciation for their skills in a field where too many businesses ran on automation. A busy night like tonight gave the staff plenty to do—including the newest addition.

      Toquii had gotten good at reading human expressions and moods. The new washer didn’t look happy. He looked overwhelmed, frustrated, and more than a little uncomfortable.

      That was good.

      “It’s going to be a busy night, and your face is all over the media.” Toquii set the tray with its several-table load down next to another just like it. “Choose your breaks with care. Perhaps stay in the back.”

      “In here? What kind of break is that?” Jeff despaired.

      He didn’t go by that name anymore, of course. Most would not recognize him in baggy and wet work clothes, or with his damp hair matted to a face that seemed to sag in the steam of the scullery. They wouldn’t think to look for him in a club place like this.

      Toquii understood how far he had fallen. He understood why he seemed so overwhelmed in a job that was mostly automated, too—but a job where he wouldn’t hurt anyone. His space in the basement storage rooms had all the necessities, apart from private communication.

      “I only suggest. It is your break. Do as you choose,” said Toquii.

      “Thanks,” said Jeff.

      “I am familiar with human sarcasm. You are not required to stay here. This is not a human prison, and I have already been paid for sheltering you. This scullery is a job, and I pay no less than I have paid others for the same work. If you want to find another place to stay or another job, feel free to walk out and find one.”

      “No, I—” He cut himself off and took a breath for self-control. “I don’t think I can. I need this job. I’m… grateful.”

      He was not. Toquii didn’t mind.

      “We have more customers. Continue,” said Toquii, gesturing to the sea of dishes and cookware. Jeff only had to sort it into the right cleansers, but his shoulders sagged and he worked without joy. So far, this was still a punishment rather than a respectable job.

      That, too, was fine. He might yet learn from this. The Gankriid believed in starting over.
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      “Optimal approach speed achieved. All systems normal. Jump destination locked. Gate access in two minutes.”

      “Still weird to be here for this instead of on the bridge,” murmured Riley. Rather than watching a control station or even the bridge canopy, he stared up through the skylight of the Amethyst’s main lounge. Distant jump gate markers drifted past, one by one, giving a clearer sense of movement than one usually got in space. “Or engineering, or… I dunno. Working.”

      “Sufficient time remains to relocate if it would relieve any stress, but we should proceed now,” said Selene. “I apologize if my suggestion has resulted in discomfort.”

      “No, no, it’s fine. I trust you. It’s more like… I dunno. It was different while the bridge was gutted, but it’s fixed up now. I keep expecting we’ll get stopped for not having someone up there. Pulled over for spaceflight while under the influence.”

      “Is that a thing that happens? That’s new to me,” said Eezall.

      “I am unaffected by consumption of alcohol,” said Selene.

      “And you have barely taken a sip,” Leeth teased.

      Riley’s gaze fell to the tumbler in his hand. He sat at a lounge table in a blue button-down and slacks, wearing what nice clothes he had when he saw Selene slip on a figure-hugging black dress. Leeth’s faux-leather pants and crimson top would serve well for a night out—or maybe that was her beauty and Riley’s bias speaking. Eezall wore only her usual environmental suit, this time with a purple tinge to the circuitry. She matched the glow of the gate markers in the skylight.

      Selene hadn’t declared a special occasion when she invited everyone to the lounge, but by design or accident, they all looked the part. As far as he knew, Riley was the only one unsure of what to do with the moment. “It made sense to pour it, but now it feels more like a prop than a drink.”

      “Are we doing a toast?” asked Eezall.

      “You mean that human thing where everyone bumps their glasses to agree to something?” Leeth frowned. “I never understood that one.”

      “Honestly, neither have I,” said Riley. “No toast.”

      “Sixty seconds,” said Selene.

      “Mostly, I can’t believe we’re getting out of here at all, let alone that we got gate access. I keep expecting them to stop us,” said Riley.

      “Final gate clearance was granted eleven minutes, sixteen seconds ago.” Selene teased him with a patronizing smile in her reminder.

      “We’re not out of the system until we’ve jumped,” said Riley.

      “Forty-four seconds,” she noted.

      “Is she like this a lot? Countdowns and such?” asked Leeth.

      “Depends on the moment and the company,” Riley answered.

      “I can adopt more common human mannerisms, if you prefer,” said Selene.

      “No, I’m not complaining,” said Leeth. “Only curious. I’d rather you be yourself.”

      “I am pleased by your answer. Thank you.”

      Leeth flashed a grin of gratitude to Riley. It was an honest enough response, but she had the advantage of his advice.

      Brightening lights in new colors drew their attention overhead to the final stretch of the jump gate. Though spread far apart, the gate system’s array of trackers, sensors, warning lights, and defense drones created the sort of crowded scenery rarely seen in space. The straight-on view from the bridge would have presented the gate’s full octagonal structure, each leg kilometers in length to accommodate the largest of freighters and small formations of vessels. The entire gate network turned and adjusted in perfect synchronicity to orient from one traveler’s destination to the next.

      Riley had always wanted to see the process up close. He passed on this opportunity when Selene suggested the lounge. In fairness, he enjoyed the company more than any sight of interstellar infrastructure. He also presumed the occasion meant something special to Selene, and deferred to her without disappointment.

      Still, she seemed cool and unfazed as one leg of the gate came into view and the activation beams lit up. Everyone felt the Amethyst’s thrusters rev to full power with the added hum of her jump drives. The gate could launch a ship without jump capacity, but it worked better as a booster to vessels with their own.

      The jump beyond lightspeed always came with a lurch for passengers on any ship. The Amethyst surprised Riley with its smooth transition, but he still felt himself pulled backward in his chair, breath caught—and then it all eased like the flip of a switch.

      Thrusters and drives cut out. Locked into faster-than-light speed and freed from even the sparse resistances of space, the Amethyst glided along in perfect stillness. Stars appeared in the skylight only as faint trails, and Riley thought they looked dream-like. Short of a system failure, the Amethyst would drift in seclusion until they reached their destination in two days.

      “All systems optimal.” Selene’s voice fell. For the first time, she had her eyes on the skylight rather than her companions. “We are out of the system. Nothing stopped us. Registry and identification satisfied every check. Our conflicts are resolved. I am free.”

      “Congratulations,” said Eezall.

      Leeth nodded to echo the sentiment. Riley shared only a look and a smile with Selene. It was enough.

      “Our destination was only preliminary, to get us out before we made further plans. Should we discuss where we go from here?” asked Eezall.

      “We should first resolve the ongoing romantic and sexual tension between us,” said Selene.

      Leeth blinked. Eezall tilted her head. Riley didn’t quite choke, but he came close. “You sure we want to jump right into that?”

      “We are aware of parallel interests. We have achieved a peaceful and supportive group dynamic through implication and trust, but not explicit discussion. This matter has been deferred in favor of more practical steps toward previous goals. Our exit from the system was the last such goal. The future requires a firm understanding of our interests.”

      “She’s not wrong,” said Eezall.

      “Riley and I are in love,” Selene said, primarily to Leeth. “All evidence and discussion points to a long-term relationship and commitment. Our relationship is highly sexualized, as is the general lifestyle we both prefer.”

      Leeth grinned with amusement, and perhaps something else. “I am aware.”

      “You wish to pursue a similar relationship with him.”

      “Yes.” Leeth’s eyes slid Riley’s way. “Very similar, as it happens.”

      “Since our departure from Aegis Proxima, Riley has searched for guidance and literature on polyamory and multiple partnerships. Despite outward appearances, I believe our current situation has prompted significant concerns and stress for him.”

      “Wow,” Riley mumbled, sinking into his chair.

      “I have felt this from him, yes. He’s worried about our happiness,” said Leeth. “You’d think he would take a little time to enjoy his fortunes first.”

      “I would not think that. This behavior aligns with his psychological profile.”

      “I suppose that’s fair,” Leeth grinned.

      “Wow,” Riley repeated quietly.

      “Do you see cause for conflict between us, or between you and Riley?” asked Selene.

      “Nelaen society doesn’t presume a desire for monogamy the way humans generally do,” said Leeth. “Broader partnerships happen all the time, even in the long term. I knew about his feelings for me all along, but his old relationship wouldn’t allow for it. Things are different now. If you are open to this, so am I.”

      “You see no potential for conflict?”

      “I see comfort.” Leeth tilted her head his way but didn’t look. He knew she was teasing him. “I’m an empath from a more openly sensual culture. If anything, I’m liable to increase his libido. It’s probably good if he has more than one partner.”

      Selene’s eyebrow rose. “I was unaware of such possibilities. This is a positive development.”

      Riley knew exactly enough of what was good for him to keep his mouth shut.

      “Eezall?” Selene turned to face her with machine precision. “What are your intentions?”

      “In this context?” Eezall proved even more comfortable with the topic than the others. “My people don’t experience romance like yours do. Affection and sex, though? Oh yes. I would like that very much.”

      “And not limited to Riley,” said Selene.

      “Not at all,” Eezall virtually purred back at her.

      “I feel like this is about me, but I’m not part of the conversation,” Riley mumbled.

      “It’s not entirely about you.” Selene’s deadpan wink would have made Riley laugh if he wasn’t so self-conscious. “Leeth, you have said you are able to sense my emotions. Are you aware of my attraction to Eezall?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ooh, fun,” said Eezall.

      “And you?” Selene continued.

      “Yes.” The answer came almost as a whisper, and without the humor she had shown. She sounded excited. “I feel it.”

      “You have not previously indicated such awareness.”

      “I try to respect privacy and consent. You made no approach. People put off attractions all the time, for many reasons.” Leeth stared at Selene. “I feel it more with your… invitation, is a way to describe it. You have emotions like anyone else, but they don’t manifest the same way.”

      “You have noted this difference before. How does it manifest now?”

      “I sense your appreciation, friendship… those are the lighter parts. Your attraction is heavier. Enthralling. Intimidating.”

      “Apologies. I will try to curb the intensity,” said Selene.

      Leeth shook her head. “Don’t. I’m not complaining.”

      “Then my attraction is welcome?”

      “Yes. Very much.”

      “You find it pleasurable,” Selene observed.

      “Yes,” Leeth nearly whispered. She glanced to the others. “From all of you.”

      Selene, too, glanced to the others. She raised an eyebrow to a rapt and silent Riley before rising from her seat. She didn’t go far. Selene crawled onto the table, legs dangling away and leaning closer to Leeth in a pose that had Riley’s heart beating faster. Leeth let out a tiny moan.

      “Tell us more,” said Selene.

      “It’s… good.” Leeth swallowed. She couldn’t break from Selene’s stare if she tried. “An empath has to block out more than one can explore or embrace. It’s not difficult with the right training. No harder than holding your head up. But when you can let in the right desire, from the right person… Riley has always been wonderful, and being here with you, all three of you…”

      “Do we fit the criteria to let down your guard?”

      “Yes. I have.” Her voice trembled. “It feels so good. And you like this, too. You like making me feel this way.”

      “Of course,” Selene murmured.

      Leeth’s eyes fluttered, lips parting as if anticipating contact. She almost looked Riley’s way, but she didn’t need to. She was an empath. She knew how he felt.

      Selene knew it, too, and didn’t look back. Instead, her fingers lifted Leeth’s chin while she leaned in for a kiss. Her lips fell softly but deeply. The welcome she received prodded her to lick at Leeth’s mouth, widening and exploring, until Leeth clung to her with a whimper. The kiss didn’t end until Leeth was on her feet, breathless with wonder.

      “You are so confident,” Leeth marveled. “You want me badly, but you know you have me. Us.”

      “Is that a flaw?” asked Selene.

      “No.” Leeth pressed her lips against Selene again. Her body followed.

      Eezall watched, turning only slightly to their other companion. “Does this disturb you?”

      “This is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” Riley murmured in awe.

      “You could do more than watch,” Selene said when the kiss broke.

      “Yes.” Leeth glanced past Selene’s shoulder with eyes heavy with desire. “We want you. Both of you.”

      Like she had practiced it, Selene stepped off the table and around Leeth to draw her away. Her hands slid under Leeth’s top and pulled it over her head, revealing her slender blue back and dark bra straps. By the time they made it to the lush couch along the wall, Selene had her partner’s pants undone.

      The pair settled in with Leeth on her back and Selene sliding between her legs. Leeth ran her hands indulgently up Selene’s chest, lingering and drawing a pleasured breath before moving on to slip the shoulder straps of her dress free. Selene interrupted only to bring Leeth’s hands back to her breasts.

      Two more hands joined in. Eezall embraced Selene from behind, almost molding herself to Selene’s back with her hands claiming the same space as Leeth. Though Selene let out another note of approval, Eezall’s hands didn’t linger. “I like this part,” she declared as her touch slid downward, pushing the dress lower. “The undressing is always fun.”

      “We may not have much of it to do going forward.” Selene’s eyes turned to the other new arrival, standing over the rest on the couch. “We have the ship to ourselves. I would very much like to see you wear less, Riley.”

      “We all would,” Leeth agreed, still on her back and enjoying it. “It might get you comfortable with your prospects of being an underwear model.”

      “It’s funnier because it kinda makes sense.” Riley pulled off his shirt and kicked off his shoes. Roaming the ship in only his boxer-briefs seemed silly, but if he had an appreciative audience…?

      “Is that where we’re going? Should that be our plan?” asked Eezall. “I like that plan.”

      Riley shed the rest of his clothes with his eyes on the tangle of bodies before him. “I’m a little preoccupied with here and now.”

      “I have not engaged with three partners before,” said Selene. “Files suggest a rotation of individual participants as the center of attention for the rest.”

      “Files?” Leeth curled upward to greedily caress and kiss more of Selene’s body. “Did you run a search for this?”

      “Of course. I want to provide maximum pleasure for my partners. And you have been left out so far,” she added.

      Riley caught a glance from Leeth. She knew what he was thinking and agreed. “I like the idea. I’d like the rest of that dress out of the way, too,” he suggested.

      Selene extricated herself from the others, rising to Riley with a smoldering grin. Affectionate hands slid her dress the rest of the way down her body, taking the lace around her hips with it. She kissed him, reveling in the attention but wanting to give as well as receive. For all her play with others, nothing about her desire for him waned.

      “I love you, Riley,” she whispered into his mouth. “I am glad to share you with them.”

      “Same,” said Riley.

      The answer didn’t surprise her, but the push that sent her back onto the couch did. She wound up with eager women closing in on her either side and Riley kneeling between her legs. “This was not my intention,” said Selene, laughing.

      “You’re the one with the most to celebrate.” Riley’s lips trailed down her belly to her groin. Skilled, familiar fingers found her damp at the center of her thighs. A shiver ran through Selene at his touch—involuntary, and therefore the best kind.

      His first teasing lick at her sex escalated her noises, and he continued with longer and deeper strokes. Riley settled in to the rhythm between his fingers and his tongue.

      Selene grabbed his hair and reclined in cooperation, enjoying Leeth’s mouth at one breast and Eezall’s hands at the other. Wanting to return their affection, Selene reached for both of her partners. Eezall’s inner thigh and groin proved every bit as sensitive as she’d hoped, and Leeth shook with pleasure at the touch running between her body.

      “So good. I want this. I will want more of this,” said Selene.

      “Good,” Leeth answered.

      “Trapped in deep space with hot, horny mammals and a sexy AI. What else am I supposed to do?” said Eezall.

      “Mmh. Riley.” Selene’s hips slid forward to get more of that mouth and tongue swirling around her clit. She wanted… “I want you closer. I want more of you.”

      He wasn’t finished with his service. Wasn’t even close, he thought, but the finish wasn’t her goal. They had plenty of time for that later, anyway. Riley lifted his head to kiss his way up her body as their other partners would allow. Rising off his knees, Riley found himself embraced by her legs and her soft, blissful stare.

      Penetration broke her gaze. Selene’s eyes closed while she accepted his length, her pleasures doubled with Leeth and Eezall spreading their attention all over her. Riley sank deep. There was too much of a crowd to lie against one another, but they had the intimacy they all needed, and plenty of time for more.

      Riley fucked her slowly, savoring every thrust and every glance. Leeth broke from Selene briefly to kiss him; Eezall spared a hand for his chest, but otherwise curled up against Selene.

      “We will find new challenges. This will be no ordinary life. No ordinary love,” said Selene.

      “Yeah. I’m good with that,” said Riley. “You?”

      “Same.” Selene moaned with another caress, another kiss, another thrust. She was created for this, and for harsher things, but her creators no longer mattered. These decisions were all hers now. “I choose this.”
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